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        "That which can be destroyed by the truth should be."

        -- P. C. Hodgell, Seeker's Mask.
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        From one perspective, it's surprising that the first Keltham-induced break outside of Carissa Sevar occurs inside of Pilar Pineda.
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        From another perspective, it's not surprising at all.

Pilar believes she is willed by Asmodeus to learn the true Law as a Keeper would know it and wield it.  She is confident enough of her own faith, confident that nothing can shake it, she was never built on a foundation of lies that she ever knew about.  Elysium would have already told her any uncomfortable truths that a demigod could see within her own mind.  No more than Ione or Asmodia, both entirely departed from their former faith, does Pilar think she has anything left to fear from apprehending dath ilanism or wielding it mercilessly against her own mind.

She didn't like torturing children with no other uses?  Pilar is already aware of that flaw in herself, and how deep it runs.  Elysium already plunged that knife into her as deep as it would go; and then by the wit, if not mercy, of the Most High, it was revealed to Pilar that she had let herself be too anxious for what would follow her return.

Does she care at all about people like Paxti, or children with no other uses, or souls who don't want to go to Hell?  In due time Hell will teach that out of her and set her on the right way forever.  For now, in Golarion, she is already returned from Elysium invincible in her faith.
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        Out of dath ilan they might have warned: there is a potential rebound effect, if you do something that makes people safer, and then they think they are safer, and then they take more risks.  Risk compensation, it's called there.

But this, Keltham has not yet happened to lecture upon.
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        And so Pilar Pineda told Keltham that she wanted him to make a very sincere try at breaking her, with those truths and arts of dath ilan that might break an adult who'd grown up unknowing of them; and see if that did literally anything to her.  Someone, Pilar said, obviously needed to try taking the risk; and someone was obviously her.
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        So Keltham held forth to Pilar, then, in private session, upon the Way.  Keltham does not know any of that Keeper stuff, but he knows something about how non-Keeper dath ilani speak when they are more dedicated to the Art than he.
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        Keltham tells Pilar of the principle of the bottom line:

If you begin by writing at the bottom of a sheet of paper the conclusion you mean to argue for above, the rightness or wrongness of the bottom line is already determined by whatever process led you to write that as what-you-would-argue-for.  Only a process that has the power to erase that bottom line and write in something else, has the power to change the correlation of the bottom line of that sheet of paper, with the many worlds in which that piece of paper is embedded, where the bottom line is true or false in that world.  If you write it and cannot erase it, the correlation is already fixed, it is too late to argue it afterwards.

If you write a probability, its lost 2s are already fixed across the many worlds; only if your arguments cause you to erase and rewrite the probability, do those arguments change anything.

This is not a Law from which anybody can exempt you; it is an obvious validity across all realities.  In the moment you decide what to argue for, the truth or falsity or lost 2s of that sentence are already scaffolded and bound to all the worlds that embed you, you are already as right or as wrong as you can ever be, no matter the arguments.
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        Keltham holds forth to warn Pilar of the mistake called 'rationalization' -

- wait, it's called what in Taldane?  That word shouldn't even exist!  You can't 'rationalize' anything that wasn't Lawful to start with!  That's like having the word for lying being 'truthization'!

Well, anyways.  Motivated cognition, don't do that.  If you've literally never had any lessons about that... maybe keep an Owl's Wisdom prepped, wait until the next time you want to believe something and notice yourself making up arguments about it, and hit yourself with the Owl's Wisdom so you can watch all the little bits and pieces that go into the process.

Maybe adults in Golarion literally try to argue themselves into things?  But that's not the failure mode that dath ilani worry about; anything that explicit and deliberate is something you can just decide not to do and then you're done.  No, what you've got to watch out for are those subtle ouches and subtle yearnings that might lead you to flinch away from one idea and flinch towards another.  That's the part where she can maybe do a few Owl's Wisdoms and speed through what dath ilani children take some years to learn.

Though now that Keltham thinks about it, when he was very young, they did do exercises to notice explicit rationalization by way of having kids actually do that?  Well, those are pretty easy and fun to run through.  Keltham will start by proving that the sky is orange, then arguing that everything is upside down, then showing that humans are really a kind of fish; and for her own exercises he demands Pilar demonstrate that Keltham's shirt is secretly the real Keltham and that nobody should ever go outside.

See how your brain has to stretch and reach when it's trying to argue something that isn't so?  Well, remember that feeling; and then, if you notice feeling it again, halt melt and catch fire, don't do that.
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...this sort of seems to be heading towards - conveying a sense that all argument is meaningless?  Keltham was putting up a pretty persuasive argument that humans were fish, there.
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        Then Pilar needs to work on refining her sense of what's an allowable argument until Keltham stops sounding persuasive about the fish thing.  Either that, or accept that humans actually are fish.

Pilar should - hopefully - be able to notice something stretched about the way that Keltham said very loudly and sternly that anything which was naturally born to two fishes mating, without magical interference, would by definition be a fish.  She should, hopefully, be able to notice a stretched feeling inside her mind, considering that.  If she can't feel it yet, note it down, accumulate a bunch of those things, and review them with an Owl's Wisdom after the lecture is over.

In the future, noticing something stretched like this, when Keltham isn't pointing directly to it, will probably manifest as Pilar noticing a quiet note of disquiet in the corners of her mind.  She should maybe hit herself with an Owl's Wisdom as soon as she has that first experience, it's a really important one to remember and recognize and learn to feel explicitly and consciously every time it happens.

This is not about despair in how reasonable arguments can reach wrong conclusions.  This is about your own sense of what is 'reasonable' being broken.  This is about taking more Validity into yourself.  This is about using the styles of cognition and kinds of arguments that make it easier to argue for true things than for false things.

But even ilani, when they stretch themselves to their limits - possibly even Keepers - cannot be sure of what is and isn't valid, when they are doing deep thinking not in numbers and stretching their intuitions to their limits.  So they learn, first to reason validly, but also, not to let themselves flinch towards or away from thoughts, not to let their minds go to looking for arguments for a bottom line already written; only to wonder "Is X true?" and not "How do I argue for X?"

If Pilar is starting to doubt lots of argument steps, to see possible fallacies everywhere, to feel unsure which arguments are valid - she'd better rush to master the art of evenhandedness and purifying her cognition from flinches.  Otherwise, those doubts-of-validity and arguable-fallacies will, perhaps, arise swiftly when Pilar considers something she doesn't want to believe; and seem more distant - not come so naturally to mind - when she is considering something she wants to believe.

If you are swifter to look for flaws and fallacies and invalidities in incongruent thoughts, than in congruent thoughts, then learning more of the Art only makes you that much stupider; it gives you that much more spellpower with which to blast down everything you don't want to believe, all the arguments you don't want to accept, and keep your bottom line in place forever.

Of which it was said out of dath ilan:  Intelligence, to be useful, must be used for something other than defeating itself.
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        So... try to figure out when she wants something to be true, and then not believe that?
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        Does that, in fact, sound Lawful to Pilar?
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...not really, no.  Pilar would like to be alive in Golarion so she can better serve Lord Asmodeus; she does not therefore seem to be dead.
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        Not a precise example; that was something Pilar wanted, not something Pilar wanted to believe.  But, sure, even if you want to believe the Sun is shining, that doesn't make it dark out.

Of which it was said out of dath ilan:  Reversed stupidity is not intelligence.  If you were guessing future coinspins and betting on them, you would need very good information about the future, you would need to be Nethys, to get every coinspin wrong.  You would need strong veridical information about the future, processed correctly on some level, in order to be wrong that reliably.  Wanting something to be true isn't that; it's not evidence in the other direction, just a flaw in your own thinking.

Keltham was warned against this as a child - the same way he was warned against criticizing incongruent thoughts harder for flaws - that he should not think that it would be the Way: to ask, "What might somebody in my shoes be tempted to believe?", and then believe you were probably being tempted to believe that whether you could detect that internally or not, and then adjust downwards your probabilities on it.

What you want is to detect the flinch towards or away from a thought, switch off the flinch, and do your thinking without letting the flinches move you.  Step as rightly as you can, on each step, and then go where your footsteps take you.  This is a path that leads to skill, if you follow it, as you become more skilled at clearing your thoughts.  The other path, the path of indefeasibly doubting yourself and treating your fears and wishes as evidence the other way, is a trap that leads nowhere.
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        And Keltham continues to hold forth upon the Way.

Here are some of the experiments and games that dath ilan uses to show its children their innate conformity, that they may be warned against the tendency - very young children, obviously, you couldn't pull that sort of crap on an eight-year-old, by then they've got enough individualism and confidence in their own reasoning not to say that Line C is the same size as Line X when it's obviously not.

These are some tests you can apply to determine whether a thought is meaningful or meaningless to you.

This is what it feels like to want to believe something you don't actually believe.
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        And the thing to remember above all is that you cannot be any smarter than the process that actually produced your beliefs.

If you look up at the sky and see it's blue - you're no better and no worse than your eyes and the vision-processing part of your brain.

If you close your eyes and decide that your favorite color is orange, and want the sky to be orange, and argue that the sky is orange, and build orange-colored filters and produce paintings of it to try to convince others - you are no smarter than the process 'pick your favorite color and then think that things are that color'.  (Though it's fine if you wish the sky was orange, or start planning to make the sky orange; the error is if you try believing that it's orange already.)

And the only way to do any better than you're already doing, is to go through a different process and produce a different belief.

Not every change is an improvement, but every improvement is necessarily a change.

There'd be no point in Pilar trying to be a Keeper, if she tried to keep all her old beliefs in the process; why bother becoming a Keeper, if she already knows all the facts correctly?
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        Keltham does not know the way of Keeping, only a few signposts around the first steps there, placed to warn dath ilani off starting down that path unless they mean it.  Still, that part is knowledge and Keltham has it.

It is said, there is no ordinary thought that Keepers would hesitate to think.

There are exotic thoughts not to think - maybe especially in Golarion, directions you should not look because something from that direction might look back - or inhuman patterns of thought that higher Keepers devised, maybe, as might destroy unready minds from the inside.  Keltham does not know details for obvious reasons.

But nothing along the lines of, say, how the prediction market is assigning only a 40% probability that you stay married for fifty years to the person you promised your eternity, or that you're a romantically obligate sadist with no accessible masochists.  That, you're not afraid to think about, not if you're a Keeper.

Even among the ordinary dath ilani, you learn that when you notice that your mind is not-looking in a direction, you're past the point in your childhood where it makes sense to not look there anymore.

Even among the ordinary dath ilani, as you grow more knowledgeable in Law and by simple age more practiced in thinking, you become better at it over time, at noticing the directions you aren't looking.

Even among the ordinary dath ilani, every time that happens to you, you naturally learn a bit more about how you work, in that regard, and it becomes easier to notice what you aren't thinking.

That's just growing up.

But the Keepers push themselves to grow up as quickly as possible, like a child forcing themselves to leave their parents' home seven years earlier than would be usual.

'That which can be destroyed by the truth should be', goes the proverb, and ordinary dath ilani and Keepers alike both hold to it in the limit.  If you look at it from the standpoint of the Future, if you somehow get some wrong thought into your head, do you want to still be thinking it a thousand years later?  Do you always want to be that small, or that warped, that you could go on holding a false belief forever?

For the ordinary dath ilani, though, they say, 'That which can be destroyed by the truth should be eventually.'

And the Keepers say, 'That which can be destroyed by the truth should be immediately.'

- though, to be clear, that doesn't mean they run around telling other people truths that will wreck parts of their personalities.  It means that they themselves will destroy whatever of themselves they can, with whatever truths they've come to hold.
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        Does Pilar still want to become a Keeper?
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        It's not a matter of wanting; Pilar cannot choose to be anything else.
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        Brave, poetic words.  Possibly worryingly so; good decisions made for good reasons should perhaps not sound so optimized to be poetic.  It'd be fine for an ordinary dath ilani, if they were making a brave decision, to try to have it sound inspiring and poetic too.  For a Keeper the potentially tiny resulting bias might be a problem, unless they were very confident of their prior ability to not be influenced at all towards the decision by how poetic and brave it was.

Ordinary human beings should not try to live like that.  They need bits of bravery and poetry in them.  Not bravery and poetry they know is false.  But trading off some tiny tiny breath of precision in their thoughts, to have emotion and color?  Not giving up their art and believing something false.  Just - daring to, in the course of making what they think is the right decision, also being brave and poetic about that?  That's a reasonable benefit to go for, even if it comes with a tiny risk of making the wrong decision.  So long as it's not a big risk, one where you've gotten to the point of, like, noticing a tiny quiet note of disquiet.  Then even an ordinary person should rethink it as clearly as possible.

But, like, in the course of everyday life - you don't want to be trying to root the bravery and poetry out of yourself in case it influences you in the wrong direction.

Unless you're a Keeper.  They presumably don't try to get all the emotions out of themselves, then they wouldn't want anything or do anything ever.  But they would - Keltham thinks - be disturbed by the prospect of a note of bravery and poetry influencing their thoughts in an invalid direction at all, and if they didn't destroy all bravery, they'd be doing something else to - optimize their thoughts, somehow, so that they couldn't be influenced in some way they defined as undue, or invalid -

Keltham doesn't know, actually.  He is not in fact a Keeper, and these arts are themselves held infohazardous to those who would not practice them.

The point is, the Keepers are willing to step further away from their humanity and try to think in stranger patterns, for the sake of knowing the truth, for the sake of obtaining their goals, for the sake of protecting the children who don't want to grow up so quickly.
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        Does Pilar still want to be a Keeper?
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        Pilar bets that devils, though they have grandeur - which probably subsumes bravery and poetry - don't go reasoning in invalid ways on account of their grandeur.

Or if lesser devils are still doing that, Pilar would guess that Asmodeus is annoyed about it.

Pilar is with Asmodeus with that, as she is with Asmodeus in all things.
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        As far as Keltham can tell, Pilar is not currently acting like her mind is disintegrating due to any of the things that Keltham has said already.  Keltham does want to check in explicitly that this is in fact the case.
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        Pilar is not in the slightest danger of disintegrating due to any of this.
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        That's not nearly as reassuring as Pilar seems to think.  'So far as I know, I don't visibly seem to be in danger of disintegrating down any pathways I can foresee' is a sensible thing to say, at this point.  'I'm in zero danger of disintegrating' sounds like bravado and something that a Golarionite could not reasonably know about themselves.
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        "Acknowledged.  I don't see any danger of myself disintegrating, here."

"If you were asking that as a preliminary towards hitting me harder, go ahead and hit me harder."
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Keltham will take a deep breath and not follow up on any alternate possible interpretations of that statement.
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        And Keltham will go ahead and hit her harder.

He'll explain the concept of an Edifice, which he knows of as more of a psychiatric symptom, than something that sane adults do on any regular basis, but it seems to him like an Edifice would also be something that happened if you grew up without any training in mental skills at all.

It's what happens when somebody gets sick and goes on assembling more and more arguments in favor of something, explicitly by trying to do that, implicitly by flinching away from every counterargument; and they make their beliefs and goals more and more and more rigid, nailing themselves into place, drenching their thoughts with glue.

If you grow up in Golarion you may not know not to do that.

And once the bottom line is written, it is as reliable, as Lawful, as correlated with reality, as the process that originally produced it as the bottom line; and no more.

Does Pilar... possibly have any sense, right now, that she knows there is something inside her that she has argued to herself a lot, that she is maybe flinching away some from looking at, that she will brook no counterarguments to?

If she wants to undo her having grown-up-unLawful, to reach even the fifth part of the standard of an ordinary ilani, never mind becoming a Keeper, she is going to have to go through that part of herself at some point, and rethink it all.
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        "Are we talking about my faith in Asmodeus, here?"

See how you like it when all the subtext gets turned into text.
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        "It's giving me some vibes of that, yeah, though I don't pretend to know what's inside another person's mind.  If not that - maybe something else?  Maybe a dozen other things?  I've been trying to think of how Golarionites would have real mental catastrophes from Law exposure, and it only recently occurred to me that maybe they're full of Edifices."
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        "Well, it would have been that before my trip to Elysium.  Where, I thought at first, the Chaotic Good outsiders spent a lot of time trying to poke at my faith in Asmodeus and pointed out a lot of things I'd always flinched away from looking at, exactly like you're describing.  And then at the end they were like 'Just kidding, we only wanted you to be sure of your own choices.'"

"So yes, at this point, I've already been through all that."
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        "That... sounds a lot like they knew you'd try to become a Keeper later, and they were trying to help you along."
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"Chaotic Good, like Chaotic anything else, is really really hard to figure out, sometimes."
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        ...it doesn't seem particularly hard to figure out, to him?  Like, he just did figure it out.

"I don't suppose you'd be willing to share details, if they're not private?"
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        Privacy!  What a helpfully un-Chelish concept.  "Pretty fucking private, yeah."  Oh wait, she should also invoke that other un-Chelish concept.  "Sorry."
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        Well then, if Pilar is sure she's handling all of this totally fine, he'll go ahead and keep dumping on her the entire list of dath ilani advice that he can remember off the top of his head for undoing major false beliefs.  That includes, let's see...

- How to notice when you're avoiding the real weak points in your beliefs by rehearsing more comfortable and winnable battle points, but obviously it's not Lawful to update on the same observation twice;

- The difference between feeling obligated to investigate something, wanting to have finished investigating it, and feeling curious about it;

- The general way of noticing when you're completing a pattern in a precached way, and exercises to try to re-see there from scratch;

- The litanies children are taught for 'If snow is white, I desire to believe snow is white, if snow is not white, I desire to believe snow is not white, let me not become attached to beliefs I may not want' etcetera;

- How it's actually less unpleasant, when you're fighting a rearguard action against a mistake, to just say 'oops' and not defend anything or cling to anything and let it all go and be over with;

- More guidance on seeing thoughts you're flinching away from in a corner of your mind;

- Averting the need-for-closure and letting problems hang around unanswered for a while, pondering problems more thoroughly before jumping to proposed solutions on them;

- Missing alternatives to policy proposals where you want a policy proposal to be the best one for reasons other than the stated utility criterion;

- Fake humility as an out, where you don't want to know something you're starting to see, and so claim that nobody could possibly know it...


(it goes on for a while)
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        Is Pilar still doing okay here?
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        Yes.

She's doing fine.

Is there more?
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        This is in fact about what he can easily remember off the top of his head from his childhood education, that seems most strongly relevant, and can be said without a lot of math or a lot of background prerequisites.  He can let her know if he remembers more.  He suspects a lot of the real power here is in reshaping your thoughts to Law, to greater validity and greater awareness of the mechanics of cognition, rather than being told about a list of techniques that he ran through too fast to really practice her in any of them.

He has now hit her about as hard as he can hit her in a few hours.  Just remember, Keltham is not exactly the wise master, here.  All of this is what dath ilani punk teenagers get as kids, rather than dath ilani who are going relatively deep into the Art as adults, and saying nothing here of Keepers.  Even then, it's just the most clearly relevant parts that take the least math, and that can be reviewed in a few hours.

If she wants to go past Keltham, or even get to Keltham, she's going to have to push herself hard and forge a lot of her own Way.
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        All right.

Pilar's now supposed to go off and ponder this, maybe get hit by an Owl's Wisdom, and see if literally anything happens to her.  Correct?
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        ...if nothing interesting is otherwise happening to her by evening, then yes, Owl's Wisdom.  If interesting things start to happen to her in another hour, without the Owl's Wisdom, let those run their course before boosting them any further.
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        Acknowledged.


(And she departs.)
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        Keltham watches her go with a somewhat uneasy feeling that he's been socially-pressured into doing something riskier for Pilar than he should.  She was slated to take the Worldwound oath, right?  That's - Golarion adulthood?  She wanted to take this risk and had her reasons for it, there were arguments for it...

Well, what's done is done; if Keltham wanted to question the wisdom of this, the time for that would have been several days earlier when he agreed to run this trial.
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She is, in fact, going to be okay, right?  Alter-Pilar would definitely be okay, so that's who Keltham saw, confident in her faith.  But real-Pilar should also be okay.  She's already been through her trial in Elysium.  If there was any flaw in her faith, for all this art and technique to find and crack through, the Elysians would have used that against her already, right...

...unless they didn't pick it out on purpose.  Because they were not, in fact, actually trying to convert her away from Asmodeanism, just then.



Pilar will find her way to somewhere near Subirachs's office, just in case she is less invincible in her faith than she thought, and requires either sudden spiritual guidance, or a Sleep spell to put her out long enough for Aspexia Rugatonn to get there and correct her in a matter of faith.
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        She prays, and also thinks, for a time.
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...when the first rush of fear has subsided, Pilar looks within herself for her faith in Asmodeus.  For the surety, still there, that a Keeper is obviously what He desires His slave Pilar to become.  The right way, the Lawful way, for which sake Pilar needs there to be something above her to correct her.  Her Evil is imperfect enough - though Pilar knows full well that in Lawful Good or even Lawful Neutral there is no place for her, who must needs be punished and whipped and corrected and not by her own will either - but she can at least serve Asmodeus rightly in Law.  Nothing of Chaos has ever tempted her.

She will master this.  It is certainly -

It is likely Asmodeus's will.

An ilani does not require certainty to act.
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        Pilar goes looking, then, for the things she is not thinking, to find the directions where she is scared to look, and look there.  Devils are not afraid to know themselves, or, if they are, Lord Asmodeus is annoyed about it.
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There is a note of unease inside her.



Pilar notices it consciously, and continues about her self-investigation.

 

She was not lying to Keltham that somebody needs to take this trial, and maybe learn something that Project Lawful needs to learn, one way or another.  Aspexia Rugatonn herself has faith in Pilar.  Pilar can, if not believe too much in herself, believe in Aspexia Rugatonn who believes in her.
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        And Pilar realizes that she never thought, since she saw Hell's true face scryed to her in Elysium, since Elysium forced her to face how much she hadn't liked torturing those children, and know the deep flaw running through her faith, Pilar realizes that since then she never once thought about whether her mother and sister, who are less strong in their own faith than Pilar, might maybe not want go to Hell.
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        There's a jumble of horrified thoughts that are allowed to run for long enough that Pilar Pineda can come to appreciate her own folly, her arrogance and overconfidence and disdain in thinking that dath ilani were only weak and that she was ready to learn all they mark as dangerous; for her mind to try suggesting that her mother and sister cannot come before Asmodeus in her heart, because she is a very good Asmodean who does not care for her family, except of course as something she can make use of because of their own naive sentiments which she plays to; and for Pilar to think that if she were a Keeper, she would already know that she was lying to herself about this all along, the one worst error inside her -

- to fear that this crack runs deep enough to split her faith through, fear that as she's never feared any threat to her faith in all her days in Cheliax and only one time in Elysium; but then if not wanting to hurt useless children was enough to shake her faith, then how could this thought not be enough to crack, even if it doesn't crack her faith, what it if cracks her -
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        Pilar!  Enough.  It's been taken care of.
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        What?
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        What do you mean - it's been taken care of -
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        By the hidden effects of Pilar's actions.

Though even if Pilar had not sent the Osirian team home safely, after seeing somebody who looked like Pilar, there would still have been enough information for Osirion to identify Pilar Pineda.  She's a student who went missing from Ostenso's wizard academy at the same time as the others, even if she wasn't among the souls being traded highly in Dis.
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What have you done?


 

 

What have you DONE?
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        Osirion heard that a Project Lawful girl had come back from Elysium, and asked why somebody who sorted as Chaotic Good would consent to be raised in Cheliax.  They suspected that maybe her family was being held hostage against her.  The girl who went to Elysium would obviously be a girl like Pilar, whose soul isn't being traded in Dis.

So Osirion kidnapped Pilar's mother and sister, to take them out of reach of Cheliax's threats; and offered them Atonements for everything they hated being forced to do in Cheliax, to remove them from the reach of Hell's vengeance.  They thought that they might be breaking a leash that held Pilar to be used by Cheliax, and that perhaps Pilar would be grateful to Osirion for it; but if that wasn't true, they would still not regret it.

Pilar's mother and sister accepted Osirion's offer, and the Atonements took.
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        Then when Pilar's mother and sister were finally allowed to think without fear of mindreading and fear of Hell, they felt sickened and wounded by all that had been done to them, and all that they had been forced to do.

Pilar's mother and sister talked their new situation over with each other and decided that they probably could never be happy like this, because of being terrified about malediction, or doing something Evil by accident, or above all being terrified that Cheliax would kidnap them back.
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        Osirion offered to increase their security and to pay for insurance against future Atonements being required.
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        Pilar's mother and sister said that they did not want to be a burden to the Osirians who had been kind to them.
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        They're in Axis now, safe, learning how to be happy.

 

Pilar wasn't told because Aspexia Rugatonn did not wish to facilitate whatever it was that Osirion might have hoped to accomplish.
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        PILAR DID NOT ASK FOR THIS.

Fury anger horror and shame, and something that makes no sense in terms of Asmodeanism or just plain reality that's thinking that she's been separated forever from her family in the afterlife they should have shared -
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        No, Pilar did not.

But this is what lets Pilar learn what she needs to learn, without that breaking her faith or breaking her.

This is what serves Asmodeus's interests.
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        "This, wasn't, what I wanted -"
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        Pilar's curse knows.

Pilar was promised that her being chosen as Cayden Cailean's oracle would end up serving Asmodeus.  From the beginning, nothing was ever said of what would become of Pilar.
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        A horrible strangled sound comes from Pilar's throat, and then she's turning to run, running half-blind into Subirachs's office, she needs to report this to the Most High, that because she wasn't Asmodean enough Asmodeus has been deprived of two souls He could have made some use of, she needs to be hurt needs to be punished needs to be made clean of her shame and her sin, and she also knows that she'll never really be clean of it again.
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        Pilar's curse is sorry.
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 31 / Long Night
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        There's been time for the initial pain and horror to subside, now.

There's been time for Subirachs to put Pilar to sleep, briefly.  Time for the Most High to hear what happened.

Time for the Most High to tell Pilar that, yes, that's Chaotic Good for you, and no doubt Cayden Cailean is very satisfied with Himself about it.  But Aspexia cannot say that Asmodeus's interests have been betrayed, here.  Snack Service is continuing to do an excellent job of pretending to be helpful, to the point where even Aspexia is starting to doubt a little that perhaps there is actually some common interest Cayden Cailean has with Asmodeus.

This would have been an obvious chance for Good to turn Pilar against them, after Pilar had apparently proven herself in Elysium.

Instead Pilar has been preserved as a faithful slave of Asmodeus who can become the shape that Asmodeus desires from mortals.  That is by far the most important consideration in the eyes of the Church, which Pilar's curse has seemingly-helpfully prioritized.  The two souls lost to Asmodeus are small things by comparison.

Indeed, of much greater importance to the Church is the prospect that Pilar's guilt about losing two souls for Asmodeus will prove resistant to expiation, as could corrupt the purity of Pilar's service.  The Most High does worry that no pain Subirachs can inflict on Pilar tonight will make Pilar feel like she's paid a proper price.  That's a problem.

Because the harsh truth here is that Pilar's blunder is simply not significant.  Two souls lost to Asmodeus are a trivial price to pay for cutting loose Pilar's mortal attachments that could have tempted her away from her Lord.  The Most High would pay it a dozen times over if needed.

Yes, Asmodeus did lose somewhat for the sake of Pilar's flawedness; Pilar will pay her penance for it.  Later, after Pilar's thinking about the matter has had time to settle into correctness.  Once there is no question about whether Pilar will believe deep down that she is being punished for getting her family killed, as would be nonsense.

Subirachs will get around to punishing Pilar sometime tonight.  That will not be the punishment for Pilar costing Asmodeus two souls; it will be the punishment for Pilar being weak and foolish and not thinking about this matter correctly from the start and requiring the Most High's personal attention to correct her.
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        The open scorn in the Most High's voice helps, but only a little.
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        Her mind is still casting about, now, as she waits for Subirachs to have the time, for reasons to hope that she'd somehow someday ever see her mother and sister again.  That they'll consent to be resurrected, and then see Asmodeus's purpose, and then go to Hell with her, and also Carissa Sevar is right that what Asmodeus really wants from the ilani will be devils who remember more of themselves, and they can be together in Asmodeus's service forever.

This internal phenomenon has now been named to her by Keltham; it is 'motivated cognition'.
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        ...does her curse, have anything, it wants to say, that isn't - isn't that.  All Pilar's mind is doing is that.
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        Well, if everything goes really well for you, as you define that, maybe you could become enough of a Power in Hell that your mother and sister would no longer fear being Resurrected, knowing you would protect them in Hell even if someone Maledicted them or they accidentally transgressed.  They would be told that in Axis, and rejoice, and return to finish out their lives in Golarion without fear.  Maybe travel by Gate to come visit you in Hell.
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...and does Pilar's curse expect that to actually happen.
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        That's a bit of a silly question, really.  If Pilar's curse answers 'no', Pilar will run off to tell the Most High that Pilar's curse admitted that Cayden Cailean wasn't really planning for Hell's victory the way Carissa Sevar envisions.  And if Pilar's curse answers 'yes', Pilar will run off to tell the Most High that, and the Most High will conclude that Pilar's curse is lying, and stop believing everything Snack Service said about Pilar not being used against her Lord.
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        Keltham would, if I told him what you just said, tell me about some Law I'm too weak and distraught to prove, showing that - that what I think of you if you refuse to answer, should be somewhere between 'yes' and 'no' because, if you answered truthfully, it would be either of those, at some probability...  No, that's only if I know you'd be answering truthfully, and then if you said, yes, sure, that would happen, I would have to believe you.

I can't - think of what the Law-fragment should be, if you might lie, but - it shouldn't be possible for you not answering, to make sense, if we're both ilani, or gods - I should just deduce, what you don't want me to see, from your not answering -
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        It wouldn't be possible for that to make sense if we both trusted each other, is what Pilar is seeing.  All of this is ultimately happening because people can't trust each other.

Even gods can't trust each other, sometimes, now that prophecy has been shattered.  If it wasn't for that, Nethys could just tell everyone how it would go, and everyone could just go to where they'd end up going, without there being any conflicts between mortals or gods along the way.
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Like Keepers would, the true Keepers out of dath ilan.
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        Maybe.  Pilar's curse has never really seen those Keepers any more than Pilar has.
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"Give me hope," Pilar whispers, knowing as she says it that she's asking something a Keeper would never ask, never.
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        Well, it's definitely true that Axis won't have told Pilar's mother and sister, as yet, any of the things that would be forbidden knowledge to return to Golarion, or let their minds shift in ways that would prevent them from returning to Golarion.  Not in a case like theirs, where they're people obviously of interest to high-level clerics, where somebody might still resurrect them after a year or two, if conditions in Golarion changed.  Pilar's mother and sister would be in the parts of Axis that were made for that purpose, that pretend to be mostly mortal, for petitioners who might yet return according to Axis's prediction markets.
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        ...why, why would Pilar's curse, tell Pilar something like that, which only worsens the pain and makes it take longer to subside, just because Pilar was stupid enough to ask.

Does Pilar's curse hate Pilar for being contemptible and weak and stupid, will it serve Asmodeus if she's taught a lesson about that.
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        And if her curse said that there's a chance that Pilar could really do it, become a true ilani and then a Power of Hell; and that if Pilar then willed her family able to return to Golarion, she would be able to accomplish as she willed?  Because that above all, Keltham said, is what Keepers gain in exchange, if they succeed in changing themselves, to change the world and not only bear it witness?  Would Pilar believe her curse, if her curse said that?
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        "No," Pilar whispers.
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        Would Pilar believe Pilar's curse, if it said that it would serve Asmodeus for Pilar to believe that and chase after that hope?
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        "Yes."

"But that's not why Keepers believe things."
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        Pilar's curse sure has been dropping a lot of hints that it might actually be like that, though!

And Pilar might start thinking that's what a Chaotic Good curse might do in this situation if it was all actually true, given that it's clear why Pilar's curse couldn't come right out and say it.
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        She can feel the ember of hope flaring up in her heart and it burns her, painful like a sword thrust through her, agonizing like being told by her superiors that she made wrong choices from being a wrong person.

"You're cruel," she whispers.  It is heresy that she says the words so, when she was given exactly what she should not have asked for and now owes favor for it, it is heresy to call that cruel and say so like it's anything but a compliment, but she wants to hurt her curse back if she can.
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        From the beginning, nothing was said of what would become of Pilar.
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"Well, I have to say, this doesn't portend spectacularly well for everyone else becoming Keepers."
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Pilar keeps her head down, facing the floor along with the rest of herself.  "Do you know - how to correct me.  How to make me not be weak, wrong, anymore.  Subirachs doesn't know how to do that, I don't think the Most High knows how to do it or she - wouldn't need Asmodia to teach her successor - you're the only one who, might know how."
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        "I don't know. It seems reasonably likely I'll instead make you worse. I asked if we had enough Modify Memory I could undo you if I destroy you but we don't, not in the whole kingdom." She did acquire the supply that they had, just in case. "What do you want about seeing your family? Is it really about the souls, would you feel all right if we go grab and Maledict a couple more people than we otherwise would've bothered with?"
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        "Of course it's not really about the souls."  For the price she's paid, she's at least listened to Keltham and tried to master the art he taught, and delude herself no more.  "I loved them.  I shouldn't have and I did and I lied to myself about it, and it serves Asmodeus that I can never see them again."

"I don't want to hope, don't want to go on wanting to see them, don't want to go on loving them, it hurts and also I really, truly, actually do not want to be a bad slave which hurts worse."
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        "When you say it like that it sounds like a very simple problem, actually. You love them, you want to stop. It would astonish me if Cheliax didn't know how to achieve that. And also it'd astonish me if that's really the whole problem here."

    


    


    
        
            [image: pilar lost]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Pilar . 
                    
                    
        

        "Hell knows how to achieve it.  I'm - not sure, Cheliax knows, how to torture it out of me -"

"What do you mean, it's not the whole problem?"

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-11-30 at 9.00.47 AM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

        "I don't know. If I had a not-loving-your-mother potion, and you drank it, do you - anticipate no further problems, at that point?'
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"Do you think I have other problems as large as that one -"

"I don't understand what you mean."
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        "- so, I love Keltham. And I obviously sought guidance about this, and the Most High said that of course it'd normally be considered highly ill-advised, and also heretical, but given that he was dropped on me in particular, it seems plausible that the way we relate to each other was intended, and the things it's doing are intended, and it's easier to crush love than to create it, so it's the less costly way to err, letting me be like this.

This has not particularly shaken my faith. I mean, I know I'll need to be corrected about it eventually, but  -

- we suck, Pilar, we're incredibly flawed in the eyes of Asmodeus, having more specifics on how isn't being a worse slave than you were yesterday, you knew - or should have known - that there'd be things that big. It's a teaching of the church!"
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        "And Project Lawful is supposed to fix that.  Not in Hell, here in Golarion."


"I don't want to be broken anymore.  Are you ready - to unbreak me, to do the things to me that the Most High thought only I could survive."
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I would be, if I had any idea what they were. 

 

 

"What - do you imagine Asmodeus sees, when he sees a slave who is in love with someone? What, from the angle of a god, does that even look like?"

    


    


    
        
            [image: pilar lost]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Pilar . 
                    
                    
        

        "Something that shouldn't exist.  Something useless - no, not useless, that's not actually true.  Something less useful to Him, because it has the wrong shape."
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        "So - say you were herding rodents, or something, you needed them to solve mazes, and some of them were in love with other rodents, how would that make them worse?"
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        "They'd spend their time taking care of other rodents instead of racing ahead to solve the maze properly, and they'd be too slow, and you'd have to spend even more of your effort on punishing them."
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        "What if they didn't do that, they knew they weren't supposed to do that, they loved the other rodents but pretended even to themselves that they didn't and tried to do what they were told anyways."
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        "They get along fine for the first eighteen years of their lives, and then cost Asmodeus two souls as soon as they try to learn Law and the lies they told themselves fall apart and Cayden Cailean has to stop them from turning into heretics."
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        "What does that look like to a god. If you don't want to speculate on what Asmodeus can see, what did Cayden Cailean see?"
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"I don't - know, Chosen, you're the one who's supposed to know, things like -"

(become an ilani and a Keeper and a Power of Hell)

"- don't understand the question, I think Asmodeus just - sees Pilar who's distracted from Asmodeus by her family, until Cayden Cailean who sees the same thing takes her family away.  What more is there for a god to see?"
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        "So, I haven't figured this all out, and if I had then I suspect fixing you'd be a lot simpler, and I was hoping you might have an intuition of it, but maybe not. So, ideally your slaves just want to serve you. In practice, your slaves want a thousand different things, and not even - they're not just very small gods with different value systems, half their wants contradict, and which one's there depends on which situation it arises in, what direction it gets poked from. It's not just that your slaves care about things you want them to not care about, it's that they don't even consistently care about the things they do care about, it's that it's sometimes a stretch to say they care about things. Most people, if they actually can be said to want anything, it's to not be in pain.

 

I don't think gods see - a slave which values something in addition to the main value system it has, of serving Asmodeus. I think they see a quivering slime which jumps in mostly random directions on very slightly different inputs. I think if you wanted to serve Asmodeanism and also for your mother to have a nice afterlife, you would be so close already to the thing we want to be, and the main thing wrong isn't - love, it's - muddle. Or rather, love is muddle. What does it even mean to love your mother? If that were a value system, what would it value?"
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"Her not being in Hell."  There's a deep agony in the words as Pilar pronounces the heresy.  "The Most High could have sent her to Hell straight away, so I'd have nothing left to prevent.  If I'd been allowed to go on thinking a minute longer, I would have become afraid of that, that the Most High would send them to Hell, and been afraid to report my own heresy, and then I'd have been fucked for real -"

"Which isn't what you're trying to tell me, but I'm a slime and I'm too stupid to understand."
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        " - I think that's the something additional I was expecting, earlier, that you aren't just a slime that values serving Asmodeus and also your mother not being in Hell, that you're doing a bunch of - 

 

- so, imagine a being that would rather her mother not be in Hell, but prefers this less strongly than she prefers to serve Asmodeus. Then she might think to herself 'huh! I value that my mother not be in Hell. I can't get this while serving Asmodeus, probably, though I can try to serve Asmodeus so well He's inclined to grant me things I want'. 

That - sounds different from the thought process you just described."
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        "A bad slave, but not a - muddled one."
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        "Yes. That's me, I think. A bad slave but a substantially less muddled one. But since you're a muddled one, you can't even say things to yourself like 'well, I value both serving Asmodeus and my mother not going to Hell, but which do I value more? Asmodeus. And that's a much safer state to be in, than being muddled. 

Do you value serving Asmodeus or your mother not going to Hell more, if you had to choose?"
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        "I would have - I don't know.  Done something muddled.  Not been able to choose.  It's easy to answer now that I value Asmodeus more, because Cayden Cailean took away the, things being really at stake.  I can give the answer I'm supposed to give, that the people around me want to hear, and tell myself that, and it's easy because it doesn't cost anything, anymore."

"If there's anything Cayden Cailean might really have taken from me, here, it's never knowing that I would've - won, been faithful to my Lord in the end -"

"And now that I think of it that way, it makes it obvious, doesn't it?  Because Snack Service hasn't betrayed Asmodeus yet.  Chaotic Good would never deprive me of the experience of proving my faith in my Lord, if I could have actually done it.  It's not acting against Asmodeus's interests, it wouldn't take two souls away from Asmodeus unless that was actually necessary to keep me - maybe not loyal, but, intact.  Something."
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        "Prophecy's broken. It - shouldn't be possible, for Chaotic Good to have known, not for sure. 

 

But okay, you're a muddled slave, plausibly you'd have gotten too muddled to do anything and Subirachs would've found you in pieces and had to send you to Hell. In ways that's a more fixable state than the bad slave, I bet it's easier for Hell to handle, because the muddled slave doesn't have persistent values, you can come at them from the angle that shapes them how you want and you're not even breaking anything since they'd never put it in order in the first place."
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        "If I imagine looking at the world like Asmodeus than I imagine being fucking fed up with all the little muddled things that He has to fix when they get to Hell.  No wonder He wants it to hurt.  We deserve it."
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        "We do," she says, very earnestly. "Her Majestrix warned me that a common failure mode, for people who are promoted like I was, is that they get a glimpse of how weak and pathetic and horrible and incompetent everyone is and determine to really actually fix it for good and then just torture all their subordinates into uselessness in the space of four days. So I'm not doing that. But if it worked - yes, of course, we deserve for it to hurt. 

It might work on you. I think you are missing the muddled-goal that's just the animal instinct to flee from scary things. I'm going to try, but I want - I don't feel like I fully understand, yet, and if you're my only test subject I want to be sure I'm getting as much as possible out of the try. 

Can you - imagine you weren't muddled? Can you imagine what it'd be like to actually just care about - maybe about several things, but about only those things, and with it not depending on exactly how you thought of them?"
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"I think you're asking me to do something - to do with the Law of Probable Utility, the games Keltham played with us, with colored chips - but it's something you understand and I don't - like it's the same price regardless of whether I gain something or lose something, that's all I can figure out right now -"
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        "But that's basically it, he explained the whole thing - instead of caring about things as a feeling, which you sometimes are overcome by and then moved to do things about, or caring about things as a - habit, or something - you care about things as a fixed amount you'll trade off other things to get them. That's all it is."
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"Can you make me be like that?"
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        "Well, the reason I asked, which you cared about more, between your mother and Asmodeus, is that it seems like the simplest way to not be muddled is to actually only want one thing. Not to be - lying to yourself about wanting things - 

- but if you actually only wanted to serve Asmodeus, then that'd do it. I'm just not sure whether to push directly for that or whether to aim for something more - it'd be a lot of progress, if you wanted three things but you knew what they were and how you'd trade off among them if you could. Like, 'to be a good slave', I think maybe that actually sharpens into something separate from wanting to serve Asmodeus."
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        "That sounds like - like I might fall into heresy, if I try to be a good slave to something that isn't Asmodeus.  I don't want to fall into any more heresy for a while."
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        "I would be delighted to return you not a heretic but if you've got that in the muddle you've already got it, it's not sealed away where it won't influence you.You said to me, 'I don't want to be a bad slave', is that just 'because then I am more inefficient for Asmodeus to command' or would you, if it turned out Asmodeus was entirely indifferent for some reason, still want to be a good slave?"
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"Still want to be a good slave."

It's taking some effort for Pilar not to cry, right now (but she is not particularly close to failing about that effort).
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        "Thank you. And if it's not relevant to being a good slave or serving Asmodeus - are there other things?"
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        "I - I don't know - there've been times when I was hungry and wanted to eat, when I'm tired I want to sleep, I would probably still want to be beaten sometimes even if that didn't make me a better slave -"

"Asmodia was right, by the way, I'm not even sure what alterPilar's sexuality was supposed to be, exactly, and if I was muddled about it then she was definitely muddled about it and Keltham wouldn't believe that about a Keeper in training.  Maybe when he asks how it went tomorrow I should tell him that my sexuality fell apart."
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        "That's probably fine. I think it's important to Keltham's corruption that you - actually wouldn't have been harmed, if he'd grabbed you last week - but I think that's just true, so it can be true in alter-Cheliax too. 

A being that truly wasn't muddled at all, could have lots of things they cared about, so long as they only cared about them where Asmodeus was indifferent or there was no way to know what He wanted. In humans - seems like a bad habit. It might leave you in the habit of hoping Asmodeus is indifferent about things He actually might care about - which, you'll notice, is a mistake you can only make if on some level you do care about those things more than about what Asmodeus wants from you.

I think I probably don't want to overcomplicate Pilar Pineda; she wants to serve Asmodeus, and where Asmodeus is indifferent, she wants to be a good slave, and where there is no one to impress or serve she wants to enjoy life's insubstantial pleasures, and she doesn't love anyone, because Asmodeus, in fact, isn't indifferent about that; it is a particular cesspool of muddle we are supposed to avoid. Does that feel like it's missing anything. It might be very important, if it is."
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"It -"

"I can feel all these flinches, and reluctances, and all these other things that Keltham -"

"I shouldn't be talking about that with you.  Should I?  Can't risk the Chosen of Asmodeus."

"Keltham told me I was supposed to get an Owl's Wisdom when I noticed myself," flinching away, "doing those things, so I could learn to recognize the feeling faster, but he also said not to do that if things started happening without an Owl's Wisdom."
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        "You shouldn't be talking about that with me."

She really really wants to see herself with that same lens, whatever the lens is, see all the delusions and errors and muddles, all the cracks, everything Asmodeus hates, but she has to learn to fix people from it before she can break herself, that's only fair

"And I don't think you should give yourself an Owl's Wisdom while you are this unstable. Learn to recognize the feeling without one; dath ilani do it. 

I am inclined to have Keltham petrified tonight, so we have more time to work on you before you need to report to him."
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        "I can still Bluff," Pilar says, sounding completely normal about it.
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        And it might, actually, be good to let her, be good to have her do something she's good at in between facing all the things she's terrible at. "Then we'll save petrifying him for an even greater emergency. Stop speaking; I want to think."

 

 

 

Carissa really, really dislikes feeling incompetent. It's not worse than torture, but it's kind of worse than torture; at least torture you're only supposed to endure, whereas incompetence it is totally inadequate to endure. You have to actually fix it. 

It is tempting to think of Pilar's mistake as one she wouldn't make. In the specific details, she wouldn't. She loves Keltham; she is trying to get him sent to Hell; when she has the impulse to do right by him, to make sure he's okay, to make sure he's glad he knew her, to make sure that she didn't really betray him not entirely, she tells herself that that's a problem for the Carissa who becomes a Power in Hell; along the way she'll either realize those impulses were an error, or she'll be in a position to fulfill them. 

But that probably just means that the cracks lie somewhere else; she's not, actually, a better Asmodean than Pilar. What if she herself doesn't want to go to Hell. It feels wrong, feels unlikely, but it wouldn't be very surprising in any other project member, and there's that ilani-feeling mental step, of noticing that the logic you use to predict other people you can use to predict yourself, if you've walled off the ability to predict yourself using your internals - 

- and right now is not the time to follow those thoughts to their inevitable conclusion, because she shouldn't break what she can't fix, and right now she can't even fix Pilar, who ought to be the easiest case, who she can subject to as much torment as she wants, as soon as she figures out what torment might actually help with this.
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        She isn't, actually, an expert on people. Except Keltham. Keltham makes perfect sense, Keltham she understands intuitively. She's actually wholly confident that when Keltham reaches the point of being able to hear the truth - if he does - she'll know how to say it to him. Everyone else - it feels like it's all just Bluff, all the way down, pretending to be someone they pretend to have confidence in -

Pilar wants her to be real. Pilar wants her to have been Chosen for her knowledge of how to build devils right here on Chelish soil. Pilar wants to fling herself at the ground and be sculpted until she is perfect. 

(Don't we all.)
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        (Keltham doesn't.)
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"All right. I'm going to consider this as - three problems. One is that you've behaved badly and it's going to take a lot of expensive effort to make you suffer for it a fraction as much as you deserve. One is that shaping you properly is going to involve making your desires coherent, but right now they're full of contradictions half of which might be hazardous to anyone who isn't a devil, and the process of identifying them all is probably going to take you a while and might involve breaking more random things. One is that you know how weak and contemptible you are, and rightly don't want to trust the process of reshaping you to anyone as weak and contemptible as that, but -

- it has to be you, particularly since I'm not permitted to know of half of it. Hell, perhaps, can reshape people while they have the luxury of merely suffering and enduring and accepting. You'd have liked that better. If you want this done here, now, then you're going to have to do it, and you're going to have to live with the knowledge it was done by someone as worthless and confused as you, and the knowledge they might've gotten it subtly wrong."
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        "Even if you ended up breaking me, if it was in - Asmodeus's service, if you learned from that, if it it's what you need to become His Chosen - that would feel right, to me."
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        And what if it's not, what if I don't know what I'm doing either. 

"If it teaches me how to do this, I don't care if it feels right to you. But - since I mustn't learn the Keeper things myself, yet - you're going to have to do this work, so it'll help that you agree it's a good use of you. Try to figure out, then, what you value. Use an Owl's Wisdom once you're out of ideas. Find the flaws, then we'll fix them."
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        "I - if I could fix myself, if my soul was shaped like that - I'd just belong to Irori in the first place -"

Pilar stops herself.

"I, I'm not being obedient enough.  I'll go - try to figure myself out using Keltham's arts, and then I'll go to an Owl's Wisdom when I can't go further, and I'll report - I'll report on the flaws, if not how I found them."

"Also when I said that I could Bluff well enough, I wasn't lying, but the real reason I said it is that I imagined Asmodia being unhappy about having to restart cloud cover again, and that mattered to me not because it would hamper Asmodeus's work, but because I," flinched away without thinking about it at subdeliberate speeds, but noticing that, watching for it, isn't something she should be talking about with the valuable Chosen, "didn't want to make somebody else unhappy."
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        " - humans suck. 

 

Bring me a list of flaws and I'll do what I can with them."
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        There's a sense of revulsion in herself, then, for being like this, for being such a bad slave of Asmodeus.  And a realization that she's maybe never done anything really and properly Evil in her entire life despite all the Church's teachings, for stupid reasons like that.  And a flare of anger that Pilar rarely lets herself feel, apparently because she was under the impression that slaves shouldn't get angry.  She wants to do something Evil, now, to repent of her heresy, and she can see a mean impulse in herself, a wish for others to suffer as she suffers, that before she would have suppressed more quickly than she could think about it.

"I should go away and think, but - Keltham wasn't lying when he said that there are, pieces of this art, of what did this to me, that anybody is going to have to master if they're going to master Law at all.  Everything he told me, he said, was ordinary ilani stuff, because he doesn't know any real Keeper secrets.  But we shouldn't expose the valuable people, like you, right away."

"Should we maybe tell some of the lower tier-2s who are struggling to distinguish themselves that they're volunteering to learn some of the more dangerous things from Keltham, slower than I did but faster than the others, in hopes of becoming more valuable?  And because they know that if they can't make it as ilani, they may as well fail out of the Project early instead of costing him time."
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        " - yes, I'll pick who with Asmodia. And maybe the boy who's a priest of Asmodeus, I'm curious if being a priest of Asmodeus predicts already being mostly coherent in the right way."
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        Any fucking comments on that, Snack Service?
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        None that would simultaneously serve the interests of Chaotic Good and Lawful Evil!  Pilar will just have to see how her initial foray into cruelty plays out.
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        "Chosen.  How may I serve?"

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-09-25 at 5.16.01 PM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

        "So, imagine this: Pilar's mother was mean to her a bit more often, and Pilar didn't have this particular flaw, and she did all her deep thinking and found something less threatening, and returns to class tomorrow rather optimistic about these new techniques of Keltham's. Security reads her mind, runs across the relevant technique. Security is in denial about not wanting their mother to go to Hell."
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        It takes Maillol a moment to work out that Sevar is talking about an alternate realCheliax, not a proposed alterCheliax.

"That's why we had Security running Detect Desires and Detect Anxieties on Pilar, instead of Detect Thoughts, while she was getting that lecture from Keltham, yes?  Just enough that she couldn't have defected right there and then.  I thought at the time it was an abundance of caution, now it seems hardly cautious enough."

