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    To All Readers and Game Players,
Thank you so much for all your support and inspiration.
And,
To My Soul-Mate Proof-Reader Ninmeşaora aka Yoko Zander,
Thank you for the countless ideas and all your nights spent editing.

      

    



  	
        
            
                 The slot canyon comes to a startling end, opening wide and dropping abruptly into a vast chasm eight hundred feet across, thousands high and thousands deep.  The vertical cliffs to our left and right are two gigantic waterfalls, the largest you could ever imagine, pounding down from high above, deep into the chasm below us.  Across this vast gorge, we can see two other slot canyons facing us, abruptly ending in neat circular holes in the hillside, just like ours.  Immeasurable volumes of clean and brackish water violently pour into the chasm, producing smaller but equally breathtaking waterfalls.  Fissures and vents of molten magma and super-heated, flammable gasses pour out everywhere, exploding water on contact.  Loud cracks burst water into instant steam, raising the temperature and humidity to stifling levels.  It's astonishing and beautiful, perfect for a travel brochure.
     The daerghos are yelling at maximum possible output, and we all know how loud their annoying voices can get.  With countless humorous gestures from their five arms, they make every effort to let me understand.
     Screeching and screaming to overcome the prodigious thunder, and while smiling with great pride, Filcher explained, "Roxy, that giant waterfall on the right is coming way, way down the Great Slide, pouring all the way in from Khalas.  The left one is from Pluton, bottom of the Gray Wastes of Hades.  The two smaller ones across the chasm - on the right is water from here, from Chamada.  See how clean it is?"
     "This is absolutely the most beautiful place I have ever imagined!  Thank you for bringing me here, guys.  Down there, where does all this water go?" I shrieked.
     "Mungoth, Gehenna Three.  We don't go there."
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Chapter 1  :  Congregate
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A fixation aimed across the obsidian expanse of my Temple finds nine hundred deadpan stares burning right back at me.  What a frightful bore my Establishment has become.  That has been so since we orchestrated the resurrection and demise of my childhood bestie.  It was a ceremony baked in prestige, canonized for each of us to relive as often as we like, but we cannot get complacent.

Paulina Lilly had years earlier been apprenticed here under duress, obliged to fulfill previously dispensed curses.  She was giving birth to Lorelei.  This was not a natural biological procedure.  Nobody here thought to employ any medically sound surgical practices to help.  It was accomplished through the relentless butchering prescribed by Shadowand the Ultrodaemon.  This Greater Daemon was never destined to be a favorite, except maybe by some bad people, but everybody nevertheless loved the tale and the side effects the came with it.  My curses were catalysts to a most arduous process, and every follower in this Pantheon got the satisfaction it craved.

Paulina Lilly was one of only two human women I've been uncontrollably envious of, and now there is only one so territory has been won on that front.  My Mom ought to have been third among them.  She is now safe with me under lock and key.  I dare not publicly use Paulina's maiden name, not that she was ever legitimately a maiden, but that its use causes my blood pressure to require a Heroes' Feast just to calm things down.  That hideous blade on loan from the nearby pig slaughtery is now an enchanted decoration at the sacrificial altar, and its presence there tempers my feeling.  Nobody has bothered to clean it.  That device helped carry out Mrs. Lilly's Caesarian, but greater satisfaction was obtained from the Yagnodaemon's endentulism.  His facial taxidermy is on public display, on a pedestal right here, where it belongs.  Joking about its use as a hair comb was never taken seriously - people prefer my brunette in its wild, natural state, and all I need for maintenance is my coiffure and manicure cantrip.

That was thirty-four years ago and continues to feel like yesterday.  Surely it isn't the only thing to celebrate, is it?  What exactly have I accomplished that hasn't already been said and done?  Since 672, my influence has grown by an order of magnitude and more, and I continue the third largest pantheon on the Prime Material Plane.  The Pantheon of Athena is fourth, and no wonder when followers worship sleaze-balls like Joey-what's-his-face, and that fruitcake Platinum Dragon what's-his-name running the show over there.  It's a stupid name - "Barf-A-Mutt" or something - how boring.  I'll dispense with the Elitch disparagement just this once.