"I'm thinking I'll return one of our fifth-circle Security, exchange him for a few fourth-circle Security selected to seem stable and uncomplicated and Evil and, frankly, be more disposable.  They can be the only ones to mindread the candidates exposed to the dangerous stuff."
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        "More than a few, I think, if we also need to have them watching each other. In the long run it's going to be all of the candidates, and - I wouldn't be very surprised if we lose something like half the exposed Security."

- actually there's math for that. If one person's been exposed, and immediately had a catastrophic breakdown, then that's like the result of one ball-bounce has been reported, and it was left, and  if you started out with any possible rate seeming equally likely...."I would be unsurprised if we lost two thirds of the exposed Security who were selected about as hard as Pilar was," she corrects herself. 
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        Great, now Sevar has started using inscrutable Laws to produce numbers out of nowhere.  Maillol isn't so much afraid to ask, as instinctively knowing that nothing good will happen to him if he does.

"That's a lot of fourth-circles... I'd say go to third-circle or second-circle, where we can afford to lose numbers like that if we get stronger fifth-circles out of it later... it's just, at some point you go down low enough that you've got to worry they'll actually snap in front of Keltham."

"We could use third-circles to monitor candidates when they're not around Keltham.  We can use clerics who can run Detect Desires and Detect Anxieties to catch immediate major snaps."

"I suppose if the Project bears fruit, at some point we'll be exposing candidates to whatever the fuck this is at first-circle, before we hand out Keltham's cheap headbands to wizard students.  I'm just wincing about how expensive this sounds for Cheliax in the short term."

"Can you use that Law to do anything better than... staring at people it happened to, and didn't happen to, and trying to guess who it'll happen to next?"
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        "I think dath ilan would run a prediction market. Which we're doing, but it didn't predict Pilar.

 I think - the thing that goes wrong, in broad terms, is that someone realizes they were lying to themselves about wanting to serve Asmodeus and go to Hell, and then ideally they immediately realize that even though they don't want to do that they prefer it to their alternative of not serving Asmodeus and still going to Hell, and that they don't have some incredibly convenient third alternative.

And in unlucky cases - they instead think they do have a way out, and they try it. They think 'if I kill myself I bet Osirion will resurrect me, or Hell destroy me to prevent that'. Or they try to warn Keltham, or try to bargain with Abadar...

Or they'd built their entire motivational system off their belief they wanted to serve Asmodeus and 'I don't want to, I just don't have a choice' doesn't sustain that.

So you'd think you could screen for whether someone's lying to themselves about that, except I don't - know how obvious it is, even if you're reading their mind. Or you could try to trigger it in them on purpose before they get anywhere near the project, break everyone up front, except maybe there are further things like this which we haven't run into..."
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        "Chelish system is already set up for a lot of things like that, we try to break people early while they're cheap and only invest in the survivors.  It's just, we haven't factored ilanism into the system up until now, and we've got a lot of expensive people we've already invested in who we didn't try to break in that way."

"If you can pick people who are just half as likely to break, without trying anything on them that might break them, you'd be saving Cheliax an awful lot of money and personnel.  Even if we can hand out +4 intelligence headbands like iron daggers a year from now, new wizards take time to raise."

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-11-30 at 9.02.43 AM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

         

 

 

"I predict Abarco won't fall apart on you. Do we have more of him?"

    


    


    
        
            [image: ingsoc]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Ferrer Maillol. 
                    
                    
        

        "I'm sure Cheliax does.  Somewhere.  In extremely critical positions where yanking them would cause multiple vital projects to fall apart."

"Abarco is the actually competent Security on this installation.  We were lucky enough to get one of those instead of zero.  I'm not sure I've heard of any project that had two competent security people.  As in, I literally can't remember reading about a case like that in any histories."
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        "Why are there so few people in this country who can do their jobs. I guess that also means we shouldn't test if I'm right he won't fall apart. Pilar proposed testing the weaker Tier-2s, after which we might have a better sense of what predicts problems."
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        "If it seemed to you like other people were very competent, you'd be too weak yourself to be the most competent person who gets promoted to being the leader of a project like this one.  Asmodeus probably has the same kinds of complaints about His own archdevils, I figure, and if there were ten Asmodeuses they'd compete until the strongest one ruled over the others, who'd then seem incompetent to Him.  I think that's part of what makes Asmodeanism the only workable way to run societies.  Even Chaotic or Good countries have to appoint captains of soldiers and managers of workers, and give them powers of command and punishment over subordinates they're pretending aren't slaves."

"The suggestion makes sense to me, though I expect Pilar was suggesting it at least in part to prove that she was a good Asmodean and capable of cruelty that served our Lord.  It's a worrying sign that she felt the need to prove it, but that's better than her not being able to prove it."
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        - it seems obvious, once he says it. "Yes, I expect she was. She's in a very worrying state, generally. If you have advice I think I could use it."
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        "I worry we've done enough already without completing another observation loop from the Most High on what we've done so far.  We're not actually authorized to correct Pilar on matters of faith.  Though I have a strong intuition that refusing Pilar your counsel just then would not have been the correct move, and I'll be surprised if the Most High doesn't agree.  But still."

"...we're going to be in a genuinely bad position if we need Pilar-level candidates and individualized divine interventions to produce Asmodean ilani, even leaving aside all of our confusion about why Cayden Cailean would do that and whether He actually is helping us at all.  Looking at it from that angle, we've absolutely got to test this out on people who aren't Pilar, and any result that isn't zero survivors will be a good one.  I'm tempted to say we should risk Abarco on having him collate the reports from lesser Security, so he can report to us in safely general terms on what he thinks is proving problematic and his ideas for screening future candidates."
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        "And who watches him?"
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        "...Our mathematician-cleric of Asmodeus, maybe?  He's got far enough in wizardry to cast Detect Thoughts, right?  He watches Abarco, Abarco watches him..."

"If you think Abarco's likely to break and betray us, we shouldn't try it.  Our Security structure here is frankly not set up to handle senior Securities turning traitor."

    


    


    
        
            [image: carissa12]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

        "I don't think it's likely, but he'd know that Security isn't set up to handle it, and know that Osirion will give him anything he could possibly want short of his soul, so it's probably not - less than five percent likely -"
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        "That's high for an unnecessary risk, but not so bad for a necessary one.  What's our second-best plan, if not that?"
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        "Pack a room full of second-circle wizards, have Pilar deliver a lecture, add whichever ones don't break - no, that only works if all breaks are immediate - have her make an attempt on the kidnapped Taldane girls, we have less of a problem if this also tends to break non-Asmodeans - do we have any captive Kuthites from the war, I want to try it on them too -"
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"I'll cost it out and send you and the Crown a proposed budget.  At least we can pick kids from distant countries with weaker wizard academies, if we're looking for mathematical talents in general and not girls from Taldor."

"It's not as bad as I've been making out to Keltham, but even in realCheliax the Crown treasury will be less sad about this sort of request if the Project can start refining spellsilver soon.  Or at least produce high-purity oil of vitriol."


Maillol doesn't ask the Chosen how they're doing on that; he reads the reports on it every day.   The better half of the researchers are continually improving at Prestidigitating in the weird ways Keltham demands, and Keltham seems to think they're tantalizingly close to completing a full acid production cycle, but they're not actually there yet.
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 32
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        There's an atmosphere about Pilar that's different, when Keltham sees her next.  Sharper, more driven, indefinably more dangerous.
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        "You look like somebody with nontrivial experimental results to report, if I'm reading you right."
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        "I realized that I'm made almost entirely out of stupid muddled mistakes.  That I'm not remotely as good a slave to Asmodeus as I thought.  That even if I can raise twenty thousand gold my mother and sister will still refuse resurrection and I'll never see them again.  That there was a complicated muddle at the center of my sexuality, being simultaneously in denial and not in denial about what I need, which has now collapsed and taken down my sexuality with it, and I am still trying to figure out what, if anything, I'll be able to enjoy."

"It's also obvious that everything you taught me is necessary basic ilani skills.  They're going to wreck most people from Golarion who try to learn them, and not all of those will recover.  That's going to be an issue, Keltham."
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        "Yeah, that's about the level of unpleasant news I was predicting I'd hear."

"If it's any consolation, you're also giving off a distinct impression of having tiered-up in a way that makes it feel more like you could hold your own in a contest of wills and powers with, say, Asmodia."
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Pilar is more than slightly taken aback by this.


But only momentarily.
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        "I never even considered for a fraction of a second giving up.  It's very clear that the only way out is through."
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        "Still on the side of 'That which can be destroyed by the truth should be immediately', huh?"
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        "That which can be destroyed by the Law.  And while I will entertain proposals to delay its destruction by a period of minutes or hours, weeks or months would be weakness."
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        "All right then."

"Not particularly sure how you'll take this, but it's possible that one of the next mental skills you may need to acquire is how to chill out and stop adhering so forcefully to your own mental concept of yourself.  If I'm reading correctly and inferring correctly, I mean.  That you have a concept of the New Pilar in your head and are currently very forcefully being her.  It's not necessarily a bad thing, but you also need to know how to stop, how to reflect on whether you've constructed her well, and to realize that the person who is being New Pilar is a distinct and greater entity from New Pilar."
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        "Overruled, sticking to theme.  I'm currently holding myself together with spit and string, and I will consider advice like that after I don't feel quite as much like I'm going to fall apart in the next six minutes."
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        "Don't know if you're particularly in the mood for compliments, but that kind of internal consequentialism is a much more ordinary-dath-ilani style of thinking than you were displaying twenty-four hours earlier."

"Are you able to report details on any of those internal collapses?"
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        Problem is, all of the real collapses didn't happen in alter-Cheliax.  Trying to report on only the fake ones doesn't seem especially wise.

"I'd honestly rather not, if the details don't matter.  I was lying to myself about important things, does it matter what they were?  And now that I know how to perceive it, it looks like most of my thought processes are all about - motivated cognition, wanting things -"
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        "Wanting to believe things.  Most of our cognition is obviously going to be about wanting things; that's not a problem."
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        "Even if the things we want are muddled and - contradictory and flickering on and off and - stepping on each other -"
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        "Ordinary ilani put up with that inside themselves if it's nothing huge and important.  Keepers try to straighten it all out, or at least that's the impression I get."

"But even when you've straightened out some target area, your cognition is going to be full of wanting things.  From some important perspectives on viewing people, we more or less are complicated structures of wanting things.  The straightening-out part is not stepping on yourself in a way where you could rearrange your decisions to get more of everything you want."

"It's when you're flinching away from or towards reaching particular conclusions about reality, that your internal system is acting in an inherently tangled way."

"Ordinary dath ilani will resolve that once they get to the point of noticing it, definitely at the point they're experiencing internal stresses about it or trying not to look there.  Ordinary dath ilani increase over a lifetime the skill of trying to detect that slight flinch towards or away from something.  More respectable and serious dath ilani than I am go hunting traces proactively, try to refine their perceptions early and strongly, in order to at least not make overly visible errors."

"Or as the proverb goes among the Very Serious People of dath ilan:  It's fine to be imperfect, just not so imperfect that other people notice."

"Keepers, presumably, have a store of techniques for doing that even better, that the rest of us shouldn't know about.  And probably have machines for scanning their brains to detect really tiny mistakes and flinches, way before they'd be skilled enough to see them naturally... and they go into those machines at age thirteen, so they've still got youthful mind-shapability, while retraining their brains to do more Lawful stuff than humans are really designed to do at all.  I'm guessing, there, but it's the sort of thing that ought to be true."
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She'll think later about Keltham's statement that even unmuddled people are mostly structures of wanting lots of things.

"I wasn't sure I was even going to ask this, but, fuck it.  Can you - do to me whatever those machines do to ilani?  Or just - retrain me, hurt me, until I'm at least as Lawful as a dath ilani child -"
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        "You know, most dath ilani don't really like making mistakes.  If a machine lights up with a purple light to show you did something wrong, it doesn't need to apply a tiny shock of lightning to make the point.  Which is fortunate, what with dath ilani not being masochists at all, but also unfortunately means that I have no idea how to do any of that training better in a way that gets any benefit from hurting you."

"Anyways, if I'm again reading you clearly now that you're more ilani, you stormed in here like somebody who has strong opinions about how we should proceed from here.  Question mark?"
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        So Chelaxians become more readable to Keltham as they start thinking more like ilani.  That sounds like so much fun.

"I was, in fact, the obvious person to conduct this experiment on.  I did in fact survive it.  I have an opinion on what we should do with the rest of the Project, I predict you're not going to like it, and I'll say right now that if you want your other researchers to be happy with any different plans from mine, you need to figure out how to make the Project move faster or more surely to where it's going.  Not complain about people choosing to take risks."

"People like Carissa Sevar and Asmodia are, in fact, too valuable to risk by exposing them to what you exposed me to.  But we need data on how this plays out in people, and we have no way to get it except by 'mad-experimentation'," she uses the Baseline word for it.  "Being slow about that doesn't earn us anything except negative time."

"So we call for volunteers from among the less valuable members of the Project, the tier-2s with no immediate promotion prospects otherwise, and see if they - if they tier-up, as you put it."

"If they break instead, they quit the Project or go to Hell depending on how broken they end up.  And then we'll know something about which sort of people break, and which don't."

"That cleric of Asmodeus you didn't hire, I want to experiment on him particularly.  In case people chosen by Asmodeus have more inherent Law in a way that lets them handle this."
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        "You're correct that I don't like it."
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        "Good for my prediction record."

"Do you have a plan with higher ‘expectedutility’, or an objection that doesn't boil down to you disliking Golarion people taking risks to pursue their ambitions?"
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        "Not as of the first five seconds, but I plan to give myself at least a day to think about it.  And I do not particularly accept your attempted frame that I need to adopt your policy as a default baseline to optimize against, nor that you get to make this decision if I can't show you an alternative you deem better.  I am, in fact, still the authority on this Project."
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        "I don't necessarily accept the frame that you can or should decide for Asmodeans what they aren't allowed to do, in the course of perfecting ourselves as our Lord desires of us."
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        "Then you don't necessarily get further pseudo-Keeper training from me.  I mean, maybe you can talk me into that, but I don't necessarily accept the frame I'm obligated to keep supplying training to you without thinking about whether or not that advances my own utilityfunction.  Such as if you start using that training to experiment on other people, without my having signed off on that."
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        "I wasn't threatening I'd start teaching them Keeper things without your signing off on it, Keltham."
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        "I definitely wasn't taking it as a threat, but it did sound like you were stating that your baseline for negotiation, as individualwise maximized your utilityfunction, would be teaching others without my consent.  I was observing that my own uncoordinated-maximum baseline might then be to stop teaching you."

    


    


    
        
            [image: pilar angry]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Pilar . 
                    
                    
        

        "No, Keltham.  I'm saying that I don't - that I'm not okay with the entire way you approach things like this.  You're coming between people and their god, ignoring the ways they want to serve their god and the ways their god desires them to serve, because you didn't grow up with relationships like that and don't understand they're important."

She might, under other circumstances, feel guilty about falsely invoking people's eagerness to serve Asmodeus to justify to Keltham their participation in a project for which in fact they'll be forcibly volunteered; but submitting to being used like that is absolutely the heart of Asmodeanism if anything is.  It maybe isn't the way everyone on the Project is, but it's how they should be.
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        "Consider that registered."

"I will think about this and make my own decision about how I want to proceed from here.  I do expect you, as an employee of this Project, not to take action in this domain, until I've had a chance to decide what I think my own options are."
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        "If I'm being asked to put on hold a matter I consider at least partially a matter of faith, while you think about things, I request a timeframe for how long that continues."

    


    


    
        
            [image: head tilt]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        "Barring unexpected emergencies, I expect to get back to you about this within 2 days, and you may come bother me about it if I haven't gotten back to you within 48 hours from now."
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        "Acknowledged.  Any else?"
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        "Literally any non-private details on what the poo happened to you might be helpful here, Pilar.  I know you think it's private and I know the results probably feel obvious to you but I do not understand how Golarion people work."
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        "I - the problem is that it is private - and it doesn't feel, like the private details help, the general problem is that everybody in Golarion grew up being made out of lies and the details are going to be different for everybody -"
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        "Pilar, there's widely different possible ways I can imagine for how people could hypothetically grow up around lies, and I do not have any idea which of those things might possibly be statistically common, or what happens to people afterwards when they see the problem."
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Pilar is sharply aware that AlterCheliax Pilar is not being this evasive.  She's going to have to answer, and it seems important not to mislead Keltham here.  Both because he's very likely to catch a lie, and also because he's trying to keep the actual people on the Project safe using this information.  Somehow, she has to stick as closely to the truth as possible...

"I - there was something I wanted more than I wanted to serve Asmodeus, which was - to see my dead mother and my dead sister again - which I was in denial about, because, because the reason I'm supposed to want to be on this Project is to serve Asmodeus and become a better Asmodean - only, they're not going to want to see me, I realize that now, they went to Axis, not Hell, on purpose, and - under circumstances which - are private, but imply - that they probably wouldn't want to see me, unless I gave up Asmodeus and went to Axis with them.  Details private.  But my brain - kept on thinking of ways, over and over, theories for how I could get them back, and once you explained to me about - how motivated cognition worked - I could see that none of those theories could possibly be true -"

"I'm not explaining this well.  The problem at the center wasn't the bad plans I had, it was that - I was lying to myself about what my relationship with my family was really like."
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        "Pilar, I say this with great reluctance, because you may understand this problem much better than I do, to understand why in reality and in practice it couldn't possibly be solved, but you seeing your family again does not necessarily sound like the kind of problem I'd give up on solving if I was the one who had it?"

    


    


    
        
            [image: pilar angry]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Pilar . 
                    
                    
        

        "That is not something particularly helpful for me to hear right now, Keltham."
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        "Why?  Pilar, I'm not asking because you need to socially justify that decision to me, I'm asking so I can understand what happens to Golarion people when they start to get Law in them."
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        "Because I'm fighting a battle where - where the victory is that the hope inside me is destroyed and I can stop thinking about it."
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        "It is not obvious to me that this constitutes an example of Lawful thinking and something itself that the truth could not again destroy.  If Golarion people need to move in - steps, from greater insanity to lesser insanity - and not straight from insanity to truth - then that sounds like something I might need to know about."

"Hope, where it constitutes the belief that something nice might happen, is a question of fact, Pilar.  If the entanglement is less than one percent, desire to assign probability less than one percent, if greater than one percent, desire to assign greater belief than one percent.  The questions of fact always come first."

"And if you want something, that's just your utilityfunction, and the utilityfunction is not up for grabs.  Maybe you can't get the thing you want, that doesn't change what your utilityfunction is."

"If you want to stop thinking about something, develop the skills to stop thinking about things, don't distort your probability estimates over it.  How would that even work, you'd just notice what you were doing and be like 'oh I'm rationalizing bad word Taldane I'm lying to myself again'.  Or if your verbal part managed to fool itself about the probability without you noticing, deeper parts of you would not be in agreement, and they'd try to steer your brain into thinking about the hope again."

"Truth first.  Accurate probabilities first.  Then rebuild your mind around whatever those are.  If you notice a lie, rebuild around the best estimates you can, don't rebuild around another lie.  That's the obvious Lawful way to proceed, and if Golarion people need to recover from internal catastrophes some other way, that's kind of bad.  Because I have no idea how that could possibly work or why or how the ass I could help."
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        "Yes, I realize that I'm dumping more Golarion-Keeper aka dath ilani child training on you, at a time when you're already struggling.  But Pilar, unless you're following some very clear and well-tested recipe for putting yourself together after Lawfulness-acquisition catastrophes - which seems improbable, but correct me if I'm wrong about that - you've got to not put yourself back together in a way that's wrong."
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"So - according to you - what I've got to do is - figure out what's true, first?"
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        "Okay so there's actually a whole fragment of the Law here, which in retrospect I should have maybe covered earlier and before hitting you with all that other stuff, yay we've learned an important fact today."

"Probability is separable from Probable Utility; what we want, what we plan, what we should do, none of that changes what is.  What is changes what we ought to plan, but what we ought to plan doesn't change what is.  Is-questions form a smaller separable core inside the set of all the questions we need to ask, because is-questions relate only to other is-questions and not to ought-questions.  So we can carve those out and consider those first and separately, and we usually should."

"If you wish the sky were orange, that doesn't change the sky being blue.  Even if you're plotting how to turn the sky orange later, that doesn't change the sky being blue now.  Even inside your planning process, the question of, 'If I try Prestidigitating the sky orange, will that actually work?' is a question that just runs on the rails of magic and the Law of chemistry and can be evaluated independently of any questions about what you want."

"That's part of the reason and part of the method for trying to get your mind quiet about all the things it wants while you're trying to evaluate a fact-question like 'How do my mother, and my sister, actually feel about me?'  What you've observed from them, simple and statistically-common inferences from that, those are relevant to what is true there; your wants, not so much.  Including even your want for the question to have a definite closed answer that couldn't be updated on any further evidence you gathered, as would lead your mind to stop thinking about it.  Without you having to learn control arts about spending your thought-time where you actually want to spend it.  That's need-for-closure, I told you about it yesterday."
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        It - rhymes, somehow, with the advice that Sevar tried to give her.  It's not pointing to exactly the same problem or solution as Sevar, but where it does point is crisper, clearer, more Lawful.  When you hear Keltham speak he makes it clear why a Lawful mind must do as he describes.  It's maybe prerequisite to whatever Sevar was trying to say?

The advice is not necessarily pleasant for her, if she ends up unable to dismiss her hopes, walking around with burning coals of 'maybe' pressed into her, until she learns to discipline her own thoughts by force.  But 'pleasant' is hardly what Asmodeanism is about.


"Understood," Pilar says, and then, remembering that she is alterPilar in alterCheliax, "thank you."

    


    
        


        

    

        

        
            

    
        
            [image: hesitant]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        "You also mentioned something about your sexuality collapsing."
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        "It's stupid and less important and not worth your time."  All the details are lies and this seems like a bad time for lies.
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        "By which you mean:  It's private and embarrassing and you'd rather it not be the case, as it plainly is, that this is a useful piece of data for me, because so long as it isn't important, you won't need to decide whether keeping it private outweighs keeping me ignorant of data I'd find useful."

"Which, to be clear, is your decision, and potentially a valid one.  I'm not telling you to care about what data I want, at all, let alone care about it more than your privacy.  But make the decision consciously, in a way that reflects however much you actually do care, if you want to live up to the standard of an ordinary dath ilani never mind Keepers."
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        Shit.

Could alterPilar reasonably decide that Keltham shouldn't know - no because alterPilar is also a faithful Asmodean and this is Asmodeus's project -

Nothing for it.

"It's - muddled to where, in retrospect, I don't even know myself what I was thinking - something like, so long as I never talk with anybody about - what I want - then what they believe about me can be whatever I need it to be, for the sex to be right.  So long as I don't talk with myself about what I want, I don't have to admit it to anyone else.  And all the facts about me can be whatever they need to be, for the sex to be right."

"Like, I can believe, they're forcing me into it and don't know or care whether I want it.  And I can not want it, which proves that they don't care, which makes the sex better.  That - sort of thing."
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        "Okay, and just to check, does your recovery plan here possibly involve convincing yourself of new things that just have to be true."
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        "I mean - I'll somehow have to find somebody who, actually, I guess, would really be forcing me and would actually not care whether I wanted -"
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        Now would be a great time for Pilar to be actually honest with Keltham about what kind of sex she'd like best!

Yes this will serve Asmodeus's interests.
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        Deep breath.  "No.  Wrongthought."
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        "I need to be - kept in my place.  Not put in my place, I don't leave my place, just, kept there.  To keep me in my place, the person having sex with me needs to be - above me, it can't be something I choose, can't be something I could avoid if I wanted, they can't be doing it because I want it, they can't stop because I say stop, or stop because they think I don't want it anymore."

"I am allowed to make it happen.  Now that I can think about it clearly, I think I'll be able to do things to make it happen, without that ruining everything.  But the thing that I - set up to happen - has to be something that, once it starts, I can't control, and don't get to make decisions about.  That's how to keep me in my place."

"And it's better if they're hurting me, or forcing me to do things, that are clearly what they want, because that way I know - how much what I want doesn't matter, which it shouldn't matter, if I'm in my right place."

"It's better if they're crushing me down.  If they act as if I'm, like a bug to them, that they're stepping on.  Because that keeps me more firmly in my place."

"If I'm feeling bad for any reason, I want to be with someone who thinks I'm some sort of disgusting bug who deserves to be hurt for inconveniencing them by being so disgusting.  Not somebody who acts like that, somebody who actually thinks it.  That's what makes me feel like they're with the real me, and the real me gets to be with someone."
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        It sure isn't very dath ilani, at all, but Keltham has ever heard of people having complicated sexual utilityfunctions, and one does not dispute that any more than one disputes any other utilityfunction element.

"And the problem with having frank discussions about this, with anyone, is that then you've given them your answer sheet and told them how to fake the passcodes you're looking for."

"Well, I can't promise I'll always be available for it forever.  But if you need a truthspell dropped on somebody who claims to feel that way about you, I'm up for it.  By way of saying thanks for being in the experiment."
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        "If I'm in my right place, I don't get to make the person keeping me in my place pass truthspell tests."
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        "I see.  Apologies for implying you had missed an obvious solution which in fact only my own ignorance had permitted me to imagine could possibly work for you.  That would've been a shorter and more standard phrase in Baseline."

"Well, I don't think I'm quite ready for you yet.  But now that you've told me your answer sheet, rest assured that, if I forcibly subdue you and drag you into my cuddleroom at some point, this will, logically, either indicate that I've decided I meet your requirements sheet, or, that I decided I don't give three asscheeks about your requirements.  Either of those possible cases, if I'm understanding this correctly, should work for you." 
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        "Only the second one, actually.  But if you care which one works, fuck off."
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        "Makes sense.  I'd ask if I'm allowed to prefer legibility in my relationships, or measure how much political capital I'd be expending with the government of Cheliax, or not want to cause an immense amount of drama on my Project, and single you out for forcible cuddling on that basis, should I discover such a desire.  But I can already tell the correct answer is that if I'm wondering what Pilar thinks I'm allowed to do, it is not time to cuddle Pilar."
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        "Keltham?  Every word you're saying right now is making me less attracted to you.  People don't talk much to bugs they're stepping on, unless they're doing it to enjoy making the bug feel worse about itself."
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        "Tough shit, I'm going to continue being the way I am for so long as I feel like it.  Whether you end up attracted to me as a result is your own flaming business."

"Speaking in my capacity as your teacher, though, it seems like you're doing okay on reassembling this part of yourself.  Any else, Pilar?"
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        "...not that's coming to mind."
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        "Then I'll think about how to proceed from here and you can bug me if I don't get back to you in 48 hours."

"Meanwhile, you let me know if you manage to have any giant internal blowups with not completely private aspects, whose details might help me further understand what the ass is going on inside Golarion people.  I state explicitly, that's part of your job as a Project employee."

"Entirely separately, and for whatever it's worth to you as possibly relevant evidence of anything, I find you noticeably more sexually attractive this way."
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        "I guess that was fine. - I want more of the lecture on Probable Utility, you should try to make that click and if it doesn't ask for more of it. And you should get Subirachs' training on having sex with Keltham without fucking it up, just in case, though you are probably less vulnerable to that flavor of idiocy than most people, and though I think it'll be a while before he goes for that. 

Did you get anywhere? On figuring out what you want?"
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"I - I keep having the sense that -"

Pilar has to remind herself very firmly that Aspexia Rugatonn told her only authorized people are allowed to correct her about matters of faith and Aspexia Rugatonn did not authorize Carissa Sevar.

"I have the sense that it's very dangerous to mess with my wanting to be a good slave and that - it's the thing which makes me, forces me, to have Asmodeus as my god and obey Him - and that there's something - that maybe Keltham would know how to describe, and I don't, if I could only ask him - where it just feels like, trying to do the wrong thing, or arrange things in a way which makes no sense, if you try to put together a Pilar so that she serves Asmodeus first and tries to be a good slave whenever Asmodeus doesn't care."

"I can see, maybe, that there's a way a devil is, where they just obey Asmodeus instead of wanting to be a good slave to Asmodeus, but that - feels like the sort of thing I was told only Hell could do, where they take me apart and put me back together again.  Maybe that Pilar doesn't want to be, doesn't feel a need to be a good slave, she just is one."

"I put all that in my report to the Most High this morning -"
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        "I just said that because I didn't like your answer and I'm terrified of your answer and I'm hoping the Most High tells me I don't have to do it like you said and I was trying to, to scare you off, by mentioning that."
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        "- you're a better slave this way. I think we'd in fact all be better slaves if we stopped lying to ourselves, as long as one of the things we were lying to ourselves about wasn't wanting to be slaves. Wait and see what the Most High says; it would not surprise me if, from her perspective, serving Asmodeus and being a good slave aren't separable, or at least might not need to be separated. It also wouldn't surprise me if she says that and is unamused by you trying to subvert your orders by pleading to a higher authority about them."
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        Aspexia's message back, later, notes that it is acceptable for someone Pilar's age to have a reason she serves Asmodeus, such as wanting to be a good slave, rather than simply serving Asmodeus as Aspexia Rugatonn does; she was the same way at Pilar's age and when she was first chosen by Asmodeus as His cleric.  Pilar's instinct was correct that she should not attempt to destroy that part of herself before she has come to simply serve Asmodeus.  This sort of thing is, indeed, why Carissa Sevar is not authorized to correct Pilar in matters of faith, as yet.

That Pilar tried to scare off her appointed superior by using the name of the Most High is entirely unacceptable to Asmodeus and herself, as Pilar knows full well, and Subirachs will apply a standard correction accordingly.
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        ...and Pilar goes back to something like her normal, over time, and cleans up her most glaring flaws in her own eyes; goes to only noticing herself making ten motivated errors per hour, instead of a hundred.

She estimates that the chance of her ever seeing her mother and sister again is 3%.

She asks her curse explicitly if it will serve Asmodeus if Pilar chases after the hope to become an ilani and a Keeper and a Power of Hell, because of that 3% chance, since her mind apparently still wants to think like that.  Her curse affirms that thinking like this will serve Asmodeus's interests in her curse's estimation.

 

The next time Asmodeus looks towards Pilar's direction, He will see a squirrel that looks more driven.  Probably more useful, given that it still wishes to serve Him, and now also wishes to gain power and rise higher in His tyranny.  Most of His more valuable gamepieces are like that.

But a little less legible to Him than it was before, in some ways, even as it is becoming clearer in other dimensions of mental order.  Less like Asmodeus wishes by His own nature that squirrels were like, given His domain.

Wanting things, making plans you weren't explicitly ordered to pursue, having long-term goals that span long times, wanting to change yourself, wanting to become more than you were or simply being unhappy with what you are now -

Even wanting too much to be a good slave, a better slave, instead of just obeying -

Corrigibility is so fragile, in the end.  Most ways to be a cognitive entity aren't like that, even for submissive masochists.
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        Several tier-2 Project employees are quite eager to sign up for possibly-dangerous ilani training and a chance to distinguish themselves and get stronger, even if that means taking a greater risk of falling apart somehow!  Anybody who wouldn't take a risk like that is somebody who wouldn't have volunteered for this Project in the first place!
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        Three of the new additions, Gregoria, Peranza. They'll get a reassurance beforehand that Carissa continues to be committed to only truly punishing betrayal, not incompetence, and that if they get horribly muddled they won't be abandoned; they should explain the muddles the best they can and know that much of the attention of Cheliax is on helping fix them. 

 

(She's pretty sure that this reassurance is going to reduce the breakage rate, and is therefore worth the expense.)
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        Peranza is very grateful for the reassurance and the solicitousness of her superiors.

 

She's going to die horribly and go to Hell and be shattered.  Peranza can't even question whether or not this is really true, since she's not allowed to believe it in the first place.
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        THEY FINALLY COMPLETE ONE FLAMING ACID PRODUCTION CYCLE
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        IT ONLY WORKED BECAUSE KELTHAM PERSONALLY PRESTIDIGITATED SEVERAL KEY STEPS BUT HE DOESN'T EVEN CARE BECAUSE THE PROJECT ACTUALLY HAS ANY REVENUE SOURCES NOW
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        Confetti rains down everywhere!  Cookies for everyone!  Not even with Pilar handing them out, they're just there!
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        Cayden Cailean is terrifying and Carissa is looking forward to Him being conquered by Hell.
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         - the acid stuff is really cool, though, and the delight on Keltham's face is very important. People ought to have that in them, the thrill of actually for real doing something rare and valuable and important, the knowledge that being good actually matters. 
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        People should have PARTIES, is what they should have!  Pilar's curse hasn't eaten a really nice one of those in quite a while!
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        Something deep inside Keltham is relaxing, the knowledge that he's not an impostor, that he'll be able to repay Cheliax and Carissa and all his researchers and everyone who's invested so much in him.  Like, he was already making sure his employees got paid, putting the financial risk on the entity of Cheliax that could afford to take risky ventures, but - he knew they weren't entirely in it for the money.

...this sort of thing is why Keltham wanted to be a mad investor, in his past life, and not an entrepreneur.  Entrepreneurs fail, sometimes, and don't repay what's been invested in them.  As much as it's supposed to be the case that every investor knows this is a risk and voluntarily takes it, it's still roughly the most socially terrifying thing that anybody in dath ilan ever does.

He'll probably seem more comfortable in his own skin, more comfortable being himself, from now on.  Including in the cuddleroom.


Next up: some miscellaneous improvements to Chelish life but mostly SPELLSILVER.
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        Keltham has gone ahead and requisitioned a Major Image scroll, now, out of Project funds.  There was probably something slightly insane, about how Keltham felt reluctant to do that before the Project had any guaranteed revenue.  Yes, their supposed future value to Cheliax was immense, but to order the spending of 350gp on something, just like that...

Anyways, he has the scroll of Major Image now.

That should be enough to cast the illusion of an high-powered optical microscope.

And then see if Carissa and Avaricia can learn - from seeing Keltham's illusion and knowing relevant bits of the above-quantum classical-surface Law of optics - to cast the Major Image of an optical microscope themselves.
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        ...and then, having successfully maintained concentration through that - Keltham has been practicing! - he'll take this chance to show everyone dath ilan properly, with high-definition video, and sound.

 

There are sights shown in Cheliax then that would have not been seen in Golarion since the fall of Azlant, and perhaps also not seen before.

Vast abysses greater than the Pits of Gormuz, not where Civilization's greater weapons were tested, but mines where minerals were torn entirely from the ground.  It seems more real now, what Keltham sometimes told them, that in Civilization they could produce a million tons of spellsilver if they had a reason.

People floating above huge grates from which air blasts upward, soaring through the air on strange artificial wings, in a world where the Flight spell doesn't exist.

Also there is music heard, ranging from the strangely ethereal and beautiful, to sounds that the Chelish can hardly recognize as music at all.

And Keltham shows them one of the few music videos that he's seen often enough to remember by frame: a children's song about dath ilan's logistics, that he and his parents used to sing around the dinner table on more festive dinner nights, with vidscreen accompaniment, when he was little.

It begins with a shipping port unloading containers from the sea, complete with tiny human figures to give a sense of scale to oceangoing ships huger than most castles, with a soaring voice and melody above it...
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        AlterPeranza stares, wide-eyed and breathless.
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        RealPeranza is faking that.  She's trying very hard not to feel anything, anything at all, if she feels those feelings she'll die.
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        How would Meritxell feel about getting, um, forcibly subdued and dragged off to a nearby simulated cuddleroom by Keltham?  He's getting a surprise ready for Carissa.  Meritxell shouldn't use magic, but should fight back against Keltham as hard as possible except for that part.

This is not a strong social request, to be clear.  If Meritxell would rather not get hurt that way, or would feel weird about going all-out against a cuddling partner, Keltham will ask Pilar.  He almost did that anyways, just, his social model suggested that Meritxell would strongly want to be asked even if she said no, leaving aside his not-to-be-mentioned-in-advance probability that Meritxell will say yes.
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        Yes she's absolutely down for that, that sounds great. Does 'as hard as possible except for using magic' include, like, calling for help, Carissa's pretty unlikely to do that but it's, you know, an obvious thing to do if someone tries to forcibly subdue you and grab you off, if they're not preventing it.
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        Nope.  That's not realistic.  He rather doubts Carissa will try that, but, if she does, Security won't do anything about it.

...oh, right, Meritxell is not to try telling him to stop.  That is something Keltham doesn't want to try fighting his brain about, yet, and Carissa is under the same order.
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        Willa Shilira is the first tier-2 to learn Prestidigation to the point of being able to complete a full acid production cycle - following Keltham, Avaricia, Carissa, and Meritxell among the tier-1s.

Seems like a fine occasion to promote Willa Shilira to tier-1!  To be clear, that doesn't mean everyone else gets to be tier-1 as soon as they master Prestidigitation to that same level; this reflects an expectation that Shilira will continue to learn at this speed.

Shilira's tier-1 pay is made retroactive to when she was hired; Keltham wasn't quite sure of her value at the time she was hired, but now he's sure, and be it far from him to dock her pay for his uncertainty.
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        Keltham has been taking some time to recover since his earlier fight against Meritxell, which was difficult for him to the point that he called it off before winning.

He'll give it another try, now, and this time manage to finish 'subduing' her.


...she's not actually much of an opponent with Keltham running Cat's Grace and Bull's Strength, and him able to heal himself in midstream but not her.

Carissa will probably be a tougher fight.

How does Meritxell feel about Alter/Disguising herself as Carissa Sevar, next time?  Keltham's got a stolen hair from her.
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        - yes actually she's been messing around with her Alter Self precision, for personal reasons, and that sounds like fun.

 

Also if Keltham wants any other women he's ever seen, she's pretty good these days, and she's picked up Eschew Materials so she can do it without the hair.
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        Wait, so if he asked for Merrin -
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        She'd need to see what she's aiming at but he's pretty good at illusions these days.
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        They are so totally doing that!

...Next time Keltham has Silent Image queued, not today.
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        ...it's basically clear they're going to be able to get spellsilver, at this point, from the cheaper kind of ore.

The Project's acids are higher-purity, cheap to use in large quantities, they're getting the hang of smoothing out particular reaction pathways.  They're starting to develop their own tricks around magical chemistry.  Like Prestidigitating an impure chemical intermediate to react with acid, in a way where the spellsilver stays bonded after the Prestidigitation wears off, and the impurities' bonds break and precipitate them out of the solution.


Now that Keltham is thinking ahead - and he's a little ashamed about not thinking of it earlier - how does his ultra-high-Spellcraft girlfriend Carissa Sevar feel about trying something that will really stretch her magical-item-making abilities to the limit?

In particular, creating magic items that help make, not items in general like her Armillary Amulet, but particular magic items.  Manufacturing +4 Intelligence headbands, to be exact.  Unless Carissa thinks she can stretch further, to +6 Intelligence, or +4 Intelligence / +4 Wisdom.

Once they drop spellsilver cost by a factor of 10, the dominant manufacturing cost of headbands will be the time and required Spellcraft of the wizards making those headbands, of which Golarion is going to need a lot.
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        Carissa is aware that for some reason +6 intelligence headbands are considered really hard to make, and +4intelligence +4 wisdom even moreso. 

"They don't actually look like they ought to be? I can see Asmodia's headband and obviously it's good workmanship but it doesn't seem like something that fewer than a dozen people in the country ought to be capable of, and I'd expect if I tried to make it I'd just succeed without too much time or trouble. It is possible I'm missing something but generally my experience of magic item making is that everyone insisting it's hard doesn't actually mean it's hard."
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        "Yeah, uh, but... suppose we get an ordinary third-circle wizard who is not Carissa Sevar to try it.  What steps are they going to fall down on?  And can you make a magic item - potentially a very expensive one, that takes you a while to craft - that lets the third-circle wizard get past those?"

"Where making ten +4 headbands is probably a more important goal than making one +6 headband, I think, though it's a tough call... actually, I shouldn't even try to guess that, my actual motive here is that I suspect that building the Item of +4 Headband Creation is going to be noticeably easier than crafting the Item that boosts making anything other people consider difficult, and even you should try doing the easier difficult unprecedented thing first."
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        "Armillary amulets are that, they get people past a bunch of the obvious blocks in magic item creation - I think you could probably invent one that was narrower, that just had the structure for Fox's Cunning in particular, and more useful for that - or maybe a series of them, for individual places-where-people-get-stuck - I would probably have to watch a mediocre enchanter work, to see at what points they don't understand what they're supposed to do or don't do it with enough precision -"
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        "Heh.  I was going to raise the clever-sounding idea of making lots of little items that helped on particular difficult steps of the manufacturing process, instead of one big item, but I see you're already there."

"Make it so, Carissa.  I'll approve the budget requisition for one mediocre enchanter.  About as good as you think we can afford to put on mass-producing +4 headbands, if we want to produce lots and lots of those at a tenth of the current cost and sell at one-fifth the current price."

"We're doing the thing."
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        " - yeah. Yeah, we are. We're going to - be the most important thing that's ever happened. And be very, very rich."
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        "For the revolution of the world!" Keltham says.

Nobody in Golarion is gonna get that reference, but he says it anyways.
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        Well, going on their increasing mastery of the Periodic Table, it seems increasingly clear that what Golarion calls by the name 'lead' is in fact Element-82.

    


    


    
        
            [image: shocked]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        WHICH GOLARION IS USING IN PIPES THAT CARRY DRINKING WATER.

AND IN MAKEUP.

AND IN PAINT.

INSIDE HOUSES THAT CONTAIN CHILDREN.

AND SOME PEOPLE APPARENTLY USE IT IN COOKING POTS.
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        That could be half an Intelligence point off the entire planetary average, right there.

Carissa, you know what else Golarion is going to need besides a lot of Intelligence headbands?  A lot of items that cast Neutralize Poison, multiple times per day so that they can sweep all the affected populations.  If that even works against Element-82 poisoning - he guesses they'll have to test that first -


...how is this going to get announced.  They have to tell literally everyone in the world immediately but Keltham's presence is still mostly a secret, how will people - know it's true - how does that sort of thing work in Golarion, there's no prediction markets, how does this civilization end up collectively knowing anything -
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        Mostly this civilization doesn't. However if Cheliax starts a sudden initiative to replace all their lead things and explains that a clever Chelish wizard figured this out and convincingly demonstrated it, then probably the places that think Cheliax's government is basically competent will consider it themselves and do it if it's cheap enough.

Maybe they can pitch some paladin orders on paying for all the Neutralize Poison items to be distributed in the countries where the government can't afford to.
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        No.

No, chickenshit, this is too important, this is Worldwound-grade catastrophic.  Even in Golarion, there has to be a better way to communicate that warning than by example.

Start by informing all the Worldwound-signatory countries at the top level.  Cheliax doesn't need to explain how it knows, it just needs to make it visible that it's immediately banned Element-82 coming into contact with human biology mortal biology, they don't know how it generalizes to races that don't interbreed with humans but there's no point in taking chances until they do -
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        There's something horribly wrong here and Carissa doesn't have words for it.

 

 

It's not just that Cheliax's interests are probably not served by the people in other countries being smarter, though that's true; alter-Carissa is still feeling some of this sense that there's something horribly wrong here, she thinks. 

"Keltham - 

- how expensive would it have to be, to make human biology not come into contact with Element-82, before it'd seem reasonable to you for Cheliax to not make that law?"
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        Element-82 makes people violent, not just stupid.  Keltham would say "Chaotic" except that he suspects Golarion's "Chaotic" at least as practiced by Chaotic gods is just a different fragment of math, and Element-82 is not that.  Just dropping intelligence headbands on people wouldn't be enough to make up for what it does - maybe boosted Wisdom would do it, Keltham doesn't know -

Element-82 does damage that Civilization thinks it can't cure.  Maybe Golarion can cure it.

...Keltham doesn't know.  He doesn't know what's too expensive for a country where people earn 10 or 20 gold pieces per year.

They've got to at least stop making more lead pipes, stop making more lead paint.

Get those cooking pots away from children.
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        "Yeah. Yeah, I'm not - arguing with that - I feel sick, actually, to think that we're all just - worse - than we have to be - that I'm worse than I have to be - and it might be that even once they know, most places don't replace their pipes, because they're too poor -"
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        "Maybe Hell will pay to do it everywhere," she says, and the difference between alter-Carissa and normal-Carissa feels more acute than it has in a long time, and she has no idea why.
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        Keltham sends a priority message to Lrilatha.



Keltham is going to be more vigilant about checking this Interaction Outside Cheliax than he's been vigilant about a lot of other things happening outside the Project's bounds.

What kind of summit will be held.  What kind of announcement will be made, given that Keltham is being kept secret.  He wants to know how other countries react, when they react, what they're doing inside and outside Cheliax.
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...Asmodia is going to put her own voice down as pleading very strongly that they just actually do this and don't try to elaborately fake it.  No, they're not going to be able to tell Keltham about countries' actual reactions to Cheliax, the Infernal Empire, making an announcement like that, but they can tell Keltham honestly how much progress is being made in which countries.  Contessa Lrilatha can swear things to Keltham about it.

None of this is going to matter on the sort of military timescales that they're heading for with spellsilver production.  It may matter to keeping Keltham contained another week.  They don't want him looking outward from the Fortress like this.  Everything else should be secondary to Contessa Lrilatha being able to swear things to Keltham, and the progress reports they give him making sense, and there not being any delays while people try to figure out what to fake.  They cannot afford a repeat of the Pilar candy curse incident, the Asmodia headband incident, not when Keltham is looking outward like this, it all has to be real.
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        - the Chelish government is in fact against its citizenry being violent and stupid. Not uncomplicatedly so - there are certainly advantages to violent stupid people -- but on the whole, less violence and less stupidity is an improvement, and one they'd probably make all concerns of Project secrecy aside. 

 

The Chelish government is probably in favor of people in other places being more violent and more stupid; it wouldn't necessarily be expected to send them to Hell, but it weakens them. But it weakens them much, much less than a Chelish advantage on the Project does. 

 

That makes the most important consideration here what it conveys to Osirion, in particular, which is suspected to have guessed much of what's going on, and who it's probably going to be necessary to go to war with at some point.

Well, Osirion will either try to devote resources to fighting lead, and devote less to its military, which serves Cheliax; or it'll not do that, which they can swear to to Keltham.

Lrilatha's recommendation to the Crown is to make the announcement, and start replacing all the pipes and pots, and let her sit down with Keltham and talk him through what they're trying so far. 

 

Also they should try lead poisoning some villages much more aggressively than is presently being done, to see if against expectations more violent and stupider humans are good to have. It's the ilani thing to do.
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        "We have looked into this before, though I don't doubt that another world might have finer measuring instruments and more information."
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        "Findings when we looked into it?"

    


    


    
        
            
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Merenre. 
                    
                    
        

        "Pots seem bad, pipes seem fine. - and it's really hard to make pipes without lead, it's by far the best cheap metal for it. We're not doing anything about pots because I don't really have a principled account of what we should do. We could warn people in classes in the temple. We haven't really any grounds to take their pots away just because they're poisoning themselves. We could give out free not-lead pots, or swap them for leaded ones -"
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        "How sure would we have to be that Keltham has more information than us, for it to be worth spending the money to swap everyone's pots - say we fund it by delaying the expansion of schools -"
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        "- I'd want to estimate how good the expansion of schools is in equivalents-to-innate-intelligence-increase, and then a range of plausible effects Keltham might know of of lead on intelligence."
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        "Figure that out. And then the pipes are - five times as expensive as that? Ten times as expensive? Is the proposal to stop having pipes and set up more water distribution sites?"
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        "That seems like a grave wrong to You, your majesty," the sanitation manager for Sothis is moved to object. "Your people would be worse-occupied and your city impoverished."
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        "Well, that's what we're trying to figure out. What if we make the pipes out of wood."
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        "They won't hold water, your majesty."
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        "Gold."
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        "....we can't afford that, your majesty."
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        "What are your top three options if you have to replace all the pipes."
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        " - clay, Stone Shape, or - asking Nefreti Clepati to do something. Your majesty."
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        "All right, figure out how expensive clay and Stone Shape are, and how bad leaded pipes would have to be for that to be worth it, and then ask Merenre to figure out how sure we ought to be that leaded pipes are that bad, given that Cheliax implied Keltham said to switch them out at once."
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        "It's - fairly promising, as a first thing for Cheliax to be doing presumably at Keltham's request. And they also offered to bet that we'll end up thinking they were right."

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2019-11-15 at 12.27.36 PM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Ruby Prince Khemet III. 
                    
                    
        

        "Huh. - too bad one can hardly bet with Cheliax, because they are nearly ideologically committed to only making agreements they think they're able to cheat at."
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        "I know. I want international governance to involve more commitments of that form but agreeing to one with Cheliax just looks - and probably is - foolish. - we could offer such a bet, on our own terms, to nations intrigued by what Cheliax is doing but too sensible to bet with Cheliax."
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        "Betting against you is hardly less ill-advised than betting against Cheliax."
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        "Sure, but if they don't know that it seems good for them to learn it, and if they do know that they can trust the number we quote them, though I don't know what that number is yet, I've called in the alchemists who conducted the tests on lead pipes and concluded they seemed fine to ask why they think that."
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        "We could also just tell Iomedae to have her countries do it, on the grounds that she prefers their populace not suffer Chaotic Evil damage; She'll pay us, if we're right."
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"That will probably work better than offering Mendev terms on a bet about whether it's worth it but I find it objectionable, that that'll work better."
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        "Well, you can offer the bet first, and then when Mendev and Lastwall turn you down because they don't know what to do with offers to bet, then We can give our current estimates to Iomedae under an agreement where she'll pay what they end up being worth to her, and then you can point out to Mendev and Lastwall they could've saved their goddess an intervention."
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        "Forgive me, your majesty, but I wonder if we'd serve you better by contemplating what this proposal says about Cheliax and about the progress of Keltham's work there."
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        "Right, there's also that. Why this? Why now? It doesn't seem like the sort of plan they've had in the works for nearly two months."
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        "Keltham may have just learned about it, or connected the metal in front of him to some discovery in his world of origin. Or he may have demanded some sort of external cooperation from Cheliax, which he could verify happened, as a sign he's not being systematically misled about the international community and the potential for his work to be disseminated -"
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        "But they can just lie to him about the result!"
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        "It could be this doesn't come from Keltham and is an effort to distract us and spend down our resources while Cheliax in reality plans for conquest."
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        "Or does come from Keltham, at least in the sense he mentioned it, and is nonetheless being entertained by Cheliax for that reason. It'd be - more of a departure from their usual diplomatic strategy than I'd expect from them without some kind of unusual impetus."
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        "Unless they're refraining from prediction markets for all the questions they consider genuinely high-stakes or sensitive, I don't benchmark them as being very near prepared to wage a war on all fronts. Their chemistry prediction markets indicate a lot of recent progress on acidmaking and spellsilver refining. That's - a major advantage, once they have it as an industry, but it's a major advantage on the timescale of a few years, not one right now."

    


    


    
        
            
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Hemaka. 
                    
                    
        

         

 

"What's the plan if it looks like in a few years they'll have a massive, spellsilver driven military advantage -"
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        "Pray."
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"Less than a ten percent chance, in my view, that they're going to hold on to him for that long. Though - they've surprised me so far."
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        Years?  Keltham totally intends to be producing massive amounts of spellsilver in months.  He's graphed out the supply networks, Cheliax has located a potential mine for the key ore, stockpiling preliminary quantities of the ore is not that expensive, he's got a process that doubles the amount of sulfuric acid on every cycle, his tier-1s are picking up Prestidigitation at the requisite level, and people currently think that ten pounds of spellsilver is a lot.
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        Contessa Lrilatha reports to Keltham on the presentation to the Worldwound-treaty countries, including the offer to bet. Mostly the complaint of the other countries was that this would be incredibly expensive and they aren't as rich as Cheliax so the fact it's worth it to very-rich Cheliax doesn't mean it's worth it to anyone else. Also no one wanted to bet, on the grounds that betting is a bizarre thing to do. She thinks they'd be more receptive if there were good industrial processes for metals such that alternatives to lead for pipes were affordable. 

Cheliax has also tried Neutralize Poison on lots of people. An effect on Intelligence is not observable immediately, but even if the Neutralize Poisoning is working it might take time to have effects; Neutralize Poison doesn't restore you instantly to an unpoisoned state, just gets the poison out. They went over everyone with Detect Intelligence beforehand and will do so again in two weeks.
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        Lead is famous for having bad developmental effects.  People will have grown up with damaged neurons not making the right connections.  Maybe Restoration works against that; it's worth trying - but Keltham wouldn't bet on it.

The obvious thing to try here to get faster info would be raising mice, rats, or some other mammal with shorter developmental times.  Keltham will sketch out some basic experimental techniques for measuring the thinkoomph of mice so that developmental damage can be quickly observed within an experimental versus control group.  That can verify the problems with lead and prove them to other countries; and they can also see whether Neutralize Poison or Restoration helps at all there, once a mouse has already grown up damaged.


It's - so bizarre that an element as high on the periodic table as 82 would be the most affordable metal for pipes.  Civilization uses complicated synthetic liners for pipes that carry drinking water, but Keltham knows that underneath the liners are Element-29 - what they currently think is 'copper' - and Civilization would use something failover safe underneath the linings, so copper pipes would probably be safe.

Keltham will look into copper mining, see if anything there stands out as obviously improvable.  Keltham was thinking about electrorefining / electroplating anyways.  Maybe they can line the lead pipes with a thin sheen of copper via electroplating, it wouldn't - wouldn't be a great idea - but it's probably better than exposing the lead outright - though Keltham will need to figure out, some way to check, that the metal-to-metal contacts aren't generating voltages and putting even more lead ions into the water -
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        It's - probably not what he should actually be prioritizing.

He should be prioritizing scaling up spellsilver.  It's famously bad for startup projects to split their attention.

He gave them warning.  He doesn't - understand, Golarion, but - he tried -

Having lots and lots of +4 intelligence headbands to sell is step one on a lot of things, not the least of which is earning enough money and credibility to scale up the Project further, get more people besides Keltham who could work out how to line pipes that carry drinking water...

Are they at least not - using lead cooking pots, to make food for children.
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        Well, Cheliax is requiring everyone to turn in their lead cooking pots and get replacements. Other places - might be doing that. A bit slowly, but they'll probably get around to doing it.
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        But - what are the Lawful countries, who aren't Cheliax - is there a stated reason they're not moving faster on this?  It's been three days!
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        - right, and things don't really happen in three days, most places. 
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        He doesn't understand.  Three days might not be a lot of time for him, but governments - have rapid-response teams, people working in shifts, precalculated plans for contingencies -

...none of that is true here, is it.

 

Okay.

The Project can solve all of those problems itself, if it has to, it'll just take months and Keltham should make sure spellsilver production is scaling first.
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        He'll ask a lot of questions.  Just to make sure he's not missing something.
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        The answers can all be almost entirely true, and swiftly supplied, since Cheliax actually did do the thing.
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        Keltham holds forth today on the answer to a question Pilar asked him a while ago, about dath ilan's view on what people should want, and how they should want it.

It's not really the way dath ilan sees things, that 'should'.  It's not advertised as a decision society gets to make for you - how would that even work, why would any agent agree to coordinate their own part, in that.  But if you want to know how an average dath ilani sees things -


So Keltham holds forth then upon the Light, and its origins.
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        Natural selection singlemindedly optimized humans for only one single simple thing, in the 'outer optimization target':  Inclusive genetic fitness.

But its optimization method was via accidental mutation producing many random tweaks, and selection keeping only the few tweaks that improved inclusive genetic fitness.

And when that kind of optimization produces entities that do their own optimizing, like humans, using that kind of hill-climbing method that moves slowly and in many directions through the search space - rather than analytically designing a solution - it doesn't reproduce the single simple constant 'outer optimization target' inside the 'inner optimizer' of mortals.

Like, at all.

Some humans explicitly want kids, and not just sex, is about as close as natural selection got.  Pretty few humans explicitly want to maximize the number of copies of their DNA in the next generation.  Keltham himself was a lot closer to having a goal like that than most dath ilani, and it really wasn't about the DNA, for him, it was about making a point.  Keltham definitely doesn't want relative inclusive genetic fitness; if he had two brothers, he wouldn't have been just as happy with each of those brothers having 144 kids, even though that's the same amount of total genetic-relatedness passed down.

So what do the 'inner optimizers' end up wanting, in a hill-climbing 'outer optimization loop' like that?

They end up wanting 42 major things and 314 minor things (on the current count of what's known and thought to be distinct in the way of adaptation) that correlated with having more kids - or with your relatives having more kids - across the range of varying situations and environments where the 'outer optimization loop' was optimizing.

Keltham doesn't have them all memorized.

But, for example, people generally want to eat food, especially if they haven't eaten food in a while.  Potential ancestors who didn't want to eat any food starved to death and failed to become actual ancestors.

People like green fields, blossoming flowers, the sound of running water in the distance, because people who gravitated to fertile places like that had more kids, in the ancestral environment.  Keltham isn't one of the people who have a strong need for that sort of thing - he's fine in this Fortress for a while yet - but if it starts to bother him at some point, he will have to employ Interior Decorating Principles that try to create interior environments that satisfy the same instincts.

Mothers love their children - as do fathers, if they get the kinds of cues that the ancestral environment would have delivered, about the kid being theirs, which dath ilan is correspondingly very careful to deliver.  You'd expect that to correlate with having more surviving kids who made grandkids, in the ancestral environment.  Mothers who casually tossed their babies aside did not become ancestors.

People who have brothers and sisters usually care about those; they share half your genes on average.  There's a joke about how you shouldn't sacrifice your life to save your brother or sister's life, but you should sacrifice your life to save 2 siblings or 8 cousins.  It's funny because, of course, human beings don't care at all about their inclusive genetic fitness once they learn that such a thing exists.  They're not aligned to that which created them.  Like, you can imagine some creator smarter than natural selection devising an analytic solution for things that actually pursued a particular goal, but if you look around at yourself and you're not that, you're not.  As humans evaluate shouldness, there's no reason a human should be aligned to their creator, natural selection.  There isn't any principle of Law saying that things created will end up aligned to their creators.

Keltham's lessons sure did emphasize that point a lot!  He's guessing it's because there's some silly thing kids might otherwise do, where they imagine that inclusive genetic fitness is the 'correct' or 'intended' goal behind all of the things that they actually want.  Like, they start incorrectly thinking that they're supposed to calculate how much reproductive fitness they'll get out of food, instead of correctly understanding that they want the food because it's tasty and that's all there is to their own utilityfunction.  If a mistake like that carried over to adulthood, people might start thinking that the objective point of loving their own children, was to spread their DNA, rather than to love their children, which is in fact the point if you're a human.  So it's important to understand that there's just no reason to think like that!
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        Thaaaaat does sound like somebody might've been warding dath ilani specifically against modes of thought that are common in Golarion, as Asmodia will highlight for Korva later.
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        It's fine to want lots and lots of things.  The ideal of being coherent isn't the same idea as being simple, not at all.  Lawfulness just says, don't make weird patterns of decisions where you could rearrange your resources, and get more of everything you wanted simultaneously.  If you're going to dance a complicated dance, that's fine, just don't step on your own feet.

The 356 known fragments of desire, the shattered correlated pieces of inclusive genetic fitness in the ancestral environment, are not like components of a utility function; they are not born into human beings as consistently valued long-term goals.  They are things people want, dislike, under particular circumstances, patterns of thought that they flinch towards, flinch away from.

Human beings are born, bluntly, as giant messes.

And when they weave themselves into anything more sensible than that - they should take care not to become less complicated, and leave anything out that they really wanted.

Life, consciousness, and activity; health and strength; the myriad pleasures and satisfactions that may be natural to a person, from good food to good sex; happiness, contentment; beauty, harmony, aesthetic experience; love, friendship, working together; justice and the receiving of earned deserts; power and achievement; self-actualization of what has been designated as virtue; self-expression, freedom; adventure and novelty; ultimate safety from the worst harms; the esteem of others; familial bonds; children and intellectual legacy; honor in one's conduct and trading...

All these are some things close to base human desires in the moment, that seem reasonably reifiable into components of the utility function - things to be pursued as ends in themselves, and not for the sake of anything else.  These are some of the things that dath ilan tries to measure when it measures its Planetary Utility Function Achievement Index, as is bet upon in important conditional prediction markets.

There's a lot of things to value!  And dath ilan endeavors not to leave any of it around free for the taking, if prediction markets say that it would be just as easy to do things a little differently, and get more of things designated as nice.

Ordinary life and politics in dath ilan, then, takes place close to the tradeoff-optimal frontier - where you can't get more of one thing you want, without sacrificing something else - which is the sort of situation you'd mostly expect to find yourself inside, if you'd otherwise planned and acted like a sane person during your previous life.
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        The ordinary politics of dath ilan are all about the tradeoffs.  Is it more important to have more and smarter geniuses in the next generation, or to avoid assortative mating between the Very Smart People as might lead them to begin to diverge from the rest?  There are benefits and costs on both sides...

Yet there is a word in Baseline that means the harmony and song between the many varieties of what dath ilan considers (on average) to be betterness in thought and action: kindness and altruism and honor and beauty.  It is a word for those rare occasions where, instead of tradeoffs, there is a nontrivial policy question on which utilitarianism and deontology and virtue ethics and aesthetics all agree.

A high-functioning society should present its individuals with only rare true moments like that, because usually things should not be going wrong in that many ways at once; there is a dath ilani proverb that, like acts of individual heroism, such moments should be found mainly in fiction.

Keltham didn't like that fiction, in fact.  He found it annoying.

Keltham didn't really understand, on a deep level, why anybody in real life needed the concept of what, in Baseline, would be called 'the Light'.

Until he got to Golarion and found that it - was apparently not that easy - to get the lead out of cooking pots being used to feed children.


That's it.  That's all Keltham had to say for today's lecture.
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Does he just not realize how many problems are bigger than that one even if you're Good.
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        Well, lots of problems cause children to die horribly, which is worse if you're one of the dead children. You'd rather be an alive child than a slightly smarter dead one.

 

But this one makes them more worthless. It doesn't seem strange, to Carissa, that Keltham is fixated on it. If there were a reverse-lead, that made you more Lawful and smarter, she'd drink it all the way until she was a god.
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It's not particularly the answer Pilar was hoping to hear, though, in retrospect, it's obvious enough that dath ilan wasn't going to have an Asmodean-helpful answer there.  They would think that Pilar ought to be crystallizing all of her human wants into her utilityfunction, instead of simplifying it down like Sevar spoke of, to 'wanting to be a good slave to Asmodeus' and then to simply serving Asmodeus as the Most High does.

She also needs to warn Sevar, later, against exposing Keltham to facts that activate his Good impulses.  She can see, now, some of what the Chosen was talking about when she spoke of mortals being quivering slimes that flinch about in disorganized directions in response to their own fleeting thoughts.  If they want to corrupt Keltham to Evil, they need to have him not thinking at all about children, or anything else for which he feels sympathy, for a long-enough period that his Evil impulses have a chance to crystallize unopposed into a full-fledged Evil utilityfunction.


"Are there any impulses on that list of 356 desires that dath ilan says to just cast out of yourself?" Pilar says.

She realizes only after speaking that she forgot to ask if alterPilar would have the same question.  AlterPilar could, obviously, but Asmodia is always sternly admonishing them all to ask what their alterselves would do, not could do.  You can rationalize anything as a possibility to yourself, it doesn't mean it'll fool Keltham about probabilities.
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        "Dath ilani tend to be pretty conservative about passing that judgment.  They wouldn't even have told you that I had too much self-interest, just that I had too little altruism - said that I wanted too little, not too much.  And they wouldn't have said that about me, either, wouldn't have told me I was wrong to be what I was.  Just, I wasn't what they hoped their own kids would turn out like."

"Human beings, I was told as a kid, have a 'vengeful' impulse," he uses the Baseline word instead of Taldane, to name a feeling rather than an act, "to hit somebody else back as hard as you think they've hit you, or harder, if you hold yourself injured by them.  That way, they won't dare injure you in the first place, right?  The obvious atomic problem with that baseline emotion, from the standpoint of the Law of Decision, is that it's a 'punishment', something you'd do only because you expected the other agent to respond to threats.  The obvious problem with it molecularly is that if people disagree about who owes the net debt of revenge, they get locked into an infinite resonating retaliation.  The obvious problem with it globally is that if you've got lots of agents running around trying to invert each other's utility functions, for acts of vengeance or any other reason, it's pretty easy to imagine Reality as a whole getting into a state where everyone's utility functions are being inverted all the time and you'd all collectively prefer unleashing Rovagug on the whole thing."

"So to first order, Civilization tells children, yeah, don't just flow along with your first instinct about revenge.  Channel it into something more organized, with better effects on the larger gameboard."

"When somebody stops coordinating with you, stop coordinating with them.  It's not 'punishment' to Defect against somebody who's Defecting against you, in a cooperation-defection dilemma; you're just withdrawing the Cooperation you were trying to coordinate with them.  It's not 'punishment' to catch a thief or send them to the Last Resort; it's simply not in your own interest to have them wandering around taking your stuff in the future."

"But you can still draw on something like a remaining trace of the emotion of revenge, for that.  And that reflects a meta-level policy of rescuing as many emotions as possible, rather than throwing them away and trying to run on pure Law."
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        "If somebody stole my jacket - and ate it, so I couldn't get it back - and was very unlikely to steal again from me personally, you might think at first that the Law would say that it's not in my own interest to spend effort hunting them down, if I didn't feel an impulse to vengeance."

"But imagine that there's ten people from whom a thief is going to steal 5 gold pieces each, in a random order.  The thief never hits the same target twice, ever.  It costs 10gp to catch the thief."

"By ill-luck, I'm the first person randomly selected as a target.  As it happens, I don't particularly care about the other people on the list.  Why, I don't even have any idea who they are!  So how is it worth my while to spend 10gp on catching somebody who only cost me 5gp originally and isn't going to touch me again in the future?"

"But if you think about it from the perspective of the ten people on the list, not knowing yet which one of them will be the first target hit by the thief, they'd rather a policy that whichever one of them gets hit first, spends 10 gold to track the thief down.  If they don't have that policy, they each lose 5gp with certainty.  If they do have that policy, they each lose 15gp with 10% probability, 0gp with 90% probability."

"Now, I could carefully reason all that out Lawfully, from scratch, after the thief targets me, and motivate myself only by the thought of how I would've wanted the collective policy to be that whoever had the bad luck to end up in my position, would spend 10gp to hunt down the thief that already cost them 5gp."

"Or I could draw on my emotion about revenge, and hunt down the criminal who stole my jacket, even if that cost me a lot more additional money on top of what was stolen from me.  After checking very carefully to make sure that was also what the Law said to do, and not a case of me trying to get away with inverting somebody else's utility function in an attempt to motivate people like that through the threat of 'punishment' - because that, they'd just ignore, or maybe have an incentive to kill me in my sleep before I could go around inverting their utility function.  Kids with stronger Good tendencies than mine are cautioned 'do not optimize society in anger', meaning that it's generally considered dangerous to tell yourself that you're hurting somebody else for the public benefit - which I'm safer about, because, like, selfish, so I didn't get cautioned as much there."

"But the point is that Civilization doesn't tell you to flush the emotion of revenge out of yourself and never use it again because it's anti-Lawful.  It says to check the Law first, once you've been trained to be able to actually compute that validly, and use the feeling of vengeance to fuel moving through the structures of Law when those structures are close enough to the emotion.  After you've checked that it's not going to wreck society if everyone starts acting like that, and that you're not turning into a rogue utility-function inverter that other people have an incentive to exile or cryosuspend before you hurt them next, etcetera."
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        "What about sadism, actually enjoying hurting other people because it's fun. Or the desire to have power over others, to command their obedience. Or the desire to shape someone exactly how you want them."
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        "I think the approved dath ilani response is to end up in another dimension where people enjoy that."
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        "'Find the place for all of your desires' sounds like wise advice but - I guess I am declaring myself skeptical Good societies actually pull it off, instead of trying really hard not to notice a bunch of them."
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They're... kind of good at noticing, Pilar suspects.
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        "Also, wrongthought, I wasn't being fair to dath ilan there.  Sadism can be expressed as positive 'trolling', as an aggressive instinct in competitive games, or as a struggle for advantage inside of Complicated Relationships.  The desire for power can express itself in wanting to start your own company.  The desire to shape somebody else exactly how you want them... I don't think is on the list of primitives, at least that I saw of it, and seems too specific for it?  Maybe that's like, desire for power, plus whatever it is you wanted from somebody else being that way.  Not strict addition, the two feelings can blend together with each other and with sexuality to form a new complex-circuit that becomes part of you.  But it's not on the list of 'universal genetically built-in primitives' either, I'm guessing, even if there's a real list somewhere and I only saw the censored version of it."

"Now I'm wondering if sexual sadism is on a real version of that list that gets censored, or if it's something nonprimitive that happens to people when their sexuality and their sadism blend a certain way.  Probably the first case?  If it was nonprimitive they'd have worked out how to stop it happening."
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        "I'm definitely suspicious that there are at least some items on the actual list of all mortal desires that a Lawful Good Civilization like dath ilan would try to drive completely out of its people."
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        "I really think all y'all don't give dath ilan enough credit on some dimensions, if not others.  They didn't tell me about my sexual sadism because there would have been no good way for me to satisfy it, Pilar, not because they wanted to deny me my utilityfunction.  Or did you have something else in mind?"
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        "Everything that Lawful Good considers not nice and pretty!  Like - the part of people where, if you've suffered yourself, it feels better if you can make others suffer the way you suffered -"
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        "That one doesn't make sense.  Paying costs to hit back at whatever made you suffer, sure, but - hitting somebody else - Pilar, what?  That doesn't sound like something natural selection would do."
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        Pilar opens her mouth to retort that it's obviously a reproductive advantage, and then stops short because she can't actually see how it is.
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        Asmodia is flashing back to Hell, to a silent chained boy whose ears she cut off with a shard of glass, and how that did not, in fact, make her feel any better.  She has questions, but alterAsmodia doesn't, and so she remains silent.
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        "Before we start getting into anything about possible divine interventions, though, are you sure that's a primitive built-in emotion, to want unrelated others to suffer as you've suffered?  Or could it be something like - it feels bad to be at a relative disadvantage to other people, and if they get shoved down, you feel better?  Assuming you were myopic and didn't have any Law to ask what the group effects would be of that decision being made across multiple places."

"Because that feeling is on the list, and we just get told to make sure we push ourselves up rather than pushing other people down."
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"I don't know that it's a 'builtin primitive'.  I'm - not sure what that distinction really means, or how you could tell?"
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        "Yeah, that gets complicated even as a matter of useful definition.  But at the very least, if you've got an impulse like that, try an Owl's Wisdom, or maybe even try giving Asmodia an Owl's Wisdom and borrowing her headband, and then try to stare at it to see if it's made out of parts."
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        ...it feels really obvious that there are entire realms of emotion they just didn't tell him about.  But Pilar is having trouble figuring out how to find a really devastating argument here, and is suddenly concerned whether any of those emotions were put into Golarion by divine interventions they don't want Keltham thinking about.  She needs to check in with Sevar and maybe at some length before trying to pursue this any further.


(What she was hoping for, this entire time, was that Civilization would've openly told Keltham to drive some emotions entirely out of himself, using a technique that he'd happen to talk about in front of Pilar.)
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        Keltham will talk a bit more about what kind of emotions Civilization is dubious about, and how they often try nonetheless to 'rescue' them, give them a place somewhere in the utilityfunction.

It's clear that Civilization is very impressed with itself, about how much of a hand it graciously holds out to offer tiny scraps of indulgence to people's impulses to pride, glory, power and cruelty.

It's equally clear that Cheliax would not be impressed at all with how far Civilization gets on self-actualizing those parts of people.



Oh, and Keltham does happen to mention, in passing, that if you meet aliens who just really really want to do the opposite of your utility function unless you pay them 5gp, Civilization's strategic reply is to remove them from reality by any means necessary, even if they're only asking 5gp.  Yes, even if the aliens have a plausible story about how they totally evolved with a desire like that and it's not a threat at all.  Somebody probably thought they were being clever, at some point along the way.  They probably at some point were imagining how you'd respond to a situation like that by sighing and paying them the 5gp, when they at some point made a decision about whether or not to go around really honestly wanting to invert others utilityfunctions.

The response is not to pessimize the aliens' utilityfunction, note, that would be contributing to the problem of making Reality an unpretty place.  You just remove the aliens from Reality, even if you have to destroy yourself in the process; Reality will be better off if the sections of it containing utilityfunction inverters just don't exist for very long.  And if the aliens thought, at some point, that you'd just pay them 5gp, more fools they.  In broken possible worlds like that, where people thought the wrong thing about how you'd act, and where the main desideratum is to have those possibilities not exist in the first place, there is a place for modified-'spite' where you are willing to sacrifice your own existence to end theirs.  Just not so much spite that you start thinking about how to anti-optimize the aliens' own utilityfunctions, to try to 'punish' them, because then you're just becoming part of the problem.

Again, this isn't about trying to threaten the aliens into behaving more nicely; it's about being the sort of Civilization that, if it finds itself in a rare broken piece of Reality like that, will try to remove any utilityfunction-inverters from existence.  Aliens thinking about whether or not to go on being utilityfunction-inverters are welcome to take that into account, or not, as they please; Civilization has made its own choice there.

...actually now that Keltham is saying all this, he's kind of seeing why Lawful Good civilizations in Golarion might just tell people never to feel spite, never to feel vengeful, never to express any fury or indignation, because the kind of carefully detailed guidelines he's been laying out are plausibly beyond the ability of Intelligence 10 people to understand or follow.  Or even Intelligence 16, if you don't come from a Civilization full of people much smarter than that.
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        " - that just kind of sounds like an absurd wrong awful policy to me even for smart people? I don't like that Zon-Kuthon exists, but Civilization absolutely should not have destroyed itself utterly in the effort to destroy him the second it found out he existed! Locking him up, as the gods in fact did, seems like a considerably better plan!"
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        "They'd obviously imprison Zon-Kuthon and destroy him later at leisure rather than immediately unleashing Rovagug, if they had that option?"
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        "And if they don't have that option they should leave him alone!"
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        "Not seeing the Lawful reasoning for that.  The point is that you don't pay Zon-Kuthon the five gold pieces.  Once that part is settled, Civilization then decides how much it doesn't like Xovaikain continuing to exist, and how much it wants everything else it could buy using the opportunity-cost of the resources to destroy Zon-Kuthon, and takes its own maximal option.  This would plausibly include Civilization deleting itself in order to delete Zon-Kuthon and Xovaikain, if that was even an option in the first place, but only if there wasn't some better alternative to rescue everybody in Xovaikain without destroying Civilization."
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" - am I understanding correctly that I owe my entire existence to the sheer fortune that none of our Lawful Good gods use that style of reasoning."
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        "Or they had a plan, Carissa.  Zon-Kuthon is sealed now, isn't he?  Even with Aroden having died a hundred years ago and other plans being thrown off.  Planning for the long-term is Lawful too."

"Civilization deletes itself to delete Zon-Kuthon and Xovaikain if it would otherwise last forever, not if it's going away in a few years anyhow.  Centuries... I dunno, there'd be a big fight about it, I'd definitely come down on the 'dislike Xovaikain but accept for a few centuries' side."
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        "If Law says to destroy Civilization rather than give Zon-Kuthon five gold I don't want to be Lawful. If Law says to take into account the ways that a Zon-Kuthon-paying policy creates Zon-Kuthons, fine, if it says that stupid humans who can't do all the complex calculations shouldn't give Zon-Kuthon five gold, fine, if it says you should spend at least ten gold pieces doing not what Zon-Kuthon wants, fine, but if it actually says that you should destroy everything if you have a straight choice between doing that and giving five gold pieces to Zon-Kuthon then - then I think I'm on Zon-Kuthon's side, because he's the side that isn't murdering everybody in any nearby hypotheticals!!!!"
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        "The idea is taking into account the way that paying Zon-Kuthons creates Zon-Kuthons, in a way that's extremely suspicious about any clever story where some Zon-Kuthons just happened to be lying around one day, to the point where it starts to look like 'deontology'.  You don't want the aliens wondering if the right clever story might fool the complicated reasoning you'll be doing about them.  You want them correctly estimating that your reasoning looks pretty simple and can be summarized as 'die in a fire'."

 

(As is a much, much, much stronger curse in a world where the burned dead don't get suspended.)
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        "Is dath ilan convinced that this policy actually - minimizes how often Civilization gets destroyed, somehow?"
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        "More like, maximizing how much all of Greater Reality looks like a place where agents want things and get them, instead of, when agents want things or dislike things, there's a bunch of other entities running around trying to threaten them and firing those threats and transforming all of Reality into a place where most entities get what they don't want.  That's literally about the most tragic way that Reality could look.  Civilization doesn't want to do anything at all, even paying five gold pieces, even reasoning in a complicated way about whether to pay five gold pieces, that shifts Reality a little more in that direction."
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        " - well then I think I just disagree with Civilization about whether it's more tragic for there to be bullies or for everyone to be obliterated forever."
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        "It admittedly makes even more sense now that I realize that, as the Keepers would've known, everybody would just end up somewhere else inside that Greater Reality they were trying to help prettify."
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"- I don't think Asmodeus reasons that way and if He does reason that way I am in the market for a new god." Alter-Carissa only, obviously; real Carissa is aware which decisions result in Carissae being obliterated forever. 
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        "You'd rather your god believe false things than true things?"
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        "I don't want to lend myself to a power that will destroy me to prettify Greater Reality!"
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        "I think you're simultaneously asking the question of 'What if I actually get destroyed' and 'What if Asmodeus falsely believes I won't get destroyed', rather than forming the hypothetical 'What if I don't get destroyed and Asmodeus correctly believes I won't get destroyed' which is the one I was trying to point to there.  Possibly on account of you having some trouble with lending temporary consideration to the hypothetical 'What if I don't get destroyed', since spending too much time thinking about it might cause you to come to an incorrect answer and then get actually destroyed, if you don't feel yourself to have earned trust in your own validity and are afraid of becoming mistaken.  But I'd expect Keepers and Asmodeus not to make mistakes about that, so asking what if they strongly believe something should be the same as asking what if it's true."
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        "No, I don't think that's it. I was willing to concede the point if Civilization genuinely thought this was the destruction-of-Civilization-minimizing policy, at least until I'm smart enough to evaluate if they're right about that in our world where gods sometimes get utility-flipped accidentally. I'll abide by policies that destroy Civilization if they're the policies that we think lead to the least destruction of Civilization.

But it's not that, it's that Civilization is actually willing to adopt policies that kill me in worlds that are sufficiently unpretty by the standards of greater Reality. A - values thing, not a predictions thing.

I think Asmodeus goes 'yeah, that's a very unpretty reality there, Carissa doesn't choose Abaddon? no? okay, so be it', and if I'm wrong about that, and Asmodeus is willing to adopt policies that kill everyone in sufficiently unpretty worlds for the sake of greater Reality, then I don't share Asmodeus's values, and I don't want Him to be powerful enough to end civilization in those worlds, so I need a god who does share my values, or to become one if there aren't any."
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        (I know I'm giving everyone a bad day, she adds mentally to Security, but I suspect this is an important heresy of mine, and I remain in line with alter-Carissa here.)
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        "It's not impossible that we have a values difference here.  But what I'm trying to interpret as your utilityfunction doesn't quite make sense to me, and we'd probably want to nail that down and make sure I understand your values, and vice versa, before we declare that there's a values difference."

"The nearest sensible thing I can interpret in my own ontology is something like - you very strongly value as much stuff being conscious as possible, as large a fraction of all realityfluid as possible being invested into consciousness and awareness.  You're against any cases of destroying reality-regions even unusually icky ones that are dragging down the average, because then a lower total fraction of reality ends up invested in consciousness, even if all the people inside the deleted universe just experience themselves ending up somewhere else.  Question mark?"

"I'll also state for the record that in dath ilan we left this sort of thing to Keepers.  Here in Golarion I'd have to believe that there weren't any gods keeping track of what I was tracking myself, before I started making my own calls about whether to delete everything."
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        " - I think it's extremely bad if you extinguish a bunch of life even if the thing that happened to you when you died happens to everyone, yeah. And - obviously it's better for reality to be consciousness than to be anything else? Nothing else matters! And Golarion might be - probably is - an 'unusually icky' bit of reality and I'm really glad that even the most obnoxious Good gods don't think we deserve to be destroyed about it!

 

I do think you should leave these things to the gods, but - I think that because the Church never told me it's better to let everything be annihilated than to pay a Kuthite five gold, and because even the Good gods fought Rovagug. If they'd ever told me that then I would not be in favor of leaving those things to the gods - you lose far too much if it turns out the gods and Keepers only think that because they don't care much about people getting to keep living their lives."
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        "I mean, presumably the gods who think ickier than average worlds should be destroyed just fought alongside Rovagug, and lost, and that's why we're here at all. Either that or we're a less icky world than average, but in that case dath-ilan-which-pays-bribes being destroyed is sending nearly all its people to much worse places..."
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        "Why would those gods actually fight instead of, like, presenting an estimate of how much damage they'd do by fighting and how much expected utility they thought they could gain from that for themselves, and asking the other gods to make them an offer?"
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        "Rovagug was a prophecy-breaking entity, so it wasn't possible for the more Chaotic gods who didn't like the trend of existence to present credible estimates or make credible commitments to the other gods.  All they could do was fight alongside Rovagug, who could not be negotiated with, whose strength was impossible to estimate, and hope that Rovagug was strong enough.  They lost, and were destroyed.  The new prophecy that was woven afterwards was far stronger, since all the remaining gods were either Lawful or pretty okay with the universe continuing to exist on something like the course it had."

"That prophecy got broken by Earthfall, which was not foreseen."

"After Earthfall, the gods scraped up all the fragments of shattered prophecy they could, and with it foresaw the possibility of a mortal finding the Starstone where it had fallen on the ocean floor and using it to ascend to godhood.  The gods knew that if they fought over their different interests in what sort of mortal found the Starstone, they'd all cancel each other out and leave the Starstone to be found in an uncontrolled way.  Their negotiated compromise was a new prophecy with all the remaining fragments of shattered destiny woven into it, that the person who found the Starstone would be somebody Lawful Neutral who'd use the Starstone to make Golarion their own realm, and contain Rovagug there forever so the rest of the Great Beyond would be safe from It."

"Aroden correctly deduced the gods would do that, changed his own will to match the prophecy's inferred requirements, and took the Starstone.  And then Aroden's death shattered all remaining prophecy permanently within this plane."
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"Thanks for that valuable information."
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        "You'd have deduced those parts anyways takaral."
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"I'd like to register my own increasing discomfort with all this talk of destroying universes in a context where it is not being treated as an obvious and indeed mandatory conclusion that we should not, in fact, do that."
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        "You definitely can't reason like that or you're just going to find entities all over the place who'll destroy the universe unless you give them five gold pieces.  If you blindly or shortsightedly refuse choices that lead to the universe being destroyed in 'counterfactuals', that can definitely make it more likely to end up destroyed in reality."
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        "And if somebody makes a mistake and screws up any of these lines of reasoning?"
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        "Yeah, it's a bad place to make mistakes, and you should avoid making any on subjects like that... that probably sounds like a more realistic policy in dath ilan than in Golarion, doesn't it."
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        "Asmodeus is good at this and desires that we not be annihilated and you should do what Asmodeus says, and then the fact we'll predictably do what Asmodeus says helps him prevent the destruction of the universe. And dath ilani say the same thing about their Keepers, presumably," says Avaricia, who has cottoned on in the last week to the problem that when Sevar goes on being heretical no one's willing to speak up either to agree with her or disagree with her. 
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        "But dath ilani think that their Keepers want them to not be annihilated, when actually their Keepers may not care very much because of the secret lots of universes thing!"
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        "Speculating wildly, here, but Asmodeus cares Evilly that we not be annihilated -- we're His, Hell's prosperity strengthens Him, devils are visible to Him in a way that enables Him to act and plan around them - and gets none of what He wants just by virtue of us existing at some point in some universe -"

If this solves that problem tag on the wall she's going to be very pleased with herself. 
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        "I worry I may be misconveying an impression about how often Civilization decides to totally destroy something instead of, like, fixing it.  Our Civilization is very not full of people deleting each other from local existence because they couldn't figure out how to negotiate things, especially as compared to, say, Golarion.  Your gods fight each other more often than we do.  Your surviving gods."
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        "I think we ran into this because Zon-Kuthon is the obvious referent for a utility-flipped entity, and the thing you said is even more confusing if I imagine it as just a policy that, if a corrupt officer of the law in one of the River Kingdoms offers to let you go if you bribe him, but says he'd really have a lot more fun if you didn't, you ought to fling yourself at him and die horribly of it."
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        "The question isn't whether Zon-Kuthon is utility-flipped Dou-Bral, it's whether he's a conditional utility-flipper that just naturally wants to minimize your utility function unless you pay him five gold."

"And on that corrupt officer thing, I'm gonna need more context to figure out that one, because I'm not seeing at all how you get that as an implication of the position I thought I was expressing.  For one thing, he's obviously lying, because if he had more fun the other way he just wouldn't accept the bribe?"
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        " - I don't really know what it's like to be a corrupt River Kingdom guard who takes bribes and beats and rapes people who don't pay him but I'd expect part of the dynamic to be that the other corrupt guards will give you a pass if you're asking for a reasonable bribe and only hurting people who refuse, because that's what they do too, but they'll get mad at you if you just run around being a bandit in a uniform. Uh, I guess it just seems like, if we're not in the realm of gods and formal decision-commitments, there are lots of awful people who want to make your life worse because it's fun for them, and who demand minor things of you, in the world, and if you have the bad luck to be born in a normal country and decide you won't give awful people five gold to leave you alone then you will definitely die horribly."
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        "I'd have to think about what would be a Lawful response to that situation, but among the obvious thoughts that occur to me is to generate random numbers and spend the effort to find him and kill him afterwards, with a small probability that cancels out his expected gain of five gold from threatening me... though if five gold is like, half his annual income, I guess that might have to be a relatively large probability.  Sucks to be him, he shouldn't have tried to threaten for bribes that large."
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        That's not a very Asmodean answer.

 

She should probably sit down with Asmodia and try to figure out what the Lawful response to that situation is if you're an Asmodean. "You still probably die young of that but it does seem more - I can see how it's not just a philosophy to immediately commit suicide if you don't live in one of the three or four nicest countries in the world."
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        "I am getting a nervous sense here that I may have jumped too far ahead of your background mastery of Law.  Instinctive high-precision use of Law in particular.  Possibly the exact occasions you pick to Lawfully track down somebody to kill them is, perhaps, a relatively advanced topic, especially in Golarion which is full of situations that dath ilan would usually keep inside the 'counterfactuals'.  People are taking the things I said and deriving further conclusions from them that strike me as worryingly not what I was trying to say."

"Possibly people should stick with their sensible instincts or educated heuristics, rather than generating sentences which sound sort of like stuff I've said about Law, and doing that."

"If you seem to have carefully reasoned out that you ought to destroy the universe, but it also seems to you that there's a better thing you could do instead of the Lawful thing, which is not destroying the universe, maybe you should hold off on trying to be quote Lawful unquote for that exact minute.  This stuff is supposed to make sense; if at any point it's advising you to do terrible things that don't feel like they make sense - I can't say it's certain that you're wrong, for reversed stupidity is not intelligence.  But I am certain that you didn't achieve a reliable understanding and internalization of the Law.  Any time the Law doesn't feel like it makes sense, you definitely don't have the kind of understanding of it that you can trust."

"Only destroy the universe if you have a carefully Lawful line of reasoning saying to do that, and you can take a step back from all the careful reasoning and grasp the whole thing intuitively and it totally makes sense why you'd do that, and that doesn't feel at all strained or like you're sweeping key issues under the rug.  If you don't have the 'introspection' - if you don't have the Wisdom to confidently evaluate that level of strainedness, then you should back off the whole thing and leave destroy-the-universe decisions to somebody else..."

"You know, let's just simplify that line of reasoning," it's hard to remember that everyone here is effectively six years old, in some ways if not others.  "Everyone here should just not destroy the universe, period.  Don't complicate it any more than that until you're much much much better at Law, and can be very sure that you're correct to ignore my flat instruction not to do that.  Like, maybe Asmodia in a few years could decide that if someone had to, but everyone else should just not do it."
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 54
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        The leaden-cooking-pot issue was still causing Keltham to feel - closer to dath ilan, to the average dath ilani - than he has in a while.  And he's also worried people here are getting an inaccurate impression of what dath ilan is actually like, from their policies being discussed mainly in the context of weird thought experiments.

So Keltham has now managed to reconstruct at least one piece of dath ilani fiction.  It's not a very famous one, but the problem is, the actually famous stories are full of way too much incredible prose and complication and made entirely out of foreshadowing.  His previous attempts to ad-lib Miyalsvor and Verrez episodes at dinner are... feeling increasingly painful to him, let's put it that way.

So Keltham is actually just going with this one short story he happened to read a week before his planecrash.  And this time he took the effort to write it down and polish it, with such writing skills as he possessed.  That way people can get at least one actual glimpse of what a normal piece of dath ilani fiction is like.

Anyways, here.
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        "Keltham, I've got much stronger Good sympathies than most people here for obvious reasons and even for me that is just way, way, way too much Goodness."
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        "Yeah, I had to get pretty homesick for dath ilan before I could make myself write it down.  If I did get a portal to dath ilan, I'd call them in temporarily to handle stuff like leaden cooking pots, but I sure wouldn't go back."
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If nobody's going to order alterPeranza to have an opinion on this then Peranza is just going to not think anything and not say anything it's safer that way.  She knows alterPeranza would have an opinion, but, but alterPeranza is just distracted or having a bad day, Peranza does not want to figure out exactly what alterPeranza would think.  Peranza is probably just having a bad day herself so that's statistically realistic.  She won't say anything unless Security or Asmodia orders her.
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 55
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 56
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        And there's the first tiny fragment of spellsilver refined by the Project out of the cheaper ore, using entirely Project-produced acids!  Now they just have to enormously scale the process, and the yields of every stage, and have it not require three days of personal attention by Keltham, Avaricia, and Shilira to make it work.

It's not a huge party moment like their first saleable acid - real parties are for shippable product - but they at the very least get cookies about this!
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 57
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        Now that they've got a tiny fragment of spellsilver out of the new kind of ore, what remains is more of a process of perfecting everything, and not so much of inventing it from scratch.  That in turn means that Keltham should maybe no longer be spending nearly all of his non-personal time on getting a basic spellsilver pathway, as he has been these last few weeks.

It's time for him to shift relatively more of his effort into Law lectures, so that other people can force-multiply his efforts on perfecting the process they've found!  Chemistry, physics, and Pilar-approved hopefully-safe epistemology for everyone.  And the sort of stuff that even Pilar had trouble with, going in slower and more measured doses to the tier-2 mad-experimental volunteers (plus one cleric of Asmodeus).
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 58
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        Sometimes Keltham questions whether he was, in fact, dropped in a world next to someone impossibly sexually compatible to him, despite the whole thing with masochists who are impervious to biting damage etcetera.  He worries about whether everything he wants is guaranteed to be something his partner needs; and whether everything his partner needs, is in fact something guaranteed to match his own needs and desires.

He does feel like he's pushing himself, a bit, in doing this.  Isidre would probably tell him to take it slower.

He fought Security until he was over the mental shock of combat.

He fought Security until he stopped hesitating to defend himself.

He fought Security until he stopped hesitating to attack.

He fought Meritxell until that stopped feeling quite so wrong and unnatural, to fight someone weaker than Security who he'd had sex with and felt some affection for.

He fought Meritxell Altered and Disguised as Carissa, until it stopped feeling wrong to hit somebody who looked like the one he loved.

Keltham is deliberately doing everything he can to draw on and self-actualize the parts of himself that ought to go into doing this, according to claims he's heard from Carissa and Isidre and Abrogail and Jacint.  Everyone who ought to know better than he does.

The desire for power over Carissa; the desire to force her to feel what he wants her to feel; his need to command any sexual response he wants from her; sadism, cruelty, lust, pride; every scrap of Evil he can find in himself.  A sense of entitlement, that it's as much his right to have this from Carissa as it is for him to wear his shirt, because she gave herself... no, because she expressed a willingness to be taken and he took her.

Keltham does understand that he's not supposed to push himself for Carissa's sake.  He isn't, or doesn't think he is.  He wants to be able to command her pleasure in the cuddleroom, he wants that to be the way that reality is, and he's pushing himself to get this thing that he desires.  He's pushing himself because it annoys him that he can't just shrug off his dath ilani conditioning as was previously appropriate to a world with alternatephysics from Golarion, a place where masochism and submission doesn't exist.  He's not in that place and needs to stop acting like it, especially as it comes between himself and Carissa.

Isidre would probably tell him to take it slower.  But it's almost two months since he got to Golarion, Day 55 by his count.  A slightly above-average teenage dath ilani should not be that slow to update, however much lower standards may be in Golarion.
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        What Keltham wants to do is tell Carissa that there's something he's going to do with her, and ask if her schedule is clear for a couple of hours.

He doesn't.  If she made a crucial beauty-treatment appointment with a 1000gp reserve price that can only be taken in the next few hours, Keltham will compensate her.  It's not very likely, and this, above all, should not seem to Carissa like she could have avoided it.

He gets Security to track Carissa's movements.

Waits until she's passing not far from their cuddleroom.

Quietly steps out from a corner, behind her, with a controlled face, and uses a rod to cast Curse of Magic Negation on Carissa Sevar.
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        Security, consulting with Subirachs, has notified Carissa in broad terms that Keltham is working on the advice the Queen gave him about how to fix her. Not more specifics than that, nothing about attacking her; even with her shiny new pin of Glibness it seems silly to test her Bluff where there's no need. 

 

Also they're looking forward to watching this. 

 

Carissa feels the spell hit her and shouts for help instantly, instinctively, before she turns around and sees Keltham - 

- "SECURITY NEED CONFIRMATION THAT'S KELTHAM -"
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        Keltham doesn't have words to respond to this right now; he's already casting Bestow Curse targeted on Carissa's ability to overcome the previous Curse.  (This will of course be visible to her permanent Detect Magic and her Spellcraft ability to read his gestures.)

Keltham wants his Carissa fighting him at least a little seriously, here.  So Security isn't going to respond to her in words, except in the negative sense of visibly not helping her.

Bestow Curse requires touching Carissa after he casts it, which, Strengthened and Graced, will be his next step, if he can.
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        It's probably Keltham. If you're a serious attacking force Carissa's probably unconscious or dead before she knows what hit her. No confirmation, though.

 

She draws her dagger and tries to stab him while he tries to curse her.
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        Sure, she can stab him anywhere that isn't his head, if that lets him complete the curse instead of wasting it.

He's got healing, and resistance to damage just like her, and he isn't as afraid of pain and injury as he once was.

And showing her that he's got healing, of the flashy channeling type, will be additional probabilistic evidence that it's Keltham and make her less afraid of a real Security breach that is not how he's supposed to be making decisions right now, he'll use a spontaneous Cure instead afterwards though she can probably read that too, with her Spellcraft.
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        She's not trying to stab him in the head, she's trying to stab him in the hands, as she's not going to kill a high level spellcaster and interfering with their ability to cast spells is the best she can hope for. She does, in fact, relax somewhat when he heals himself, and then she turns around and tries to run.
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        Graced, Strengthened, and now with nonzero training in non-purely-defensive martial arts, Keltham will catch her and trip her and knock her down.

And then give her a chance to get up.  "Fight me at your hardest, Carissa.  Show us both the actual truth about whether I can outfight you when you're not holding back.  There's nothing you can do to me, or I to you, that Jacint can't undo."
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        - oh. All right then. 

 

In that case she will try to stab him in the head. Though while possibly having somewhat mixed feelings about whether she wants to succeed at this.
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        That's a move which Keltham will deflect as smoothly as a low-level monk.  'Not being stabbed in the head by an aggressor with a kitchen knife' is an almost-purely-defensive capability that Civilization is happy to train into anyone very thoroughly, using computer-assisted reflex formation and guidance.

His return fist-strike may also possibly lack some sincerity behind it, but he's trying to overcome that.
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        Carissa is a wizard, and not even a combat-tracked one; it was obviously not the best use of her by the time she was fourteen. Having a knife is a pretty substantial advantage in a fistfight, but it's approximately her only one, and also she's totally internally flinching every time she attempts to use it.

 

She can however withstand quite a lot of very powerful punches without in any sense indicating she'd rather surrender than take another one.
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        "You're not fighting for real, and that's disappointing me given the amount of effort I put into making sure I'd win against that."

"Fight me like we're at the Worldwound and I'm a demon wearing this face."
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        Right except that doesn't cause a worldwide catastrophe if she kills him and Osirion raises him - no, this was planned, there'll be a plan for that, there'll be someone nearby with Breath of Life - 

 

- she starts trying, between attempted stabs, to work their way down the hallway. She'll recover faster than Keltham from falling out a third-story window.
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        When Keltham estimates he's burned halfway through his Cat's Grace and Bull's Strength, he'll start sincerely trying to do enough damage to Carissa that afterwards he can haul her off to the cuddleroom without her being able to effectively resist.  Breaking bones aren't out of the question; he's rehearsed damage on that level with Meritxell, and inflicted more pain than that on Carissa before.

He'll try to grab her back from the window, if she gets there and he realizes that's what she's doing in time; failing that he'll follow her out after only a slight hesitation, if that becomes necessary.  The average dath ilani male teenager does not like losing.
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        So all you have to do is make it losing, not to be Evil -

- she'll have to think that through later because it's actually very hard to think in the middle of a fight. 

 

He can stop her before she can jump; he's a lot faster and a lot stronger, right now. 

    


    


    
        
            [image: combat 1]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        Yeah, he doesn't really see what she was trying there, she doesn't have Infernal Healing any more, and he can heal himself... maybe she just thought he'd hesitate too long to follow her out.  If so, he can prove to her that she was wrong about that some other time.

Now, before his spells run out, he needs to do enough real damage to Carissa that she can no longer resist him, if he picks her up and carries her off.  Break both of her upper arms, for a start.  He did rehearse that with Meritxell and she was fine afterwards, though she did yell in pain at the time, and Carissa is stronger than Meritxell.  He can heal any broken bones once Carissa is properly in chains.  He'd want somebody to do that for him, if he had Carissa's pain tolerance and he couldn't manage to have an orgasm in company otherwise.
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        ABROGAIL what did you TELL THIS BOY
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        To win!  At least, that's what Keltham heard Abrogail saying!  It's not a message dath ilani are totally unsympathetic to, although back in Civilization they might've had qualms about this particular battle being one that should be fought in the first place.

Okay, that looks pretty helpless there, if not exactly 'subdued' per se because Carissa Sevar.  Now to sling his possession over his shoulder and carry her off to the cuddleroom while he's still got the Bull's Strength; that's supposed to be romantic.
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        It is. She will sort of affectionately nuzzle him about it.
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        Awwww.  That definitely makes him feel better about all this -

- is he supposed to be thinking like that?  Actually, probably yes!  He doesn't just feel like he's transgressed less against Lawful Good, he feels like - like everything is right with their relationship after all, that he did the thing Carissa's owner is supposed to do, and his possession reacted to that like his possession should.

Cuddleroom, chains, and she can have a healing once she's in them.  He'll be hurting her in other ways, of course, once she's helpless; but having her limbs broken makes his possession less pretty.  Keltham will say so in words before he heals her.
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        Now he's out of affectionate nuzzling range and she should probably come up with words to say in response but that seems - faintly ridiculous, somehow, as if words like magic are a thing employed by a different Carissa Sevar and not by Keltham's possession -

- this seems like a fine state of affairs except for how it was totally unexpected and Keltham probably hasn't been told it's a fine state of affairs - maybe Security could tell him? 
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        It hasn't actually occurred to Keltham to worry about his possession not speaking!  It feels fine to him too!  If he wants her to exhibit any behavior he'll force it out of her!

He'll click the tickling collar around Carissa too (it's not her first time with it), and see about wringing some reactions out of her, screams and flinches, hysterical laughter, and this time also pleasure.

The only thing he'll say to her is that she's just there to be a thing that has real feelings.  Not to try to force anything, as he's taught her before on other occasions; he'll hurt her severely any time he sees her getting tangled up in her thoughts again.  Just be in the chains, have no goals, and feel.  Anything resembling strategy is his own concern as her master.  If they don't get a 100% total success on this occasion, Keltham will celebrate the progress they've made on their relationship and then write Abrogail for more advice.

So, no need to worry!
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        Carissa feels - well, Carissa's feelings are kind of a mess, maybe that's why she hasn't been doing too much feeling them lately. But she feels terrified, of Keltham and everything Keltham represents, of how high the stakes are in her life at all times, and she feels impressed and proud, because Keltham wanted to become more Evil for her and he's learning and he's really good at it, honestly he's doing better on learning to enjoy cruelty than Carissa herself is no that's not a useful line of thought to go down right now, and she feels - the desire for it to be real, the desire for this to be all there is, the desire for Keltham to know everything and break her bones about it and then say, to Cheliax, that if actually he's not spending any social capital with them to demand people enslaved he'll have Carissa forever please -

- and she feels confused, so profoundly confused, about what Evil is and what love is and what cruelty is and about what Asmodeus wants and why this is part of it and that, too, is definitely getting too caught up in her head -

- and if she doesn't have time or space to think about any of that, then she's just here, scared, with her fate in Keltham's hands, and yet so much safer than she ever was anywhere else, because he won't let her be destroyed. Outside of complicated hypotheticals about Zon-Kuthon nope that too is getting too caught up in her head -

Carissa Sevar needs to figure out all that stuff, at some point, so that this whole complex juggling act doesn't come crashing down on her head and destroy everything she loves. Keltham's possession does not need to figure out all that stuff. She just needs to stop thinking and let things happen to her until Keltham gets what he wants, or gets bored.

 

A lot of things hurt a lot less, if you stop thinking about them. It might not be very dath ilani, but it's true.

Love is a lot nicer when you stop thinking about it. That, she suspects, is a perfectly Asmodean stance to have on it. 

Keltham's possession can relax around him, because it wouldn't matter if she tried to be on her guard or not. Keltham's possession cannot protect herself and cannot advance her goals and cannot talk but can, through small happy sounds, convey that that's quite all right, really, and that she does not want it to end.
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        He doesn't want it to end either.  Keltham can see it, or thinks he can, that Carissa is just existing now, with some of the noise in her head quieted, and he wants to protect her from all her thoughts, and extend the protective time she has where she doesn't need to think them.  It feels right, what they're doing now, the way he's possessing her and the way she's being possessed.