In 692, exactly twenty years later almost to the day, grown women Acolytes Layla and Lorelei were actors in another ceremony of far-reaching consequence.  This one involved the return of their step brother Usain Lilly from the mentorship of Shadowand, and the final assassination of the enslaved spirit of their Mommy, Paulina Lilly.  That took place right here and no place else as appropriate, and the dagger was wielded by none other than twin brother Ulmer himself.  What a fiasco.  We're still laughing about it.

"My dearest loyal followers, how shall we amuse ourselves?  Where do you see us making progress that rewards us all?" I asked my Congregation on a September, 706 evening when The Nine Chaperones summoned everyone into attendance.

"Have a daemon torturing ceremony!" yelled one female Member.

It is an obvious suggestion, and I do believe we can do better than that.  We torture ordinary daemons whenever we like.  That's why low-life daemons exist, and they rejoice the salutations.

"Bring Lorelei in and let an angry Yagnodaemon have his way with her!" yelled a male Member.

I like that suggestion better.  It would be quality entertainment, but excessively difficult to arrange.

"We have no dominion over Lorelei's activities, unfortunately.  She is her own boss, and we lost out to her deep attachments to Ulrich and the subversive disdain for her sister.  Whether that is a consequence of our curses, I cannot say.  What I do know is that four specific outstanding curses against Ulmer, Usain, a Yagno called Üçağız and Shadowand the Ultrodaemon have yet to be fulfilled," I explained.

I'm feeling the temperature rising.  The overheated conditions inside have me whisk off my rubber cape, revealing only leather and skin.  Talk of these curses gives me hot and cold flashes.  How much older am I than I look?  The useful Walking on Air spell adds panache to my watchable presentation.  But I do not remove the ornate hematite chastity Anthraxus years ago presented me with.  It's part fashion and looks nice paired with the lacey, gothic knee-high stilettos and my black leather bra and choker.  It's a tad cliché I suppose, and I apologize for that, but we are at a loss to suggest anything better.  Everyone adores this, and I wear it as well as anyone.  That polished groin protection device has already saved my tender virgin ass at least twice, just so you know.  People tend to formulate broadly false impressions concerning sweet Roxy, and I hope you can appreciate that.  Celibacy may very well be a calling for which no explicit submission is needed.

"Summon Anthraxus and let us hear him!" said a timid female voice echoing from the adjoining room dedicated to him.

Now that's an idea, and I set myself into the Deity Gate Spell, calling for Him by name.

––––––––
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"I urge the need to rein Ulrich and Lorelei in.  They are unapologetically rogue," Anthraxus complained through what sounded like a predetermined injunction.  He crawled up onto the center stage right when I started the Deity Gate Spell.  Everyone was in a hush, covering their mouths, and also their eyes.  Seeing him so suddenly was unexpected.  The four-meter Oinodaemon appeared uncovered, augmented with an over-sized erection.  It is substantially disfigured and grotesque and horrifies even the most willing among us.  I wonder the chastity was specifically intended to protect me from him!

"My Lord, the chaos they exert on the World is refreshing, is it not?" I suggested.  

I demand a position on this.  I hold no expectation the Oinodaemon will roll over but I mustn't concede, either.

"Should it come to pass, may the meekest and weakest spectre take pity on your soul, assuming you even have one, my dearest loyal Roxanne," the Oinodaemon declared.

"My Lord, I thank you for the warm sentiments, but respectfully, I am inclined to disobey.  I have designs carved out for The Prime Material Plane.  I will influence Ulrich and his siblings in every practical way possible and facilitate their permanent relocation to Chamada.  It suits them.  What happens up here is my call after all, is it not?" I argued.

I'm not trolling for anyone's permission.  Anthraxus grants me dominion here so I don't negotiate with what is already mine.  I presume he seeks reassurance that I will hold firm and see things through.  It isn't easy being the boss.

"Roxanne Loveskorne, Grand Matriarch of Hades, let me insist instead, that you issue forth a fresh round of curses.  From that I will perceive your intentions," Anthraxus conceded.

I will remind you the Talisman of Curses was a gift from Him early on.  In lieu of daemon rape, the statue is a charming phallus adaptable to various tasks, but I won't remove my chastity for public inspection.  The Congregation instead solicits debased public performances from others, even shocking displays from the amusing House Wights.  Hanging by chains from the ceiling, Paulina Lilly was the immutable favorite, mainly by virtue of her appearance, but the Undead in residence provide a genre of entertainment unavailable elsewhere.