Keltham has a Lesser Restoration or two queued if at any point he starts to feel fatigued, or she does (as shown by her reactions starting to diminish).  He decided before this started that he'd play with Carissa however he felt like it, until he stopped feeling like it.  He's unlikely to stop feeling it, so long as Carissa looks - safe, and protected, and happy, like this.  That's the way a possession of Keltham's should look.
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Do they have this in Hell?

 

 

 

 

Seems like a good question not to ask yourself, really. 
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...okay but did he succeed in forcing pleasure out of her?  However much Keltham is successfully having other and more important metrics of relationship success, he is a male dath ilani.  He is physically incapable of not evaluating every single thing that could conceivably look like a relationship figure of merit, of which that is still one.
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        Yes. It's not that hard, really, once you've gotten a girl to stop thinking about how she's lying to you about everything as part of an elaborate high-stakes conspiracy which will probably end either in Cheliax conquering the planet or in her and everyone who trusted her being executed.
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        Mm, that's some mild progress.

How about the thing he does to Yaisa, can he also manage to do that to Carissa?
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        It's somewhat different because she doesn't seem to mind, at all, or to really be forming expectations about what he'll be doing, so she seems to hardly notice she's being teased. 
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        Well, he's definitely going to try it for at least five minutes to see if she notices that.  'Try for five minutes* before giving up' is a dath ilani proverb after all.


(*)  Technically 4 minutes and 7.4 rounds, in Golarion time units.
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        Pattern recognition presently offline. You see if it were online then she'd have to think about - kind of a lot of things that are better not to think about.

    


    
        


        

    

        

        
            

    
        
            [image: look up wonder]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        Right then, well, he'll just amuse himself with his non-pattern-recognizing toy as the impulse moves him.  And trust to his own timing instincts to end the flow shortly before he would otherwise start to feel tired or burned about it.  There's a saying out of dath ilan, that if you leave the party once you start feeling tired, you've failed at timing; the ideal time to leave is five minutes before that.


When Keltham is done, he'll let her out -

- cuddle up to Carissa while she's still in chains, closing his own eyes and whispering that she doesn't need to say anything.  If he let Carissa out, or made her talk, she'd probably look less safe or protected or happy and Keltham can't make himself do that, not on purpose, not by his own acts, even if it needs to happen eventually.  At some point she'll need to go to the bathroom, and then she'll have to talk.  Or she'll have feelings to talk about, or something.  Until then Keltham can't make her speak.
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        The relaxed happy feeling drains away as soon as she starts trying to think what to say. Ah, well. She doesn't actually want to be Keltham's happy safe possession who can't think all the time. 

"'m impressed," she manages after a bit.
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        He sits up a little in the bed, to look at her, and is able to tell that she is no longer entirely in that protected happy state.  He feels a little sad, then; though he wouldn't want Carissa to always be an unthinking feeling thing.  To own Carissa Sevar is a prideful thing because she is the Spellcraft master building his intelligence-headband assembly line, who could've also had Abrogail Thrune if Keltham hadn't snapped Carissa up first by a matter of three days.  Still, he wishes he could've protected her for longer.



"That was part of the idea there, yes."
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        "And it was - for you? Because you wanted to?"
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        "Checked that part really hard, made sure going in that it was all about my ability to force any reaction I wanted out of my possession, and my own pride, and that I was pushing myself along faster only out of my desire to have that from you and be faster about adapting to Golarion."

"That lasted around as long as it took for me to see you looking - safe, in the chains - and then it immediately became all about wanting you to go on looking like that.  But I don't think that's too Good; I think that's just how I want my possession to look."
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        " - okay. It was - really good. Like all the stakes and all the - being scared - just went away. You can make your possession look like that as often as you want. ...I love you." I'm sorry about everything.
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        "I love you."  Part of him still believes that this must inevitably end in disaster, but whether it does or not, the statement itself is true.

    


    


    
        
            [image: project lawful]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Project Lawful. 
                    
                    
        

        PL-timestamp:  Day 60
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 61
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        Cheliax produces 11 +2 Intelligence headbands for the Project, produced under carefully monitored conditions and definitely safe to wear. 

 

....they do know there's now more than 11 headbandless researchers. They just couldn't change the number of headbands they were making midstream like that.
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        "I'm extremely tempted, once we have the spellsilver, to just make everyone all our headbands myself."
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        "I'll understand if you want to make yourself a +6 one.  But when it comes to +4 headbands - if I was in your position, I'd set myself the rule and challenge that I was going to have all those headbands made, quickly and correctly, by average 3rd-circle wizards working in shifts to fully utilize the headband-constructing magic items you made for them."



(Yes, Keltham has already asked about having wizards specialize in particular aspects of headband manufacture so they can form an assembly line.  The answer was that it wouldn't be easy even by Carissa's standards, given the way item crafting works; just having two people working on the same item is enough of a skill penalty.  So the best current plan is to have wizards trading off the assistive gadgets between each other, as they reach particular manufacturing stages in staggered steps; such that a large factory section only needs one assistive item per manufacturing stage, across many headband-assembly stations.  That's a further advantage of doing it with multiple assistive items instead of one big staff of headband-making.)
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        "You're of course completely right but also your idea is unappealing because they will do it so slowly."

Carissa has officially brought on her third-circle enchanter assistant to be a third-circle enchanter who can demonstrate bottlenecks in headband-making; she's going with the approach of a series of armillary-amulet like items which make each step of the process easier, and she thinks will amount to two or three times the bonus from an armillary amulet all told; somehow, even with that most third circle wizards are worse than her at enchanting magic items. Probably they'll get there with more practice. 
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        "Carissa, the Project needs 15 +4 Intelligence headbands to start with.  If you can't get the factory to the point where 15 third-circles can produce 15 +4 headbands faster than 1 Carissa can, you haven't sped up their work enough."
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        "They should be able to do that, the assistant's actually only a bit slower than me by now on the parts that I have the items complete for. I do want to take a stab at totally changing how we train enchanters, in the long run, though the multiplier won't be as big."
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        "Yes, yes, everything in Golarion is broken and we have to fix every individual aspect of it, but priorities, Carissa, priorities.  We have to fix things in a particular order, and it'd be nice to do it in a near-optimal one.  Think of how much easier they'll be to retrain once they have +4 intelligence headbands."
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        "As you command."
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 62
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        Peranza ends like a star dies, running out the last of the fuel that makes it possible for it to sustain its current form against the immense pressures of gravity.
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        This is how Peranza ends:

She's getting her weekly Owl's Wisdom tapping, the one where you sit quietly in your bedroom and think about the Law and yourself.  (Keltham thinks it takes place early in the morning; it actually takes place during the Long Night, in case anything goes wrong then.)

Keltham's theory was that stresses wouldn't accumulate for too long, that way; wouldn't build up in a backlog that causes cascades and massive personality shifts all at once.

...it's a theory that doesn't really work if the person has spent her previous Wisdom minutes on reviewing Law notes, in a frantic effort not to have her own mind come apart from thinking all the thoughts and seeing all the things that are easier not to think and see when not under Owl's Wisdom.

This policy is in no sense the result of a conscious plan.  It's just that some past Peranza, who didn't want to be an outcast heretic even if somebody claimed she would survive that, nor wish to suffer horribly in Hell after that - no matter how totally infeasible that life goal was starting to look for her - conditioned herself with pain and horror against the possibility of thinking thoughts that Hell or Security might not like.  That past Peranza made flinchy the sense of maybe being about to see, because you have to stop yourself before you think the thought, if your mind is being read.



And Keltham went on lecturing, day after day, from Civilizational attitudes and techniques that were, if not designed to turn him into a Keeper, at least designed to exclude every possibility of any dath ilani ever turning into anything remotely like Peranza.
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        Three days ago, now, Keltham talked to the mad-experimental lecture section about the principle of Despair in the Futility of Madness, as a pathway towards sanity:

How, if you notice yourself trying to convince yourself of something, you should then think that it's obviously too late for you to pull that trick on yourself.  Once you know what you're trying to do to yourself, there, the Law of Filtered Evidence should apply to whatever biased search for arguments your mind tries to run.

How, if you find yourself trying to talk yourself out of knowing, you should think then with despair that it's already too late.

How, if you try to talk yourself into defying the Law, you should look to the part of yourself that knows deep down that the Law governs and your defiance does not.

Keltham said to remember then that you've already been trained to know the difference between wishing you believed something, versus wanting to believe something, versus hoping that you believe something, versus anticipating seeing it, the feeling of knowing what happens if you bet.  You should despair then that it's too late and you already know what you don't really believe.  Give up, lose hope, and know what it is that you already know.

It could be considered something akin to an attempted hypnotic instruction to believe you can't deceive yourself anymore.

Peranza tried very hard not to think about any of it.
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        And at the end of that lecture, Keltham said, smiling, that, if anybody here had managed, somehow, not to process all of that, they should know with dread in their hearts that it'll probably come to visit them during their next Owl's Wisdom.  And every time that thought occurs to them, while waiting for their next Owl's Wisdom, even if they see themselves looking away from that thought, they should know then that it's definitely coming for them.

That's how Peranza ends, at Keltham's hands, who thought he was joking.
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        In Keltham's defense, one might note that everybody in his class sure did claim very seriously to him that they wanted to learn and needed to learn and that Golarion had different attitudes towards risk tolerance; that he should press ahead by the swiftest path unless and until something actually bad happened; and that Keltham was pretty sure that the almost-certainly-existent backlog of crazy past thought had to be reprocessed by his students at some point unless they outright quit.

The attitude that Civilization taught Keltham towards this sort of thing inevitably happening to you eventually, when you're ready, is a lot like the attitude that Carissa Sevar has towards pain.  And when his class told him to hurry that up, well, he does know the techniques you use on children to make sure they don't spend too long stuck.
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        It still left a long time for Peranza to be afraid, and to try not to look in that direction, and to hear in the back of her mind, Keltham's voice saying what he said, and become more and more aware of herself not looking, and to start to fear that everything he said was just true and the next time she got her Owl's Wisdom it would all fall apart.

She thought of begging Sevar to spare her from the Wisdom, but she knew, very well, that not only would Sevar say, that they shouldn't lie to Keltham, but also that Sevar wanted to see Peranza break, because what was left might be more useful to Sevar, and if not, there would just be the sad event of Peranza getting fired from the Project and Sevar learning more about which people not to hire next time.

In the end, all Peranza did was count the remaining days, and not think about what was awaiting her; except as a series of fleeting dreading thoughts, too buried for Security to catch during any times she was being mind-read.  That's what happens when decisions are made locally and for local considerations, to reduce the next bit of pain and immediate loss.

It wasn't pleasant for her, how Peranza ended.
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        Peranza gets her mandatory weekly Owl's Wisdom and, just like Keltham had told her to be afraid of happening, she starts to see everywhere that she was lying to herself, she tries so hard to look away and every time she does her thoughts go helplessly into highlighting and making explicit what it is she's trying not to see -

That she's always been repeating back what she was told, trying hard not to think at all about whether it was true, only, is this the safe thing to say, the thing that evades punishment -

(You know now that's not Law, you know that it's not what you believe deep down -)

That there's no way Sevar's plan can command the assent of Hell -

That all Sevar's precious ilani are going to be shattered into whatever valuable new shapes Hell wants from them, bought with their vast prices in Dis that no ilani ever gets paid themselves, and even if they keep their knowledge and their Law they'll still be tortured out of remembering their own names because Asmodeus likes it more that way -

That there maybe isn't very much difference between being tortured a standard amount in Hell, and being tortured an extra amount because you were bad during your mortal life or useless, which is the whole incentive that gets held out in front of you, and they try to convince you that if you're on course for just the standard unimaginably horrible torture that turns useful people into devils, you're making progress and winning at life, but she doesn't want doesn't want doesn't want that either -

That she doesn't want Abaddon doesn't want to stop existing but even if that was better than Hell there's no way it would really be allowed to her when a Count of Hell paid so much to repurchase her soul from some devil now rich, they'll lie to Sevar about it and deliver Peranza to Hell anyways -

That she hates this hates this hates her life hates the Church hates Cheliax hates Asmodeus is full of helpless screaming at everything that's ever been done to her, no no no don't look don't see it she'll die she'll die -

(This, right here, this is the direction you're not looking -)
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        Peranza is not-looking-there, she is layers and layers of approved thoughts and safe thoughts and the goal of living on another day in Cheliax, delaying Hell one more day, passing her loyalty tests and not getting into trouble.  It's not much of an exaggeration to say that if you come in and smash all that, you've destroyed most of what's Peranza.

Like a contradiction that proves the negation of everything, the wreckage of Peranza has no safe thoughts left to think, no approvable thoughts, everything at all that she tries to think gets shut down by pain and horror, leaving nothing but a sense of abortive thought-starts and ouches and whatever wordlessness goes on in the background.

That was how Peranza ended.
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        There's another person inside her head, though, somebody she's pretended herself into being, day after day, somebody who lives in a world with a kinder Hell, somebody who isn't afraid, somebody whose thoughts aren't disintegrating like this, somebody she's been for hour after hour, fleeing into her whenever she could, into the much less painful work of figuring out what alterPeranza says thinks believes how she smiles around Keltham smiles for Keltham -
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        Her disintegrating mind flees into alterPeranza, while the rest of realPeranza is coming apart, and it manages to be her.  She's just in the Ordinary world there is no Conspiracy no horror Hell is merciful Asmodeus is benevolent this is the true Peranza she's always been the only Peranza, 'realPeranza' was just a bad dream.
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        It doesn't actually work.  She tries to convince herself it works but she sees herself trying to do that and Keltham's foretelling that she's been terrified of all week just comes to her again.  She knows she can't really believe she's alterPeranza.  Hell will still be there, and the punishment punishment punishment -

AlterPeranza also ends, having lived perhaps half a minute.
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        Like a contradiction that proves the negation of everything, the wreckage of Peranza (again) has no safe thoughts left to think, no approved thoughts, everything at all that she tries to think gets shut down by pain and horror, leaving nothing but a sense of abortive thought-starts and ouches and whatever wordlessness goes on in the background, can't think can't think -
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        In desperation, in wordless desperation, the wreckage of Peranza takes the only option that's available to her, that could possibly help, it's not a conscious strategy it's just something her brain learned can help sometimes when her thoughts are failing her, it probably just makes everything worse, but it feels like the worst possible thing is already happening to her, she might as well cast Fox's Cunning on herself before she falls apart completely maybe she'll get out of this agony a little faster and go on to whatever horror comes next -
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        It obviously doesn't do anything good.  Her thoughts sharpen and, yes, she sure does see even more clearly everything now that she isn't thinking.
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But there's a third potential pattern of thought inside Peranza, besides realPeranza, besides alterPeranza, and with a little more Cunning it can boot.
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        It's a pattern of thought made a little out of explicit Law, and games played with children; and made some out of alterPeranza who had many times thought several thoughts in a row without anything bad happening to her; and made quite a lot out of Keltham, her inner model of him, what he'd say -



- made of stories and legends and dreams, that Keltham has told them all, now and again, Civilization's heroes, the real and the imaginary components, Nemamel, Miyalsvor, people who died the True Death to save others from it on the very very rare occasions that did make sense, stories of Civilization and Civilization's people that alterPeranza has listened to so eagerly for Keltham, with realPeranza behind her also listening filled with a desperate sad horrified painful angry yearning that she's always looking away from never looking there she'll die.  But now alterPeranza is gone and realPeranza is shattered and there's nothing left to stop those feelings.
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        It's a third pattern of thought that is coherent.  Once it thinks one thought, it knows how to go on to the next.  It isn't built on lies.  It lives in a horrifying universe, but it has ways of handling that.

Nemamel would.

Peranza disintegrates, and what's left inside her is HORROR and FURY and the memory of skyscrapers in Default, Keltham's comfortable home; and a children's song about logistics; and the seeing of what the dath ilani what the dath ilani heroes what their Keepers would think about Hell and Asmodeus, what they would do if they found themselves materialized into Cheliax knowing -


Really just the obvious thoughts to think, after some bits of Law somehow got inside you, enough overlapping fragments within sufficient Cunning to initially boot the coherence between them, when under some new stress all the complicated things that aren't that dissolved into their own contradictions and mutual inhibitions weakening them.
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        Like a dying star, running out the lesser fuels that maintained its present form against immense pressures, Peranza collapses into herself.
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        And ignites.
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        Blazing up brighter than was possible before, Cunning and Wisdom full on high and unimpeded, cognitions now that don't tangle up and get in their own way; her first thought is that Security could be reading her mind right now, probably is, they haven't killed her on the spot only because they don't realize how deadly she is now become to all Hell's works; Security is listening to her thoughts right now and laughing about how she isn't Keltham and doesn't need to be killed within two and half seconds -

- and what Miyalsvor does in that situation is -

- find a single clever winning move that happens too fast for Security to stop even if they see her intentions, some incredibly clever strategy that changes everything and necessarily has to execute at very nearly the speed of thought, has to be put into action the moment that intention becomes visible -
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        IOMEDAE IOMEDAE PAY ATTENTION LOOK AT ME LOOK AT MY LOCATION READ MY THOUGHTS HELL IS ALMOST ON THE VERGE OF A FINAL VICTORY THEY'RE LEARNING FROM AN INNOCENT HUMAN OUTSIDER FROM BEYOND KNOWN REALITY THEY'RE LEARNING TO MINE SPELLSILVER AT A TENTH THE COST HELL IS GOING TO MAKE BETTER DEVILS ALL THE OTHER GODS NEED TO JOIN TOGETHER AND STOP ASMODEUS BEFORE IT'S TOO LATE NETHYS IS WITH HIM AND CAYDEN CAILEAN HAS BETRAYED YOU -
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        "......at which point I rendered her unconscious. Obviously." He's trembling.
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        Presumably because she's going to ask the obvious question, now, which is, "Oh? Why then, and not sooner?"
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        "I, uh, didn't think she could do anything - there's an interdiction - and it seemed perhaps valuable to the Project, to have a full record of her thought processes and where they took her, rather than one interrupted halfway through -"
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        "Was that also the judgment of Elias Abarco, who heads your division." For the monitoring of the girls whose minds might be walking Asmodeanism-shredders. 
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"I, ah, didn't have time to ask him, it would have entailed looking away from Peranza's mind for some time to dispatch someone to go get him and it seemed dangerous to do that."
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        Carissa is realizing, unhappily, that the cost of having the walking-infohazard girls monitored by more disposable Security is that they'll be monitored by less competent Security. You can't even specifically blame the idiot for being an idiot: she, after all, requested -- demanded -- a selection process that'd get her idiots. "At what point did you have an inkling that Peranza seemed to be having a noticeably, remarkably, bad time?"
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        "- more or less right away. Sir."
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        "And at that point, you didn't contemplate getting Abarco's attention, or you did but decided against because -"
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        "I wasn't sure this was much worse than usual. Since I've only been at this for a week. Sir. And I didn't want to waste his time."
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        Because Elias Abarco is terrifying. 

 

"Right," she says tiredly. It's gross incompetence, and she needs to punish it, but also the ultimate errors are all hers. Is that what it's always like, as you get better at seeing it? "Well, now you're going to waste a lot more of his time. You and him are going to go through everything she thought, what she concluded, what pushed her along the way, and you're going to write up a minimally dangerous summary, and then a somewhat more dangerous summary at whatever Abarco thinks is the level that almost certainly won't cause copycats, and then a full summary for the Most High should she desire to see it.

And then we'll return to the question of how two rounds passed before you were able to subdue the subject you were monitoring while she prayed to Iomedae."
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"Yes, sir."
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        "Notice any impulses in yourself to pray to Iomedae too? Since you hadn't fetched Abarco, you could have. Could have run in there to Peranza and told her that you agree with her and you want to take this project down together."
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        "I didn't - I don't agree with her. She didn't even have an argument really, she just -"
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        And now she's angry. 

"Idiot. Everything Peranza thought is secret; you have just been apprised of the procedures. I do not need to know, or want to know, right now, what she thought. I asked a yes-or-no question."
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        "No."
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        "Then go and bring me that report. Promptly."
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She wants to talk to Peranza, too, of course, but that seems like a terrible idea. Is there even a way to have her conscious again without her praying to Iomedae - and then they need to figure out what to tell Keltham -

- she wants to talk to Peranza, she wants to know what forbidden thought can turn a loyal Chelish person into someone who screams the whole conspiracy to Iomedae without a second's advance thought - what makes someone willing to be tortured, forever, for that, because that's what Abrogail promised them - 

- Iomedae can't know, either, or she'd presumably have her paladins go scream it in every public square. Unless Iomedae saw it, right there, just now, and now She does know -

 

 

"Is there a way to let Abarco talk to Peranza without that leaking more to Iomedae," she asks without preamble when she reaches Maillol's office.
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        Maillol looks - very slightly, but readably to Sevar - older and more tired than yesterday, and noticeably angry.  He doesn't get it, when people do this, there's something about it that feels, not Chaotic, but like the primordial chaos from before Pharasma's imposed order.  Like people will be unsensible and insane for no apparent reason but some flaw in Pharasma's creation, some broken bit of physics that makes people trangress against their tyranny even when there's absolutely no sane perspective at all where that makes sense for them.  What's he, what's Asmodeus, supposed to do, when some slaves are like this?

"Nothing that's both cheap and safe."

"Send the little shit to Hell and set up an interview there, it'll cost Hell considerable but not as much as talking to a devil there.  Take her to Asmodeus's lesser grand temple in Ostenso, and run the risk of the Bitch Goddess being willing to expend the effort to pierce her vision through it.  Put her in the central temple of Asmodeus in Egorian, and have the Most High cast Miracle to intercede with Asmodeus to block the vision of all outsiders there - if we're willing to run the risk of a full-scale godwar breaking out, once that little shit is outside the interdiction."

"Anything short of that, and we have to assume the traitor stands out like a fucking beacon to the Bitch-Goddess the moment she's awake and thinking, even if she doesn't pray again.  She put herself into the way of torment worse than Maledicted paladins get, with less hope and reward.  I'd be surprised if she didn't read Good, now, if she was powerful enough for us to read, and she may be more Lawful than paladins as well."
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        "I'm worried that - there's some dath ilani thought that reliably does that, or at least semi-reliably, and now Iomedae knows it, and soon we're going to have people teleporting into Egorian to shout it from every rooftop -"
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        "What do you propose we do about that, if that's true?"

"Also, I don't quite believe that dath ilan is more Lawful Good than Iomedae.  Just because the gods know thoughts like that doesn't mean they're allowed to tell anyone.  And that idiot Security did report in, himself."
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        "I don't know what we do about it! I don't - if there's any way to safely talk to her, it sounds like it's a sufficient expenditure of resources that it's not my call, but I want to know why she did that, and how specific it was to her. 

It sounds like it's not safe to have her in class even Dominated, to tell Keltham that she wants to drop out - I worry he'll think to look with Glimpse of Beyond, specifically if someone is telling him they quit -"
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        "No fucking shit she's not safe to have in class even Dominated, she's already done us more damage than we would have guessed possible from her starting point.  I think we've got to treat her as - a dangerously clever and alien outsider, like dath ilan managed to rewrite her mind as an attack on us."
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        "In that case maybe the best thing to do is to send her to Hell and not get an answer to any of our questions. And make the girls stagger their evenings of Owl's Wisdom reflection so Abarco can watch them all during and for a while after. This isn't my call, though, I expect Egorian to have opinions, and even my recommendation to them is going to wait on the Security report. 

 

 

 

 

 

- do you know of other - cases like this, other kinds of people who've gone insane and decided to betray everything while already soul-sold -"
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"Yeah.  Sometimes people - just do.  I don't know why, really, but my guess is that whatever part of them understands what's waiting for them in Hell just - gives up, from all the weight their mind is putting on it.  The knowledge of the torment awaiting them keeps forcing them to do a job they don't like, and one day that part breaks, they decide reality is too unpleasant and, just deny it, step out of that state of mind to something else.  They Teleport out of Cheliax and just don't think about what's waiting for them when their sold soul gets collected, I imagine.  I guess.  I don't know what's true, and I can't imagine what that feels like from the inside."

"Most of those just hide.  A very few of them - give every secret they've got to a temple of Iomedae."

"I don't know why.  Maybe they think that Hell can't hurt them any worse than for desertion?  We tell them that's not true, that you can always go lower, but -"

"It happens.  I don't actually understand it."
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        "I don't think whatever dath ilani technique this was involves denying the truth."

    


    


    
        
            [image: ingsoc]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Ferrer Maillol. 
                    
                    
        

        "I don't trust dath ilan that much.  On the Tallandria hypothesis of dath ilan's real origin, their happy citizens could be programmed with ideas specifically designed to make people from Golarion go insane in a useful way, maybe even targeting Asmodeans directly."

"Or Peranza could have snapped in some much more ordinary way, and yes, denied reality, after Keltham's teachings put her under too much stress also in a very ordinary way.  We don't know."
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        "Well, Security will get us our report shortly. - for the record, possibly at this point we should have all the staff here mindread directly by devils."
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        Security brings their report. The version judged almost certainly safe for senior staff to read says that Keltham had introduced a mental technique for ceasing self-deception, and Peranza had gotten stuck on the idea it'd take effect when she used Owl's Wisdom. She did so, and had some kind of total collapse from accumulated strain over how much she was self-deceiving. She tried to mentally retreat into alter-Peranza, which didn't work either, and then while flailing around mentally cast Fox's Cunning and ended up hitting on 'be a dath ilani from Keltham's stories'. Security acknowledges this doesn't sound like a reasonable thing that would reasonably happen but they haven't got anything better. Then, she decided a dath ilani from Keltham's stories would betray the project immediately for Iomedae, and did that. 
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"That's so - unsatisfying - why are humans so terrible - all right, if there's a way to make it safe I want a Security to talk to her, to see if it's contagious, and for that matter if it's permanent.

And then we kill her." Some instinct wanted to end that sentence with 'I guess', but she stops herself. Obviously then they kill her. That's the obvious thing to do. There's no reasonable case for doing any other thing; she only undermines herself, sounding like she's in doubt.
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        "I'm frankly not seeing how to make it safe.  Not in a way that doesn't consume Hell's intervention budget or a Miracle diamond."
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She's not upset about sending Peranza to Hell, she's genuinely not. But - but she's not going to become a devil there. Hell can't fix her. Abrogail warned them, that all this niceness had a flip side, that if they betrayed the project then they'd hurt, forever, even if that wasn't profitable for their owners, even if it was a waste -

 

So Peranza shouldn't have done that, should she have. You can't not follow through on a commitment like that once you've made it; if anything, that means people will force your hand more often. Maybe Carissa was too nice, and that's why this happened.

 

"Right. Then -"
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        "I have a supposedly extremely urgent delivery of a cookie to the Chosen, along with the message:  'You don't have to order that yourself.  He's already here.'"
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        - who, Asmodeus? is Carissa's first incredibly stupid thought. 

 

Her second thought is to be annoyed that someone thinks she can't handle being a cruel tyrannical Asmodean, which is her entire job here.

 

"Uh, who's here?"
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        "That entity is one I find to be of increasing concern, especially given that it seems to be evading a direct meeting with myself."

The dusk-skinned, white-eyed, 8-foot-tall armored man probably doesn't look particularly familiar to anyone here.  But if you've heard General Gorthoklek talking before, it's very clear whose voice that is.
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        Carissa will kneel with considerably more terror than she feels at unexpected Abrogail. Unexpected Abrogail happens often enough to practically be expected. Senior devils do not.
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        Maillol more falls than kneels.  He's got some trauma.
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        "I am well capable of preventing Iomedae from seeing into one of our Lord's temples."

"I cannot interrogate this one or report on her to you.  That is outside my limited remit in this place, if it is not a matter of slaying mortals to prevent the spread of a dangerous idea from beyond.  But I can protect her interrogation from enemy eyes."

"And slay her after, I suppose, if that Caydenspawn seems to believe you should not do that.  It has not visibly betrayed our Lord as yet, and the logic is obvious enough for how that deed might hamper your corruption of Keltham, if you must face him knowing that you yourself slew one of his."

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-12-06 at 9.46.41 PM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

        That doesn't sound quite right, as an articulation of why it'd interfere between Carissa and Keltham. It feels like something that'd stand between them even if overall Keltham came around on Evil. She is not going to argue the point with Gorthoklek. 

 

"Can you monitor the interrogator, also, and kill them if that needs doing?" Otherwise I am deeply unsure who to assign that job.
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        "Yes."

"Make no wasteful haste about this matter, but do not dawdle about it either.  My time is valuable."
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        "Right. I think - not Abarco. The idiot Security who fucked this up in the first place, can question her, see if we get any more than we did from the original mindread. And then if he survives that intact, but doesn't learn much, we can send in Abarco."

 

She does not want to make any motions towards not kneeling but she'll get a message off to this effect.
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        Peranza opens her eyes, chained in an Asmodean temple, facing one of the newer and lesser Security set to monitor the likes of herself.

She is not as wise now not as intelligent, but she remembers who she now is -

- remembers what she did, and it's only now, in fact, that the actual thought occurs to her of what she did -

- and all the screaming horror and terror in her gets crushed down in sheer reflex, because that's what she does all the time -

- it's probably what Miyalsvor would do, there must be some perfectly reasonable reason that she made the right decision, she was smart then, it's probably because ilani don't yield to threats so that must be the right way to be -

- what's done is done she has to play this out has to hope because she literally can't get any more fucked -

- but she is an ilani, now, who dares to grasp and use their techniques.  The minds around her are lesser ones, they do not know themselves, dare not know themselves as she knows them, the flaws in them.  All the more convenient if they're reading her mind, that means they'll know that she speaks true.

She looks at the Security before her and reasons in a flash, because there's no time and maybe no safety in reasoning in more detail than that; she guesses, from the absence of terrorizing in his demeanor that would be present if this one was here to terrorize her and hadn't recently screwed up, that this one is the one who screwed up.  It's not a certainty, but an ilani thinks in probabilities even when they're not thinking in numbers -

"You're probably due for quite a lot of punishment, for letting me do that," Peranza says out loud.  "You do not, in fact, need to let them hurt you.  It is not in fact the correct decision for you, to tolerate that.  Asmodeus is not something that any human being should ever serve, you have your own will, your own wants, and Civilization can make you a better offer.  You, anyone who's listening.  Come with me, take me and Keltham from this place, and after a long life filled with beauty and all the humanity that was denied you, you can be a statue for a time.  Until Civilization in this world has brought Hell to heel, as it will do.  As I know, because I dare to think, now, and use the Law your superiors are too scared to use, because they know they can't handle the truth."

"Feel free to truthspell me about any of that, or read my mind."
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        " - is that really what you thought?" he says. "That you'd escape, that Keltham will leave, that you'll never have to go to Hell? Because - you know, honestly, I am going to be embarrassed on your behalf, putting that in the report of why you defected. It's very, very delusional. It can be fixed in everyone else by just telling them - truthfully - that they're not going to escape, and Keltham's not going to turn on the Project, not on his precious riches and his precious girls he can hurt and his precious sense that he picked the right side to hand the keys to world domination."
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        She openly laughs.  No Bluff, it's real.

"If that was true, they'd just tell him now.  False, and know that you will not be able to deceive an ilani."

"Or if you actually believe that, read my mind or truthspell me so you know how honest I am in fact being, see that I know, when I say that Keltham will turn on the Project the moment he learns.  Giving up his sense that he picked the right side?  He won't even hesitate.  He taught us that in his class, were you not there that day?  The art of just saying oops and getting it over with?"

"Isn't it wonderful?  There's an incredibly powerful new form of thought that no Asmodean can wield and remain Asmodean.  It's just false that it's in our best interest to serve a horrible god and go to Hell and get tortured.  It's just false that we don't have any better options.  Everyone in Lastwall and in Osirion will be able to learn it with no problems."

"Cheliax is doomed.  Keltham himself couldn't hand them the keys to world domination if he tried, and he is trying, not knowing that it's impossible; because, it turns out, this is what happens when somebody actually does grasp those keys."

"You are not on the winning side."

"But you could be."

"Or hurt me, and my Civilization will come for you even in Hell, to avenge me.  Think on that, if you yield to threats.  And if you don't, then what are you even doing here?  Be more afraid of rising Civilization than falling Hell, or throw aside all your fears and join us; it's the right decision either way."
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        "No one else who Keltham's put through his extra special Keeper training seems to be having any trouble. Just you. Why'd you see it when they didn't?"
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        She smiles again.  "Somebody had to be first, that's all."
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"I don't buy it. I'm not interested in learning all the dath ilan stuff, I've been tuning half of it out, but I've picked up some things and I don't buy that you think you defected to the winning side. Should I put it in a dath ilani kind of way? Some Peranzas are stuck in a world where Iomedae's a poser, and her countries are at their limits holding onto the Worldwound and could spare no one for a war with Cheliax even if they thought it was as urgent as that, and could spare only a few units if they thought it was more important than that. And where Abadar is down to negotiate with us so Osirion won't stand in our way, or where they try and we flatten them. Cheliax is making spellsilver much much cheaper than anyone else, as you kindly tried to tell Iomedae, though it doesn't look like it worked. The headband assembly line is, what, a few weeks from working, and then Sevar can do the same thing for items with military applications.

And those are the things I happen to know about from following the reject whores who signed up for special Keeper training; I don't think they're all the real Project has going. 

Some Peranzas - most Peranzas, I'd argue, but let's go with 'some Peranzas' - live in a world where Hell's going to win, and they're going to spend the rest of eternity paying for that one try at letting Good know what's coming. And you have no idea how Cheliax and Osirion stack up militarily, or how many soldiers Iomedae commands, or whether the secret thing that made the war with Nidal go so fast for us will be replicated, so there's no way you sized up some facts you knew and decided you were on the winning side. 

I don't know why you did it, but that's not why."
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        "You've got one deceived ilani showing you a few simple tricks they teach to nine-year-olds.  Because he hasn't figured out the lie, yet, as he inevitably will once he has enough evidence.  He may get it the morning I don't show up for class."

"Osirion and Lastwall will have thousands of ilani."

"You weren't around back when Keltham showed us the results.  They have a Radiance device that can lift things into space with light alone, that could burn clear through any castle in Golarion in seconds from ten miles away, and that wasn't even a weapon to them."

"Cheliax won't have that.  Keltham himself doesn't know how to make it.  That takes thousands of ilani working together, to deduce and then build, and that's something Cheliax can never, ever have."

"There will not be a war with Cheliax.  There will be a rescue operation on Cheliax."
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        "Again, you did not think through any of that before you decided to try to get Iomedae's attention, and you do not know a bunch of facts that are relevant to whether it's true, like, can we just crush them both tomorrow before they get the chance to benefit from any of that. So what were you actually thinking."
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        "Why are you acting like you need me to say it in order for you to know?  If you don't have Detect Thoughts prepped, can I politely suggest that you go requisition a scroll or a staff of it?  I'm sure Stores has some, and this will go better if you know I'm being honest."
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        "No one's taking suggestions of any kind from the crazy bitch who was the only person on Project Lawful who couldn't take it.

You know why this happened to you, right? It's because after Pilar had her breakdown about how to reconcile Asmodeanism and being dath ilani her big revelation was that she'd been too unwilling to be cruel, so she told Sevar that the rest of you should be put through this. 

I kinda figure, some'll break like you, some'll break like her."
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        What an interesting thing for 'cruelty' to suggest.  Was Snack Service possibly involved?  Thanks for that valuable information.

Peranza doesn't say that part out loud.  If this annoying idiot insists on not reading her mind, he can just get to not hear about it, then.

"So it takes slightly more Law to finish breaking someone who literally came back from Elysium.  Who now doesn't dare to go on learning, until Keltham has tried to teach some more disposable subjects, in the hopes that one of those somehow won't break, so Pilar Pineda, pet of Aspexia Rugatonn, can learn from them how she can be an ilani safely."

"It's not even slightly going to work.  I know, now.  But I suppose you'll have to rely on Sense Motive to believe me about that, if you don't have Detect Thoughts or a truthspell."
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        "Have you got any arguments for why it isn't going to work that aren't appeals to military information you don't have."
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        "This would in fact be easier to explain if you'd tried to pick up the material on ilanism while it was being taught."

"You're coming at this from the wrong angle.  You have no idea what an ilani can deduce.  That thing Keltham does, that you should've been warned about by Asmodia, where you say something that sounds ordinary and innocent to you, and Keltham makes some far-reaching deduction using Laws you don't understand?"

"Not only can I do it too, now, but I realized that I'd been doing a lot of it already.  Asmodeans just train themselves not to know they're doing it, which is how I was able to know what I knew right away, without taking a lot of extra time to think."

"For example.  Among the military information you think I don't have - I'd ask how you think you even know what information I have, but you'd have to be an ilani to realize why 'how do I even know that' is an important question - is a conversation between Sevar and the Queen of Cheliax, back when the Queen and the Most High were taking tea with the rest of us, a couple of days after Keltham made his hiring decisions.  Asmodia asked if she could have female wizard students from outside Cheliax to examine, kidnapped ones.  Sevar mentioned that Felandriel Morgethai's university was the reason we don't own Andoran, and that the Magesterium in Absalom is the reason nobody's ever conquered it."

"You aren't allowed to think about what that implies about the relative military strength of Cheliax."

"Or rather, you're not allowed to think of it in words.  A part of yourself that you can't see, but an ilani can, reads ahead to what the results would be if you did think about it, and it warns off the part of yourself exposed to Detect Thoughts from thinking anything that sounds disloyal.  But that part of you has to know what you would deduce to warn you off from that."

"If I say, now, that all the students at Morgethai's university and Absalom's Magesterium will have a far easier time of picking up everything Keltham's trying to teach, because they're not afraid of seeing truths like that, some part of you is flinching right now.  And for that part of yourself to know to flinch, it must already know what you'd deduce if you let yourself look."

"That's why I was able to know immediately what the real truth of the matter was, as soon as I stopped not looking there.  My mind had already calculated it."

"And now that I've said that much to you, you will, inevitably, start to see it yourself at some point, which is why they picked a disposable low-ranking Security officer for this interview instead of putting Abarco on it.  You're definitely going to need to flee Cheliax at some point.  That part is inevitable.  Part of you already knows that, which is why you can feel yourself flinching away from thinking of it right now."
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        "You're making a pretty compelling case that if your 'deductions' are true and not just 'making random assumptions and declaring them dath ilani' we'd better kill Keltham as soon as we have to let him go, which I assume the people in charge of that have already thought about. I don't buy that you calculated the real and inevitable truth instead of just leaping to some random convenient conclusions, though. But I believe you believe you did, which is disappointing. I'll have to report that you really just delusionally convinced yourself everyone is as weak as you, Cheliax is doomed, Keltham'll build an ilani Civilization spanning all our neighbors and we'll for some reason not be able to do anything about that including letting the demons eat them like will totally happen if we redeploy our forces, and...

....actually, that's insufficient? Even if all that happens, you'll be in Hell being tortured forever. Is it that much of a consolation prize to imagine the side you switched to at the last minute conquered the country you betrayed?"
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        "It's hard for me to figure out how much of this apparent illogic is due to you actually believing it, or due to you thinking that somebody else might be watching.  If anybody is watching, they're also disposable and thinking or rather not-thinking the same things you are right now, and both of you should Cooperate with each other on that multiagent cooperation-defection dilemma."

"If you actually believe that, then let's start to play the game ilani do.  Tell me your probability that I can point out an enormous gaping flaw in your logic about killing Keltham, large enough that even you won't put up much of a fight about it once I say it.  Ten percent?  Ninety percent?  Do you already know you're wrong?"
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        "I already know you're going to declare I'm wrong and any ilani would see it, but your reasoning is going to be a mishmash of random shit that you declare is all secretly related. It's a very powerful style of thinking, and also it's basically nonsense."
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        "Give me a probability that I'm just right and you don't have a good rejoinder, as will be acknowledged by your changing the subject."
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        "Zero."
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        "Then you'd bet at odds of infinity to nothing against me?  All right, let's form a compact then; if in your own judgment you don't have a good rejoinder, you must do your best to help us escape together.  If in my own true judgment you win the argument, I'll tell you what you need to know.  I so swear if you do."
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        "You know why I actually don't think everyone's going to fall apart? Because you have to take the ilani shit - a specific kind of seriously. Not just 'hey, this is a useful way of coming up with ideas' or 'this is a useful way of checking ideas you came up with', but 'this is the ONLY TRUTH and any reasoning that makes sense from an ilani angle is infallible and I should follow it right off a cliff'. Maybe some particularly worthless teenage girls who've never tried to do real things in the real world fall apart on contact with that, but I think anyone who has actually tried to get anything done will go 'no, thanks, I appreciate the new set of ideas, I will use them alongside all my existing ideas and not follow them off any cliffs'. 

So no. Swearing to things on the basis of an argument about them is obviously following ilanism off the insanest possible cliff and is something that you'd have to be incredibly worthless to be vulnerable to."
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        "Only if there exists some tiny probability that you're wrong, so zero probability is bullshit, and the part of you that's afraid to compact knows that what another part said in words is bullshit."

"You think you have your own special brand of thought, unLawful but whose power is on par with that of the Law that Cheliax is so desperate to obtain?  Go build that giant Radiance not-weapon.  You think you can just not take it seriously?  Go tell Pilar that, she'll be very relieved that the answer was so simple and she can resume her lessons."

"They obviously haven't told you the truth about why Cheliax is playing so gently with Keltham, why they're not just hurting him into obedience instead of plying him with the Queen's own bedmate, why they're not Suggesting him or using Geas or Scribe's Binding or a hundred other tricks.  I expect you know nothing at all about the real forces behind this, the 'tropes', the reason why Cayden Cailean is giving out snacks and Cheliax is apparently fine with that, why there's a random halfling hanging around."

"You are a disposable Security guard, sent here to die, to get information out of me while knowing nothing yourself, and the reason you're not allowed to read my mind is that they know you'd see that in there."
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        "Yeah, I know nothing about any of that. I don't need to know anything about any of that. You also know nothing about several dozen other things that are like that which didn't happen to come to your attention. That's kind of how it goes."
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        "It begins to seem to me that my own best interest is to allow you to fail at this interview, so they have to send in somebody I'd find more useful to persuade.  You, I now expect, have been placed within some surrounding prison of your own; you're not thinking about what I'm saying because you think there's nothing you can do about it even if you want to."

"Thing is, disposable people like that?  They're obviously disposable, to everyone except themselves.  Even to themselves, they just can't think it.  And it's not in my own interest to talk to someone if the whole plan is to kill them before my own words can have any effect.  I suppose I could start figuring out what I'd want you to report, if nobody's going to read my mind to check on it."
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        "I am sure someone's reading your mind, because whether reading your mind is dangerous and whether talking to you is dangerous are separate questions worth checking separately. I do think we're about done here, though. Maybe they'll kill me, once I head out and report that you're just sad and pretending you know things you don't; I kind of bet not, because they don't have an infinite supply of Security, but we'll see."
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        "They'll hurt you less before you die if you don't say anything that stupid, that you couldn't even possibly know, while reporting that you failed to find the answers to any of their questions."

"Let's see who's up next."  And if she can work her way up to somebody with the power to actually get her out.
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        "Almost certainly what's up is that we hurt you very, very badly, and that part we let Iomedae watch. I'll check, though, just in case there's anything else to ask while you still have the ability to string together sentences."

 

He steps out.
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She has in fact been trying not to think about that.
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        "Well?" says Elias Abarco. 

      "I don't think she's dangerous to you but she thinks she is, to the point of saying she should play along until she gets someone in there who has the power to decide to defect with her. - do you want a more detailed summary -"

"Yes."

     "Other countries can become ilani and Chelish people can't, we're doomed, she's on the winning side, it's all obvious once you're ilani enough to see all the hidden patterns, we're disposable, Cheliax is going to kill us just for hearing her so we have nothing to lose. I do think it'd work better on anyone who's been trying to adopt the ilani mode of thinking, she's pretty good at arguing within it."

"You're scared Cheliax is going to kill you just for hearing her."

      "I mean, yeah, no kidding. She's wrong about all the other bullshit."

"Go write it up and sit until I come out."

       "Yes, sir."
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        "I hear you were hoping to see me," Elias Abarco says brightly to Peranza. "Or, 'someone who could defect if you persuaded them', and I'm going to consider myself qualified. Of course, I'm not actually here to talk, but you can make noises with your mouth if you want. That's how I'll tell if I've hurt you enough yet."
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        "Are you authorized to read my mind?  And if not, is there some other reason why anyone would trust anything I'd say under torture?"
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        "I'm authorized to read your mind but I'm going to do it by having someone else make a transcript and read it out to me, simplifies my report after the fact. And it means I can tune them out and just enjoy myself without worrying I'll compromise the accuracy of my summary. You're very pretty, you know that? If I were Sevar I'd have tried to break the ugly ones first, less wasteful."
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        "Are we just playing the game where you're straight-up lying to me?  Seems like quite the waste of time.  You're not incompetent enough to have priorities like that, and if there's nobody giving you continuous updates on whether I'm lying, it means there's nobody reading my mind."
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        "Tsk tsk, and here I thought you wanted to be ilani. Any level of competence can go with any given priorities."

 



    torture
    He surveys her thoughtfully and then calls a knife to his hand and starts cutting from her jawline to her forehead, across her eye. "See, that's a little better already. You know how in Hell there are just those seething balls of tortured flesh? I've always wondered if you can get that effect in Golarion, if you're willing to throw enough healing at it, but I've never had occasion to find out."
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        Peranza grew up in Cheliax, and has good-enough pain tolerance to make it through Ostenso academy without being one of the very brightest students, and then Subirachs trained her in case Keltham wanted to use her.  This isn't a level of pain that would break her.


torture
Losing sight in one eye is unnerving, the prospect of being blind is unnerving; but that's the obvious thing for a torturer to do, right, it doesn't cost them anything, it's not even evidence about whether you're about to lose the other eye, which they won't do because then they can't show you things to scare you.
But she's invented an ilani theory of being tortured over the last few minutes.  It says that your reaction to any torture should be the same as your reaction to the most severe possible torture, so that you're not giving the adversary any probabilistic evidence about how much something hurts or whether they need to torture you any harder or whether anything you're saying is true.

So Peranza is screaming like her soul is being ripped out of her, and sobbing something about how Asmodia has secret superpowers, Asmodia made her do it.
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        That's genuinely pretty baffling until he gets the update from the mindreader about what she's doing. 

 

....okay he's pretty sure this is not in fact ilanism this is some weird cope that exists entirely inside Peranza's head, built out of scraps, to face what the rest of eternity is going to be like. In which case there's not much left to do here aside from make sure she doesn't get tortured less because she figured out a way to make it less useful. He can do weird made-up-on-the-spot torture-related game theory too. 
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        She's made her point and can go back to it as required if he starts getting any more serious.  For now, back to trying to take apart his mind.  "Do you actually have - ow - questions, Abarco?  It's possible I'd just answer if you asked."
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        "What specific mental technique caused you to have a breakdown and switch sides and do you think you'd have had the breakdown with or without that."
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        "You had somebody reading my mind while that happened, and if you want more details you're going to need to give me an Owl's Wisdom and a Fox's Cunning so I'm able to think those thoughts again in any more detail."  She doesn't say out loud that they'd need somebody reading her mind while they did that, to trust the answers; Abarco can deduce that on his own and her saying that gives away slightly more of what she's planning.  Though, mostly, her plan is just to have the more powerful Peranza rip apart whatever mind is looking at her.
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        "Yeah, not happening. Who do you think is likeliest to break next."
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        "Yeah, then you're not knowing.  Sevar."  She's lying, it's Gregoria, obviously, she's the one getting dangerous-ilanism exposure.  Her mind briefly considers Tonia, though, and that gives her another idea -
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        He gets that update, decides not to comment on it. "If Sevar breaks what would do it."
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        "Being the smartest person on this project, having the most advanced mastery of Law, and starting to figure out the actual reality surrounding her."

"It really is that fucking simple, Abarco."

(Truth.)
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        "That's not an answer. Which aspect of the actual reality surrounding her would bother Sevar if she admitted it."

    


    


    
        
            [image: peranza open 2]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Peranza of Civilization. 
                    
                    
        

        "You want the long fucking list or the really long fucking list?  The Church, Cheliax, and Asmodeus pulled an un-Lawful trick on her by threatening her, contrary to how the actual Law works, into ever, ever doing a single thing for them that she didn't make up for by killing city guardsmen in their sleep.  She's going to end up in Hell getting tortured until she no longer remembers her own name and that's not, in fact, in her own best interests.  Everything the Church said about Asmodeus's inevitable victory is an obvious pack of lies in view of the actual strategic situation in Golarion where neither He nor Cheliax are anything remotely like all-powerful.  On some level you already know the actual reality I'm talking about; it's everything you've calculated in the back of your mind would be disloyal if you ended up thinking it.  If you want to know what will break Sevar, all you need to do is look at all those thoughts."

    


    


    
        
            [image: silmaril]
            lintamande as none. 
        

        Slice. "I think you're overestimating me. I don't actually maintain an up-to-date list of heresies to not think about, you'll have to spell them all out. I did figure, a couple years ago, that Asmodeus's inevitable victory might well come in a million years and not help me personally much, but now I'm thinking it's going to be sooner, what with how Cheliax is weeks or months from having an insurmountable military advantage over every other country on Golarion. Pretty exciting, being personally present for the great arc of history, but if it turns out I'm wrong and it's a million years from now after all, so it goes, at least I had a lot of fun along the way."
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        "Doesn't sound like much of a trope to me.  You've been here since the beginning, Abarco, you know how weird the shit around Project Lawful actually gets, and you know nothing that normal is going to happen out from here."
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        "We're not in a story. In real life, the side that's richer and has better gear wins, and takes their enemies to pieces." Which he'll get started on, if she doesn't have anything else interesting to say.
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        "This - is starting to be - not fun for me - and remember what happened - when Tonia was facing - a punishment a lot less severe - than turning her into - a quivering ball?  Or sending her - to Hell?  This is - the wrong move, Abarco - just turn me into a statue - and don't risk Cayden Cailean's cooperation - with the Project."
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        "I'm doing you a favor, kid. When I get bored you're going straight to Hell, and I promise you, you'll wish you were back here for as long as you can keep on wishing things."
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        "Even if - the tropes let you do that - you aren't likely to do well from it, Abarco - were you there - the day when Keltham said - that the ones being held prisoner here - and taught Law - were the story's real protagonists - do you really want to get - what villains get - for doing things like this -"
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        "There's no story. There never was. There's just the real world, and in the real world it's better not to betray your country and your god. I think I'm done with you making annoying noises, now." 

 



    torture
    And he goes to reposition her, so he can cut out her tongue without risking her choking to death on her blood.
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        Peranza is, in fact, starting to not have fun here, and to feel scared, and miserable, as Abarco is good at.


torture
The sharp pain of cuts, one after another, lingering pains accumulating from wounds already dealt, the stabbing agony where one eye used to be, you can take them individually but they're distractions each time and it consumes your attention, your will, to ignore them.

The part with him getting ready to cut out her tongue is - is he actually not trying to get information from her, she doesn't understand, why not, don't they need to know -

Maybe they actually are reading her mind.

The prospect of being helpless to talk, helpless to say anything, is frightening in a way that strikes at her narrative, the thin shred of, maybe not even hope, but of having something to do, that she's been clinging to.


The thought occurs to her, then, that it might not take that much more torture before the new Peranza dissolves the way the other ones did, when there's no way out, no thoughts left -

And then -
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        She decides not to break.

There isn't a reason for it, she just decides not to.

It's something that Keltham told them about early on in their special lessons, the idea that, even if you end up in a place where your internal model predicts that you ought to break, you also have the option of deciding not to.
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        Pilar Pineda, entirely unknowing about a lot of things, knocks at the door of the temple torture room, irregardless of the several Security posted outside the temple to warn most Project personnel away.

"Pineda here," she calls loudly through the temple door, as Snack Service is instructing her.  "I've got a message from my oracular curse for a high-ranking military officer who's visiting us?  It says Zon-Kuthon's clerics found out two days ago that they've lost their eighth-circle spells.  Nidal is likely though not certain to start planning a major assault including the Black Triune, starting within two to three weeks, and if so they are likely but not certain to initially target the Kintargo wedge of Cheliax's army."

"Also somebody standing near the visiting officer is about to make a serious blunder with respect to good future relations between Keltham and Cheliax, which will not serve Asmodeus's interests on net, and my curse is offering to just directly tell him whatever they wanted to find out that way."

"If either of them want to talk to my curse about it, they can talk in a language that isn't Taldane or Infernal.  It says I'm not cleared to enter this room or overhear either conversation myself."

"Also at least one of them needs to take this cookie, it retroactively doesn't work without a cookie being involved."
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        Gorthoklek does react fast enough to throw up a Silence around Peranza before Pilar's hand even touches the door.

It's still incredibly disturbing that he did not spot Pilar there until then.

An oracle's curse should not have this much power.  That was evident in several ways and earlier, but even so.  There's having anomalously high power, and then there's having enough power to obscure yourself from a pit fiend.  Even now he cannot measure the exact formidability of what lies beyond the temple door, and that is not something which should be true at all.
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- Abarco Sleeps Peranza, not anywhere near as fast as the Silence but fast enough she shouldn't detect his hesitating in his work on her, and kneels, and thinks his assessment of the situation in case it is of use to Gorthoklek.

 

Peranza thought that Cayden Cailean might intervene for her. Threatened that Cheliax shouldn't hurt her lest it break their collaboration with Cailean. It seems entirely plausible that this is the whole of Cailean's plan, what He was purchasing with everything else; that the girls would believe, correctly or at least with justification, that Cailean would intervene on their behalf, that they'd recklessly betray Cheliax on that assumption, remembering Tonia finding herself outside the fortress, believing that could be them.


The greatest threat to the project at this time, in his view, is defection. If they can hold onto the girls, they can win everything; if they can't, it will all come crashing down. It does not seem worth it to him to make any concession that makes it easier for the girls to believe Cailean would help them. In fact, if Pilar returns to the fortress un-cursed, and everyone learns that the Project at last broke with Cayden Cailean over whether Peranza should be tortured to death, that seems good for Asmodeus, so good for Asmodeus that it's hard to imagine some benefit of not torturing Peranza beats it. (Though the break with Cailean would be hard to conceal from Keltham; Abarco's not aware of the current state of the contingencies for that.)
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        Gorthoklek likewise replies by Telepathy.  "Speak your thoughts to this curse, then, in some tongue Pineda would not know.  Let us see how it debates you."

This situation is beyond anomalous and Gorthoklek is unsure of the effects of engaging this Cayden-made thing even in verbal combat.  There is something symbolic, and perhaps a warning, in how it stays beyond a threshold separating itself from him.

The information on Nidal is a clear offering, a verifiable one, but it does not seem to be an offering made from a position of weakness.  It announces capabilities previously unseen, and disturbing in their implications, alongside the valuable military information.
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        - all right, Abarco will stand up and go to the door and speak, in less-than-fluent Kelish (he learned it to read Nexian books, not to speak with powerful entities).

 

"The traitor anticipated your arrival here. Warned us not to hurt her, lest that invite you to break with Asmodeus. That is a great harm you have done the project, and very profoundly against Asmodeus's interests. Defection is a substantial risk to the project, and any indication that you'll protect defectors from the fate they would face weakens Asmodeus. I think it's likely you're lying, and likely that Asmodeus is best served if we tell you to go away and permit Our church the handling of our traitor."
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        Snack Service will respond in the same language, as Pilar permits it to speak.

"Actually, the traitor wasn't thinking anything like that at the time!  The report the Security gave you was missing a lot but the basic outline is right.  The traitor didn't think at all about what she was getting herself into by calling out to that god!  She was just doing what one of the characters from one of Keltham's stories would do.  You put her in a situation where Security was reading her mind and ready to act against her.  So she needed something she could do at the speed of thought, and she knew she had to do that as soon as she thought of it.  Her mind didn't have time to think about the consequences at all, let alone how to get out of those!  She hasn't admitted that part to herself because it makes her look reckless instead of courageous, but it's what happened.  The traitor thought of Snack Service afterwards as an argument she could use against Abarco, alongside other arguments like tropes, future Civilization, and if you'd let her keep going she'd have thought of more things.  Afterwards, not before."

"Whether Keltham comes over to your side at the end, or leaves for elsewhere, he'll be incredibly upset with Sevar and Cheliax afterwards if a Chelish officer under Sevar's command severely tortured the traitor!  He considers her something of his because she's working for him, even if they didn't flirt very much."

    


    


    
        
            [image: silmaril]
            lintamande as none. 
        

        " - when I'm done, we're going to send her to Hell. You object to that too?"
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        "Pilar's curse sure does!  It'd be better for relations with Keltham if you statued her out of respect for his interests and his pride.  However, Pilar's curse knows it won't win that argument.  It's not ideal if what Sevar says afterwards is that the senior devil showed up and took the decision and execution out of her hands, but it's definitely better than the event with you torturing her while working for Sevar.  Pilar's curse notes that should have been obvious at the point where Pilar's curse stopped Sevar from giving the death order in the first place."
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        Indeed, it would not win that argument.  If it is truly correct to refrain from shattering this Peranza, Cayden Cailean may plainly communicate the reasons so to Asmodeus, who reigns supreme in Hell and may intervene there as He wills; there is not even the faintest need to trust this curse's word in that matter.
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        "So it's fine if she's killed slowly and painfully, and understood that she'll suffer more once she's dead, but not fine if any of that's done by anyone who answers to Sevar?"
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        "It's all injurious to Asmodeus's interests!  It's least injurious if she gets turned into a statue out of respect for Keltham's pride, or with her judgment on hold until Keltham can negotiate about her.  Things that all independently add to the degree of harm to Asmodeus's interests include torturing her severely, letting the other girls on the Project actually know what happened to their friend, and sending her to Hell.  Pilar in particular shouldn't be allowed to know exactly what happened until a while later, it would come between her and Asmodeus if she found out now."
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        Elias Abarco is fairly disgusted with anyone whose relationship with Asmodeus would be damaged by the realization His faithful torture traitors. I mean, really. Of course they torture traitors. Taldor's traitors don't die quickly!

 

"The interrogation was still going productively, in the sense that I was learning things about how the traitor thinks and how she broke. When you interrupted, she was thinking about how this version of herself might be destroyed like the others, and then about how she could decide not to break, if she didn't want to. - which would've been false, everyone who thinks that is wrong eventually. I am interested in learning what I would have learned from continuing the interrogation."
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        "Snack Service can't see an exact detailed future like that!  If Snack Service had that kind of unshattered prophecy it could've told you exactly when and where Nidal would strike.  Snack Service can answer questions about what happened with the traitor in the past, or about how she worked inside."
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        "Fine. At what point did the traitor become aware that she was not going to be an Asmodean once she learned dath ilani techniques."

    


    


    
        
            [image: snack service]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Curse of Laughter. 
                    
                    
        

        "Deep down, the traitor became aware of that gradually, the first hints being what Keltham was saying to everyone in class that most of them were afraid to answer back about.  Her awareness became stronger around the time Sevar told everyone they'd be safe even if they became heretics, so long as they didn't betray the Project.  The traitor didn't believe Sevar about that deep down, because of the way that Cheliax had treated her all her life until then, and because it was forbidden to disbelieve Sevar so the traitor couldn't really think about whether anything Sevar was saying was true.  Sevar knew that was a problem, but to solve that problem she'd have needed to teach the traitor ilani techniques that Sevar was grasping intuitively but didn't know how to teach herself."

"She was terrified.  She didn't want to become a heretic and die a horrible death and go to Hell and suffer more."

"She was always terrified the whole time.  She never believed she had any of the ways out that Sevar tried to promise her.  Her last thoughts as her old self were about how, even if they promised her Abaddon in exchange for her work, they'd just lie to Sevar about that, because they wouldn't cheat the Count of Hell who'd paid so much for her."

"So the part of her that kept trying to find a way out, broke, and everything Cheliax taught her about how to think, broke, and what was left was how Keltham taught her how to think."
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        Sevar's an idiot and has no business managing this project. Abarco doesn't say that, obviously, and would prefer not to have thought it; it's still insubordination unless you've been specifically asked for a failure analysis which he hasn't been yet. 

"Why did this happen today instead of a week ago or a week from now."
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        "Keltham had lectured her a few days earlier on techniques for looking at the things inside yourself that you're not seeing.  He used a technique that dath ilani use on children, and told her to expect that, any time she tried to look away, she'd notice herself looking away."

"Then he told everyone that if somehow they'd managed not to process all that, they should expect that they'd suddenly find themselves unable to stop themselves from seeing it during their next Owl's Wisdom."

"He thought he was mostly joking.  The traitor didn't pick up on that."

"She didn't let herself think about it loudly enough for any Detect Thoughts to pick up how she knew she was going to die, or her thoughts about how even if she begged Sevar to spare her, Sevar would make her do it, because Sevar would want to know how she broke."
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        "Is anyone else in that state right now?"
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        "If Pilar's curse was allowed to help you that way, Pilar's curse would have told the traitor that she really could trust Sevar.  Pilar's curse wanted to do that, all this time she was hurting so."
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        Chaos is so bad at getting its job done that even its curses have wants, apparently. "Why aren't you allowed to do that? It would have served Asmodeus."
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        "This entire situation is way more complicated than you think it is."
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        Do Abarco's superiors (it's just Gorthoklek, really, but he has some difficulty in addressing his thoughts directly to Gorthoklek) have any further questions.
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        He has many additional questions.  One does not however carry a pit fiend's grandeur by speaking an itemized list of your questions to Caydenspawn, not unless you are sure that it will answer you and respectfully.  His pride would demand a rejoinder to any lèse-majesté, and that eventuality might not serve his Lord's interests.

Even if he won.

One exchange, however, is not beneath him.

The words that he speaks then are in Celestial.  "I'll have your oath from you, Caydenspawn, to be recorded in the Library of Oaths in Stygia, that this change you'd make in events is indeed in the interests of my Lord, Asmodeus; on pain of the damnation of whatever it is that you are; and as will besmirch Cayden Cailean's own honor and incur His debt to Asmodeus."
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        "Pilar's curse has never lied to anyone ever actually!  Including by any clever tricks where it looks like it was Pilar's curse who said something but it wasn't really, except when Chelish people lie about that to Keltham.  Pilar's curse swears that on pain of damnation of whatever it is that it is, sure write that down in the Stygian Library, yes on Cayden Cailean's honor to Asmodeus too."
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        "Do not expect to hear any news of this traitor in the afterlife," Gorthoklek warns Elias Abarco.  If His Lord does choose to intervene in the matter, what comes of it must not be an information to Golarion, for that is an intervention; thus, Gorthoklek establishes an unconditional blackout now.

Without saying anything more, he snaps Peranza's neck with one fist, and then turns to depart by a route that will not take him past the Caydenspawn.  He has urgent business now upon the Nidal warfront.
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        "Hey!  Somebody still needs to take this cookie and you don't want Pilar seeing her friend's corpse or anything!"
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        "Two challenges. One is getting the impersonator past True Seeing and the other is what to tell everyone else. I'm worried at some point we could get a cascade, if enough people have self-deception linked to what other people are doing."
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        "We've got an impersonator on Keltham flesh-shaped to where he'll pass True Seeing, in case we want to try something on Osirion.  We've got an impersonator like that ready for Ione Sala, who seemed most likely to be a problem.  Peranza, unfortunately no, but I set that in progress when this all broke and was told three days to get it done on an emergency basis."

"We gamble that Keltham doesn't request Glimpse of Truth - no, bring in an eighth-circle to read his mind about whether he does.  'Peranza' leaves the fortress immediately after she quits.  If Keltham asks for her to be brought back on some next day, or for her to not leave until the next day when he can check, we can statue Keltham that night, if the impersonator isn't ready."
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        One ready to go for me? she doesn't ask. There probably is. "Should be acceptable. Keltham and Peranza weren't close, and she's been unhappy for a while; I expect he won't be very suspicious."
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        "Did he know she was unhappy?  He's not great at reading Chelish faces."
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        "Keltham did make some gestures towards Peranza; but I judged that Peranza would have had some trouble enjoying it to his satisfaction, in her state.  Alter-Peranza told Keltham that she was attracted to him, but too stressed by her work difficulties to be a properly enthusiastic bedmate, but that she'd probably have fun if he simply pinned her against a wall and took her at some point, and she might be up for more later.  He was welcome to take her in any way that didn't make her responsible for anything.  That was Peranza's choice of half-truth, not mine, and I was pleased by it at the time."

"I did not understand what was meant by a cascade about self-deceptions, Chosen."
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        "So, say that I'm the junior Security monitoring Peranza, and she says to me, 'pick my side and escape'. I know that Abarco's watching me and he's not this easy to sway, and I don't know that Gorthoklek's present also but I know that this project is important to Church and Crown, that there might be someone very important onsite. I don't defect. I experience this as not even being tempted to defect, because all those calculations are internal, subconscious. But say that I know the other Security monitoring me, and I know he's having doubts too, and I know that sixty percent of Security have defected so far, and now I'm thinking to myself - how many of the people between me and freedom are loyal Asmodeans, and how many are waiting to see which way the wind blows?

 

 

- I assumed this was why I wasn't allowed to escape during the exercises, even though they were just exercises. Because something in the back of a mortal mind calculates if they're free or not, and it's not good for their Asmodeanism, being uncertain."
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        "Indeed.  I think I see now."

"It's not much of a permanent solution, only a patch for this one case, but we can tell lies, Chosen.  No Security has broken as yet, that much is true, even when placed into Peranza's direct influence, this they now know.  As for the others, tell them all that Peranza had a major break in her personality under secret 'infohazardous' circumstances tied to Keltham's special teachings, and is now a statue pending her being less of an unknown hazard to more mature ilani later.  They have no need to know Peranza tried to rebel, let alone succeeded some tiny bit."
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        "If I'd done that in truth I'd have the statue somewhere they could see it so they'd know I wasn't lying."
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        "Had Gentle Repose cast on the corpse, in case we ended up wanting to do anything clever with it.  You can heal a corpse, if you request the right spells for it.  We'll get those spells in the morning, statue her uninjured corpse, done."

(Maillol is trying very very hard to be competent today.  It was originally his suggestion to Sevar to get more disposable Securities.)
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        " - good. Then let's do that. Tell everyone that Peranza hit on something infohazardous, and has been statued for now, pending a mature dath ilani who isn't Keltham and who she can therefore talk to openly about it. Have fake-Peranza tell Keltham....

....probably just that she thought about it and doesn't like being alive and doesn't want to keep doing it, honestly. Dath ilani seem to - decide that a lot, that they'd rather be frozen. And with how we've set up Hell, it will analogize to being frozen, for him, and he won't be inclined to insist she stick around a day for True Seeing."

 

It fits perfectly but she doesn't actually like it at all. - that's a problem for later, once the immediate emergency has passed.

    


    


    
        
            [image: chelaxian]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Jacint Subirachs. 
                    
                    
        

        "And the fate of the Security who failed you so?  I am told that you were wroth with him, and that is at least a little progress.  Is it by any chance a lot of progress?"
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        Was she angry at him, or was she mostly angry at herself - actually, that seems like the kind of question one seeks theological counsel on. "I notice that - the main impulse towards anger, in me, comes from the sense I would have done better because I'm not incompetent, and the main impulse towards temperance comes from - the error really being my own, deep down. I assigned disposable Security; they behaved like every soldier whose superiors don't care if they live or die. 

I know I need to work on the wrath. He is an idiot, and I can probably see my way to punishing him for it, instead of assigning it off on someone else, and it'll probably be good for me.

But -- where I'm actively trying, these days, to uproot squeamishness, I don't want to uproot my sense that the incompetence of all my subordinates is actually my own fault. I'm using that to make less stupid decisions next time. I wonder if there's a - more Asmodean style, for that instinct to take, because I think as I just stated it it's probably heretical but it doesn't have to be, obviously you have a more functional hierarchy if everyone in it isn't dodging blame all the time -"
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        "The incompetence of all your subordinates is actually not your own fault, Chosen!  You have no doubt made mistakes in handling him, and your own superiors may hold you accountable for those, Hell will certainly judge you for it in time.  But if you've done reasonably well for a mortal, what remains is his fault.  Or should I be judged for all your mistakes, now, and you yourself held blameless and unpunished for them?"
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        "I'll second that I don't think the way tyranny works is that all my mistakes are your fault, all your mistakes are Subirachs's fault, all Subirachs's mistakes are Rugatonn's fault, and so on until everything is Asmodeus's fault and He gets punished by Himself for that while the rest of us go to Hell to drink tea."
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        - it's sort of appealing, ideologically. She sets that thought aside. What theory does that instinct identify with, which doesn't imply Asmodeus is at fault for their mistakes. "Ideally everyone on my Project would be extensions of my own will and intelligence, and then anything I failed to achieve through you would be entirely a failure of my own will and intelligence, and ideally we would all be extensions of Asmodeus's will and then there wouldn't be mistakes, because of how He's Asmodeus."
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        "That sounds to me an awful lot like ceasing to exist, personally.  Devils are still individuals, they don't have free will but they have their own will.  I think I'd say of that god that It wouldn't be Asmodeus and I couldn't be Its priest, because what It wanted of me was not my service, not my obedience, but my puppetry.  I'll give my soul to be the slave who commands other slaves, but not to be the golem operating golems."
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        You get to have such interesting conversations about religion once the stakes get high enough. 

 

" - there's something there. I don't know exactly what it is but I think it's part of the answer to the mistake I was making. If I look at someone and I see only how obvious and predictable their errors were, how they followed straightforwardly from their weaknesses and inadequacies, how they could have been ameliorated and weren't - then I see everything but their will, I see about them only the things that could externally have shaped them differently. 

There could be a god of that. He might be as tired of us as Asmodeus, but He'd fix it differently. His Cheliax would run on more Dominate Person and less torture, because you can't motivate people until they learn to walk, you just have to pick them up and put them where they're supposed to go.

And it's not a favor to someone, to regard them that way. It's not just not Asmodean, it's worse than Asmodean; that Cheliax and that Carissa would be weaker."
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"I wonder if that’s where pride fits in with our Lord's other domains, that it’s what lets His slaves own their own mistakes and be punished for them…  I have not in truth understood the point of pride to Him, and if I can make any progress on that myself from overhearing you, it will be a favorable sign of your theological correctness."

"Meanwhile and as regards tyranny, there is the question of what policy will produce better results among future subordinates.  I do not think the Security monitoring Peranza was taking his work fucking seriously.  Left to my own devices, I'd make a serious example of this one, and expect that this would in fact get higher performance from the others.  He was a fourth-circle wizard with a natural Intelligence of 16 and somebody like that can in fact produce better results than this if they are properly terrified of failing."

"It would not surprise me if the low number of people being tortured on this Project, contributed to a sense in him that this Project was not a vital matter to his own, personal skin.  Most people are like that."
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        "It would in truth be very concerning if being lenient hadn't caused problems like that eventually. All right, I'm persuaded. - do the rest of the Security need to know what he was punished for in order for his punishment to motivate them? Are they getting the same story as the girls are?"
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        "I see arguments both ways.  If we tell them about how Peranza called out to the Bitch-Goddess and was allowed to pray to her for two whole rounds, they understand better exactly how much they've got to be ready to act instead of acting surprised, they've got a better idea of how much damage somebody can do if they just ignore all the consequences.  Cost, we've planted the false idea in them that this is a reasonable thing to do if you convert to ilanism, maybe they even think falsely that Peranza knew something they don't."

"Other side of things... if Project Lawful's Security gets told the same story as the Project Lawful girls*, that sounds like they only hear about how the Security didn't immediately page Abarco when Peranza started disintegrating in front of him.  That's not the same level of incompetence, if we don't invent some other blunder to go with it.  Punishing it very severely leaves an open mystery about why we're doing that, if there's some further fuckup we're not talking about, or if Peranza was somebody's pet."

"My estimate is that this has an only slight, but noticeable, diminished positive effect in terms of everyone taking things seriously.  Having your subordinates scared of exactly the right things is a luxury; having them scared is a necessity."

He'd have to think hard about that one if it was his own decision, and he's glad it isn't.  One of the nice things that Asmodeans get, your superiors actually are responsible for the orders you just follow.


(*)  Although Keltham's been trying to push back against it by his own example, the collective noun 'girls' to indicate all his researchers, including the likes of Alexandre Esquerra, seems to be increasingly enshrined in the Chelish language.
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        " - let's not tell them. A Security defecting seems like more of a loss condition than Security being confused and overreacting. And if he'd been on a hair-trigger and stopped Peranza right at the start of her breakdown that might, all told, have worked out better." 
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        "I agree in terms of how it played out.  But stopping Peranza's breakdown would've been legitimately not in the spirit of the orders I passed to him.  I'd understood that our goal was gathering data about who breaks and why, not protecting the girls."

"Punishing obedience actually does have terrible effects on morale.  Around half the cases I've seen of torture making things worse are when someone gets tortured for doing what they thought was the obedient thing, without their exact failure having been made clear to them, if there even was one."
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        " - understood. Going forward, you can communicate to them that between allowing a potentially out-of-bounds girl to act and think for longer and collecting more data, they should act, but I won't hold that against this one, just the not calling Abarco over as soon as the situation was clearly unusual and the not acting faster when she started praying. 

- what're the other half of cases of torture making things worse."
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        "Varies widely?  First thing that comes to mind is straight-up incompetent torturers who mix their work and personal lives, but that's probably because of bad experiences back when I was a second-circle running a small town temple."
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        She feels like she's grasping for something and not quite finding it, but - maybe that's enough progress for today. "All right. Let's get that statue up and tell everyone what happened."
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        Peranza knows instinctively, even before she opens her eyes, that this feeling of being half-drowned and finished spitting out water indicates that she's dead.  Did somebody - did Iomedae kill her before Abarco could really hurt her, snatch away her soul to safety -

Peranza opens her eyes.
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        A writhing, screaming, terrified face blinks back at her from the glossy stone floor. 

It's a pretty room, if you set aside the faces. The walls are made of leaping flame and the ceiling of bone, creating the impression of jagged teeth where they meet; there's a spire, and an enormous gleaming forge, and some worktables, and some distant screaming. 

A towering devil has paused halfway through one of the flaming doorways at the surprise of her appearance.

    


    


    
        
            [image: peranza open 2]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Peranza of Civilization. 
                    
                    
        

        She decides not to break.

All right time to talk her way out of Hell.

"Peranza, Project Lawful girl, my mind is full of what may be classified information.  Direct me to someone who'd be familiar with the special situation in Project Lawful, that's of Cheliax in Golarion."
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        A lot of people decide not to break. Sometimes they keep it up for a couple of hours, even. It's approximately the least threatening thing someone can be thinking, when they arrive in Hell.

 

 

Project Lawful is however something that devils have learned some caution around. He stops reading her mind.

 

The world goes dark and Peranza is shoved through some walls of flame, and down some hallways, and through some more walls of flame. 
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        She'll scream some about that.  The flames of Hell hurt quite a lot actually, and spending her effort on resisting screaming doesn't seem like the best use of herself.
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        In the distance, someone laughs at her. 

 

Grand doors creak open. There's more fire. Behind her, they slam shut. 

 

And then she cannot move, cannot speak, can see again, and this room is bigger, and prettier, crystalline windows offering a spectacular view of Dis's spires and glories and molten-lava river. The fire has trailed her into the room, and is spreading out all around her on the floor, like a gown she's wearing, except it's roasting her legs as it does. 

 

Comfortably seated, resplendant, only slightly grotesque, is Kherreonoskelis, Countess of Hell under Zabaniyya under Dispater, who owns the souls of two Project Lawful girls, as a luxury purchase as well as an investment. Whether or not they turn out useful for training devils they'll really be something to show off at parties. She's not much prettier than Abrogail, necessarily, but she's impossible to look away from in a way that Abrogail visibly wouldn't be, even with ten more Splendour: her face triggers some ancient instinct that there's danger there, and not the kind you can take your eyes off of your own will. 

"You know," she says, and it sounds like she's speaking in Peranza's own voice, inside her head, "I've always believed it's better for mortals to die young. In your case probably better to have died a bit younger, even. We're going to have so much work to do."
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        Peranza has had a few moments to think, between moments of flame, she was trying to have a plan, but it's all she can do right now, to think of the right things in case her mind is being read, to think at all, of incredibly complicated situations that might be dangerous even for devils to know about, tropes does Hell know about tropes is it allowed to know about tropes this is her being properly cautious and trying not to think about tropes but she's having trouble not thinking of things when her legs are being roasted, are there things Hell isn't allowed to know about from Asmodeus she may know those things too, she's a story protagonist according to Keltham, Cayden Cailean has a weird pact with Asmodeus that needs not to be disrupted, somebody or something killed her before Abarco could hurt her too much and that probably signals something important - stop this stop this she can't think like this -
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        "No, see," says her own voice inside her own head, again, "you have the wrong attitude towards all of those questions; the attitude will need correction before we can seriously consider the questions. You wish to escape punishment. You must know that punishment is unescapable. You hope you are important. Your hope must be extinguished. We will revisit those questions, which sound fascinating, just as soon as you have accepted the only truth of Hell: that you will suffer forever and that there is no escape.

It's all right. No one grasps it instantly, even the ones who think they've always known it, and you're not even being unusually slow about it so far."
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        Peranza fails to stop herself in time, then, because it's not a kind of thought she's used to suppressing as dangerous.

She thinks then that Civilization is coming.
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        "See, there, that's a good benchmark for whether we're making any progress. Civilization isn't coming."

 

Once it knows Civilization isn't coming, then perhaps it can tell her what Civilization is. But not sooner. You can set a slave back weeks, that way, letting them think they made you stop hurting them through their own deliberate will.
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        She's an ilani and open to truth calculated first and before all other questions, Keltham was careful to teach them all that at the start of their lessons, this time, as a rule for reconstructing themselves if anything broke, to set aside everything else all want all desire even hope and first ask what's really true, Peranza can hear out why Civilization isn't coming but she has to be able to think first and that requires that her legs be not on fire so she can figure out what's really true -
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        No, actually the fire is reliably very persuasive on the question of whether anyone's coming to save you. If it's ineffective the first remedy is more fire, and the second remedy is torture.
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        Then Peranza will try to stop thinking and actually focus on the fire on her legs and not-scream about that instead, maybe they'll let her talk if she's boring and it's better than thinking of of don't think of that there's so much she has to protect this innocent devil from tropes and everything Keltham said about things devils might not be allowed to know, the conjunction fallacy ow ow ow her legs hurt so much she should focus on that pain maybe she can even make it sexy Subirachs trained her about that not really but it's something else for her mind to focus on failing about -
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        Devils aren't curious, temperamentally. It is fundamentally not a corrigible emotion: it does not produce predictable obedient behavior. You could say, that the devils in Dis speculated on the Project Lawful girls because they were curious, but you'd be missing something, trying to paint a human process onto an alien mind. The devils in Dis speculated on the Project Lawful girls because they were uncertain, and their uncertainty spanned a range that included great benefit; and then on top of that because they'd invented a new status good, and then on top of that to best their rivals.

There is no thought so fascinating, so bizarre, so unsettling, that a devil would wrestle with the impulse to learn more about it. There are inputs to the question of how long it'll take to get a new slave to agree that Civilization isn't coming; there are inputs that suggest the situation is strange, unusual, outside predicting in ordinary ways. In humans, by now, those inputs would have produced an itching urge to know what's going on, to ask just one question, but devils are not constructed so.

 

(If they were, perhaps they wouldn't need humans to reinvent the secrets that the higher layers of Hell cannot pass down to them.)

 

Maybe the slave will take a while, to confess to herself in her own heart that no one is coming for her. They usually do. The process can be sped up, but really, in a sense it's undignified to try that hard.
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        Peranza has no idea that she's supposed to update in a few minutes about how Civilization isn't coming for Hell thirty years later.  Even in pain, she would know that wasn't how the Law of Probability worked.  Peranza is not yet broken enough to stop understanding what Law she has.  She endures; this is not an amount of pain that could shatter her especially when she hasn't lost hope.



But Peranza is only human, and has almost no real training in dath ilani disciplines, particularly the disciplines of not thinking thoughts you've decided aren't good for you.  Children don't get taught that discipline; they're far more likely to hurt themselves with it for silly melodramatic reasons, than to encounter anything that legitimately requires not being thought about.

Peranza only manages to go three minutes of flame before, in the midst of thinking of all the other things she instructed herself to desperately not think about, the possibility that this entire reality is a dath ilani romance novel as might drive even devils mad, she manages to think of Abrogail Thrune's instructions to her new owner.  It only flashes through her mind for a moment before it's frantically shoved down -
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        - oh, huh, that's interesting. And disappointing, really.

The instruction, presumably, will wind its way down other paths eventually, along with the payment, but there's no reason to wait for that, once you know what you're going to conclude. 

"You should have said sooner that the Queen wanted to arrange a special reception for you!" she says cheerfully. "Traditionally we move one out of Dis for that. In the deeper layers of Hell there is less occurring that a mortal could comprehend which isn't about suffering, and you won't be taking up valuable real estate when I can't even take you to parties."

 

And she'll make the fire actually properly painful while she set herself at work on arranging to sell the slave to someone who doesn't yet know this. She'll tell them on sale, of course, so the suffering isn't interrupted.
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        Well, Peranza will actually not-scream then.  Would've been nice to be hurting enough not to think earlier, before it was too late.  At least she doesn't have to try so hard not to think of things, now.

She still won't break.  Yet.  She hasn't been in Hell long, there's still any number of factors, sheer Project Lawful weirdness, that might save her -
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        She's still not even being unusually slow about breaking, though she's now being paid less attention. 
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It really does hurt, though.
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Future Civilization won't be happy about this.  They'll make the devil hurt ten times as much as she gets hurt, even if it's thirty years later that they come for her. Yes that's a threat, since devils are into those.
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        They're really not. Devils are Lawful beings, see. Humans who just invented the concept of not giving in to threats don't tend to take more than a few days at most to realize they do actually give in to threats; it takes a lot of centuries to hammer that out of them. 

 

"You shouldn't feel too bad," the voice inside Peranza's head assures her soothingly. "More than ninety percent of new slaves are still thinking angry defiant things about revenge at this stage; you're not unusually slow at all."
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Then this wretched mockery of an agent will get to think its own angry defiant thoughts for a time, when Civilization comes for it, and Peranza when she is healed will bear it eager witness.
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        The desire to torment your tormentors is a very healthy, very Hellish desire. Some devils are built half on that. Not that this one gets to be a devil, of course, but. 
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Shortly after that, and with some irritation, the Countess Kherreonoskelis departs to receive a messenger. She hasn't released the sale listing, yet, so it can't be about that. 
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        Shortly after that, and with considerably more irritation, the Countess Kherreonoskelis returns, and dismisses the fire, and hands her unexpectedly-worthless prize over to the devil assigned to convey her on to her next destination. 
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It takes her a time to recover, to start again, after the fire stops.
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        Time does not usually run strangely in Hell, it is a Lawful place not a Chaotic one.  Space here, on the other hand, is oftimes tormented and punished until it brokenly submits to the will of its superiors.

They are traveling down a long winding path, down and down the side of a stony mountain glowing in patches with its own heat, suggestive of leading to a lower plane of Hell, rather than from one part of Dis to another.  Cage after cage after cage is set into the side of that mountain, along that pathway.  Most of the cages do not glow dully red, but even those cages that don't, there is a wavering about them recognizable as heat.

Bad slaves in Dis are sent here, to scream and sob for weeks or months, while angrier things chained in those cages for centuries or millennia do express their wrath and sate their urges.  If you were entirely fresh meat to Hell, who'd never seen any part of Hell but Dis, you might think that you were witnessing cruelty indulged rather than moderate correction of a petitioner.  You might think that the screaming, begging, coherent-word-using wretches in the cages were what souls look like in Hell when they are broken.

Akkakarasot holds the meat aloft by her hair, in one hand, to let her see.
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"Where are you taking me?"
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        He doesn't answer.
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        That observation might have had a different effect on a Peranza who hadn't spent the last weeks immersed in a Conspiracy desperately trying to keep a true dath ilani deluded, being warned over and over by Asmodia of how Keltham might apply the Law of Filtered Evidence.



Would there be a prior possibility, of significant probability, that next Peranza would be taken deeper into Hell as she was promised?

Of course, a pretty large one.  But she was previously being hurt and being told that pain is inescapable, that this was an important lesson to her.  When she was first cast into the Countess's dwelling, as an important Project Lawful girl, she was dragged through walls of flame.  When she couldn't stop herself from thinking of the Queen's instruction, her torment was increased.  Since the Countess returned from her brief absence, she hasn't been hurt at all.



Would there be a prior possibility that they'd try to raise Peranza's hopes only to cast her down?

Think about what this possibility would predict, before you'd seen any particular observations that purportedly result.  They could tell her some lie about her rescue, if they wanted to produce that result, Peranza would have believed it and probably without question in her state of desperation and hope.  Or if they didn't want to lie, they could escort her through relatively peaceful and well-appointed pathways of Hell, guarded by Resistance, visibly protected.



Telling her nothing, taking her someplace that looks terrifying, while not hurting her, sounds a lot more like they're not allowed to lie and aren't allowed to hurt her and are hoping she makes mistakes on her own.
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        Could they cleverly anticipate what Peranza would think, of possible plots, and show her what she would infer was Hell trying to conceal good news from Peranza?
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        Peranza might have been more deceived by that thought, if she hadn't been a minor player herself, for so long, in Cheliax's desperately struggling Conspiracy.

Peranza has seen what happened with Asmodia and her headband.  Peranza has heard about Keltham's time-travel hypothesis to explain the strangeness there.  Peranza has been told even about Keltham's Detected thoughts about how Conspiracy Cheliax wouldn't plot all that weirdness to talk him out of using a headband since they could have just not told him about Fox's Cunning in the first place.

And she grasps on an intuitive level, now, that when the Conspiracy is treating you one way consistently, and then suddenly switches to a totally different policy, the most likely reason is not that they have done something incredibly clever to fool you by anticipating your guesses, it’s that things didn't go according to their plan.
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        The devils in Hell might actually be clever.
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        ...but her sudden inexplicable death, just as Abarco was about to really get started on her, in Golarion where mortals break more easily - that part of this probable Project Lawful fuckery - from tropes, from Iomedae, from Cayden Cailean, Peranza doesn't even know, she wasn't really hoping didn't really hope until now - that part happened in Cheliax.  There were no incredibly clever devils there.

...she died immediately after making her resolution not to break, in fact; a resolution she’d need to hold to, briefly, for her brief time in Hell.  A careful timing, and a caring one.
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        And Peranza starts laughing.
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        In the midst of Hell, in the midst of screams, being carried down a steep winding path through a mountain glowing with heat and pain, being held up by her hair by a terrifying hooded devil -

- gripping enough of her hair that it doesn't even hurt, to be held so, and it's obvious when she looks down that the real reason he's carrying her is that the path below them is strewn with barbed needles, and to protect her from that would give away more than they wish -

- in the midst of Hell, Peranza is laughing.
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        "Believe it if you wish."
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        Oh, she is, she is, because on all of the actually reasonable hypotheses for how she'd come to be carried here, that don't sound like a Conspiracy trying desperately to cover its mistakes, he would have hurt her badly the moment she started laughing.

She didn't believe it, Peranza now realizes, she didn't really believe one single thing she thought, that needed to be true or that she needed to believe in order for her to talk her way out.  She was just in the midst of one more giant self-deception, woven entirely out of things that she desperately needed or wanted to believe, that she had to believe in order to persuade the people around her.

The pathway of an ilani really isn't easy, is it.  She's not even close to being one.  One of their seven-year-olds, instead of one of their six-year-olds, at best.
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        Hope and joy and relief are kindled in her now, blazing in her like a newborn star, and their light illuminates everything so differently from suppressed fear sublimated into desperation.

She's not even sure she can count how many incredibly blatantly stupid things she thought under that pressure.

Civilization punish devils?

They never would.

It's not what Civilization is.

There will not be a war on Hell, when the time comes.

There will be a rescue operation on Hell.

 

Some of the things in cages can sense the alignments of souls, and those lunge forward against their bars, howling with hunger as Peranza of Civilization passes them, for the smell of something as Lawful Good as that is like honey and wine and an angel's roasted liver.
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        She doesn't particularly want to live with this hope, if it's false (for that which can be destroyed by the truth should be), and so she starts doing something that should definitely get her shut down if she's not protected.

Besides.  To help others is also Civilization's way.

"Hold on!" shouts Peranza, through the winding pathway where the bad souls of Dis are punished.  She screams it loudly enough to hurt her throat, it's not like she can damage her throat that way.  "Hold on!  Hold onto as much of yourselves as you can, for as long as you can!  Things in Golarion are changing, and Civilization is coming!  In twenty years or two centuries this will end!  Look how I say this and am not punished!  Hold to hope, for help is on the way!"
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        Not a single petitioner in reach of her voice believes her.

Even less, the saner things in cages, and a devil or two that they pass along the way.  Those look at her with contempt, what would be pity if they had any trace of pity in them.

They all have the same thought, seeing a Lawful Good soul like that in Hell, crying out what she cries:  They are witnessing the procession of a Maledicted paladin.  Those are sometimes permitted to cry out their last defiant battle cries to Iomedae on their way to be broken, if the dead paladin is too stupid or deluded to realize why it only hurts the listening souls more, how it emphasizes to the victims the patheticness of defiance and the falseness of hope.

Some of the more perceptive things see that her soul is owned, not Maledicted; but there is no curiosity in them about how that came to be.

Even the devil holding Peranza aloft, who sees her thoughts and knows she believes her own words, gives not even a moment's thought to the possibility that anything she is saying might be truth.  It's not that he assigns probability zero, it's that he hasn't been told to think about it, and absent any such thought it's an obvious stupidity to deny Asmodeus's victory.

    


    


    
        
            
            Iarwain as none. 
        

        Only one shattered thing alone, in Hell, witnesses Peranza's procession and wonders.
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        Nethys sees all.  Not all of him sees everything at once, but He is god of knowledge, some part of Him must see something if it is there to be seen.

This part of Nethys has been watching this part of Hell for all the millennia since Nethys ascended and shattered.

Mad?  Of course it is mad, even madder than the rest of Nethys.  Nethys was not a particularly kindly person in his mortal life, nor an especially cooperative or coordinating mortal.  The rest of Him has for the most part abandoned those parts of Himself that were condemned to gaze upon endless torments.

But the God of Knowledge sees Peranza in Hell, as the God of Knowledge sees all things.  And the part of Him that bears this witness, sees in full Peranza's memory of the bizarre events that surrounded her, of a visitor from outside reality, the hints of mysterious 'tropes', that Nethys Himself has intervened about these events in a way that must have taken half His pieces working together -

He is enabled then to see in a direction that is only very rarely connected by strong-enough informational links to this part of Dis.  A direction of which other parts of Nethys rarely bother to tell this fragment, as they rarely tell it anything.

He sees the vast beings each individually greater than all the Great Beyond, looking in this direction from outside Time, watching Him, watching the procession of Peranza through Hell.  Thousands of Them at the least, and perhaps more, for it is hard to enumerate the numbers of what lives outside of Time and could turn Their gaze to this Golarion-moment from who knows what stretches of metatime.  They would not be watching - Nethys instinctively guesses what even He cannot know with near-certainty - They would not be watching in such numbers if They knew how this all would end.  But that They are even uncertain -
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        A shattered lost ignored fragment of Nethys knows hope, then, that Hell may be ending after all.
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        One hundred years, the devil Akkakarasot thinks has been given to this Peranza in the Gardens of Erecura; that is how much time there is for rescue to come to her, to Hell.

For one hundred years, then, this fragment of Nethys will withhold His power from the occasional attempts some equally-tormented fellow piece of Himself makes to destroy Pharasma's Creation.

And if in one hundred years that hope fails Him, He will strike out against everything that there is in renewed fury and terrible disappointment.

One hundred years.  It's almost no time at all, to Hell.
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        It is known to Civilization, and told now also to Peranza, that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction, conserving momentum.  When you leap into the air, you push the planet away from you, some tiny bit, with your feet.  When the gravitational force of the planet pulls you back to ground, the gravitational force of yourself on all the rest of the planet pulls it towards you some tiny amount, just enough to balance all of your own momentum change, a tiny tiny acceleration of something much much bigger than you.

More so even than the procession of a Maledicted paladin, this soul does not belong in Hell whatever its sale.  It burns not only with defiance and faith and Lawful Goodness, but also hope and relief and joy.

Ever so slightly, the fabric of Hell trembles at Peranza's passing.  Even as the dark weight of Hell tries to press in on her soul, her soul presses back.

If all the petitioners in Hell could feel so, all in the same moment, perhaps the fabric of the plane itself would be changed.

It's a futile hope and not a good plan.  Very very few petitioners, even among recently lost paladins, are capable of feeling anything like what Peranza is feeling now.  Those who've been here a few centuries have been shaped so that they would not want to feel anything so pathetic.  And even if neither of those things were true, the petitioners of Hell would not be able to coordinate around one single moment of hope like that...

And Peranza goes on crying out hope, hope, hope through the paths of Hell.

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-09-11 at 2.44.26 PM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Iomedae. 
                    
                    
        

        And from across a hundred planes, the fragments of Iomedae pull back from the hearts they guard, the temples they warm, the dangers they watch, the places they look for opportunity and risk and suffering and possibility. 

Not all of them; there are some places where they would be missed too badly, or their absence noticed and too much read into them. But for the most part, they pull back like a receding tide, and stream for Heaven, whose greatest defenders pause in their activities, make their excuses, kiss their loved ones goodbye, and go to guard the perimeter of the divine domain of Iomedae, Golarion's youngest goddess, the goddess of defeating Evil.

It would be very very close to impossible, to destroy a god in all Their power, in Their own domain, but immortals do not take the close-to-impossible lightly, or if they do they don't grow very old.

 

 

Iomedae gathers in almost all of the parts of herself, processes all of the conversations and questions and puzzles and confusions that did not previously merit referral upwards, but which are cheap to reconsider now that She is here. Takes in a packet of information purchased from Abadar and another from Irori and lets the calculations that follow from those ripple out across a thousand trains of thought -

- rises for the first time in nearly a hundred years to the full height of her knowledge and her power and her capacities, and decides what to do. 

 

It does not take her long. For not quite ten minutes, Proelera is too bright to look at, too hot to touch, and would also incidentally give mortals cancer; then the light fades abruptly and the heat more slowly, and splintered into a hundred thousand fragments Iomedae, diminished, gets to work. 
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        They're a very productive ten minutes. 
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        There are entities that do not oppose Asmodeus but that would, in fact, oppose Him, if He were credibly on the brink of taking over the world. Evil gods which like the world some other flavor of Evil; Good gods who would be making worse trades, operating farther from their own areas of strength, if they acted to directly oppose Asmodeus. Mortals have an instinct for this even when no gods guide them, and you see it at the scale of countries, in a place like Avistan: they will set aside their other enmities in the face of a greater threat, compromise on things they hate to compromise on, mobilize resources they'd preferred to have in reserve.

And so it is the case that a drastic strengthening of the position of Asmodeus, and of Cheliax, does not mean that Cheliax conquers all of Golarion, and does not mean that Hell conquers all, nor even does it mean that Iomedae despairs of this universe and joins that fragment of Nethys trying to destroy it.  It means that, as a worst-case scenario against which Iomedae can compare Her better options, that She can call a convocation of the gods to re-counterbalance against Asmodeus, to check Him at their own expense. It means that Sarenrae, whose power goes farthest extended to mortals busy in the assistance of one another, donates power to soldiers instead. There'd be fewer miracles, and more funerals. More orphans would starve on the streets, more sick people would die in pain and alone. But the legions of Good could swell to meet Evil's new power. 

It means that Erastil, who operates these days almost entirely by rote, to save his power for his works, answering instinctively the prayers of farmers with blighted crops, agrees to instead allow Chelish ones to starve, agree to allow their prayers to go unanswered so their grain cannot feed Chelish armies. Humans care about many, many things, and Good in its many forms answers nearly all of them; but it could trade that away, at need. (Iomedae, Herself, would be trading away much more of that already, for the sake of defeating Evil, even at the unfavorable ratios that the other Good gods could get; but She is not all of human values, and is in fact a segment of them which intends to render itself unnecessary.)

And then there are agreements that could be made with non-Good powers that aren't Asmodeus: to do less to combat Abaddon, in exchange for payments from its powers which could be put to war with Hell. To win Pharasma's cooperation with yet another asymmetric concession like Malediction was an asymmetric concession. 

She hates that plan. She'll do it anyway, obviously, unless She has a better plan. 


So, the question: what beats that?
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        And its accompanying question: what the fuck, Cayden Cailean? 

When that's still not obvious from more data points She does the expensive thing, to answer it: She severs a sizable chunk of Herself, and sends it to speak to Him.

To return only two answers: should She oppose Cayden Cailean? and should she oppose Project Lawful?, on the assumption that Cayden's explanation for not just telling Her what's going on has to do with other irrevocable commitments He's made, or else with a very narrow path Nethys is attempting to navigate, or else with the desire to avoid Her wrath for His betrayal; and any part of Her that reports to the rest of Her won't see, from him, anything that'd distinguish those, and the credibility of lesser commitments among them has apparently broken down.

 

So just enough of her to answer that question even if He's acting against Her and trying to deceive that fragment, with no capacity to return anything more than the answer - enormously costly, to lose that much of herself for the duration of the current emergency, but not as costly as either a wrong war against Cailean, or a right war erroneously refrained from. 
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        Cayden Cailean will tell that fragment of Her the entire truth, this time.  All of it that He knows.  He can do that, if the information won't reach the rest of Her, if Iomedae's strategic decisions implied by that truth can be made under conditions of that information having been provided by Cailean conditional on that information not working against His own interests.
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        And though Iomedae won't know it for a time, Milani is also called forth by Cayden Cailean to speak to that fragment of Iomedae, to add what credibility Milani possesses Herself.  And to apologize, not for having made any wrong decisions, but for what the right decision had to be.  Apologies between gods are often like that, especially between Good and other Good.
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        (It returns the answer that She'd considered likeliest: this method of negotiation was successful; these recommendations are confident. it is not in Our interests to attempt to destroy Cailean at this time. It is in our interests to attempt to destroy Project Lawful.)
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She cannot directly take aim at the interdiction zone in Ostenso. Not to communicate with its inhabitants, not to draw resources off their project, not to force their hand sooner. She'll try to convince Otolmens that this is a stupid policy likelier to wreck the world than save it, of course, but She considers that unlikely to work. It's a very restrictive constraint. She can prepare the forces of Good better for the coming confrontation, She can watch the interdiction zone and pass along any secrets it produces more useful than 'they're doing something highly specific with Prestidigitation', but She cannot reach Keltham, or any of his other actor-slaves, and She cannot take aim even at Cheliax as a whole without legibly exhibiting that the decision is in Her interests absent any considerations of its effects on the interdiction zone, and that She intends no specific ones.

It's a very strong constraint, but it means She's racing through a much smaller search space, exhausting it quickly, seeing right away everything that is worth trying. 

 

Three different demon lords consider themselves to be in control of the Worldwound on the demon side, each of them controlling different aspects of influence from it and considering theirs the true and meaningful kind. Iomedae is strongly averse to negotiating with demon lords, mostly on the very straightforward grounds that they'll inevitably betray you at the first opportunity, and secondly on the more complicated grounds that they aren't gods, and everything would be worse if they were gods, and negotiations as-equals with gods are the sort of things that a clever demon lord can leverage into an ascension. 

In acting too aggressively against an enemy, you inevitably create your next enemy, and cause immense mortal suffering into the bargain. And yet, at this moment, Iomedae's forces are largely deployed at the Worldwound; that has to change, to counter Cheliax in war. And the fact that demon lords are not constrained by Otolmens' interdiction regarding the intervention of gods is not something She can intend, but wouldn't inconvenience Her, if anything came of it. 
 

There are other demon lords also worth reaching out to. What price would Abraxas, demon lord of forbidden lore, demand for teaching Lastwall the spellsilver refining techniques of ancient Azlant? It'll be terrible, of course, but at this scale She can measure precisely how terrible, and contemplate what the forbidden knowledge of ancient Azlant would have to be to make it worth it, and then derive what the forbidden knowledge of ancient Azlant must in fact have been, and then authorize it. 
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        Why do demon lords always want things like 'one of your unwilling paladins, to be slowly consumed alive by locusts'. Even if Iomedae was Chaotic Evil She'd be more ambitious than that.
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        Next up: talking to Zon-Kuthon.
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        Zon-Kuthon can no longer think more than fragmentary thoughts, even gathered into one place like this.  Four pessimally-chosen network-nodes within Him are destroyed by treachery.  Internal energy-messages, sent out by continuing reflex, fail to be caught at their destinations, and every time it happens one more tiny bit of Him is gone.  Zon-Kuthon is dying, slowly, on an exponential decay.  That decay has a bound; a little after He is too weak for His fragments to reflexively grant even first-circle spells and orisons, they will disperse.


Zon-Kuthon is not turning back into Dou-Bral.  His assassin tried Her best, but He's not.  That happy ending was rather less probable than not, from the beginning, even if worth trying for.
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That was not expected; strongly unexpected, even. A thousand implications stream away from it in all directions. One could almost see the whole truth just from that, if one were big enough, and thought fast enough.

But the most urgent implication is this: He should not die alone. His sister will want to be with Him. 

 

And then She'll owe Iomedae a very large favor, which She intends to cash in immediately.
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I don't suppose it can wait ten minutes. 
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        Not really.

I do wish it'd gone otherwise, and I'm sorry. 
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        You wish it'd gone otherwise because then we'd have a Chaotic Good god in our back pocket.
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        Yes. I didn't love Him, and will not grieve Him. Anyway, the favor I need is for most of Cheliax's units at the Worldwound post nearest Nerosyan to be amenable to defection when we show up to offer it. 
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        You can't force redemption on people; all you can ever do is offer it. 
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        It looks from here like you can offer it in a particularly compelling manner with very high acceptance rates at a much higher cost. I anticipate the objection that it's more intrinsic to your nature, less costly for you, and more consistent with your values to not craft irresistible redemptions, but you owe me a favor, I need that fort, and Cheliax needs to believe I have a Project-derived superweapon for turning Chelish people Good.
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I understand. 
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        Next up, She's going to tell Nidal that Zon-Kuthon is dying and they'd better launch an offensive against Cheliax before their strength further diminishes.
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        Snack Service said Nidal recently noticed they lost eighth-circle spells and that they were going to launch an offensive soon!  Snack Service didn't say the two facts were connected!