Confronted with another important matter, Anthraxus disappears inside the gaping portal, back to wherever it was the spell summoned him from.  A vacuum of fog and soot follows him down into the Endless Gloom, and the fissure closes tight behind him.  Everyone watches quietly, whispering private prayers to themselves.

Trust me when I say I reserve only the best intentions for you.  I resign myself to paraphrasing these conversations in the Common Language, for the potency of his thunderous baritone spewing the hideous Alignment Tongue of Neutral Evil shakes temple bricks and mortar loose.  Clouds of mystery dust appear from every crack and corner.  Cracks in the quartzite are an issue and forces the masons to come in for repairs.  The Congregation is in total agony but welcomes the event.  Even from my standpoint, it isn't what I would call a pleasant sound by any means.  Everyone devises some form of hearing protection to cope.  My sweet incarcerated parents, the wight undead Loveskornes, and their long-time undead cohorts, the Beggarstiffs, hole up under the furniture in panic whenever Anthraxus is heard inside my Temple. That being said, my command of the language is sufficiently obnoxious to make any Greater Daemon wince, and since childhood, it has felt good belting it out at eyeball-bleeding volumes.  It truly becomes me and you might recall why Laura was terrified by it.  Fear kept her awake on nights connected to an astronomical anomaly we never bothered to identify.  That research is still on my do-list, but its priority remains low.

Having been coerced into obedience by the sick and twisted desires of Yours Truly, my pet House Wights nevertheless make a pleasant foursome.  It's great fun watching them pretend to be normal, drying to dress one another.  I used to think it ordinary to immortalize one's parents into undead.  It was they who made me this way, twisting and kneading this little ingrate Roxy into some kind of manageable shape.  We might always find reasons to blame our fucked up parents.  Such a curious condition has however, not been duplicated elsewhere, and people from all over come to witness the ceremonious unlocking of the steel cell door that confines the four individuals so influential to my childhood.  For an hour or two each day, the Loveskornes and the Beggarstiffs are free to roam about my beloved Establishment.  They manage to stave off muscle atrophy with this privilege, but I'm not convinced of its value.  My House Wights help themselves to whatever scraps the Congregation leaves behind, so in this way they self-employ as passable custodians.  Failing that, they scrape their knife-like claws along my polished obsidian floors in search of a juicy cockroach, or maybe an unsuspecting mouse when they're quick enough.  Spiders are not to be eaten, and anyway, their dexterity often proves too challenging for half-strength House Wights to cope with  As much as the apparitions will do anything for the taste of raw human flesh and blood, they are strongly sanctioned against attacking visitors, and must remain content with exchanging cautious stares and polite small talk.

"Ro-ro-roxy, is that you-u-u-u behind all that sooty face paint?" Laura my former Mom asks.  Her screechy, strained voice is reminiscent of a vulture's mating call made while swallowing a live rat, vehemently objecting to its fate.

"It's me, Mother. You ask me that same stupid question every day," I responded in a similar voice, back to the usual blank stare.  She's isn't swift on the uptake and has poor data retention, but nothing tops that shrieky, agonized voice of hers.  The purple splotches all over her skin are quite ugly, too.  Overall, despite their shortcomings, it's nice to keep family and friends as House Wights, if only for the entertainment value.

Tiled in polished obsidian and quartzite, my Establishment is big, black, pink and shiny, appropriate to a Grand Matriarch of Hades.  It may not be quite as awe-inspiring as The Vortex's famous Monestario di Colossus of Dionysus, but I'm not here to compete with lunatics.  The Hades Congregation totals nine hundred, all of whom live in the high rise monastery next door, and we plan to extend the population to over a thousand when we amalgamate Lorelei's Temple and Congregation into a larger entity.  Her modest establishment is located opposite me, on the distant south end of our street.  It is actually Layla's Temple, but Lorelei inherited it and made it the clandestine home for Ulmaetor's twin brother Ulrich and the twin acolytes Lydia and Livia.  Five is not a crowd when they're hardly together anyway.  That said, nobody there has yet been apprised of this plan of mine, and I should prepare for all manner of objection.