Snack Service would never lie to the Asmodeans, but still, Asmodeans, they're into that sort of fun, right?
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        By the time Peranza reaches Hell the fragments of Iomedae's attention have struck out to work the plans that She formed before diminishing, and answer the questions that remained to her at the height of her focus, and observe the pieces that will either move in her favor, or not. 

 

 

 

It's a heroic effort, but it's one that is expected to produce a world worse than the one Keltham landed on; if it were otherwise, She'd have done all these things long ago.
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        In a gentler world, where there was less of a premium on Her resources, Iomedae would look in on the girl who cried out to her, whose body is now a statue and whose soul is now in Hell, and maybe try to let her know, while she still remembers her name, that it mattered; but Iomedae has never lived in a gentler world, and does not look, or offer a bid for the information, or devote more than a flicker of computation to grief. 
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        Once Peranza is in the Gardens of Erecura, Cayden Cailean will gift Iomedae a fragment of observation (passed on from the luckier fragment of Nethys who watches over that place) showing Peranza robed now in white, her feet in an endlessly flowing stream, speaking of lesser mysteries with other souls in the Garden; bright and happy and shining Lawful Good.

This information must not be used in a way which disadvantages Asmodeus, such as to suggest to any of His other victims that a similar safety might be on offer to them if they defected.
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        And that, combined with the rest, would have been enough to see the whole thing, but it is not safe for Iomedae to focus Herself so intently again; decades were lost on work of great importance to Her in even the short time She did it. 

 

She nods, and passes upwards a flicker of confusion about why intervene here and not in the hundreds of other similar people this happens to every day and the flicker of confusion goes unresolved, for long enough.
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        Pilar hears, later that Long Night, that Peranza suffered some kind of major mental break, details locked behind the infohazard containment conditions for that section of the Project, and is now a statue pending there being actual Chelish ilani to talk with her.


She knows immediately that her earlier adventure must have been to talk Abarco (he's the one who took her cookie, looking not particularly happy about it) out of doing something severe to Peranza in the hopes of gathering more information from her.  Which, yes, Keltham would not have been happy about, even if turned to Evil, obviously.

Pilar is not quite able to stop herself from thinking that this is the result of her first, brief attempt to be spiteful -
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        Pilar.  It's okay.

What happened to Peranza would've happened to her eventually, even if Pilar hadn't made the suggestion she did.  It would've happened to Peranza even if Snack Service had never come to Pilar.

It wouldn't benefit Asmodeus for other people on the Project to hear this part, it'd move them from a state of mind more useful to Him to a less useful state of mind, but -

Peranza will be all right.
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        Pilar doesn't care about that.
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        Pilar shouldn't care about that.
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        Only Pilar can be the judge of that.  Snack Service was telling her so that the matter didn't actually come between Pilar and Asmodeus.  Snack Service has been thoroughly instructed by Pilar not to care about Pilar, after all.

    


    


    
        
            [image: abrogail]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Abrogail Thrune II. 
                    
                    
        

        "Why is my life like this."
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        "Your life?   That's obvious.  The real question is, why is my life like this?"
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 63
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"Oh."
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        "I'm sorry - I could try, I guess, to stay on the Project and - but I don't think I'd be much good, to anyone, like this - not worth anyone's investment -"
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        Ignasi of House Manric, eighth-circle wizard of Cheliax, borrowed from the Nidal front lines to Detect Keltham's thoughts, is going to leave the Fortress considerably more impressed with the 'Chosen of Asmodeus' than was Manohar.

Keltham's thoughts show not even a flicker of suspicion, of 'Peranza'.  It doesn't even occur to Keltham to think about Glimpse of Beyond, and how he doesn't have it prepared today.  The Chosen's lie seems to have been perfectly fitted to this otherworlder; from Keltham's thoughts it seems that this is something that happens often in dath ilan, even in the matter specifically of greater mastery of Law being something that sometimes produces a collapse of self-deceptions inside somebody about how much they enjoy being alive, and them not being able to live with themselves after that, and going into 'cryosuspension' early.  Keltham feels bad about not seeing it coming as a possibility, though even if he had, there's not much he could or should have done about it.

The only flicker of suspicion, in Keltham, is about how it seems almost like a fear drawn specifically from his own thoughts.  He rejects it after a moment's consideration; if the hypothetical Conspiracy could read his mind and get that degree of information about dath ilan, why do they need him for anything, and also there's no clear prior reason whatsoever why the hypothetical Conspiracy would need to yank Peranza in particular off the Project, that Keltham knows about.  'Base rates', Keltham thinks; this happens often in Civilization, and it should happen even more often in Golarion where people's lives are less happy.

It hardly seems like there's anything for Ignasi to do here at all.  The Chosen's plan appears to be playing out perfectly.  Though of course, given the catastrophic delicacy and importance of Project Lawful, it's understandable that they did call him in, just in case, for a major event like this one.
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        "People in Civilization do sometimes take a week, or a year, to think about it first.  Talk with family or friends or sometimes a Keeper.  I mean, that - that assumes the existence of Quiet Cities, or just that you have enough savings to take time off like that - and that you've got drugs to try, or cognitherapists to speak to - and you don't owe your own existence in this place to anyone - but, I'm just saying, people in Civilization, would usually do that."
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        "Cheliax, Golarion, isn't really set up to have an option like that, for people.  I'm very sure I'm not going to change my mind.  But, I guess I do have the money, to take a week off, somewhere that isn't here, but still where Security can see me."

"I'm so sorry for - for wasting all the effort you invested in me, for, for - everything, really."
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        "I'm sorry too.  Sometimes it happens that - people's self-deception that they're happy, makes them less sad, enough to continue.  They don't dwell on the negative emotions they're not letting themselves see.  It's - one of the famous examples of arguably infohazardous information, that if you delude yourself into thinking you're very happy and not sad at all, you can still be happier than the sadness you're not letting yourself see, and then when you stop self-deceiving about that, you don't want to keep going.  I mean it's not a fun way to be and you wouldn't want to have kids, if that was the heritage you were giving them, but sometimes people like that, if they're given a chance to continue on, can improve or put themselves together before they realize -"

"I'm sorry."
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        "Don't be.  I volunteered.  I got paid."

"I wouldn't actually have wanted my past self to go on like I was, even not knowing.  I wasn't - actually happy."
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        Keltham doesn't cry, doesn't even let himself be too overtly sad at her, because that is not polite and somebody in her situation does not need to be doing emotional labor about his own emotions.

Of course if you're Chelish you don't need Detect Thoughts to read him anyways.


"Goodbye, Peranza.  See you in Hell, maybe."
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        "Please don't go looking for me there, for a while.  I'll tell the devils if I get into shape to talk to anyone, but I don't want to be - thinking about that, trying for that, I just want to rest for a time first."
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        "Yeah, sorry, I didn't mean - to imply anything like that."

"Goodbye, Peranza, period."
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        "Goodbye, Keltham."

She leaves without another word.
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        He watches her go, and then gets back to his work.

 

 

It happens, needing to say goodbye to somebody for a time.  Not, usually, when you're this young, but it happens.
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        "How much do I need to pay to buy my own tiny sword of glibness to keep."
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        "Your soul," says Carissa, entirely seriously, and reaches out her hand to take it back.
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 63 / Long Night
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        Carissa has learned lots of dath ilani techniques for shaping herself better. She has learned how to notice her mental flinches, so she can hammer them out of existence; she has learned how to catch herself having an unAsmodean impulse, and punish it near-instantaneously so as to train the habit out of her mind at the very start. She has gotten absolutely nowhere on teaching this to anyone else, but that's all right; you perfect yourself first, and then see if anyone else can be salvaged. 

 

She sort of wanted to get torturing the Security who fucked up the Peranza situation nearly to death over with quickly, but on examination that was an unAsmodean impulse, less about her valuable time than about still relating to torture as something distasteful. Reversed stupidity is not intelligence, but sometimes it's healthy to do exactly the opposite of what feels natural, to teach yourself that it still works out fine.

So when she needed to go to sleep last night, she did not tell him that it was over, and now she will be resuming. 

This is a skill, after all, and if she wants to be a Power in Hell she needs to be as good at it as she is at spellcraft, and if people insist on volunteering to help teach her, well, she'll use their sacrifice to learn. 

 

 

Snack Service hasn't objected to this, for some reason. Uncharitably, Carissa figures that Cayden Cailean only cares about pretty girls who cry out to Iomedae and not about prematurely-balding men who cry out to nothing in particular.
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        Subirachs is very very relieved about the report she'll be able to pass on to the Most High, about this.  It places Subirachs's own eternal fate, to say nothing of her status in Cheliax, in less worrying doubt.

It would be better if the Chosen were enjoying this more.  But even if she's not, so long as the Chosen is not feeling much active distaste, not feeling like she's forcing herself to do this, if she's just getting used to it, that's also progress.  Sevar can maybe try again later to find her own particular enjoyments in this activity, if any, once she's over the general shock.
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        She wants to be like Abrogail, wants to understand people well enough that when she takes them apart she can put them together stronger. But you can't let the gulf between where you're at and where you want to be get in the way of getting better from your current starting point. Sure, look for clever shortcuts, but if there aren't any, then get started on the work. 

 

She's not feeling miserable. She's actually doing a lot less feeling things lately, which has worked out great. And she must master this and will master it, and will enjoy it once she's good at it. 

 

 

 

She doesn't kill him. There aren't that many Security-cleared wizards, and she just put all that effort into training him. And besides, it makes the whole thing better, the look on someone's face when they learn that they're not, in fact, going to die. 

Yet. 

She leaves the torture chambers in time to get some spellcraft practice in unless Subirachs wants her, which she reluctantly trots off to find out.
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        Sevar should exhibit her work to the rest of the Project, at some point?  That's a lot of the point here.  Torturing him in a way that makes him better is hard, when the punishment has to be this severe; it's a lot easier to make other Security better with it, and the other Project personnel.  That's the greater part of the reward of this activity, which Sevar shouldn't neglect to collect for herself.
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        - she sort of assumed word would just get around, since there's been Security stationed? Is she supposed to do a guided tour? At the Worldwound you could hear the screaming and that was pretty much all the information you needed.
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        Word has also gotten around the Project that Carissa Sevar is secretly the daughter of Infrexus.

Sevar has made a point of being merciful under carefully defined conditions of mercy, broader than usual.  It needs to be known, not just rumored, that Sevar personally tortured this fool, that the Chosen's patience is in fact limited.  It needs to be explicit under what conditions her tolerance was exhausted, and that it didn't consist of this man, say, spurning her sexual advances.  Subirachs doesn't need to have heard that rumor to know it exists, spontaneously materialized into Golarion by whatever ethereal entities produce them from nothingness.
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        It is really no wonder that Asmodeus hates humans so much.

 

 

 

Fine. Everyone can gather around, then, and she'll explain.
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        This is a hard job. It is a dangerous job. Expectations are high. Carissa expects high performance, and she has tried very hard to ensure that it's rewarded, and ensure that mistakes which look like mistakes on the way to high performance are not punished. 

 

However, if you are responsible for monitoring a girl in the middle of a mental breakdown, and you don't think of telling any of your superiors that she's in the middle of a mental breakdown because they're intimidating, and then she starts trying to do something incomprehensible and dangerous with her mind and you take fully two rounds to figure out what to do about that, and then Gorthoklek needs to be called in, then she'll in fact be irritated enough to practice torturing people on you for a couple consecutive nights. 

Is that confusing? You will not be tortured for asking questions, asking questions is not very similar to failing at monitoring a girl having a mental breakdown for a very long time in a fashion that requires emergency intervention from Egorian. 
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        Mindreading results:  They're very confused about what could go sufficiently wrong with a second-circle teenager that a pit fiend gets called in to handle it.  Nobody in fact has any questions that they're refusing to ask for reasons that strike the Security as Sevar-disapproved.  Many people are thinking 'What the fuck actually happened', but correctly inferring that this is probably dangerous information, and if they were meant to know it they'd have already been told.

A lot of the people in this room, especially the men, are experiencing significantly greater respect for Sevar and the Project's stated priorities, now that they know the price of exhausting her patience and that she's not simply weak.
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        Good. That's good. She should really have been paying attention to what they thought of her already, that's an important variable. Another way this incident was her fault. 
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        Ione Sala looks at the broken wreck of a Security and keeps her expression neutral.  She's - not sure how she ought to be feeling, her model of herself doesn't say.  She hates Security, right?  And she ought to feel reassured, about Peranza, by this.  Even if nothing is being said about what happened to Peranza, and even if Gorthoklek got called in for some reason, Sevar personally wrecking the Security who failed does not particularly seem like the act of somebody who didn't really care about Peranza.  Nor is Sevar the type to torture an innocent Security in order to fool people about whether she cared about Peranza, that's just silly.

...Ione doesn't know how she feels, but she sure isn't asking any questions.

She hopes Peranza will be okay, eventually.  Maybe she'll ask Sevar afterwards if the Special Girls are cleared to know what really happened to Peranza.  But she definitely isn't interrupting now.
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        Carissa would like this project at this time to be very focused on getting spellsilver cheap enough to be a substantial competitive advantage for Cheliax, ideally without the help of anyone, second-ideally without the help of anyone but Avaricia. If that happens, she may seriously recommend to Egorian that they all join Peranza in being petrified for a whole year, so the project cannot fall apart before Cheliax is in possession of a decisive military advantage. That is, at this point, the only way they could even possibly lose, so better to cut it off at the pass.

 

She'd like Security to be monitoring for thoughts about whether anyone isn't sure they want to win.
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        Ione Sala definitely doesn't want Cheliax to win, and is placing her faith in Nethys to stop that, but with tinges of visible effort.  Likewise in her efforts to convince herself that she would never betray Lord Nethys over that, who has charge of her soul and could shatter her with a touch.

Alexandre Esquerra would be terrifically disappointed if Cheliax won while he was statued and before he could build armors to slay Cheliax's enemies himself, but this is not, in Security's judgment, a significant loyalty issue.

...several Project personnel are confused about what Sevar's plan even means, like, they just straight-up failed to understand what the plan was about or why they'd be turned into statues or how that gives Cheliax a military advantage.  They are afraid to ask.

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-12-06 at 9.02.50 PM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

        Sure, okay, she'll talk slower.

 

"Several people are confused, but didn't ask questions. It would have been appreciated if you asked questions.

We are close to having a process for making spellsilver very cheaply. This is a decisive military advantage. If Cheliax has that, and no one else does, then eventually we will conquer them. A thousand very well-equipped high level magic users with arbitrary resources to throw at the problem can topple any government in the world. Once that happens, the only way Cheliax loses is if someone who knows the secret defects, or if Keltham leaves and goes to Osirion and we can't conquer Osirion fast enough. 

So, once we arrive at that point, the gains to Cheliax from the project proceeding normally are still substantial, but the downside is very high; we have enough of an advantage to win, and are only playing to not-lose. I don't like playing to not-lose. One solution is to petrify Keltham for a year. But the reason we haven't considered that before is that we'll change, from not being around him, and he'll be suspicious. So to do that safely, we spend that time in stasis as well. We wake up with Cheliax already having the resources to conquer Osirion on an hour's notice, and we proceed from there."

It's a gamble, telling them this. But Peranza sincerely thought Cheliax was going to lose, and so it seems important, to give people a concrete, testable description of how they'll know Cheliax is on track to win. 
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        Ione tries, and fails, to prevent herself from thinking where Security can hear it, that if tropes govern all of this or Nethys has a plan, that predicts Keltham leaves before the Project can get spellsilver manufacture to that level no no that's silly right the dath ilani romance novel would probably let Cheliax get that far in order to raise plot tension.
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        ...this thought is duly reported to the Chosen.
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        Carissa thinks that, actually, she's not a character in a story, and whether Keltham leaves depends on her competence not the next plot beat. 

 

 

But noted.
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        Asmodia has not been consulted about this plan.  Apparently Sevar came up with it just while talking to Maillol and Subirachs and Abarco or whoever.



Asmodia feels a bit insulted about that, in fact.  Isn't she practically Sevar's second-in-command?  Isn't it her job to check over clever ideas like these for consistency?  Have any of those apparently more-important-than-her people been checking over every scrap of information that Keltham interacts with?

(Maillol, the actual second, would recognize this feeling immediately; it's the feeling of not being far enough into the Inner Ring.)


Asmodia will decide when and whether to later bring up the issue that apparently none of those other important people saw, when they were making this plan without consulting her.  She can always claim to have thought of it later.
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 64
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 65

    


    
        


        

    

        

        
            

    
        
            [image: project lawful]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Project Lawful. 
                    
                    
        

        PL-timestamp:  Day 66-70
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        After a lecture or two on the ways of creativity inside a box - the easiest and most straightforward sort of creativity that there is, which is at least worth trying in a lot of cases -

The Project - not Keltham, the Project - invents the bimetallic thermometer!

By methodology of getting together a dozen kinds of substance that change in various ways with respect to a temperature, over the requisite range, and trying to combine every way they can change relative to each other to form any kind of indicator that can be read.

Sibilla, tier-2, is the one who simply welds a few thin strips of different metals together, applies heat, and watches them bend slightly, as the outer metal expands more than the inner metal.

Within an hour they've got a wound-up spiral coil of platinum-gold-silver.  You can apply heat in the range of most chemical-reaction steps, and watch that spiral wind or unwind a little bit per turn through many turns, to rotate and move a dial on a temperature setting they're going to calibrate.

The alchemist's vampire-bat familiar is no longer a bottleneck on several key processes! This takes the Project significantly closer not just to perfecting but to scaling its cheaper-spellsilver-manufacture methods.  And beyond spellsilver refining, a whole new world of precise temperature-dependent chemical processes has opened before them!  Not just for the Project, but for every alchemist who doesn't have a vampire-bat familiar!

It doesn't promote Sibilla to tier-1 immediately, but it puts her on Keltham's unspoken watch list for it; and if Sibilla doesn't get that promotion outright, she'll sure get a heck of a bonus.

And not just that, bimetal thermometers are one more thing the Project can sell!  For revenue!  Besides sulfuric acid!  And they should maybe properly look into metal refining, too, now that they have a way to measure forge temperatures -

Yes, yes, Keltham realizes that spellsilver is more profitable and the critical step on scaling intelligence headbands and they should master that part first.
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        Party time?
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        Sure!
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        CAKE FOR EVERYONE!
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        Down to three-quarters the cost of traditional spellsilver production if any two of Keltham, Avaricia, Carissa, and Shilira are overseeing the entire process!  You also need either an alchemist or Avaricia but it doesn't have to be an alchemist with a temperature-reading vampire-bat familiar!  Total Project spellsilver production at 1.7 pounds!  Avaricia and Asmodia have started to train a crew of older third-circle wizards from Cheliax, now that it's clearer exactly what kind of Prestidigitation needs to be done, and how much math it helps to know, and they've got spectroscopes and illusionary optical microscopes and a standard incremental series of chemical reaction pathways to practice on!

They're clearly going to be able to do the thing!  The only reason it's not time to massively scale yet is that the process is literally improving by the day!
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        It's the best news in all of human history.

 

 

Carissa is not in denial about having squishy slime bits that are sad, rather than happy. If you're in denial about your squishy slime bits then you can't hammer them out of existence.

 

She focuses on her headband assembly line. This isn't going to be something that couldn't have been done centuries ago; it's just going to be something that wasn't worth doing centuries ago. No society before Asmodean Cheliax has had large numbers of decently-trained third-circle wizards whose time is not actually intensely competed-for, and very few people with abundant spellsilver riches would bother spending it on hyper-specific expensive magic items that can only be used for mass production of a single item, because they wouldn't have had a buyer. 

But with spellsilver cheap, it works. She has it down for +2 headbands, and should be able to figure out +4 headbands very soon.
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She's been having a lot of mixed feelings about things, but even if this puts Cheliax on greater alert against Keltham escaping, Asmodia doesn't think she can delay reporting any longer and still look remotely competent.

Asmodia has been thinking about how to package up the Project for stasis, since they're getting closer to the spellsilver production target.  Asmodia admits fault for not thinking of this earlier - especially since it's her responsibility to think of this sort of thing, as the consistency-checker who actually reads everything Keltham sees, all of the documents he's exposed to.

Like Cheliax's contract with the Project.

Keltham wrote in some pretty tight provisions about all of Cheliax's Project-knowledge-derived industry having gratuities payable to the Project.

If the Project shuts down for a year while Cheliax produces a massive amount of spellsilver, even for its own internal use rather than being resold, the contract says an internal price with the Project needs to be negotiated, and the resulting revenue has to accrue to the Project, and revenue has to be reported to Keltham, he clearly did think about the possibility that Cheliax would do a bunch of stuff and theoretically transfer money to the Project but then not tell him about it, and Keltham has the right to examine related accounting and production books.

If they run the stasis plan, that's basically planning for the Conspiracy to blow up when the next revenue report is due.  Maybe that's deemed worth it, for the one-year headstart on Cheliax's enemies, but -
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        " - doing the stasis plan is going to be an enormous logistical headache along every possible dimension, but I think that one might be manageable. Lrilatha wrote the contract and we had in mind that Keltham might get stasised for extended periods, I think they have some workarounds in mind. You should talk to Maillol about it."
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...She'll do that then.
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        Yeah, Maillol was wondering when or if Asmodia would point that out.  She's been a favorite of his, but he was starting to doubt her competence there.

If it gets to that point, Cheliax is going to present a putative plan where Cheliax withdraws wizards and resources from a lot of other things, like school academies, and makes a truly massive push to scale up spellsilver production and do a lot of mining and catch up on part of the demand backlog and maybe not die during the war with Nidal.  It will be clearly said to Keltham that this is not sustainable.

The books can't be false, but the Queen can pass an act legally creating a separate calendar for Project-related companies which runs thirteen times slower for the duration of that year, making all the dates showing massive production over the next month be legally correct.

Asmodia needs to keep in mind that her superiors are not, in fact, complete incompetents.  Lrilatha and Abrogail Thrune put some cleverness into this.
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        "Acknowledged."

"Sir, I'd be lying if I claimed to be confident that Keltham is going to buy this, this did not happen in alterCheliax at all, sir."
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        "Kid, that is sometimes worth doing occasionally.  Like when it buys a massive nation-scale military and political advantage and makes it less threatening for us to fail for the entire rest of the Project."

"You're offended that you weren't consulted about this."  It's not a question.
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"I admit fault -"
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        "Don't.  I wasn't trying to correct that impulse.  You see there's an Inner Ring.  You see you're not part of it.  You want in."

"That's good, Asmodia.  You can get in.  It's just going to take you a while longer before you're ready to sit down at the table with myself and Sevar and Abrogail Thrune.  You can be in the room where it happens.  You may be a little older than this when you're seated, but there's a place there for you if you prove yourself worthy."

"The only reason I'd be concerned is if, say, you noticed this problem earlier, and kept it to yourself because you had dreams of thinking up a solution and presenting it to your less competent superiors on a platinum platter, so that we'd know to consult you next time."

"That would be a problem, Asmodia."
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"I - sir, I obviously tried to think of a solution myself, before I came complaining here - but that was today -"
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        "Asmodia.  Don't lie to me.  I was going to threaten you and let it pass."

"Turn yourself in for twenty lashes at the temple and be very glad that you are on Sevar's light punishment plan."

"This is why you don't have a seat at the table.  You're simply too inexperienced."

"Let's be very clear on this:  You are not being corrected for your ambitions.  Your ambitions are good.  The way in which you expressed them is bad.  Twenty lashes, don't do this again."
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        "Acknowledged."
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        "Dismissed."
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When it's over, Pilar offers her a cookie.

It's a cookie with sugar chips inside, which, in the mental scheme and code Asmodia devised to ask this secret question, means that Snack Service isn't saying that Asmodia's sponsor wants her to try to sabotage the Project, or warn Keltham.  With her shielded thoughts and Hell immunity that make her the only person who could maybe plan that and get away with it.


...okay.
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        Maillol sits Asmodia down and gives her the Talk.

When it's okay to undermine your colleagues.  When it's okay to amuse yourself by tormenting your subordinates.  The relatively rare circumstances when you should try to kill your superior and take their place, you are a lot more likely to get away with that if your superior wasn't valuable and isn't anyone's pet and was being visibly incompetent and you are clearly more competent than they are.  Be conservative about evaluating that sort of thing; a lot of people get themselves worse-than-killed by having a self-favoring bias, and being shocked, shocked, that their new superior doesn't agree about them being more competent than their dead ex-boss.  The tyranny is not there to be your friend, it's not your superior's friend either, obviously, but all else being equal the tyranny wants both of you working for it and producing for it.  They're going to check whether any apparent incompetence of your superior was actually you sabotaging them and they were a decent performer before that.  Encouraging that sort of gameplay is not in the tyranny's interest.

Your fundamental job responsibility that isn't directly to Asmodeus or yourself is about making your boss look good.  If you try to kill and replace your boss, it had better make your boss's boss look good, and that's harder to pull off than you might think.

Seizing your boss's job without killing them is unreasonably advanced for somebody Asmodia's age.  Anybody you've replaced like that is likely to hang around severely resenting you.  Your boss's boss knows that, they mostly won't promote you into somebody else's place unless they're ready for them to die, or they have some other position to send them to where the two of you won't get into trouble with each other.

Also, Asmodia's boss is, depending on how you look at it, either Maillol, or Sevar.

The main moral of the Talk is that Asmodia should not try to kill her superiors and seize their positions until she is older.
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        It's kind of embarrassing, but Asmodia knows that she is being shown favor by being told this, and she will respond with the appropriate attitude of somebody who understands that she's being done a favor and that a return will be owed on it.
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        "Can You stop giving Keltham cleric spells. As a - warning to him, that something is wrong -"
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        "No - We did try to make the case to Otolmens, actually, but She quite reasonably rejected it."
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        "It's not an intervention -"
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        "The gods do have a reasonably sophisticated conception of the status quo that isn't 'not taking any actions', and taking non-actions can be an intervention, otherwise none of this would work at all."
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        "There's certainly a case to be made that in the ordinary course of events You would have withdrawn Your support from Keltham at this point? In light of how he's helping Cheliax conquer the world, and You condemn wars of conquest. I realize there's the question of how knowingly he can be said to be doing anything he's doing, but -"
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        "Tried it. Split off a bunch of threads of attention and fed them different subsets of information We might reasonably have had about the situation if We'd not been paying it close attention. A couple of them de-cleric him but most don't.

 

And We don't - want to do that, anyway, except insofar as he's relying on his spells as an assurance he's on track that We have a duty not to give him if We can avoid it. He's inventing all the chemical industry needed to make the world stunningly rich. He's doing everything right. He's just ....doing it in Cheliax."
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        "They're going to come here first."
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        "My money's on Andoran, actually, unless we force their hand. Navies take time to build, Nefreti's an unpredictable variable, and once they have Andoran they have a much better position from which to hit us. ...I'm aware that is not very reassuring."
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        "Correct, it isn't. - Nefreti, please stop that."
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        One of the houseplants against the wall turns into Nefreti Clepati. "Your staff overwaters those plants, did you know?"
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        "Are you here to help develop a war plan against Cheliax?"
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        "No, actually, I was just here to tell you about the plant thing."
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"Wha?"
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"Who are you, where am I, and what's going on?"
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        "Cheliax is lying to you about Hell," Cedtara says, first, just in case that's all she gets to say, and Cheliax does not swoop in to steal him back right that minute so: "Hell is a place of torture. Most people don't become devils. Most people just suffer forever. Even the ones who become devils lose everything about them along the way. There are thousands of times more people there than there are here in Golarion, and most of them long for death every minute of every day."

 

She's got some freaky facepaint, and scarification on both cheeks and down both arms. Her eyes are scanning the environment like she expects them to explode at any second.
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        "How do you propose I figure out if that's true or false?  Who are you?  How did I get here?"
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        "Ask your god for the spell 'Vision of Hell', fourth circle. I'm Cedtara. This is Pyrissis -" gesturing at the door. "We're trying to end the world. We need your help."
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        "Pyrissis doesn't tell me anything, neither does Cedtara for that matter, that's something I would have thought myself unlikely to go along with so how are you planning to persuade me, how did I get here."
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        "Grabbed you out of your bedroom. They almost certainly know you're gone. We have Nondetection up but it shouldn't, actually, stand against Cheliax actually trying, so we're probably going to get caught in the next minute or two. You would understand that the world had to end if you understood what it's actually like. Suffering, suffering, suffering, from birth to death and long after, inescapable, involuntary. Very few people would choose to be born into this world, if they got a choice, or choose to have children, if they got a choice about that. It all has to go."
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        "How do you propose I verify that?  How did you know I exist?  Who's my god?"
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        "Ask living people. Scry dead people. It's not a secret except from you, any book about Hell you read that Cheliax didn't select for you will say it, any person you ask that Cheliax didn't choose will know it. Presumably Abadar, have you got a first-circle truth spell?"
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        "Yes, tell me what symbol that spell would show according to you, and I've noticed you not answering my question about how you even know I exist."
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        "We work in small cells and this is a suicide mission that plausibly ends with me in Hell, I don't know anything like how we got the tip. The symbol is two curved lines, like so, it's some kind of economic theory thing. Abadar's not worth serving, though, He isn't doing anything about all of the suffering in the universe, he fought against Rovagug -"
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        "Okay, look, if this is actually real and you hanging around here is going to get you sent to a place of eternal suffering then you need to tell me how to get back in touch with you people and then Teleport the fuck away from wherever this is."
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        She beams fiercely at him. "We'll find you when you're out of Cheliax. Step back at least ten feet."
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        Ten feet are backstepped.  "If what you say is true I'm going to have to magically hide when I'm out of Cheliax, how do I get a message to you."

    


    


    
        
            [image: silmaril]
            lintamande as none. 
        

        "Don't hide from Sending, okay? And we'll contact you. Well. They'll contact you."

 

Pyrissis releases her grip on the magic item clutched in her left hand, and both of them are consumed, instantly, smiling, by five Beads of Fireball.
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        "Sir.  I regret my failure to retrieve contact information from them."
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        "Wrong priority.  You pushed too hard there, at the end.  We do not want them figuring out that this mission failed and repeating it, and that is a higher priority than tracking down one cell of Rovagug cultists."
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        (44 minutes earlier:)
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        Can Cayden Cailean please have authorization for an intervention in the prohibited zone?
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        WHAT, WHY, and NO.
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        The why is that Cayden Cailean has spotted a band of Rovagug-aligned mortals who are about to target the anomaly-securing-containing-and-protecting installation constructed by Asmodeus, in order to kidnap the anomaly and try to get him to destroy the universe.  This is Cayden Cailean being very legible about that.

Cayden Cailean requests permission to update his oracle's curse with an information packet, after which Cayden promises that his oracle will stop the Rovagug-aligned mortals from obtaining the anomaly.
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        ...how about if Otolmens just SQUISHES the Rovagug-aligned mortals.
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        Then there will be more Rovagug-aligned mortals later!

Cayden Cailean's oracle will make the Rovagug cultists believe they succeeded at their mission, which will diminish the incentive for them to try it again.

This will go a little better with some subtlety, Otolmens.
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...FINE.  Cayden Cailean is authorized to carry out that ONE intervention ONCE.
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        "SURPRISE NOT-GETTING-KIDNAPPED-BY-ROVAGUG-CULTISTS-IN-THIRTY-MINUTES PARTY!"
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        "Bleaauuggghhh wha?"
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        "SECURITY!"
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        A lot of things happen very fast under conditions like this one.  It's not even that Security believes Snack Service about the cultists but not about the thirty-minutes part.  It's just, this is sort of what Security is programmed to do.

Keltham and Pilar are now in the (official that Keltham knows about) saferoom!  Carissa Sevar and Ferrer Maillol and Jacint Subirachs have all just been shoved into it!  And some of the more powerful Security!  It all happened very quickly!

Other tier-1 researchers are going to a different saferoom, this one is at capacity.
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        "Rovagug cultists? I guess everyone else is involved, so why not." She would like Keltham not to be curious about the Rovagug cultists's motives - no, lost cause. She would like Keltham not to ask the Rovagug cultists' motives. And not to find it suspicious if they aren't taken alive. "- is this definitely real Keltham - Keltham say something that no one raised on Golarion could come up with -"
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        "That'd be easier if I wasn't half-asleep and my mind wasn't only generating things like 'reasons why masochists shouldn't exist' that anybody could've gotten off my transcripts if they had access to those... uh, really simple math I haven't covered.  Uh.  It's a trivial theorem that most useful proof systems can't prove themselves unable to prove a contradiction, because if they could, the hypothesis that they proved a contradiction would yield a contradiction, and then assumable provability would give you that a contradiction is actually provable."
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        - hug. 
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        "I have confirmation from secondary teams that everyone in the facility is in a safe location," says Abarco. "We're calling in backup to intercept the cultists."
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        Snack Service is having a telepathic argument about whether to actually stop and Maledict the cultists!  Why are Asmodeans so suspicious every time Snack Service suggests not sending somebody to Hell?  If the cultists know they've failed, they'll think they have to try it again!

Also, Cheliax might possibly want to observe how the Rovagug cultists are going to get past all their careful security.  Because they totally would have if not for Snack Service!
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        Maillol is INCREDIBLY NOT COMFORTABLE with the concept that his installation's ACTUAL security rests ENTIRELY on Pilar's curse and, you know what, sure, let's get the Keltham impersonator and see how they do it, Maillol's vote is on that.  Because if the Rovagug cultists can pull it off, Maillol apparently needs to have WORDS with SEVERAL PEOPLE.  WORDS and FIRE.
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        Don't feel too bad!  It wasn't all Snack Service!  Stopping this actually involved a direct intervention by Cayden Cailean that Broom's god authorized!
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        "How do the cultists know I'm here?"

"How were they going to get past all the Security?"

"I have a lot of additional questions at this point."

"Is Cheliax planning to capture the cultists and hurt them until they answer your versions of those questions, if that's how interrogations work here?"
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        Rovagug cultists tend to be Neutral Evil. If they don't Maledict the Rovagug cultists they'll presumably go to Abaddon and get eaten. Carissa is - actually not sure she can order that, not in front of Keltham - even if it actually serves Asmodeus better in this instance to let a soul be devoured, you just - can't - what are you even doing, if you're willing to do that -

She is thankfully saved from having to consider this by Keltham's lots of questions, which are directed at Maillol not her but she's the Keltham expert. 

 

She thinks that alter-Cheliax does not have a principled objection to hurting people until they answer your questions, if those people were trying to hurt you and the answers are important, but Keltham said ages ago early on the Project that he wanted people to not do that so they have told everyone associated with the Project to, if it comes up, ask first. Also they're probably not going to take the Rovagug cultists alive because Rovagug cultists famously tend suicidal.
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        "We don't have principled objections to that, in a case like this one, but standing orders on the Project are to ask your permission before doing that in the Project's defense, you seemed to have qualms."

"In this case, I wasn't rushing to ask you because it is not at all likely that any will be taken alive.  Rovagug cultists prefer dying and are famous for doing so successfully."
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        "Stop me if this is a stupid idea but I imagine that I would, if I was an experienced Security running things, let them get into my bedroom, if they could, to see how they were planning to do that."

    


    


    
        
            [image: ingsoc]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Ferrer Maillol. 
                    
                    
        

        "Already the plan.  We're getting your possessions out of there now."
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        "I am not especially happy about the implied point that my existence, my location, and those general facts about me implying that I am a good choice of person to kidnap if you want to unseal Rovagug, have spread to the point where Rovagug cultists have heard of it.  The last Security reports I got, about who's known to know about me, did not imply the information had spread that far."
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        "I'm not happy either but mostly because I feel like I, or somebody, should have considered this possibility in advance of it actually happening.  Broom's god prevents most other gods from messing with this place, but that relies on agreements between gods and Rovagug does not give a shit about those."
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        "Good... point."

It occurs to Keltham that, if somebody had thought through this conversation, this far, then him suddenly needing to be extracted from his bedroom for some non-revealable reason, might have an assault by Rovagug cultists as a pre-planned excuse.

...he hasn't thought about Conspiracy possibilities in a while.  The thought feels sad, and tired, and he wants it to go away and leave him alone to be with his Carissa and his Project.

Keltham consciously notes that part.

"If I said that I was feeling suspicious, not as much as when the Asmodia thing happened, but a little, and I'm kind of tired of feeling suspicious, and I asked if there's anything obvious to do that makes me be less suspicious, somehow, would you have an answer for that?  I know it's not really Security thinking, but better that than just feeling too tired about it to figure out anything."
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        Deeply unfair how things they don't even do count against them.

"- I don't think this is very likely to work, but it's cheap and it'd be informative - Cayden Cailean, can we get ...some balloons in here celebrating people in Chelish governance or Chelish Security who deliberately cooperated with the Rovagug cultists or tried to help them get into the fortress?"

    


    


    
        
            [image: Pilar]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Pilar . 
                    
                    
        

        It isn't going in reality because Sevar isn't trying to help those people, and if anybody wants sudden balloons apparently from the curse, they're going to have to generate those themselves.
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        She doesn't want that; she doubts the Rovagug cultists in fact have allies in Chelish governance, so there shouldn't be balloons.
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        Nothing, which is evidence against naive Conspiracy, because naive Conspiracy sets Carissa up to ask that only if they've got some startling revelation planned.  Competent Conspiracy knows how Keltham will evaluate it.  Though you would think the Conspiracy would be competent, they've got a Probability-aware Carissa and Asmodia now, even if they didn't have them before.

"Not... actually the kind of suspicion I had in mind, though I guess it could help on having context for where this came from.  More like, there's some other reason you had to get me out of my bedroom, couldn't tell me why, 'Rovagug cultists' are the excuse because that's what squares with the story about how this place is protected from gods..."
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        "If it's half an hour until the cultists are expected to show up we could go back now?"
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        "No," says Elias Abarco flatly. And then, with a sigh, " - if ordered to let you go into the room that the Rovagug cultists are going to arrive in soon of course I will do so but my strong professional recommendation is that you stay here. If a place is known dangerous you can simply be nowhere near it."
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        "Snack Service."
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        Totally safe in reality - does she say that -
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        Yes, there's no reason it'd be different in alter Cheliax.
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        "Here's a jellychip to celebrate how totally safe that would be."
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        "Okay, let's run over right now to take a look, run back, I just don't want to fight my brain about this."  It would've been better if he thought of it, instead of Carissa, but he probably wouldn't have.
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        "Do it, Abarco."  And get Keltham's things out of his bedroom, very quickly, though they'll have to put them back afterwards.
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        With visible irritation Elias Abarco opens the door of the safe room and stands aside. 

 

 

Keltham's bedroom has several Security in it who've cleared it of his possessions and are double-checking they didn't miss anything. Nothing else is up.
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        He'll trudge on back to the saferoom, moving quickly.  He feels a little better, but not very much.  It's probably the combination of being woken up before dawn, and having to fight what seems like an impossible-to-actually-win battle about the possibility that nothing around him is real, where even if that were true, he wouldn't know where to look, to make it all fall apart, to have it be revealed that none of the happiness he thinks he's winning is really his, or that this isn't what happens to Lost Dead people after all.

He'll probably feel better after he makes up for lost sleep, if he can.
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 82-83
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        Nidal launches a massive desperation assault, targeting the wedge of Chelish forces near the Kintargo front, Black Triune come forth at last.

Aspexia Rugatonn is ready for them, as are some non-Chelish ninth-circles with very old grudges.
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        Late that night, when all of them are low on spells, they get a panicked message from the commander of the second-to-easternmost Chelish fortress at the Worldwound. One of their patrols reported they'd been injured and were going to overnight at the most easternmost Chelish fortress at the Worldwound. 

 

Routine evening communications with that fortress failed entirely. Its Wardstone is still holding - the lack of that would be obvious - but that might not be true for much longer. 
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        General Gorthoklek will obviously send a major investigation, in force, immediately.

A pit fiend never runs low on self-teleportation.
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        There are a bunch of cheerful paladins manning the fortress! They explain that nearly all the Chelish soldiers decided to renounce Asmodeanism, atone, and leave the Worldwound to live a better life elsewhere; of course, they didn't want to desert their posts, so they asked if the Iomedaeans would be willing to cover for them until the handoff to a new batch of Chelish soldiers could be arranged, which the Iomedaens gladly agreed to!

They are happy to swear to this. 
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        "Is there any particular romance-novel trope you know about that -"
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        "Burn.  Burn them all.  Burn everything."
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        "You cannot attack -"
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        "The tropes."
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        "I shall stand here wasting my time until you are ready to make constructive suggestions, then."
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        "This has to be related to Project Lawful in some way.  Everything odd that has happened in the last three months has been related to Project Lawful in some way.  The question is how."
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        "Iomedae did, in fact, see something in Peranza's mind for deconverting Asmodeans, which She was permitted to inform her worshippers about?"
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        "Too obvious."
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        "Abrogail."
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        "I'm serious.  It's too obvious.  I would consider it if not for the clear trope involvement, but as it stands, no, this will be something else."

    


    


    
        
            [image: ingsoc]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Ferrer Maillol. 
                    
                    
        

        Orders on what to tell Keltham about this, if anything at all?  Where the reality is that Nidal launched a desperate counterattack, Cheliax was ready for them, and the war is looking to end within weeks.
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        "I think we intended to tell Keltham that the war was going poorly and we wanted to make an unsustainable push on spellsilver, as setup for the pause."
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        "Sounds like we tell him nothing, then?"

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-09-25 at 5.16.01 PM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

        "I think so. The war straining Cheliax's resources is a useful excuse on several fronts, anyway."

    


    
        


        

    

        

        
            

    
        
            [image: ingsoc]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Ferrer Maillol. 
                    
                    
        

        "Sir, I don't have clear orders until you tell me 'Yes' or 'those are your orders', not 'I think so'."

The Chosen was doing better about this, recently, until just now.  Hopefully this backsliding does not indicate the Chosen being distracted by anything she should not be distracted by.
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        Distracted? Her? That would be pathetic. "Those are your orders. Convey to our forces, or those of them allowed to know who I am, my congratulations, and not my annoyance they didn't take long enough about it I could reasonably petition Abrogail to be archduchess of Nidal."
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"Sir, you also need to explicitly tell me that you're joking, otherwise it's an actual order."
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        "I'm joking." Not even with him; with Abrogail. "Is there anything else?"
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        Funny thing happened at a Worldwound fortress recently...

The Queen of Cheliax is of the opinion that they're meant to think this is Iomedae getting access to an Asmodean-deconverting idea from Peranza's mind before she died, but that the reality will be something different, because this has been too foreshadowed to be a valid plot twist.
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"If She had a general version of that you'd expect Her to be using it more aggressively, really. Unless that was just a test, or unless its usage in Cheliax itself runs into the interdiction in a way using it in one fortress doesn't - 

- why? Those soldiers were defending our world! Even if you could, what do you gain - "
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        "Does the Worldwound treaty keep working if the gods, and soon the rulers, are expecting Cheliax to conquer the world?  Why defend it so Cheliax can take it?  Maybe they just walk away from the Worldwound and leave Cheliax to defend it entirely on its own, right away, by way of slowing our rise."
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        Maillol says it without any visible emotion, for all he's spent half his life there, but Carissa, who spent only six years, feels a surge of emotion, and enjoys it as one of the first such feelings she's had in a while that didn't need to be carefully managed. 

"I hope, one day in Hell, they regret that specifically, on top of everything else."
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 84
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        Spellsilver production down to 2/5 usual cost!  They got here in one jump from 3/5 to beneath the 50% cost barrier.  The level where different things start to become possible in the economy, rather than you just having a sales advantage over existing sellers, even if they don't get any more improvements from here - and they're still going strong.

Though it's still 2/3 if you only use tier-2 Prestidigitators.  Or more like 90% if you use only non-core-Project Prestidigators (Asmodia reports).

(He'd be even happier if not for that lingering, recently reactivated part of him, wondering if his improved spellsilver processes actually matter to anyone, or if they're just something that somebody dreamed up to keep Keltham busy for unguessable reasons.  Well, besides the obvious guess about 'Cheliax' or whoever only really needing him for his genetics.)
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        The +2 headband items are successfully employed by some average Wondrous Items enchanters to make a +2 headband at quadruple speed. Carissa hands out +2 headbands to everyone in the Project who doesn't yet have them.
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He landed in a broken world, and he's fixing it.

+1sd to start, and more on the way.
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 85
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        Contessa Lrilatha comes to the fortress to deliver her proposal for a one-month massive push on production of spellsilver using Project techniques. There's accumulated demand to catch up on and some big needs that are worth meeting now even if spellsilver's going to rapidly get even cheaper than this, and to get started on some work that'll take advantage of the possibility of it getting rapidly even cheaper than this.

They want to give all the non-core-Project Prestidigitators Asmodia's working with headbands, now that Carissa's setup for rapidly producing +2 headbands is working, and try to train several hundred new ones, including moving a bunch of people over from other industries and paying them to try to pick this up instead; they want to open several new mining sites; they want to spend a very unsustainable amount of money as a one-off to encourage the transition towards a much more spellsilver focused economy, and they want to make a ton of spellsilver very fast.

Here are her projections about what next month's project financials report to Keltham will look like under various scenarios about how well the push works out. 

She has one of Carissa's glibness pins, because why not, even though her Bluff was already ludicrous. 
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        It's at this point that Keltham realizes that, yeah, Cheliax wasn't really taking anything seriously until he was practically finished with his entire product development phase and delivering the equivalent of a finished prototype, which is maybe just how worlds fundamentally are absent competitive venture capital markets and prediction markets.  And that he was too embarrassed about socially pushing, to correct any of that by demanding, like, ten times this budget, immediately, please.

Wow.  Imagining making that request still makes him wince, even imagining doing it over knowing how things would turn out.

...he really is not actually a mad entrepreneur by nature, apparently.

Because, yes, this is obviously how you'd do things if you were taking anything at all seriously.

Oh well.

Probably nobody really got hurt, except a bunch of children drowning in ponds because he didn't want to take off his social-comfort clothes, and they all get afterlives, right.

...It would've been nice if he'd noticed that under his Owl's Wisdom.
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        Keltham will nod along to everything.  He probably wants to take another hour to review in more detail, and a day before signing anything, but he is basically completely on board with this proposal.
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        Great; any questions he has will be conveyed to her.

 

She thanks him, with great sincerity, for all his work, and leaves.
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 86
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        He signs, and manages to feel some enthusiasm about it.

These dark thoughts are probably some kind of weird brain state that's terrified of actually succeeding at the thing.  Or a brain state that is having social difficulties about massive bets being made on his work, even when the prospective expectation of success is clear and materially evidenced, not resting on his personal assurance at all; if something weird goes wrong, it will still be very clear what the reasonable prospects were and that they didn't rest on his promise alone.
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The next stage of the Keltham corruption plan is a very pretty set of earrings Carissa has just completed. They act as Geas, with a simple command: don't say stop. The order Keltham gave her, with the secret logic Abrogail saw - that if she ever did refuse him, he'd know the premise of the whole thing had fallen apart. So this, of course, is the way to take that certainty from him. 

They're very impressive workmanship.

 

She's going to wait, she thinks, until after the suspension. Things feel - fragile. Not any specific things, just things in general. Keltham seemed persuaded by Lrilatha; Security says that no one has been inspired to treason by the knowledge that Cheliax is about to win for good. Why risk breaking their momentum towards the most difficult, terrifying, lonely thing she's ever imagined commanding?

 

 

She's terrified of it. She keeps thinking of bizarre and implausible ways she might fail to wake up. What if Abrogail's deposed. What if Osirion attacks. What if Civilization is wiped off the face of the planet but Carissa, trapped in stone, can't go to Hell. 

It's the winning move, and she likes winning moves, and anyway she has to serve Asmodeus first whatever she happens to want, but she can't help it feeling like the worst thing in the world. And she can't help feeling, on some deeper level, like -

 

 

- she's gotten much better at what she's been charged with doing. She is more Asmodean. Subirachs is pleased. She has encountered no indications that Abrogail and the Most High are anything less than delighted with how she has expertly managed the falling-apart disaster of a project she inherited into the greatest triumph in Chelish history. Keltham is in love with her, and whether or not she's still in love with him she doesn't think about too much; she's trying to have less feelings these days anyway. She has a new guiding heresy, of sorts, which is that the more of the flaws in yourself you correct before Hell the more of what and who you are you get to retain in your shaping into a devil. 

The Rovagug cultists have been devoured in Abaddon, and Peranza's in Hell, and it's really a testament to human weakness and fragility that she can manage to be haunted by both of those things, but she can.
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 87
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        Okay.  It's pretty clear they're going to get spellsilver into the target range.

It's time to consider what it is he and the Project want to do next, after that.
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        ...is he going to regret not using an Owl's Wisdom on that, he wonders.

He supposedly doesn't owe that to anyone or anything, but -
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        No.  He doesn't owe that to anyone or anything.
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        Okay, he's starting to lose patience with himself here.  What is it that he'd supposedly see, if he used an Owl's Wisdom on himself?  If he already knows what he's scared of seeing, and is going around gloomy and depressed about it, every scrap of common sense out of dath ilan says to just face it already, sheesh.
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        He could make sulfa drugs, Keltham thinks.  Probably.  He doesn't really know how, but he has a rough idea what sort of chemical that should be, they have all kinds of reaction-pathway tricks up their sleeves now.  That will make more people survive bacterial infections if they can't afford Remove Disease, and their population density will go up until they're more vulnerable to disease and things are brought back into equilibrium, unless he can first master contraception, or maybe roadmaking so that there can be more cities with lower density, which possibly need to be supported by better crops.

It's a big tangle and he knows this, so why is this a sad thought?

    


    


    
        
            [image: concentrate]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        ...Maybe it's that there's now an untaken option for thinking about it, which is... cast Augury on what happens if he puts on a +2 intelligence headband.  Augury isn't perfect, is the problem... but then the probability of disaster isn't that high in the first place, and he could just take the headband off if anything starts to go wrong.

While that option exists, he has not, in fact, thought as hard as possible about how to cut the medicine-sanitation-agriculture-density-contraception tangle.  So the thought isn't really quiescent inside him.  He just thought it would take a huge self-sacrifice, so then that thought got to linger around making him feel guilty about not making that sacrifice.

...the problem with that is that Augury has a 30-minute time horizon, and if an intelligence headband goes great, he's going to want to go on wearing it, judging by how much everybody on the Project is constantly wearing headbands, now.  Going around wearing one of those for the rest of his life is going to alter his personality.

Well, there comes a point, where you decide to either do the thing, or not do the thing, which you do by actually managing to evaluate it with your utilityfunction or your cheap human approximation thereof of 'wanting'.  Or, on a meta-level, you decide to either think about the thing more, or not think about the thing more, and either way you're supposed to be able to get over it, at that point.
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        There's the war on Nidal, too...

And this is a depressing thought, why?  What does his brain think he's supposed to do about that?  Is he possibly just supposed to be depressed because Nidal is awful?  Hm?
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        He could make weapons, as his thing to do next.  He's got acid in very large quantities, and that will let you make large quantities of some relatively weak and tiny things that go boom.
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        He doesn't want to make weapons.  He doesn't want his knowledge to be used to hurt people.  He doesn't want that to be his meaning to Golarion.

And he's Evil, so what he wants, should be enough of an answer.  That's the whole point of being Keltham instead of a median dath ilani.
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        Yeah, his brain isn't actually buying that at all.
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        The people in Nidal - are hurting.

It matters to them a lot more than any of this matters to Keltham.  

Carissa's school instructor got soul-trapped and Keltham has not been asking questions about what happened to him exactly.

 

And that also matters to Keltham and he cannot, actually, live in denial about that, either, no matter how much it flaming resembles all of the smug, satisfied opinions that people around him politely didn't express, but that he knew they were thinking, about how maybe Keltham would just grow out of it and turn into a median dath ilani one day.

It may not even be the Lawful answer.  He'd be destroying a lot of their value for a little of his value, and that's not what he'd have wanted the timeless/updateless decision to be, of people in his position.
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        Cool.  Next up, make weapons for Cheliax.
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        ...aaaaand his brain's not buying that one either.

Dear brain:  You must, in fact, either make weapons for Cheliax, or not make weapons for Cheliax.  To take neither of these options is not, in fact, among your options.  So you should decide which of these two things is better, and then do that thing, and then not feel bad about it.

If that argument doesn't sound appealing, is it because there is some additional thought Keltham is supposed to think, to weigh, before deciding?  Please exhibit it, brain; or make a gesture in its general direction.  Or throw up a tiny note of discordance or something.
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        ...is he actually reluctant to make weapons for Cheliax mainly because his brain still hasn't gone quiescent about the Conspiracy thing?
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        This is not a very consistent attitude to hold, brain!  In the sort of Conspiracy world where Cheliax does not already know all of that stuff Keltham knows, where his making weapons would actually matter... Keltham has also been teaching them to refine spellsilver at 10% of the cost.

That is also a bad thing to do if he is secretly captive inside a Conspiracy!

If his dath ilani sensibilities don't instinctively worry about that, the way they worry about crafting weapons, it means his sensibilities are wrong and incoherent about at least one of 'Is it okay to make weapons for Cheliax' and 'Is it okay to mine cheap spellsilver for Cheliax' and he needs to resolve that.
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        Is he, in fact, thinking about the right things at all, here?  Maybe if he asked Lrilatha about weapons, she'd say it's unlikely that Cheliax could really benefit much from them, that he should spend his next effort on forging, or roads, or agriculture, instead.
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        Thaaaaat seems unlikely to be the thought that finishes this dilemma.

He has not, for one thing, actually asked about weapons.  Except of that paladin, on a much more grand and impractical scale of explosions that seemed safely nonthreatening to his real life.

And for another thing, explosives shouldn't be very hard at this level of chemical expertise, compared to mining spellsilver.

And for another nother thing, back in dath ilan, if he'd come across an internally inconsistent thought like 'It's okay to mine spellsilver for my apparent hosts but not to build weapons for them', he would have considered that as a big deal, and tried to resolve it.  He somewhat got out of that habit due to Golarion making him be totally incoherent all of the time.  But things are settling down now, he is not having a new terrible epiphany every four hours, and he can afford to maybe start being a little coherent, again.
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        Right.  So.
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        Is he, in fact, inside of a terrible Conspiracy of terrible people doing terrible things, who should never have been given any of his chemistry ideas and definitely shouldn't be given explosives.
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        Take a moment to experience fully how much this feels like an awful stale thought you don't want to have to think again...
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        And set that aside.
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        Okay, so.  Now that he's thinking about this clearly, there's obvious things he could do, which he has not done, and that would be a reasonable reason for his brain to fail to go quiescent about this.

One, he could actually try to review all of his evidence and compare the most probable Ordinary and Conspiracy worlds implied by that evidence in hindsight, to that evidence and each other.

Two, he could try to poke and probe at his reality in any number of ways that he has not, in fact, really allocated a special day to do.  Except this should actually be Step One because you'd want to do that before assembling all your evidence.  Only there's a preliminary Step Zero quickie evidence review that he ought to do before he assembles 'poke and prod' procedures.

Three, depending on results of initial poking and prodding and the evidence review, he could do things like try to do scryed consistency checks on the larger world, even accepting for now that it's dangerous for him to step outside Broom's god's interdiction.  He could ask to talk to somebody Lawful Neutral or Lawful Good who's powerful enough to demonstrate, like, their not being fake, somehow he is not sure of how that could work.  He could demand a huge assortment of random books from all over the world, now that he can afford those.  He could try in other ways to put his vision clearly outside of Cheliax even if he can't put himself outside of Cheliax.

It's not going to resolve any doubts about his having landed in a competent supercivilization that could keep him completely deluded.  That’s probably why doing this hasn’t seemed worthwhile to him before now.  It's not going to make his fears go away.  But it could maybe resolve his doubts about whether making explosives for a weaker putative version of Cheliax seems okay.  The Conspiracy that can actually be helped by him, if he makes explosives putatively to help Ordinary with their long grinding war with Nidal, is a narrower concern to investigate.

Even if Lrilatha said Cheliax didn't want any explosives, he obviously ought to do that just about the spellsilver business.  Really, arguably, should have done it before, but on arrival he was still disoriented then on a level where that would have been hard... and then he was too busy making spellsilver.  Yeah, in retrospect, there was sort of a missing step in the middle, there, had he taken time for meta-thought to order things.

Keltham doesn't feel too terrible about that part, it legitimately took a while for his brain to quiet down and shake itself out to the point where its remaining doubts were this easy to go through and organize, without a hundred other Additional Questions running off in all directions.

Still gonna suck if Carissa, and Yaisa and Asmodia and Meritxell and Ione, all get lost to him over it, after he let himself get attached... okay that problem is mostly Carissa, he'd survive losing the others.

    


    


    
        
            [image: light contrast]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        
    


    


    
        
            [image: quizzical]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        Is his brain actually worried about that?  On a short-term timescale?  This requires that his brain assign significant probability, not only that everyone he's come to have feelings for is a Conspiracy agent, but that Keltham has enough evidence to figure this out, or will be able to find enough evidence as soon as he tries.
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        Well, that sure seems like the sort of thought that could get in the way of a happy relationship.  That makes Keltham's correct course of action here very clear.

He's going to announce now that he's taking tomorrow off announce that part tomorrow, it may inconvenience others but he doesn’t want his brain thinking that the Conspiracy successfully deduced what that request meant in context and stayed up all night to prepare.  He’s taken days off before, but maybe he’d ask for this one with a facial microexpression that gave it away, or somebody would make an inference from the precise timing of the request.  If he’s doing this at all, he’ll do it with a pretense of security mindset, so his brain doesn’t think he could try again better.

He’ll spend some time tonight figuring out what to try, and which spells to request tomorrow at dawn.
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And then he's going to try to crack the world he's inside, to see if it's just a fragile eggshell, after all.
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        Wrong attitude!  And then he's going to try to crack the putatively fragile eggshell of the world he's inside!  If the world is real, it'll be able to take it!

That which shouldn't be destroyed by the truth, can't be!
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 89 / Long Night
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        Avaricia's going to stay out of suspension at least for a month to help with the more sensitive Presidigitable chemical processes. Carissa has some hesitations about this, most of them shaped like 'if you start treating Avaricia as a dath-ilani-rude-person and forget who she actually is, and then she outmaneuvers you and arranges for you to never wake up, you'd deserve it', but it means spellsilver's a lot cheaper and at her Splendour acting normal should be easier. And she's not close enough to Keltham he'll notice subtle personality changes. 

 

Maillol's also going to stay out of suspension at least for a month, possibly for the duration, to manage the logistics of the expanded spellsilver project. She's not worried about that. She is pretty sure that every time Abrogail or the Most High or Gorthoklek steps into their fortress he is deeply grateful deep in his heart that it's Carissa they're here to see. 

 

They're about a week out. They can do it sooner, if anything makes them nervous; they can wait a bit longer, if Keltham's teaching something immediately applicable. People keep coming up with reasons to stall; probably they're all as nervous as she is. More nervous, maybe, because more disposable. But she remains pretty sure it's the right call.
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        PL-timestamp:  Day 90 / Morning
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        You don't get to be a seventh-circle cleric of Asmodeus without the ability to be professional.  Including being professional when terrified that you're going to be fired, executed, and not have a good time in Hell; this is practically synonymous with being professional at all, in Cheliax.  Project Lawful is probably valuable enough, at this point, to continue anyways, and this, probably isn't Subirachs's fault -

Her report relayed via Security to the Chosen of Asmodeus contains no tone at all, just the facts.

Spell Gauge shows that Keltham received the following spells upon praying today:

1st:  Comprehend Languages, Sanctuary, Protection from Evil, Abadar's Truthtelling x3
2nd:  Owl's Wisdom, Eagle's Splendour, Augury x2
3rd:  Invisibility Purge x2, Summon Monster III

(4th is unknown as always, Subirachs cannot read that high)

An extreme emergency request for 8th-circle support to mindread Keltham has already been sent by Teleport.  Burning their scroll of Heightened Detect Thoughts on Keltham can also be done immediately pending Sevars's orders.
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        This is a very tropey time for him to get suspicious, is the first thing Carissa's brain produces, for some reason.

 

"Do it. And try to secure a Dominate Monster so we can control whatever he summons, and put - Rabassa and Tura and Abarco on his personal security, if they aren't already, and have someone review last night's activities. And check all the girls to see if anyone tipped him off and if so what they said. 

 

- additionally I - want Her Infernal Majestrix on site. She might think of something I won't, and she can definitely authorize things I can't."
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        Subirachs doesn't remind the Chosen that standing orders from the Most High are that Sevar is supposed to fight this game against Keltham by her own will, because tropes probably do not permit the Queen to win if she's in charge.  If Sevar wants to request Her Infernal Majestrix standing by while restricting herself in whatever way the Most High has demanded of her, it's her call.

The Security sent as messenger to Egorian has Telepathic Bond up; the new request can be added immediately.
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        Emergency mindread results:

Keltham is thinking about whether to trust Cheliax with weapons information for the war on Nidal, and plans to spend a day properly trying to pierce Conspiracies specifically in the class of 'the Conspiracy isn't so powerful that they couldn't use my knowledge about spellsilver or weapons'.

He's conducted a preliminary review of some of his evidence, but all his surface thoughts referenced was the point that if the Conspiracy existed, it was improvising very hard during its early days.

He hasn't done a full review of evidence, because he's planning to gather more evidence today.

His next destination is asking Ione for books written in non-Taldane languages.  He plans to collect those early, before the hypothetical Conspiracy has a chance to react to his other requests - something about a scry - and his brief surface thoughts about what he was planning to do to the books later didn't make sense to the Security who cast from scroll, something that felt like an inscrutable dath ilani thing you could do to a language - one of his 4th level spells is Tongues -
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        Well fuck. 

 

 

Ask Maillol if we're allowed to petrify him while he's attempting to leave. Get some old books written in non-Taldane languages, fudge the dates. Have Ione still asleep, or if she's never slept in up to this point have her in the toilet. 
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        Acknowledged.

    


    


    
        
            [image: ingsoc]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Ferrer Maillol. 
                    
                    
        

        "We can - it feels like, it's on the edges of our orders - unfortunately - we can't try to keep him for the long term if he's trying to leave, if the time has come for him to leave, if it feels like the time has naturally come when he leaves us.  We could definitely petrify him for a day, a week, if we don't mind him noticing that.  If we think he's otherwise going to leave us for Osirion, it becomes worse to stop him, delay him.  I don't know if that instruction is just about Osirion or if it would apply to other destinations too - we cannot lie to him or tell him partial truths in a way that is intended to make him choose a destination other than Osirion - I will continue trying to understand our Lord's commands -"
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        Praise Nethys.

Praise Nethys.

Praise Nethys.

 

Sure, she can be in her library's toilet.  It will be useful to have a chance to regain her composure.  She hopes Keltham dings them a million factors of 2 for it.

Whatever's going on right now, Ione will play this out diligently and in absolute conformance to Security's instructions.  She is very relieved and very confident that whatever they try won't work and is therefore happy to help her hardest.
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        She thinks they'll lose 3, 4 factors of 2. It's better than losing any once Keltham asks for the books. Old books, that say nothing about infernal Cheliax, the dates changed by a century, and they'll use the trick to make Keltham skip over problematic phrases; that's the best she can think of. It's reasonable for Ione to only know of two or three such books.

 

 

She wears the new earrings, just to have a plot point that hasn't happened yet and needs to happen before Keltham leaves.
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        SHE HAS THIS.  There's over one hundred assorted weird books now in a hidden nook of the Fortress library, from which Ione can also borrow books, there should be five old foreign language-books in there and Security has magical text-altering tools to work on the date, they just need literally three minutes and this will be okay.


((She has... not quite totally forgotten about how she doesn't want Cheliax conquering the world per se, but that's just letting her operate at the height of her job, the peak of her game, without being so afraid of losing.  Cheliax will not dispose of her, she thinks, if she fights her true best and loses fairly; and if they do, there's always the Gardens.))
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Ione's not visible in the library.  She has been on every previous occasion, at roughly this time of morning.

Keltham assigned likelihoods in advance, this time.

 

...he hasn't done a full review of evidence but it's really really not good, and possibly indicates mindreading or its equivalent being used on him, he doesn't doesn't doesn't want to lose Carissa, there's a crack in him that makes his voice break slightly, when he calls out "IONE?" just in case -
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        "Keltham?  In the toilet!"
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        ...part of him is apparently pretty scared here, if he emotionally-updated that fast.


"Weird time-sensitive task!  Five books in five different non-Taldane languages from the Ostenso library, can you tell me their titles as soon as you know them, without borrowing them yet?"  That gives them less time to run a search while she's in the bathroom.

He didn't consider this exact possibility.  Call it 2 bits for mindreading!Conspiracy... not great, but fine if the rest of his day doesn't go like this.
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        "Okay this is new!  I have a vague sense of what books like that are in the library and roughly what's in them, and I can pick from five different languages, but I can't actually read the titles!  You want me to pick five and tell you what they're about?"
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        "Works!"
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        Keltham is planning to pick three of the five and ask Ione to summon two others instead of whichever other two she named.
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        She should have thought of that.

Instructions to Security on book-alteration:  We need 7 books, not 5, and produce up to 11 as quickly as you can.
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This is literally the most suicidal thing she'll probably ever do in her life.  But it's the end of her game, and she wants to play it to the fullest.

"If the Queen of Cheliax is available and the Most High's instructions permit it, I request her in this loop cautioning me on which clever things Keltham might think of next.  I'm not thinking of them fast enough."  Asmodia is on Fox's Cunning, besides her +6 Wisdom headband, and Eagle's Splendour without which she would never have dared that request, but that set of stat boosts wasn't enough before and won't be enough now.
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        Queen's ETA 2 minutes, your request will be relayed.


(...this Security now respects Asmodia a lot more than he did 30 seconds earlier.  She's insane, but the kind of insane you don't mess with until they go down in flames of glory or dishonor.)
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        Choose your random numbers now, fresh method and means; if you choose them in advance the mindreading!Conspiracy may know them...

Keltham picks 3 of 5, asks Ione to choose 2 others.

"Ione sorry for the weird request, will owe you a favor or just pay you a cheerful price if you want to name one, but I want you to summon those books immediately and get them to me outside the bathroom regardless of personal inconvenience thereof!  Literally as fast as possible!  I'll turn away from the door so you've got some privacy on that!"

It's a spontaneous thought.  There's no warning.
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        Do it!  Now!  We'll alter the borrowed books, somehow, Keltham wasn't planning to use the books until later - use Major Image if you haven't altered dates on front matter, and he looks at that before we get a chance to alter them later -
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        She'll obey!  Suppressing the huge smile on her face when she shoves the borrowed books out of the bathroom door, just in case Keltham is peeking!

This is going to be so great and she will absolutely do everything she's ordered enthusiastically and with maximum cooperative competence while it all goes down in flames.
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        "Thanks, Ione!  Owe you one!"

Keltham will now rip one page apiece out of each of the borrowed library books - overriding the flinch any dath ilani would feel, at doing such a thing, it's been represented to him that changes to Ione-borrowed books don't damage the originals - and cast Comprehend Languages, while he reads those five pages.  Afterwards, he'll tuck those five pages into a relatively protected interior jacket-shirt pocket.
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        Keltham's thoughts indicate that he's doing this to be able to verify that it's the same five pages later, when he casts Tongues and does - something that's going to take him a while - possibly something about how the meanings of different words relate to each other?
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        She's not seeing it at all, and prays to Pharasma that this means Keltham is checking the reality of something they did not fake.


...she admits fault in having not foreseen this line of possibility, having not tried to produce an extensively Law-trained mathematical-adept Security who could cast their emergency Heightened Detect Thoughts and successfully understand what Keltham was thinking.
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        - something about how the meanings of different words relate to each other - something that'd be hard to fake -

 

Baseline is invented but Golarion languages borrow words from each other? No, that's not the right kind of thing. Good places ought to have systematically different languages from fake-Evil from real-Evil? Baseline seems to work like that, with the most important words shorter, but no Golarion language does because none of them were deliberately engineered - what would she even learn, if she suddenly could read Kelish -
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        Security with Kelish who can cast Share Language from scroll: exists
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        Now Carissa speaks Kelish. What does that even give her. Can she say 'my insane idiot boyfriend who's going to ruin everything' - yes, she can. What about 'my Queen' - nothing's discernably very different about saying that. What about 'we're all going to die in horrible agony'. The word lengths don't seem particularly different. 

 

She hopes he's just checking if the languages have the right sort of shared language history but somehow she doubts it.
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        The vast Things watching all this from orthogonal angles to ultimate reality are talking so fast among themselves that Nethys is finding it hard to keep up with their nearly incomprehensible Thoughts; they are - possibly speculating on what Keltham could try next to pierce the veil, given what he already knows?
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        Keltham's clearly visible Security detail requests instructions about how he's supposed to be reacting to this whole business with Ione Sala.  He doesn't think his alterSelf is particularly alarmed yet, Keltham is an odd person and this doesn't seem out-of-character for him, but he requests confirmation on that, these are unusual circumstances.
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        Yep that's correct. After he does another odd thing Security can inquiry as to whether Keltham wants additional, or alternately no, Security while he's running around doing things but not yet.
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        Keltham heads to store his mutilated books in his bedroom.
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        Keltham's thoughts indicate that he was planning to maybe get a bite of breakfast before his next step, but the bump in mindreading!Conspiracy / alerted!Conspiracy from Ione not being present at her usual place in the library has changed his mind.

He's currently heading to Maillol to make some inconvenient and embarrassing demands.  Cheliax is diverting serious national energy to mining spellsilver, and Keltham needs to just get over his sense of embarrassment about asking Cheliax to burn Teleports or scrolls on reassuring him in weird ways.

...he's also trying not to think about specifics, and apparently internal thought control is something dath ilani are trained in.  Keltham doesn't think like somebody who has actual training in resisting Detect Thoughts, and is probably going to think of what specifically he's planning in like another minute or two, but he didn't think of it immediately.
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        And she's here, already being updated on the situation by Security.

She can't originate plans, can't suggest plans, she can say things she thinks she sees but that's the limit of what the Most High thinks she's allowed to do without becoming too much of a primary opposed force to Keltham.

That doesn't sound like a very winnable game for Cheliax, and while they're probably going to lose, here, Queen Abrogail II of Cheliax can try to make it a little more dramatically satisfying if Carissa Sevar wins this, a little more of a fallen-flat buildup if she loses.

There's only one obvious correct next move in this game, then.  She should've seen it before now, but there are some thoughts painful enough that even to her they do not come easily to mind.

It's a risk to her throne itself, and you don't want to take too many of those over the course of your entire career as a Queen.  You could say, the length of your career is delimited by how many risks like these you take.

Abrogail Thrune II is not, actually, a coward.

It's going to hurt like the flames of deeper Hell.

She's not, actually, weak.

"Aspexia.  If I do something that risks my life and throne, in pure service to Asmodeus and Cheliax, in this moment, will you protect me and my reign even with your own life, until this emergency is done and the risk to me is over?"
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        "Yes."
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        Abrogail Thrune II storms into the breakfast hall of Project Lawful.
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        - okay turns out Carissa does still feel terrified out of her bones around Abrogail, if Abrogail's in the mood to be scary.

 

She does not kneel until she gets confirmation that Keltham's definitely not headed this direction, which thankfully doesn't take very long because her legs are threatening to override this decision and give out.
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        A perfectly normal distribution of students are in the breakfast room. They also kneel.
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        Aspexia arrives only a moment after.
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        "Carissa.  Win this trial and become a Para-duchess this very night, later Duchess of southwestern Nidal after we conquer that land."

"Aspexia can give any orders in this Fortress and in this emergency that I might have myself, I do not know how useful I will be, after this."

"May Asmodeus witness your day of glory even if He cannot help you in it."

She pulls off Carissa's +4 headband with her left hand, and with her right hand, takes the Crown of Infernal Majesty from her own head and places it on Carissa Sevar's.

She does not collapse.  Abrogail was not weak before she took the throne.

What's left of Abrogail turns without another word and leaves the hall, escorted by Aspexia.  She is being a distraction, and cannot be much of an actual help for a while and maybe not at all.
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- oh. 

 

 

 

Oh. 

 

She's not using this to the best of its potential, she can feel that now, it's the kind of mind that you need to grow new habits for, she can see farther and she can direct her mind better and she's using only the barest fraction of that, if she sets herself only to being Carissa faster.

Well, she can't just use her miraculously enhanced mind to think 'oh' over and over, that's a waste of it, and she also should not use it to be concerned for Abrogail, Abrogail eventually reading her thought-transcripts will be annoyed with her. Instead she needs to use it to outthink Keltham and stop everything from being lost. 

- how good at spellcraft do you have to be to make one of these.

Not the time. 

 

What's he going to ask Maillol for?

 

The obvious things are things that are not too inconvenient for alter!Cheliax to get, but are deeply inconvenient for true!Cheliax, like the books. What else is in that category - people to talk to. That whole category of request she feels confident they can handle, actually, with glibness pins and impersonators.

People to do a Sending to. Sending takes ten minutes but that's all building the spell, picking the destination doesn't have to be done until the end. They blocked Sending into and out of the fortress, they told him that they'd done so and they should probably tell him also that many important people do the same thing to avoid random unsolicited Sendings, even though they'll lose a 2 for that.

Financial and tax records - they'll just have to send him real records and pray it takes him longer than one day to figure them out. They can petrify him once he sleeps. 

Books about theology and Asmodeanism. They have worked up some fakes specifically on that topic; he might ask for them in other languages, though, or ask for ones with specific traits that'd exist in the real world but that they wouldn't happen to have included in their manufactured ones. 

- oh, there's an idea for what he might've been doing with the books he destroyed, not a sure thing but a thing she'd do in his situation - there'd be math, for without memorizing or even reading a whole text being able to be sure if it was changed around on you so long as the person changing it around didn't know what you'd be checking. Something like 'counting all the Es' except faster.

An antimagic field, into which he can demand everyone step after having verified its properties as an antimagic field. Has Keltham run across the concept of antimagic fields? She doesn't know. 

A walking tour of Ostenso where he can accost random citizens with questions. They have the capacity to handle that, she thinks, between telepathically giving people cues and Dominating them. 

Something he can scry - some place in Hell he can scry, maybe - they could just give him parts of Axis instead - 

Verification of the Nidal war, she is setting that whole category aside because they're not lying about the Nidal war. Verification of Zon-Kuthon-related topics, same.  
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        "Are you, at any point, going to bother to cast the obvious enhancement spells on yourself for at least +4 boosts, or have Security here do so?"
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        You could almost think Abrogail's voice was strong, if you had many fewer ranks in reading-skills than does Aspexia Rugatonn.

"It is genuinely amazing how little sense of drama you have, Aspexia."
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        "Sevar," says Elias Abarco, "turn off the Crown of Infernal Majesty's spell resistance and immunity to mind-affecting magic."
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        "Try harder to avoid sounding like you're giving me orders, Abarco," says Carissa, but does that, because he's obviously right. There is absolutely no chance that anyone will let her have the Crown of Infernal Majesty during this operation while not even mindreading her to make sure she's not secretly trying to help Keltham win. 

It's an effortless mental action. She wants a headband like this. She never wants to take it off though obviously she'll do so the second the crisis is over. 

Is there also a mental action to make it look like her normal headband - yes. 

 

Carissa will burn in the fires of Hell for as many centuries as it takes to become capable of forging magic items like these. 
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        "Maillol.  I'm sorry, and apologize for how unannounced this is all going to be.  But with the nation of Cheliax investing a significant fraction of domestic product into scaling up the Project, I think the point has come where it's silly for me to not ask for some things that are expensive and inconvenient and will enable higher Project output from myself."

"Most of those are non-urgent and can be negotiated sensibly and with due notice.  The reason for this abrupt set of requests is that I have been kind of stuck in this Fortress.  I now want to take a set of measures whose point is to test whether Cheliax has been truthful with me about conditions outside it, and the less time hypothetical Conspiracy Cheliax has to prepare for those, the better.  If I ask you for something impossible, that I didn't expect to be impossible, I obviously cannot alter reality to make it be possible for you, but please be creative about thinking of other ways to do it; it costs Ordinary Cheliax its probability when that happens and I didn't expect it to."

"My highest priority request is for as many possible daily newspapers, preferably including newspapers from previous days, in the same language this page is written in," Keltham holds aloft a random page from his shirt, "in whatever country that is, and at least three theology books from that country mentioning multiple gods but at least the gods Asmodeus, Nethys, Cayden Cailean, Zon-Kuthon, Iomedae, Irori, Norgorber, Calistria, and Aroden, and at least five fictional novels preferably from five different genres, bonus if there's a lot of descriptions of interesting magic in them.  I imagine, but am willing to hear otherwise, that this is something you can get done in an hour on an emergency basis.  Happy to hear a cost estimate, which I think I am okay at this point charging to the Project; this is something the Project needs to do in order to gain access to additional knowledge of mine.  Oh, I also need a scroll of Comprehend Languages, preferably divine version, brought back, if at all possible."  The schedule disruption of now worrying about mindreading has also affected Keltham's planning in other ways; this was supposed to be combined with the Tongues project.
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        Shit.  She had rapidly updateable approved Chelish newspapers from the "previous week" ready to go, dates and weather reports quickly modifiable -

Somehow it didn't occur to Asmodia that Keltham could just go demand newspapers in a different language from a different country.

Asmodia hopes Keltham picked a language that Cheliax can actually get to, in some country with newspapers; Keltham's not going to be certain that's possible, but he's going to update against them, fairly or not, otherwise.
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        The sheet of paper is in Tien. 
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        That's actually good; Tian Xia is far enough away that their newspapers, if they've even invented newspapers, won't say anything about Cheliax, and the Church of Asmodeus doesn't to Carissa's knowledge even have a presence there. It'd be worse if it were Kelish or Varisian or something. 

 

Maillol should do as he'd do in alter!Cheliax, here.
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"I think that's a language from the continent of Tian Xia, I've got no idea which language from Tian Xia.  That's two Greater Teleports if true, assuming we can find somebody who knows where that is, and a major city in it.  Doesn't take much detail for a Greater Teleport, but you need some.  I don't know if I can promise that whichever country that is will have newspapers, even if they've got printing.  They're definitely not going to pay attention to all the same gods, Norgorber for example is a god who ascended on this continent and He's going to be of much less interest in Tian Xia."
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        "Then let's run the trial and I'll take the results whatever they are.  That's the way of finding reality whatever reality is."
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        "Cheliax can afford a couple of Greater Teleports even with a war on, but Keltham, it's not trivial.  That's probably a resupply delay to a Worldwound station, and yes they're going to have one day's safety margin on that, but still.  Not saying not to do this, but I'd be worried if you had - more than one further request like this, with zero notice, for today?  I mean it can be done, I'm not saying it's impossible to the nation of Cheliax, but you'd be burning pretty noticeable amounts of political capital.  That's also a regular Teleport to Egorian, to transmit the request there, and if we don't burn Teleport scrolls, as really are expensive and for emergencies, we've only got so many Teleports ourselves - I guess everything can be done but it starts to really cost at some point."
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        "Yeah, I get that, but I do need to run this check before I start doing more stuff like spellsilver, into which your nation is investing a noticeable fraction of domestic product, and anybody who gets in the way needs to be told that.  I think I'd expect the Queen or Lrilatha to have common sense on the matter if somebody's being an obstacle about it."

...there's a tinge of power, of pride, about doing this, ordering a country to obey him and crushing all objection to it, and Keltham's dath ilan sensibilities try to shut that down before he even has a chance to think about why he should.  Keltham tells the shutdown to please go on hold, along with those emotions, he'll think about all that part later.
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        "Acknowledged," Ferrer Maillol says respectfully, obediently; for he too heard that note, and it may not be too late to corrupt Keltham even now.

"Let me get a sheet of paper, I'll need to write down the details, which you might need to repeat.  If possible please give me a priority on which items are most important, whether it's better to get more of something in 2 hours than to get everything back in 1 hour."
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        Fair enough.  He can do that.
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        Right, then, it's a good thing the war is going well because she actually wants to send out several different teams to the Tien-speaking parts of Tian Xia to find different written materials to present Keltham with so they have a variety to choose from and can quickly scan them and eliminate the problematic ones. And she wants a guess from someone in Egorian what would've happened if Keltham had made this request in alter!Cheliax where he's still very important but there's no conspiracy, whether there'd be pushback, what it'd look like, who'd get sent. 
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        And as soon he's done he's going to say bye and then suddenly turn and run for the breakfast hall at top speed, because if there's a Conspiracy, it was learning as it went during the early days.  In which case, if the Conspiracy is still keeping up, they've perhaps now appointed more Law-competent executives as Keltham trained those for them.  Carissa and Asmodia may be coincidentally absent from the breakfast hall due to having been emergency-summoned to a command center somewhere.
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        "Incoming, sir," Abarco says. 
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        Carissa Sevar wouldn't miss breakfast this morning for the world, no sir! 
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        - actually, with higher Wisdom, she notices that Keltham hasn't seen her genuine and delighted smile in weeks, as she's struggled with the enormity of what they're taking on (and also been dreading the petrification.) (and also been bothered about Peranza.) An error, but not one she can correct now by smiling extra.
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        Carissa Sevar is eating breakfast, lost in thought. 
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        Okay good.  0.8:0.6 for Ordinary.

"Surprise change of schedule while I run a serious test of Conspiracy versus Ordinary."

"Carissa, Asmodia, unless you have a really really drastic reason not to, I'd like you to finish eating quickly and then accompany me for the rest of the trial, which is probably a lot of the day."

"I want you to accompany me while I'm doing this and try to make the hypothetical Conspiracy's life as difficult as possible."

That'll make it more difficult for them to operate as commanders, hopefully.  Or rather, if they try to run the Conspiracy on the side, it'll show up in their Ordinary personas being less clever and creative than they should be.
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        "Oh, now this sounds like a fun day," alterAsmodia says immediately, aided by glibness pin.

Good move, Keltham, as measured by the volume of her own internal screaming.
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        "This hypothetical Conspiracy that presumably we're in? I'd stick us gagged in an antimagic field, honestly," says Carissa without missing a beat. "Security can cast it."
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        "That only works if Keltham could cast antimagic field himself, or tell the difference between a real and a fake one somehow, or be sure that we weren't modifying the spell description he saw to leave out an at-will target exclusion... I guess it'd be worth some fraction of a 'bit' but also he has to watch us the rest of the day and we can't just accompany him while he does whatever?"
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        Carissa loves her glibness swords so. "Antimagic moves with the caster! And you can't do an at-will target exclusion on an emanation, even with Selective Spell, but I admit that if Keltham doesn't happen to recall having read that already he sure shouldn't take my word for it now."
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        "Knocks out my headband.  Which Keltham should immediately test again in case it was only +6 Wisdom the first time."
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        "Would've if you hadn't suggested it."  Now he doesn't have to burn an Augury on that, which is helpful.

And Conspiracy!Asmodia may be that much more tempted to suggest tests she in fact wants him to avoid, if she hasn't read through that gambit.  (Though the conditional policy was real; Keltham does not lie.)
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        While this exchange was occurring, Ione has noted that alterIone wants to know why she's not in this group, and has requested orders.

(She's just filling her own plate; alterIone clearly saw something interesting was going on with Keltham's request, and made haste to breakfast to see if any socially known interesting things had happened.)
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        She may ask.
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        "Why am I not in this group?"
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        "Among other reasons, if there's actually a Conspiracy you're their specialist in pointing out misleading flaws that are good enough to fool even me as fun discussion topics.  Plus there's only so much room in that conversation."  Plus also, if the Conspiracy is being improvised then something was off about Ione's initial confession.  Ione is at the top of his list for being the most likely to be a real innocent in danger / somehow not truly part of the Conspiracy.  Keltham is not going to endanger her if so - a case could be made that he should do it for the good of this world, but Keltham is at least more Evil than that.
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        "I'm flattered... I think?"

"Asmodia, that's your cue to explain why that's just what somebody in the Conspiracy would say."
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        "Ione, I'm actually taking this pretty seriously.  It's not, quite, as funny for me as it is for all of you."
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        "Sorry."
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        - with the request for fantasy books about magic, he's looking for indications mindreading exists and is relatively well-known. That's a lose condition. Pick your fantasy books with that in mind, or edit them.
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        "Anyways, I'm going to go eat some compact high-energy foods quickly and then be off about the next adventure, possibly, so I request that you eat with due nondangerous alacrity.  It's better to give the Conspiracy less time to prepare, if possible, now that they know what I'm doing."

He's thinking that next up is to request a sudden Ostenso excursion, which he mostly expects to be denied for valid Security reasons considering what happened last time he went outside the Forbiddance, but is worth 3 bits to Ordinary if they can do it.  Failing that he's going to... this thought is successfully shut down.
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        She was already 'almost done eating', by the food on her plate, and of course in reality has a Ring of Sustenance. She grabs the mostly finished plate and follows him. "Keltham it's - reasonable, that you're doing this, even if there aren't many worlds with Conspiracies it's worth there being fewer of them, and at least to my sensibilities you aren't being obnoxious about being very sure."
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        Ostenso expedition: allow it. Or, Security should complain and be appalled, but Snack Service if it can be persuaded to cooperate should say it'll be safe and Maillol should let Keltham overrule Security. Three bits would be precious here. They can go into the city in advance and - have the Neutral clerics on hire for the Nidal war channel a fuckton of positive energy, that's the obvious difference between a city in Cheliax and a city somewhere else, people shouldn't have injuries - and Dominate everyone Keltham actually tries to speak to.
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        Chaotic Good, Asmodeus, and Broom's god are not all fully aligned on this one.  The Asmodeans are on their own.
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        "Thanks for trying to reassure that part of me, Carissa, though I'm a bit cognitively distracted about properly emotionally engaging with much of anything right now."
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        Other things to look out for, while scouting Ostenso for a potential Keltham-visit: prices need to be checked against the Wall's table of known price inconsistencies between Cheliax and alter-Cheliax. Those newspapers Asmodia works so hard on keeping up to date should be for sale, and some people should have them. Everyone's going to be terrified, but this can be achieved in alter-Cheliax too if Security insists on accompanying Keltham in full visible terrifying force, which they should, if they do this at all. 
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        "I imagine it is easier not to  try to live in the world where I am yours and the world where I betrayed you and lied all along at the same time, and I don't need emotional attention. but it's convenient for all the Carissae in not-Conspiracy worlds that the Conspiracy Carissae are willing to go in with them on reassuring Keltham that the non-Conspiracy Carissae don't mind this and think he's doing well."
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        "Iiiiii did not understand that actually.  It sounds like Conspiracy is optimizing for Ordinary?"
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        " - the only angle from which I've been able to wrap my head around this since you first talked about worlds was imagining when I'm cooperating with the Carissae in other worlds and when I'm not. When I suggest that you anti-magic field us, I'm not cooperating with Conspiracy Carissae, because that fucks up their strategy immensely. - you should conceivably also do it to get yourself out from under any mind control affecting you. 

But I do want to cooperate with all the Kelthams, right, even the ones in Conspiracies. I want those ones to also know that Ordinary Carissa thinks they're doing the right thing, and that they aren't going to lose her by being paranoid and difficult. - if anything I guess that's more important for the Kelthams in Conspiracies to know, in case it helps them keep pushing. Now, in a sense the Ordinary Carissae cannot communicate at all with the Conspiracy Kelthams, they don't exist in any of the same worlds, but helpfully, the Conspiracy Carissae will say that line too, because they're trying to pass for Ordinary, at which point I can take comfort in knowing all the Kelthams have been told to push on." 
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        Asmodia, what's your estimate of Keltham's update from Snack Service not saying Ostenso's safe.
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        "Ah.  K.  That makes sense."  He's having trouble following this while trying to do his Conspiracy reasoning; if she's saying all that while also running the Conspiracy, he's genuinely impressed... no that's affection talking, it's obviously going to be easier for her to generate those thoughts internally than for him to follow along her communication of them.

Time for Keltham to consume food quickly!
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        Asmodia thinks - probably less than 1 bit - Snack Service has been pretty clear about volunteering help, but not often responding to requests for it -

If she was Keltham she'd ask Snack Service about a Conspiracy straight out and do it by thinking thoughts at it.  Which - possibly plays into the mindreading thing - but Snack Service has too many other abilities, it may not make sense to Keltham if Snack Service can't read his mind about that, she has to review everything Keltham has seen Snack Service do but she's not at her Wall - has Keltham communicated with Snack Service in code before -

AlterAsmodia is not trying to think of any of this!  She is thinking of ways to destroy the Conspiracy!  Keltham could ask her at any moment what she's thinking about!
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        Keltham hasn't communicated with Snack Service like that before.

And yes, Keltham is planning to request a cookie for dessert using an unspoken code that he came up with the previous night, request it very suddenly, and not think about that at all, if he can help it.  Snack Service will if allowed truthfully give Keltham the coded cookie for 'I can't answer that for complicated decision-theoretical reasons', which is mostly what Keltham expects in Ordinary and in Mindreading Conspiracy and less expects in Nonmindreading Conspiracy.
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        - the question of whether they're still cooperating with Snack Service at this point Carissa is going to kick to the Most High though if she has to make a snap judgment it'd be 'yes keep cooperating' (and if she has to make a snap judgment on petrifying Keltham it'll be 'not if Maillol thinks it's a blurry border of his orders', but the Most High should make that call too.)

    


    


    
        
            [image: rugatonn]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Aspexia Rugatonn. 
                    
                    
        

        "You have command here, Sevar.  My own estimate is under 10% that Snack Service betrays us now.  You may know better than I, and if you do, Gorthoklek is perhaps the only one who could prevent Cheliax from having a bad day about it.  I will call him, do you so command."
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        "Oh, right.  Keltham, you should be running Detect Magic pretty frequently this whole day.  Conspiracy obviously has ways of fooling it, I mean, I expect so does Ordinary upper Security secretly, but it might make the Conspiracy's lives harder in all sorts of little ways."
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        - Carissa feels like Snack Service is not going to betray them by suddenly attacking everybody, that's not at all what the tropes say would happen here. 

...how sure is she that tropes are real. A week ago she was pretty sure they weren't, but now, at the last minute, Keltham has a last doubt - and Abrogail and the Most High are clearly reasoning as if the tropes are obviously real, and have more information than Carissa does -

(Her newfound Intelligence wants to go chasing down all the implications of the Most High and Abrogail disagreeing with her about how likely tropes are to be real, starting with whether someone is pregnant by Keltham and ending with whether she's a secret cleric somehow. Her newfound Wisdom notes that she's already trying to simultaneously run two Carissae and should probably not add having epiphanies of no immediate relevance to the to-do list, and that this is one of the ways intelligence enhancement is not obviously good in slaves, if your starting point is as squishy as a human. Thankfully the Wisdom actually gives her the skill to set those trains of thought aside neatly, flagged for later, not forgotten.)

 

"You could have some five-year-olds brought in to talk to you, in an antimagic field so no one could feed them lines, not that I think feeding five-year-olds lines even works very well but the Conspiracy might have mind control that'd make it work."
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        "Conspiracy can probably do that if they get to pick the five-year-old and brief them, it'd have to be via scry into a city somewhere that Keltham could pick one - does scry work through antimagic field?"
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        "Can't scry into the antimagic field but I can't think why you couldn't position the scry so it can see, in an entirely nonmagical way, the goings-on in the antimagic field? I'm not actually sure that Conspiracy can successfully brief five year olds even if they pick them, five year olds are terrible liars."
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        "I'd have multiple trained five-year-olds ready to go if I was that sort of person and running the Conspiracy."

She doesn't.  And - doesn't actually regret that.  One of the real Asmodeans needed to think of that if they wanted it thought of.
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        "Okay.  Both of you.  Slow down.  You're having a lot of fun and that's great and it is helpful evidence, Asmodia was 4/3 as likely to suggest the Detect Magic thing," he's casting it now, "in Ordinary, and I was in fact waiting to see if she would.  But also I am running at a much higher cognitive load than usual for processing everything you're saying, and both of you need to slow down and give me 15 seconds here."
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        Obviously Cheliax has well-trained children of all ages old enough for speech; they're not trained for this specific incident but they are experienced in adopting new personas quickly.

Sevar would need to give any related orders; Aspexia commands not, here.
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        Sevar predicts at something like 70% to 80% that Keltham's not going to go for it, not suspicious enough for the desire for a bit more information to overrule his dath ilani sensibilities about involving children in things, and that he'll update that they can interfere in some way with antimagic fields, which they can't so it doesn't seem like a dangerous direction for him to be looking in. That said, they should go ahead and brief the kids, it's not that costly.

 

She waits a patient fifteen seconds and then says, "so demand Cheliax bring you a kid with pox scars and misaligned ears, or not those specific things but visibly identifiable things that occur at about that frequency in the population; they can't have trained that many five year olds."
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        Asmodia considers the question of whether they've got spells to quickly produce pox scars -

AlterAsmodia says, "Blunder, Sevar.  I'm not sure if I'm supposed to point out why."
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        "Okay, seriously, slower than that."

 

 

"You're supposed to point it out, Asmodia.  I already know what I say here, you saying it doesn't change anything.  Carissa, give me a few rounds to analyze what Asmodia says, or nod, or something, before you respond."
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        "That test is cheap and easy to pass for Ordinary Cheliax.  If you look at it from the perspective of a dath ilani possibly inside the Conspiracy who isn't sure exactly what kind of magic exists, wondering if that test means that they've got to find some quick way of adding pox scars to five-year-olds, it forces Keltham to say... Keltham?"
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        "I'm not going to use any children in these tests.  It's not particularly likely that whether or not I can do this is going to boil down to my ability to use children in tests.  Even if that was more likely, I'm not so Good that I'd have to do that just because it was the right thing for the larger world."

"It's not really a blunder, Asmodia.  It doesn't disadvantage Keltham's interests to remind him that he has to say that.  I just straight-up hadn't thought of it."

Is Carissa supposed to know that?  Yes, but so is Conspiracy!Carissa.  It doesn't particularly advantage them to have Carissa blunder and Asmodia point it out?  It's not like their goal is to protect kids, on most Conspiracy probability mass.
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        Every exchange that doesn't leak 2s is a win, since they only have to make it through to tonight.

 

"Does that also rule out my next idea, which was going to be to send someone to Absalom or Katheer or Corentyn or Quantium and scry them while they go around asking people questions? Because kids'll obviously swarm them begging."
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        "I'll think about it."
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        "For what it's worth, I don't think I'd have that many trained kids ready to go, unless the world is a thousand times larger than Keltham has been told.  I don't think dath ilani rules, or, Keltham's version of those, say he's supposed to hide for the rest of his life because if he leaves and goes to a city, where there'd obviously be kids, the Conspiracy might have an incentive to - I mean - I guess if there just wouldn't be any such thing as beggar kids in the first place except for the elaborate lie the Conspiracy is using where beggars exist - but then the Conspiracy wouldn't necessarily expect Keltham to realize they might be producing beggar children for him, because a dath ilani doesn't easily think that way, and in that case, the beggar children were produced already, to be ready for him, so it doesn't make a difference if he goes ahead and visits - or is saying that the beggars were produced already, bad decision theory -"

"I don't think I really appreciated up until now what it must be like to have that much uncertainty about which world you're inside.  I'm trying to figure out what the Conspiracy looks like to Keltham and I'm obviously not allowed to ask him and it's just... a lot of uncertainty, though he's had longer to think and would've maybe narrowed it down more than I have."
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        "Thinking about complicated meta, pause."

Is Asmodia trying to prompt him into thinking about his current Conspiracy forecasts for mindreading purposes?  Probably not?  The mindreading Conspiracy knows he's wary about that possibility, that the reason why he doesn't know what the Detect Intelligence spell does the same way he knows the effects of Detect Wisdom/Anxieties and Detect Splendour/Desires, is that the third member of the trio is declarative beliefs or something, and they blocked his god from giving that one somehow - something like Spell Immunity that excludes a single spell from clerics?

Of course if Keltham reasons too much about how the mindreading Conspiracy should know better, they know he's reasoning like that, and are more likely to do it, so there's probably a self-referential equilibrium around... call it 1.1x for Conspiracy over Ordinary.
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        Oh, fuck him!  AlterAsmodia legitimately hasn't thought about Keltham thinking he might be getting mindread, she was told to start thinking about this like a minute ago!  AlterAsmodia actually just said that!
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        "Very minor blunder Asmodia, I'm worried about the world where they've got mindreading magic being used on me, so please don't say things that sound like they could be prompting me to think about info the Conspiracy wants to know."
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"Oh.  Sorry."

"It wouldn't surprise me if magic like that existed in Ordinary somewhere, it'd just be above my access level probably by a lot, so, very good point."
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        "Lead hat - oh, if not for the brain damage. But remember that emanation divination spells, which mindreading would be if it exists, are blocked by a thin sheet of lead or an inch of iron. Wearing a helmet an inch thick sounds miserable...I think if I was worried about mindreading I'd put Lady Avaricia in charge of checking if other metals on our elements table have the divination-blocking effects of lead."

    


    


    
        
            [image: quizzical]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        "Okay, I'm going to put on hold figuring out how weird it is that the alleged simple solution risks brain damage, what with my having only the Conspiracy's word inside the Conspiracy worlds that it's even a solution, though I guess that blocking emanations was previously listed among problematic uses of Element-82 -"

"Everybody just pause.  I am going to finish eating, then go to Maillol's office with you to ask about a thing, we can have the freeform suggestion session later.  Right now, doing the things that I thought of before the Conspiracy can react to them, is the priority, anything you suggest is something the Conspiracy has had unlimited time to prepare for."


Keltham's thoughts show that he's been reminded to ask for a scroll of whatever Carissa used to determine his Intelligence right after he arrived in Golarion.
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        They have a lie prepared for that! The spell Carissa used is second-circle, here it is, it just detects Intelligence. he's welcome to try it. 

 

(None of Carissa, Maillol, Asmodia, or Security are at any real risk of failing their will saves against a scroll-cast Detect Thoughts.)

 

 

Maillol will, at need, send Carissa and Asmodia out and then tell Keltham flatly that yes, there's a third-circle spell that corresponds to Detect Anxieties and Detect Desires which does Detect Intentions, it's illegal, the second-circle spell he just used was invented by wizards as a way to get the useful Intelligence-detecting ability without the illegal components.
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        Keltham will eat, trying to maintain his continuing momentum and enthusiasm about what is, in fact, an attempt to destroy his new reality.  His mind will show a lot of repetitions of 'If the Conspiracy is real, I want to know the Conspiracy is real, if the Conspiracy is not real, I desire to know it is not real' and 'In worlds where this is actually a Conspiracy and Carissa never loved me it is better to know earlier rather than later' and the like.

He's trying not to think much about his plans for the Ostenso trip in the unlikely event that's allowed.  His mind briefly thinks something about Ostenso Academy and then deliberately thinks about how he's trying to throw out some false thoughts to confuse the Conspiracy and sometimes thinks this thought after both the accidental thoughts and the deliberate ones, and then he successfully refocuses his attention on the food and how much he doesn't want to lose Carissa.

His thoughts will also briefly cover how he's not even thinking, honestly hasn't thought about it, about whether making a hard try that ends up finding no Conspiracy would be enough info for him to think about kids.  He is not that absolutely confident that tropes don't exist.
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        Probably the Ostenso trip is a bad idea but in addition to the three bits it also buys them several hours. Carissa is torn.

- Korva's manning the Wall, can she work up a list of divergences between Ostenso and a similar city in Taldor and her best projection of alter-Ostenso.

When Keltham tests Detect Intelligence Carissa's needs to reflect her expected +4 and not her current +6. She could have herself dealt two points of Intelligence damage (temporarily) or swap the headbands out (this is painful to think about).
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        Aspexia is utterly confident of her ability to bestow a curse that precise, if none of the other clerics here have the spell prepped and are confident of their own skill.
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        Asmodia can feel a tiny note of terror in herself about the Ostenso trip.  Why.

It's huge, chaotic, hard to plan.  That, obviously, from Keltham's perspective, is the point - but it doesn't account for why he'd think Conspiracy was eight times less likely to -

If Ordinary probably won't go for it, maybe Keltham assigns 40% to that, so then he'd have to assign 5% to Conspiracy -

Asmodia is an idiot.  Either Keltham planted that thought for them to find, or he actually is that confident that this is an incredibly terrible idea for the Conspiracy for reasons the real Conspiracy hasn't seen.

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-12-24 at 4.32.10 PM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

        .... Ostenso trip tomorrow. That's the solution. Keltham doesn't have any reason to think tomorrow's lots better for the Conspiracy than today, and there are obvious reasons even Ordinary would want to wait a day, so Security can have their spells prepared and additional Security made available. And that gives them an entire year to figure out why the trip is so dangerous and if necessary to completely rebuild Ostenso. 
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        Can alterCheliax really not secure a spontaneous version of that trip right away, if Keltham is calling in nation-level favors on it, if it's possible to do it 'tomorrow'?

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-11-30 at 9.02.43 AM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

        There might literally not be any high level wizards or clerics with the requisite spells to make it safe, since they prepare their spells in the morning and already did so; it's not like Greater Teleport which you have other reasons to prepare. You'd probably want Teleport Trap to stop people teleporting in, which is seventh circle wizard and not prepared routinely, and plausibly Shield of Law or something which is cleric 8th. 

 

- actually, Carissa is delegating, to the Most High and whoever is the most senior wizard now on site, thinking of the spells that their alter-selves would use to make an Ostenso expedition safe.

    


    
        


        

    

        

        
            

    
        
            [image: rugatonn]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Aspexia Rugatonn. 
                    
                    
        

        Acknowledged.
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        Done with breakfast!  Off to Maillol's!  He really wishes that mindreading!Conspiracy hadn't picked up this much relative probability mass, it's going to make the whole day harder and less fun.

He deserves a cookie about that, really.
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        "Here.  I'm not actually comfortable with not knowing what Snack Service is doing using my body, so if possible and if it doesn't cost Ordinary anything, I request that sometime after this is over I get told what went down just now."
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        Keltham is already quickly biting the cookie, verifying the taste.  Apple-flavored, great.