The Ersa Calamy Public Works, mobilized with our generous civic taxes and formal donations, have organized significant improvements to our street.  In addition to new curb and gutter, sidewalks and road surfacing, food stalls distribute care and nourishment to the destitute of our city.  Folks die on this street.  These often include foreign races not seen before and you'll wonder how it came to be that they would be subjected to so much anguish and despair without any obvious cause.  I witness a clear reflection in the polished obsidian but cannot for my life claim responsibility.  This isn't me doing that!  I always study the indirect consequences of my curses and my actions, and if I were truly the madman, why would they dare come here for help?  There is much evil in the World to contend with, and I am to be considered one of the good guys, whatever your definition of good might be.  I take no responsibility for any curse originating from this location so don't bother mentioning it.  There are times when someone genuinely deserves a hand.

Inside the main hall of my Temple, there is the sixteen-foot hematite statue of Hades overlooking the central stage, dance floor and the plush leather seating.  Everyone is still amazed to realize the ceiling is that high.  As previously hinted, somewhat smaller hematite statues of Anthraxus, Charon, Arcanadaemons and, more recently, an Ultrodaemon adorn various adjacent ceremonial worshipping rooms.  Everywhere inside you look, the bright and contrasty hematite and quartzite reflections in the obsidian are a sight to behold, especially when a dozen lit candles in each room add to the ambience.  They multiply themselves infinite-fold, and an overwhelming vertigo sets in whenever you look up and turn around.

The Congregation is ready and willing to grow, that much is sure, and I believe it must.  Sadly, we're faced with some severe physical constraints.  The original Temple built four levels underground many decades before me needs to remain proprietary, so the Nine have proposed a novel idea.  We shall double the Congregation, but require newcomers to furnish their own accommodations.  Access to permanent monasterial accommodation will be on a first-to-apply, first-to-die basis.  Access to Temple ceremonies, rituals and sacrifices will be made by lottery.  This method has worked well for a variety of purposes in the past, and should prove serviceable in this respect as well.  I just hope jealous people don't resort to murdering one another in their sleep just to get ahead on the queue.  That will be on me, because I and the Ersa Calamy Population Control Board are in no way connected by any official municipal mandate.  That being said, a murdered soul is every bit as good as a living one, and a lot cheaper to maintain.

For all the prevailing positives I can be thankful for, there remains one glaring weak point that urgently needs attention.  I had Layla, but circumstances proved too much for her to get along with.  She has her wings as my buddy Goradeya's loving wifey.  I raised Lorelei, but filial attachments severed all chances of the lasting relationship we might have forged.  The long story short of it all is that I desperately need a new apprentice, a new spiritual Acolyte to assist with my objectives.  I need to train someone.  I like being the Teacher Mommy, and lucky is, I know just who to get.
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Chapter 2  :  Expropriate
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"You summoned him to entertain the Congregation?  And he shows up post haste without issue?  He adores you, that much is beyond doubt, and prays to The Dark Lord you'll remove that shiny body armor one day.  He's bound by its weight and in awe of the protections it gives you.  Perhaps I'm mistaken.  Don't give in, my friend.  Its removal cannot be in your interest," Goradeya explained during our weekly Font Scry, scheduled after the Indoctrination Ceremony.

"I won't, and thank you for the advice," I said.

I really do appreciate having one friend I can depend on.  Goradeya is the Arcanadaemon with partial dominion over Gehenna's Second Plane, Chamada.  He's physically and spiritually detached from The Prime Material, another advantage that cannot be repeated.  We are great assets to each other and always look for ways to exploit our advantage.  This began when Ulrich and Lorelei assassinated his draconian twin Deyagora, and minor credit goes to a particular catalytic whim of my own design.

"Various threats of expropriation pervade Gehenna and I might need you to come down pretty soon.  It seems Layla's little douche baby sister and those two castrated wizards have made contact with Maanzecorian.  He insists a claim of 50% control over all of Chamada.  He used the word 'ownership' which I find particularly telling," my friend reported.

"Oh, he thinks that, does he?  Well, we'll have to set him straight.  By the way, who the fuck is Maanzecorian?" I asked with a smile.  It is
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