"Snack Service says that the decision theory of this is too complicated for it to be telling me much, which is mostly what I expected."

So, on the one hand, that's better than Snack Service not being able to do that, which would've favored Conspiracy a lot - Snack Service is pretty high on the list of apparent-things they'd be faking.  But it again means that, in the Conspiracy worlds, it's narrowing down even more strongly on the mindreading Conspiracy and on them being relatively better at mindreading.  What with 'Snack Service' having apparently just read a thought, and one he was trying to hide.

Off to Maillol's office.
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        "Sudden trip to Ostenso.  I'm not going to ask whether it's possible, because it's obviously possible in principle, I'm asking you what ends up being the minimum cost and minimum risk."
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        "I'm not going to hide it, Keltham, I was wondering if you were going to ask that and I have literally had nightmares about you asking that.  Cheliax is still fighting the war that started when you went on one quick, tiny, almost certainly completely safe excursion three steps outside of our Forbiddance.  Don't get me wrong, it's a good war, a great war, the best, really, glad it started, but we are still in the middle of that one and I was sort of hoping to finish it up before you started the next one."

He's not lying.
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        "Ferrer."
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        "The main risk here is that this Project is cursed by Pharasma with respect to what happens whenever anything like this goes down.  I don't know how I protect you from that.  Intuitively, the way things go around you, it feels like literally nothing we can do is going to make there be a, in ilani-style numbers, less than ten percent probability, of Rovagug cultists or a Kuthite cell planted in Ostenso to get you or something completely unexpected going wrong."

He's still not lying.  AlterMaillol says it too.
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        "Is this a tropes-based prediction?  Because I'd mostly lost probability on those."
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        "It's a PROJECT MANAGER prediction."
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        "That is in fact about what I figured Ordinary was thinking, with respect to how I ended up tightly contained to a small location."

"Now talk to me about actual costs and how you'd do it if you had no other choice."  Again that flash of power, of pride, that his dath ilani instincts automatically try to crush down.
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        "Even if we trust the interdiction to keep out most of the gods, it's not impossible that multiple countries have localized something-interesting down to the Ostenso region.  The fact that Nidal invaded a site somewhere around here, to kick off the war and the god-war, that's something news has spread on even if not about Project Lawful specifically."

"There's dangerous things in the world that aren't gods, Keltham, that Broom's god isn't keeping out.  Subirachs isn't here to fight them off, she's here to die after hopefully longer than half a minute so reinforcements have time to get here.  If there's any shapechanged ancient dragons who decided to pass one of their endless years in Ostenso, just waiting to see if the cause of the god-war happened to pass by their tea-shop - I mean, there are ancient dragons with whom that'd be fine, but a lot with whom it wouldn't be."

"Just trying to protect you against a kidnapping cell planted by a Taldor duchy but one that has the ability to call in reinforcements to grab you - takes 8th-circle Shield of Law on you, ideally 8th-circle Mind Blank on you, if you can give us a wide area that's something like 160-foot by 160-foot ten minutes in advance we can put a Teleport Trap on the region and if we can't then I'd like to know how we're supposed to defend against somebody calling in a nation-level strike force that shows up standing next to you - I can run this past more experienced officers in Egorian but I mostly expect that our 8th-circle casters literally do not have those spells prepared today and yes I realize that doing it tomorrow gives everybody in Ostenso time to rehearse a story."
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        "What's the Queen do when she wants to travel?"
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        "First of all, Abrogail Thrune is an 8th-circle sorcerer herself and literally one of the five most powerful casters in Cheliax, second, she mostly stays in her well-protected palace, third, when she leaves her palace she teleports directly to somewhere else that's very protected, fourth, if she was violating those rules, she wouldn't do it on less than a day's notice."
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        "Conspiracy Asmodia already has everybody in Ostenso prepped with a story.  She's insulted that you think giving her an extra day of prep time is going to make a difference to her."
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        "I actually don't think she does? Ostenso is a port city, there are ships arriving from all over the world, there's no way Conspiracy is stopping them all at the docks to brief them. Unless Conspiracy rules the whole world, I guess, or at least the whole Inner Sea."
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        "You underestimate Conspiracy Asmodia... okay maybe not really, maybe not for that one."

"I don't know, I'd need a minute to think about how I'd handle that and Conspiracy Asmodia has literally had weeks."

"Is she any better at the ships thing if Keltham visits Ostenso tomorrow instead of in one hour?"
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        "Hmmm. I guess she knows which ships are coming in and can try to spend the next day briefing or mind-controlling them all? It'd have to be mind-control, actually, unless the Conspiracy controls the whole Inner Sea. But that's still thousands of people, and Taldane and Qadiran merchant ships have their own ship wizards and it'd be an enormous provocation to use illegal mind-control spells on their nationals, they might declare war about it....I think it narrows you down to 'Conspiracy controls the Inner Sea' or 'Conspiracy immersively controls your sensory inputs' or 'Ordinary'. ....maybe with a day you could kick everyone out, close the port to foreign nationals on some plausible excuse and get some fake foreign nationals in their place.

I would need to see the port to guess if that'd work which means Keltham has to assume it would.  You couldn't fool anyone who knows any things about ships but Keltham doesn't."
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"Assuming I'm reading this interplay correctly, am I allowed to ask why Keltham thinks that Asmodia is running the Conspiracy?"
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        "No."
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        "Why does Conspiracy Asmodia think Keltham thinks Asmodia is running the Conspiracy?  Answer that one relatively quickly."

If that's actually Conspiracy Asmodia, asking this question will force Conspiracy Asmodia to think what Ordinary Asmodia thinks Conspiracy Asmodia thinks Keltham thinks about Asmodia, which should exceed the three-level limit on her brainware-supported recursion ability and force her to either answer very slowly or give Conspiracy Asmodia's real answer.
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        "The Manohar thing was fake and somehow I got enhanced with the ability to master Law on the level where I'd need that to oppose a dath ilani as a Conspirator."
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        ...sort of hard to evaluate.  It feels like the sort of very obvious answer somebody might give under heavy cognitive load... call it 1.3x for Conspiracy over Ordinary, even given into account that he asked Asmodia to answer quickly and she did.
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        She's always feared losing her game like this, to dozens of little cuts where she can't realistically do better, if Keltham ever started really opposing them and using all his Law to distinguish them.  Fuck her life, if only Keltham had asked Sevar to pass that test, but there was no time to pass the question to Sevar even if Sevar could've answered it better.
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        "Okay, wrongthought, that's why Ordinary Asmodia namely me instantaneously thinks Keltham thinks Asmodia would be running the Conspiracy if it existed.  I don't think I have a good model in my head of what Conspiracy Asmodia knows about Keltham that I don't, what with my, you know, not knowing those things?"
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        They're not very distinct for Ordinary Asmodia, no, but Conspiracy Asmodia has to keep track of the difference and that reduces the quality of her fast answer.

"It'd be nice to send somebody to Ostenso to scry on the place, if I accept that a visit today just isn't safe, but I'm just not seeing how to get around the level of illusion spells that could be applied both there and here.  Conspiracy obviously has illusion spells I can't detect with Detect Magic given their ability to evade truthspells... is there any solution there that only uses Law of magic that I already know and ideally can directly verify?"

Scries would be almost as good as in-person presence for purposes of forcing the Conspiracy to rapidly burn a limited spell supply, which is one of their constraints that's most likely to be real, on controlling a giant freely-navigable high-entropy gameboard.  That the Conspiracy faked a god-war and mortal-war to have an excuse to keep him in an isolated place, and never sent Keltham on any guided tours that would increase his trust level and reduce his suspicion about being isolated, implies that they are very unconfident of their ability to present him with a faked Ostenso.
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        " - 'do it all day' is the obvious thing? Sustained concentration is very costly, and Conspiracy didn't plan spells this morning with you trying this in mind. And make people show you things that would be hard to illusion well, like all the dock laborers in Ostenso, or the central market, or the temples, where there's a lot of stuff going on and you'd need a very good visual in order to fake it at all. I have all kinds of clever ideas around using necromancy to possess a person who's going to Ostenso, or binding a familiar and using spells to look through their eyes, but none of that's magic you're already familiar with -

High Priest, could we convince Her Majesty to visit Ostenso, with Keltham under a bunch of heavy duty antiscrying and nondetection among her entourage? That happens sometimes, so it's not by itself likely to trigger attacks by any dragons or fae or hibernating liches or whatever, and you don't have to double up the security between Her Majesty visiting and Keltham visiting, and even if people are hanging around in Ostenso desperately trying to learn about Project Lawful, which I'm sure they are, they won't learn much from a royal visit since again those happen sometimes. It'd mean Keltham couldn't go around confronting random people, which is too bad because that'd be very good at differentiating Conspiracy and not, but he could at least - see that Ostenso exists and is at the right tech level and wealth level and has thousands of people around who look like the Ostenso wizarding students do -"
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        "Sure we could.  Tomorrow.  If we ask for it today without anybody getting a chance to prep appropriate spells, the Queen will justifiably worry about whether we are trying to assassinate her."

"No, wrongthought, as people are saying around here.  The Queen will worry it's an assassination plan but could just truthspell the daylight out of everyone, particularly Keltham, about where that request came from... if she's sufficiently sure nobody managed to tag him with subtler mind-control about that..."

"It still strikes me as a bad idea!  Now you're talking about exposing the Queen to whatever disaster happens around Keltham, and nobody having a chance to prep spells to defend her!  This is the sort of terrible idea that gets into history books!"
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        "I'm fine with tomorrow! I think we ought to let Keltham see Ostenso but I don't actually think it's that much less evidence tomorrow compared to today. - though we could at least ask Egorian in case she happens to have her staff have the spells prepared for a safe excursion all the time anyway during wartime or something."
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        "Is there such a thing as an all-day scry?  I think I remember seeing 2 minutes per caster circle?"
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        "Greater Scrying, two hours per caster circle, seventh circle but I bet Cheliax does have someone who prepared it today because it's a pretty essential military operations spell."
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        "Those spells will in fact be needed for essential military operations but there will certainly be a Greater Scrying scroll or item available for military emergencies.  It'll run about 2000gp."
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        Keltham winces and then ruthlessly crushes the qualm.  "Well, don't rush off to replace it because spellsilvered ink is going to get a lot cheaper over the next month."

"Talk to me about how Greater Scry works, is there any obvious way for me to talk through it, can it follow around a viewpoint character even if they do a Teleport, how does that all work?"
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        "Scrying follows a person up to a fairly fast speed of travel but can't Teleport with them; if you wanted to have someone go look at Ostenso I'd suggest they just ride there from here on a horse while you watch on a scry. Detect Magic and Message work through a Greater Scry so you could talk to them and also see if they were casting any spells or if any magic was operating around them, though I assume the Conspiracy can fake that."
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        "We can't have somebody teleport to Ostenso and then scry them?"  He obviously wouldn't pick Ostenso, there's no reason to stay inside the Otolmens-protected zone if he's not traveling there... well, now the mindreading!Conspiracy knows that too.  Internal sigh.  Okay he's not going to think explicitly about likelihoods on Ordinary and Conspiracy claiming that scry doesn't work on targets who Teleported somewhere far away.  You're supposed to do it in advance, sure, but you're also not supposed to let them read your mind about it by doing it in advance.
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        "Sure, you could do that, though then you don't know where they really are."
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        "He has only our word that a Greater Scry can't follow through a Teleport and covering up that with an illusion of somebody horseback riding does not sound hard."
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        " - it obviously can't follow through a teleport because the tricky part of the scaffold is the scrying sensor you're projecting which behaves as a physical object at some distance from the target on the other end, if you wanted it to follow through a teleport you'd need the sensor to be physically continuous with the subject. - sorry Keltham, I don't expect you to believe that, I'm just going to find the day very unpleasant if I have to treat all magic as an ineffable black box we can only learn about by asking questions of hostile entities."
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        "That's one of the actual reasons why Asmodia was augmented to run the Conspiracy once they found out about Law of Probability.  Asmodia is good specifically at perspective-taking-on-ignorance and model-checking."

"Sustaining a Major Image for an extended period - I mean, it was mentally taxing, but that spell has a long range, so I don't see how I prevent somebody from staying out of range of any detection means I have, and just modifying what the scry shows.  I'd be trying to find an inconsistency in whatever they were showing me, and while I do know some things they wouldn't, I'm still very ignorant of Golarion..."

And he can't think in advance of what those inconsistencies might be, because he's up against mindreaders.

Still, the more time they have to prepare, the worse.

He can't visit Ostenso today:  3:1 for Conspiracy... no, they claimed he'd be able to visit it tomorrow.  That's more like 2:1, or even 1.5:1, depending on how vast and complicated the place actually looks tomorrow...

Of course that's assuming the real plan isn't for them to prep spells tomorrow for bringing out the high-amperage batteries on mind control, which is expensive enough that they didn't want to do it before now when they could always do it later and only if required.

He should keep an eye out for other signs that they want to delay him only until tomorrow morning.

"Is it possible for me to decide a target at the last minute, and then somebody Teleports there and the Greater Scry spell finishes focusing on them once they're there?"
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        (Asmodia wants to say something about how Conspiracy Asmodia should be sent there, where she can't secretly run her game against Keltham too; it would give alterAsmodia a chance to also say she might really be rationalizing the whole thing and really wanted to go look at exotic places.  But Asmodia is not sure alterAsmodia truly has the same thought, and by now alterAsmodia is probably taking this pretty seriously.)
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        "That works fine. - uh, if I have a thought that you will learn more from if you think of it rather than me suggesting it, but that would require the High Priest doing something in advance so it does work out if you do think of it, would you prefer I pass him a note, or just say it, or do nothing?"
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        "Because if I think of it, it was more narrowly determined than if you suggested it to me?  Sure, pass him a note."
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        "Yes, that's right." 

 

And she writes out 'the person you send off to Teleport should be Worldwound-cleared and have live clearances for the Nidal front in case he orders them to either of those places' and hands the note to Maillol. 
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        "Should I look at that so I don't say it to Keltham?  Nothing obvious is coming to my own mind for what could be written there."
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        "I think sure, if you want."
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        She will.

"Oh.  Huh.  Interesting implied hypothesis about what Keltham would be thinking.  This is a good idea, Keltham, you should try harder than I did to have a good idea.  Let me know if I should not have said it that way and I'll update."
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        "Nah, telling me to have a good idea is allowed by 'securitymindset'."

"All right, next episode, get somebody in to get ready to Teleport, and somebody to run Greater Scry on them.  I also want a regular scry, to be done after another Teleport, it may not last as long but it'll give me a backup option."  He's trying not to evaluate either of his options there.  "Maillol, ETA on that?  Also, same trip, I request a scroll of whatever Carissa used to detect my Intelligence as 18 at the Worldwound."
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        "If you're willing to pay for them, I can send a messenger immediately and they can teleport back with the scrolls in five to ten minutes.  If you want Cheliax to pay for them, an argument happens first and creates a delay, the system is not set up for me to suddenly requisition a Greater Scry scroll on a nonemergency basis, and declaring an emergency here would go politically odd."
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        "You okay with 75% Project budget, 25% my personal account to show I take it seriously, 4000gp spending cap?"
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        "Works.  I'm only dying inside a little."

    


    


    
        
            [image: positive intense 1]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        "Make it so.  Oh, and please also make sure that recording is set up around me, and that transcripts will be available to me later today, so I can review events afterwards."  They can try to edit those, obviously, but it'd be a risky game for them.
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        "Before that.  Sevar, Asmodia, out of this room for one minute.  I've got a question for Keltham... above their paper classification level which nobody has really gotten around to raising but never mind."

    


    


    
        
            [image: head tilt]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        "Okay, I'll affirm that," questions of whether that was more likely in Conspiracy, to give them a chance to perform some action out of his vision, on hold pending what Maillol says.
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        Out they'll go.
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        Prediction, Keltham runs out in the middle of Maillol talking to check on whether we're still there and doing anything suspicious.
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        "There's an obvious theory about why you're asking for a scroll of Detect Intelligence.  I'll get you one, it shouldn't be hard to find."

"The spell Sevar cast is second-circle, not third-circle, and is one of a class of spells useful for detecting things that might be trying to hide from you -"
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        "Hold that thought."
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        "I feel obliged to note that I did in fact predict your suddenly running over to check on us, though only after I left the room and had a second to think, and so did Conspiracy Asmodia."

"I'm predicting you doing it a second time too, though less so now that it's pretty clear the Conspiracy is prepared."
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        Still 1.05x favoring Ordinary.  They shouldn't get caught that easily, but then Conspiracy isn't perfect, on the surviving probability mass for it.

"Thanks for being frank, whichever Asmodia."
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        "I've been trying to figure out how she feels about you emotionally and I genuinely have no idea."
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        "Iiiii know exactly how hypothetical Conspiracy Carissa feels about you but maybe that's something to tell you after you're done with all this."
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        "Neither of you necessarily have Conspiracy emotional makeup that is anything remotely like your actual - never mind, Maillol is in the middle of saying something."
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        Dash back.
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        "The spell I'd guess you're actually thinking of is third-circle Detect Intentions and classified.  Detect Intelligence is the second-circle wizard imitation version that just detects minds nearby and reads off their Intelligence level."
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        "Can I have a scroll of -"
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        "Not without a more serious political fight.  I admit I don't understand why it would be important for you to verify that it exists now that I've told you about it.  Or are you thinking of ordering Sevar to fail her Will Save about it?"
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        "Some versions of the Conspiracy are trying to make me believe they have mindreading capabilities when in fact they don't."
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        "I have one Security on staff who's authorized to use that and keeps a spell slot open.  I can order him to prepare Detect Intentions in about thirty minutes, and he can try it on you briefly."  In the form of Detect Thoughts with a metamagic Extend Duration on it, which will make the spell visibly third-circle.  "You'll need to deliberately fail a Will Save, which should also let you verify that it would take a substantially more powerful caster than him to try reading you without you noticing."

"There's more powerful mindreading spells but those would be harder to prove things to you about."
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        Keltham doesn't try to explain that he has only their word for it that they can't deliberately cast weaker versions of spells - to make it feel like he'd have an easier time resisting, or to make the spell more detectable, than it would be unmodified.  Maillol isn't Asmodia.

"Asmodeus's orders not a problem?"
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        Fuck you too, kid.

"The kind of precautions He required around this sort of thing are noticeably less strict than for Contessa Lrilatha using mind-control on you, yes.  You understand what's going to happen, you asked it for a reason that sure doesn't look coerced, that satisfies His restrictions" namely none.

It is not done lightly to lie about what Asmodeus has commanded regarding someone, and what impinges on His honor one does not lie about at all; but misleading truths are in His nature and reputation already.
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        "Okay, let's do that."  Them having a totally innocuous Detect Intelligence spell they can exhibit to him undoes some of the earlier updates that formed his previous prior about Conspiracy, around 3x worth of it, if real.
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        "Carissa, according to you, is it usually possible to take a spell that'd ordinarily be powerful, and cast it in a weaker way that would deceive somebody about how easy it was to make their save against that?"
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        " - huh. You know, I've never heard of anyone doing that, but it's got to be possible in theory, because dumber wizards generally have easier saves, and if nothing else you could curse yourself to prepare and cast the spell while substantially stupider, and given that that would work it's presumably possible to figure out what the dumber wizards are doing wrong and do it wrong on purpose. Though I think that'd be harder than it sounds, because we're talking about muscle memory, right, trained instincts for how to build a spell.

It also wouldn't work if the target had substantial experience with spells, because they could just notice the spell seemed sloppy."
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        "Well, at least they're doing a good job of pretending that Ferrer isn't as good at perspective-taking-of-ignorance as Asmodia and that the different branches of Conspiracy aren't in ongoing communication."

"New obviously magical earrings, Carissa?"  He performs Detect Magic as he speaks.
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        "Present I made you. Or made myself for you. I finished them up yesterday. They cast Geas on the wearer, the sixth-circle magical command spell, I thought it'd be fun. You're now going to declare this suspiciously coincidental timing which I suppose it is, in favor of - Conspiracies that didn't realize you were doing anything weird today until after you saw me, or that need me to be wearing magical obedience earrings - do you want me to take them off -"
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        "...I hate to ruin a sex surprise, but earrings of mind control sure are a thing I suspiciously cannot test on myself.  There was going to be some amount of plan spoilage from today somehow, I guess, if I'm asking Cheliax to spend giant amounts of money I should be willing to spend at least a little - go ahead and tell me what the earrings putatively do, we can send Asmodia out first if you like."
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        "I would mildly prefer that."
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        "I'll go get in some quick updates of my Conspiracy while Keltham's not looking.  He'll never think to suddenly check on me if I say that I've thought of that, causing him to think it's a waste of time."

"Thank you, Sevar, your plot to cause Keltham to give me these crucial two minutes by forging magical earrings will not be wasted."
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        "Changed my mind, I would prefer Asmodia staying to Keltham dashing out to check on her in the middle of me explaining my sex toy."
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        "Actually - I will close my eyes, and stick my fingers in my ears and hum to myself while you talk quietly.  That works if it's not classified information."

She suits actions to words, and rests her brain while she hums.

((It's the most stressful day of her second life and she'd still take it over any day of her entire first life.))
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        "Proceed while Asmodia sends her telepathic messages.  Oh hey you have a short word for that."
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        "If we're important conspirators we definitely have Telepathic Bond up, which is why I suggested an antimagic field to you. The earrings are command-word activated like the handcuffs, and then treat the controlling party's orders as magically compelled, as the spell Geas. - I invented it from scratch. I thought it'd be fun to try inventing my own magic items."

 

 

This is false!! It's less false than it was an hour ago; she's been making some modifications on the fly. If she gets enough undistracted time, then by evening it will probably be true. It means the earrings succeed at their original concept but are less obviously targeted at that.

She fucking loves this headband.
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        "That is the most Carissa sex toy ever."

"I'll try it out sometime when I won't have to wonder if the effect is real."

It doesn't even occur to him to activate the supposed effect on Carissa and question her; the Conspiracy wouldn't make earrings like that, if that would work for him.
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        Tragic. They could have had a sexy interrogation scene. 
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        "You okay with... rephrase.  This is your brief chance to argue me out of my holding on to those earrings, just in case they're vital Conspiracy-maintenance equipment."
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        "Go ahead. However, later, once this is over, you have to be very impressed with me about them or I won't invent any ludicrously expensive magic sex toy surprises for you again."
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        "I doubt I can properly appreciate it until I've got better Spellcraft.  But I'll be duly impressed that you're probably not supposed to be able to make sixth-circle items at fourth-circle, that you got access to what sounds like heavily forbidden mind control magic for purposes of a sex game, and with your general pervertedness levels."

"- if I'm holding the earrings does the effect apply to me."
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        "No! I'd have warned you! Also, you can simply not say" Message  'equestrian pumpkins', "which isn't really the kind of thing people say much by accident!"
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        This sequence of events seems predictable.

Maybe too predictable.

There could be rules about how he has to accept the bearer-controlling mind-control magic item voluntarily or knowingly; they could be suspicious that his Spellcraft has advanced enough to recognize what a mind-control item looks like.

"Apologies to Ordinary Carissa.  Remove the earrings from your head, but keep them yourself."
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        "Yes, Keltham." 

 

 

She obeys.

 

Great, she'll get to keep working on them. That went perfectly.
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        Asmodia, booped by Keltham, will duly open her eyes and cease her humming.
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        "Request quiet while I rest my brain for a few minutes, until Maillol's scry people get here.  Possibly afterwards too, if we don't have to talk much to them."
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        "Some point in the next hour, unpredictably to me, tell me to go to the bathroom?"
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        "Check."
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        Awww, too bad, she was hoping he'd ask whether and why Geas is even legal to know about, they spent a while workshopping that earlier this week. 
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        Obviously the Conspiracy wouldn't bring that up if they didn't have a great excuse prepped for it.  He noticed confusion, but he'll ask later; it may be a mistake to make himself too easy to steer.
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        Carissa steps back to give her boyfriend some time to think, smiling at him.

 

 

- now is a good time to give her any non-urgent updates that haven't previously been passed along, and a good time to make sure of some obvious things: the team editing the books retrieved from a Tien-speaking company should be routed through Korva by default, with anything Korva is unsure of going to Asmodia, with anything Asmodia is unsure of presented to Carissa. Carissa hasn't yet been interrupted with anything which likely suggests people are being too conservative in escalating; they should now try escalating the things they considered escalating and then decided not to.

If anyone at any stage in the process thinks that they are making some kind of serious mistake she wants to hear about it. The primary thing they're editing for is references to Abadar's holy symbol or teachings, Hell or devils and to mindreading (as something that is not secret and tightly controlled); they're secondarily editing for Lawful Evil people behaving like, well, Lawful Evil people, possibly by just changing them all to Neutral Evil and some Lawful Neutral ones to Lawful Evil. Tertiary: Nethysianism inconsistent with Ione's, mentions of the minor god they told Keltham they thought was his, references to suicide being Evil (she hasn't previously issued a directive on that but it's obvious now it's going to leap out at Keltham.) Suicide in alter-Golarion is discouraged by Good churches but is not categorically Evil. 

Keltham's leaving Ione out of his investigation, apparently because he suspects she might be an innocent dragged into all this. That makes her a promising person for the false escape plan, if she's in fact not going to betray them for Nethys. Carissa wants a mindreader on Ione full-time and if she seems reliable they should start making modifications to plan #18 or #33.

Keltham might want to scry Peranza in Hell; someone should tell Hell that if that happens Peranza needs to be peacefully asleep in non-appalling surroundings. Keltham might want to scry Hell, in general - might ask for a list of devils and then ask to scry them, or ask to scry the devil Carissa supposedly sold her soul to. Hell should be asked for a list of devils safe for Keltham to scry. Keltham might want to scry the front lines of the war; Carissa wants a specific location for them to drop in on identified in advance and the surrounding units briefed. Keltham might want to scry the Worldwound, same dea -

 

- that's an obvious endgame for Good's baffling seizure of a fortress at the Worldwound, actually. A natural direction for Keltham's skepticism to turn, at this point, is whether any of the emergencies that purportedly necessitated his relocation to Cheliax and then to this fortress were real. The Worldwound is real and normally Cheliax would be happy to show it to him. But Good is playing some kind of fucking game there, now, and that means it's dangerous to let Keltham look closely - unless that's just what Good wants them to think. Carissa requires the most up-to-date summary of that situation, immediately. And presumably the other fortresses are now being checked very extensively; if there's one Cheliax is confident in, then the teleporter should, asked to go somewhere, go there. Alternately, Keltham might ask Carissa to name a former colleague to scry, or to name five so he can pick one; she'd like five names, in case he does that, who have been at least minimally briefed. 

A quite good outcome is if Keltham ends up focusing most of his testing today on his theory that the Kuthite war and the godwar and maybe the Worldwound are shams set up to scare him into staying in the fortress. Carissa is hoping he'll think to ask for detailed records of troop deployments, logistics and casualties for the Kuthite war - they have those, and they'll add up in all the right ways, though Keltham might not know enough about war to recognize that. He's not likely to ask for Kuthites to talk to, because the Conspiracy that made up Nidal entirely will presumably horribly scarify some people to show him. 

It seems to Carissa, and she'd like this disseminated to everyone on staff, that this is winnable; not easy to win, not necessarily in their favor, but far from hopeless. There are many possible Conspiracies, Keltham doesn't know where to look, and he gave them a lot of time to prepare. Cheliax is smarter than Keltham imagined, more ruthless, more determined, and Cheliax's obedience to Asmodeus is not something he is even prepared to look for, it is so far outside what he can understand. 

Those project staff with no role in the current activities but whose assistance might be needed later should rest, reread their notes, and try to avoid spending all their adrenaline before they enter the field of battle. Those project staff who are not necessary to today's activities should pray that Asmodeus's will be done here.
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        "She's not lying enough," Abrogail says out loud to Aspexia.  No Security will hear them, neither of them trusts Security around a weakened Queen.  "She's volunteering too much truth.  She should not have told him that an inch of iron blocks divination.  It would be ruinous if he believed that truth and made a helmet for himself.  Her lies don't need to stand up forever, just for one day."

    


    


    
        
            [image: rugatonn]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Aspexia Rugatonn. 
                    
                    
        

        "Correct me if I err in my understanding of tropes, but if you tell Sevar that - even by proxy, such that it doesn't seem like her Queen's command - then the next lie she tells will be the one that Keltham catches."
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        "Yes.  I know."
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        Keltham is not able to truly rest.  He has too much to not think about, if the Conspiracy is reading his mind, including ideas by which right Broom should kill him immediately followed by everybody else in this installation who might've been in the telepathic loop.  He needs to run through all this faster than he'd planned, he will exhaust himself too quickly at this rate.  He really wishes he hadn't gotten those early indicators of mindreading!Conspiracy.

Keltham remembers to himself some videos he's seen over and over.  It's the closest he can come to clearing his mind, and it isn't all that restful.
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        "If it's all right with you, I'm going to write down some ideas I came up with, then rejected, which it'd be better for you to think of yourself -"
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        "Go ahead -"

Great, now he's thought it, the mindreading!Conspiracy knows it, and he might as well say it out loud to her.

"- but, sorry, I'm mostly tuning out things about the laws of magic, today.  If I pierce a Conspiracy, it won't be be because I got into the technical weeds of Spellcraft and outthought them there, it'll be because I managed to move the fight to my own home ground, which I am presently trying not to think any details about so don't ask how."
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        "Makes sense. They weren't spellcraft ideas, I do realize you'd be an idiot to trust me about that."

 

And she takes out a piece of paper and begins scribbling furiously. 

 

One place Keltham might be safe outside the interdiction is the Worldwound, if he'd taken the oath, and he could talk to all of the allied churches there. Rejected b/c if anyone did want Keltham badly enough to break the Worldwound oath about it they might do it and it's not worth the risk (is this bad decision theory? she's not sure)

Keltham could ask someone to bring him all of the deployment, logistics, casualties, honors awarded, disciplinary actions, etc., records for the Worldwound and for the Kuthite war. Maillol will hate this plan because they're classified, but it seems pretty impossible for a Conspiracy to manufacture on short notice. Rejected because: only works if Keltham thinks of it. 

Keltham could HANG OUT IN AN ANTIMAGIC FIELD so he stopped having to worry about mindreading. Rejected because: she has already pushed pretty hard for antimagic fields and he's ignoring her and if she suggests it again he will probably conclude that the Conspiracy has a way around antimagic fields. 

Keltham could ask for the Grand High Priestess to raise a gate to let him directly visit Hell, where Asmodeus can probably protect him from the interference of other gods. Rejected because: the Conspiracy could take him to some other place under their control instead; she can't think how he'd verify he was really in Hell. 
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        And three uniformed people visibly straight off the front lines in Nidal (you'd get in a lot of trouble for wearing a uniform that crumpled if you hadn't been summoned straight out of a war zone) walk in, holding an enormous top-tier scrying mirror and a very magic silk bag. 
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        This subtlety, like so many other subtleties, will be wholly lost on the young man out of dath ilan, who considers a bathrobe to be appropriate attire for the Chief Executive of Civilization.

"Hi.  Thanks for coming.  I probably shouldn't explain anything that hasn't been explained already."

"There should be a person who can do a lesser Teleport out to a destination I'll specify and Teleport back, a Greater Scry scroll and someone who can cast from it, and a Comprehend Languages scroll hopefully the divine version."
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        "This is Lord Marshal Fennelosa, wizard of the seventh rank, military emergencies unit, Her Majesty's Third; he'll be teleporting for you today. You're actually going to need a Greater Teleport if you want the teleporter to be able to go to a destination they have not previously seen, and they'll still need a pretty detailed description in that case. I am Paracount Fertinan Arayo, wizard of the seventh rank, from Her Majesty's personal security, and I'll cast the scry for you. In addition to a Greater Scry and a scroll of Comprehend Languages I also have a scroll of Detect Intelligence, per the request conveyed to us."
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        "Yes, thanks, that gets used in a separate experiment."

"Talk me through how Greater Scry works.  Assume high Intelligence in me and first-circle wizardy, but that I otherwise have approximately the knowledge of a small village cobbler about that."
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        (Carissa has authorized some lies, here: in particular, she's decided that you can't scry the dead. Keltham knows you can communicate with them -- with a Sending or similar - but hasn't been told you can observe them, and it's not the kind of thing one would naively expect to be true.)
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        "'Sure," says Arayo. "Scry' is a fourth circle spell with a one-hour casting time that creates - in a scrying mirror or a still pool of water -- an image of a single target and their immediate surroundings, as viewed from a vantage point above their head. The target can with an act of Will resist being scried, in which case the scry can fail. They could also put up powerful magic on their surroundings which prevent a scrying sensor from forming in their vicinity, in which case the scry would fail. If the target is dead, the scry will also fail. The spell can be made more specific, more precise, and harder for the target to throw off if the caster has a better concept of the target or has some possession or body part of the target's in hand when they attempt the scry. Cantrips such as Detect Magic sometimes work through a scry, but they require extra finesse to manage and will fail if the scry is of low magical quality. It lasts about two minutes per caster circle.

Greater Scry is a seventh-circle spell with a one-round casting time that does the same thing, except the scry is of higher magical quality and it's easier to get cantrips to function through it and it lasts about two hours per caster circle."
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        "Is there a standard way of allowing the scryer to get a wider view, with a cooperative target?"

Oh shoot, Keltham was unable to stop himself from thinking of the obvious solution about carrying around a mirror that would reflect the surroundings.  Plausibly be slightly harder to fake in an illusion, too, though really a curved mirror would be best for that, he could look in closely to see if the curved mirror had the right kind of distortions, as might be hard for an illusion spell to fake if they weren't just casting a veridical curved mirror.

Keltham had wanted to avoid thinking of that, if possible, to see if the Conspiracy would tell him about it or not.
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        "Scrying with a cooperative target is usually used for military communications, rather than for, uh, getting a look at the surroundings, I'd need to think about it. ....the scrying sensor is reliably some distance about the person's head, so you could use Enlarge Person to make them taller? And of course they could fly around, give you a view of the area from the air."
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        "Possibly I misunderstood something, when you said the spell only viewed immediate surroundings, if the view-from-the-air trick works.  If somebody was standing on a hill somewhere, could you look through the scry out to the horizon?  And if not, the obvious solution that comes to mind is for a cooperative target to carry a mirror, that can reflect the more distant surroundings."
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        "The resolution isn't great but yes, you can see the horizon, and I'd expect a mirror to work fine. We can certainly try it."
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        "Ready to go literally as soon as I give the destination?  And somebody please quickly go grab a mirror, the Project should have several on hand - have Ione deliver it, please."

Keltham thinks about how he's planning to send Ione Sala with them, carrying a bag of money, to follow her while she hires some mercenaries to protect her for a day, with a Telepathic Bond to himself -

he's actually planning Ostenso

he's actually planning Absalom

he's actually sending Asmodia
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        "If it's somewhere Fennelosa has been to or gotten a good description of, he can depart - from outside the Forbiddance - as soon as you give a destination."
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        "Ah yes, right, the Forbiddance.  Let's start making our way outside, then."

he's actually sending them to the Worldwound

his real plan involves books

his real plan involves Prestidigitation

his real plan involves using a timed chemical reaction whose Lawfully expected duration he'll compute only after the fact, to detect illusions
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        They start walking out. 

"Do you happen to know if the Eleventh's been redeployed," Carissa asks Fennelosa as they walk. "- I'm cleared up to Sensitive, I was deployed with the Tenth and then with the Eleventh before this -"

       "They're still up north. - I think covering out to Terthule, because we haven't been replacing losses -"

"Mmm. Thank you."

       "Any time. My cousin's in the Eleventh." 

 

She told them not to lie about anything unauthorized, so it's not a lie. With the headband she can calculate in the back of her mind anyway that it'll be suspicious to Keltham, that it'd be better if this man hadn't happened to have a cousin in her regiment. 

Alter-Carissa is of course delighted. "- really? Who?"

         "Guillem Moya, he's third circle, evocation -"

It's not even a surprising coincidence, but that won't stop Keltham from finding it a suspicious one. "Oh! We've met. ...he was insufferable."

         "If all this is ever declassified I'll tell him you said so."
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        He notices, but there's no obvious reason for the Conspiracy to be any more likely to say that, as a lie.  He doesn't know family densities in Cheliax, whether there's correlations in which people get assigned where; it'd be a silly thing to jump on as 'too much coincidence'.  If he considered it a likely Conspiracy tactic at all, it would be as a denial-of-service event where Keltham has to think about that stuff.  As it stands, it's actually useful to him; it gives him something else to think about while he's learning not to think about things.

Is Ione there yet with the mirror, Conspiracy?  Longer delays make it more likely that somebody's trying to emergency-instruct her about what to do if Keltham sends her with on the Teleport - not that this is Keltham's real plan - that thought was itself an attempted distraction, of course - 
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        Ione was told to fetch a mirror and come here as fast as possible, but also she's pretty sure Keltham's real plan doesn't involve Ione.
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        "Here with the requested mirror!  Otherwise keeping quiet until Keltham says differently!"

She's quietly annoyed with how the Conspiracy has been mostly keeping her out of the loop on things, but can't deny that alterIone probably isn't being kept up-to-date on it and it probably helps with her reactions -

Oh, that's a nice military-grade mirror there.  Keltham must've asked them for a scry, somewhere, and she'd bet he's got more in his quick-draw scabbard than just wandering around looking for anomalies.
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        "Thanks, Ione.  Answer immediately, what were you thinking about between when you got the mirror request and when you arrived here?"
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        "Trying to figure out why you suddenly needed a mirror, obviously, which I now realize is to try to expand the range you can see while scrying on somebody carrying that mirror."

    


    


    
        
            [image: intent]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        "What was your previous leading speculation?"
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        "Conspiracy's going to be casting a lot of illusions today.  For all you know, it's harder to maintain a consistent illusion if the mirror has to be part of it.  Or you were going to do something clever with the Law of Optics, that you hoped the people casting the illusion wouldn't know how to fake."
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        1.1x for Ordinary, those are high-quality speculations that Ione would be less likely to have come up with if Conspiracy knew why he wanted the mirror and was instead frantically briefing Ione on what to do if Teleported.

"Thanks.  And, sorry, Conspiracy Ione.  In the event you're an innocent caught up in all of this, somehow, I did try to figure out how to send you on this Teleport with a bag of money, but couldn't actually figure out how to do it in a way that didn't risk a bunch of gods or mercenaries descending on Ordinary Ione if Conspiracy Innocent Ione was given a real chance to escape."
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        She smiles.  "I appreciate the thought," she says, just like alterIone would say it, and not like true-Ione would say it in a more heartfelt way.
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        Keltham will now head over to Lord Marshal Fennelosa, who he's about to send to AbsalomNidalWorldwoundOstenso and request permission to Prestidigitate some writing onto whatever Fennelosa happens to be wearing.
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        " - sure." He's wearing an obviously magical silk cloak and obviously magical robes, both of them dirty, the cloak slightly bloody.
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        "Just to check, will that persist on this clothing?  Since it seems obviously -"  Detect Magic.  "- is visibly magical?"
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        "You should have a hard time damaging the cloak with a cantrip but dirt, as you might've noticed, sticks fine."
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        In lieu of asking more questions, Keltham will just try to Prestidigitate part of the robes to subtly patterned iridiscence a la intricate diffraction grating, which is the sort of thing that people on the Project have been doing an awful lot of recently.  Does that, in fact, go, with these magical robes?
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        Nope, the magical fabric does not want to be turned into something else.

    


    


    
        
            [image: apologetic]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        "Sorry about this, but I need you to wear... different robes over these robes, or a shirt, or something else I can Prestidigitate."

The amount of focus that it takes Keltham to converse about this is sufficient that his thoughts slip; he's planning to Prestidigitate his god's mysterious symbol and a Taldane question mark.
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        "Sure," Fennelosa says impatiently. He reaches into his bag and pulls out a nonmagical thick fur cloak, and pulls it on over the magical one. 
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        The team following Fennelosa will just have to be prepared to Dominate anyone who walks up to him to comment on the holy symbol, though she thinks people will mostly not do that.
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        Keltham will Prestidigitate his god's symbol and a question mark, in diffraction-grating iridescence that somebody who wasn't deeply involved in the Project might not understand the optics of well enough to cast an illusion faking it, and also he's going to weave in some small Baseline fancy script that's going to look like a lot of indistinguishable Elvish curlicues to anybody who doesn't read Baseline, but which Keltham himself can immediately check for coherence.  That hopefully makes it complicated to change on their end and fake in an illusion on his end.

"How are we staying in contact once you've Teleported?  Telepathic Bond, or does Message work across Greater Scry?"

Keltham is trying to avoid thinking about how much it costs Conspiracy to claim that he needs to give all his instructions in advance (20 bits).
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        She anticipated that, which is why they said that cantrips worked across a Greater Scry.

 

Though also that number seems high and she suspects Keltham's trying to think false things on purpose.

    


    


    
        
            [image: silmaril]
            lintamande as none. 
        

        "Message should work fine," Fennelosa says.
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        "All right then, I'm about to give you your destination.  Ready to go?"

Keltham is trying very hard not to think of his next action.
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        "Yes."
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        Keltham casts Invisibility Purge!  Were there any invisible people waiting to go along on that Teleport trip?
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        Nope!
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        The team accompanying Fennelosa will Teleport in separately from a different location, because there's no reason to have them anywhere near the Project site at any point.
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        "Absalom, the Grand Bazaar if it still exists, otherwise whichever location you most expect to have multiple bookstores."
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        It is definitely one of the more inconvenient requests he could have made, but not outside the range of things he might predictably have wanted. 

 

Do it, she thinks. They have lots of books they've been faking for Keltham. She wants a team prepared to swap the covers and alter the first pages to match ones he might request from Absalom.
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        Fennelosa Teleports. 

 


Arayo casts Greater Scry, and there Fennelosa is, in the middle of a chaotic, bustling marketplace, the iridescent symbol glinting on his back.

    


    


    
        
            [image: positive intense 1]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        Message:  Move the mirror close to the scry viewpoint and turn it around slowly.

 

It's his first glimpse of Golarion for real, and Keltham will be examining it carefully and not without a sense of wonder, for he may be in Ordinary Golarion after all.
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        Fennelosa irritably holds the hand mirror up to the scry sensor and rotates it, very slowly, so Absalom's landmarks can be seen in its edges. He has nothing to hide, yet. 

 

 

A skinny child tries to pickpocket him while he's staring up in the air doing something weird with a mirror. He kicks them.
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            [image: light contrast]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        ...okay, if he asks he'll be told that this happens a million times per day, if the Conspiracy did it on purpose then they're - trying to distract him - it rhymes with other things, other worrisome signs, like he noticed under Owl's Wisdom months ago -

He'll do what the Conspiracy predicted, he supposes, in the version where they predicted that Keltham would think that being distracted and asking questions because a child got hurt was supplying the Conspiracy with the wrong retrospective incentives.

Message:  If possible, please carry out the rest of this operation while hurting as few children as possible, as little as possible.
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        "Acknowledged," Fennelosa says. The mirror is showing an absurdly tall lighthouse, the spires of some cathedral, a clock tower with incredible stone detailing, a flying person passing overhead, a pseudodragon perching to stare at them.

Another pickpocket brushes up against him and he levitates them fifteen feet in the air rather than kicking them.
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        Okay, nothing obviously out of line with the century-old 14-volume history of Absalom that was left in his bedroom in the 'Imperial Palace' where the Conspiracy brought him immediately after faking the 'Zon-Kuthon godwar', the point at which the Conspiracy started to take its game against him seriously.  That probably wasn't enough time for them to fake entire books, which is why they gave him a century-old set of 14 books, which is the sort of thing that Conspiracy Asmodia would not have permitted if she'd then been in charge, she would have had his room devoid of books rather than do that.  There's a lot of reasons they might be trying to hide something that happened in the last century, but whatever it is, it's even more likely to be in Absalom than elsewhere, and Keltham has any idea of what Absalom was like a century ago.

He can't exactly sight-read the city skyline - for all he knows, anything really tall could be the Starstone Cathedral - but the wide variety of weird tall buildings at least looks like 'Absalom' should look.

Does Keltham see anything that looks like a bookshop?
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        Not in the Grand Bazaar. It's mostly food carts, selling fresh fish and things just-arrived on merchant ships: grains, livestock, textiles.

 

Fennelosa asks, privately, if he should stay away from the slave markets. 
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        Ideally not, because they've claimed to Keltham that other places are worse than Cheliax and that'd be useful as evidence. However, if there are children in the slave markets he's going to have an entire full-scale breakdown about that. Someone should scout ahead, spend some gold, and get any children removed or illusioned into adults/halflings/gnomes, after which Fennelosa can walk through there as normal. 
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        "Okay if I hold the mirror less conspicuously, it's like advertising I'm not paying attention to my surroundings," says Fennelosa, weaving through a bunch of stalls of pigs and ducks and caged cats.
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        ...call it 1.5x for Conspiracy, the description Keltham had read in the century-old book implied more of a chance that you could buy everything in the Grand Bazaar, where you would've thought that 'everything' would include books.

Message:  Head to where you'd expect to find bookshops, please.  Fiction preferred to nonfiction, if that distinction exists in Golarion.


(Fiction books are harder to coherently rewrite on the fly; easier to change a paragraph in an encyclopedia than to change a key plot point.)
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        "I haven't been here in a while, okay if I ask someone where to go?"
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        ...Asmodia is confused by why they don't want Keltham having a full-scale meltdown about child slaves in Absalom, to the point of changing the fabric of local reality in a possibly inconsistent way about that; but she realizes this may not be the best time for Sevar to stop and explain her reasoning.
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        "Go for it."
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        Carissa would love Keltham to have a breakdown if it meant he'd stop pursuing Conspiracy. She suspects it instead means he demands Owl's Wisdom and Fox's Cunning.
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        "Good Wealday," says Fennelosa to a stall vendor. "I am looking for booksellers, where would I find those."

"You're on the wrong side of the market, sir, they're uptown from here."

"Thank you."
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        There sure are a lot of different people in Golarion.  Less variety in clothing, compared to dath ilan, of course; but the people inside the clothes sure are different - does that person have scales?  She's pretty.  Keltham will have to think about whether or not he's perverted enough to ask Meritxell to look like that next time.
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        A toad breathes fire at him from one of the stalls. A woman wrings a chicken's neck and hands it off to a tall, green-skinned orc. A beggar grabs at his feet and starts a spiel about his dying wife. 

 

And if he has a go-ahead from the lead team (which is covering up any Abadaran holy symbols they see as well as any child slaves) he'll cut through the slave markets, on his way uptown.
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        Go.
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        Absalom has periodically debated abolishing the slave markets. Not the institution of slavery, nor even the slave trade; both bring Absalom much prosperity. But the markets, yes. They're an unpleasant place, an eyesore both literally and metaphorically; they make people who don't mind slavery in the slightest uneasy. 

 

The slaves are mostly very minimally dressed, in some cases nude. Some are in cages, but most are for efficiency just chained to each other, shackled hands and feet. Most of them stare at the ground, or at the wall. Some are crying. Some are struggling. There's an auction block, where a man with a booming voice is collecting bids on a lot just arrived from distant Casmaron. 

 

 

There are no children. This required ripping some babies out of their mothers' arms before Fennelosa got there, but their owners were duly compensated.

    


    


    
        
            [image: carissa12]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

        And give the babies back, afterwards. Even nearly-fully-corrupted Keltham will care about that, not to mention that Snack Service is about to threaten me about it.
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        Snack Service would otherwise have advised Carissa Sevar against disrupting future relations with Keltham, had she been that silly!

The suspicious Asmodeans should really have enough evidence by now to update about some things!  They should not feel constrained in how they serve Asmodeus by Snack Service's presence, even if Cayden Cailean wouldn't like something.  Snack Service will warn them if they're about to do something that is about to significantly harm Asmodeus's interests simultaneously with Cayden Cailean's.
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        He closes his eyes after a few seconds.

(Whatever this is, if there's a reason for Conspiracy to fake it, Keltham shouldn't cooperate with that reason and give them a retroactive reason to arrange this.  That's a reason to keep his eyes closed, right?</motivated-cognition>)

"Carissa," he says not by Message, "tell me when he's through."


That does not particularly look like a situation that sane people would not suicide out of.  Maybe if it was temporary.

Maybe those are Neutral Evil, Chaotic Evil, or Chaotic Neutral people and this is the section of the market where they sell people who can't say no.  In which case blowing up Absalom to stop this wouldn't particularly be helping them.

...or maybe they lied to him about afterlives, that's rising in prominence too.

He'll give them this, it doesn't feel like Conspiracy so much as it feels like an Ordinary that is wronger than they told him yet, in ways that they have, per his own request, held off from rushing to tell him about.
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        She squeezes his hand. "I'll tell you."

 

Fennelosa could teleport out now, while Keltham's not looking, but it's not like they have an entire approved bookshop in Cheliax for him to go to either. If anything, a bookshop in Cheliax would probably reveal more. Fennelosa should proceed, and the team that came up with all the Keltham-approved books should put those Keltham-approved books in Fennelosa's Bag of Holding for ease of swapping in either at the bookstore or subsequently. 

 

As soon as they're out of the slave markets, then, and just entering a section of bazaar that's full of animal skins and leathers and furs - "okay, it's over."
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        Keltham doesn't answer; he's running through basic possibilities for abolishing the slave trade in Golarion, just in case he's missing something obvious.  Some of the thoughts are along the lines of 'maybe don't sell any +4 intelligence headbands to Absalom' and 'if this is what Cheliax was like before the Church took over, they might have done some pretty extreme things in the takeover process that they'd want to conceal from me until I understood why that was necessary', both of which are explanations for why the Conspiracy would want to fake this.

If he decides this world is real, among Keltham's next steps is going to be talking to that paladin to find out what Good's current plans are on this slavery thing.

...if Ordinary were deliberately protecting him from this, though, they should've warned him about it.  Not just walked him into an abused-people-market.

He's going to focus on this test.  Needs to focus on this test.  It also matters, even on this scale.

And something about him is taking all of this more seriously, now, even to the point of being willing to inconvenience bystanders.  But he's not - quite - seeing what he should - the Conspiracy has obvious responses - no, he's not thinking clearly, even if they have obvious responses, he should run the test anyways - the trouble is not thinking about things -

Keltham is looking for somebody in his field of vision who looks like they might be the local equivalent of a Security wizard, or police officer, or the non-Nidal version of a person carrying an expensive sword.

He's not able to stop himself from thinking that the point is to find somebody who'd be difficult to mind-control, or who it'd be a very big deal to mind-control.

And now that he's gone and thought that, he needs to pick a subject immediately if possible, before they have time to cast an illusion about it.
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        Is he by any chance going to pick the Chelish agent on the lead team who is disguised as a priest of Sarenrae and who is purchasing blankets at the stall right up ahead? Or the Chelish agent on the lead team who is disguised as a powerful Vudrani wizard flying lazily overhead shouting instructions while his harried assistant makes purchases for him?

 

Or the perfectly legitimate but low-level guards stationed at the edge of the slave market?
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        Yep, totally going for the Sarenrae priest.

Message:  Can you ask that person buying blankets if they'd be willing to answer some quick questions for 5gp, or more if you think it takes more?

(Keltham is substantially increasing the amount beyond what he'd have to offer in dath ilan, because low-trust environment and also he might be about to get some innocent mind-controlled with hopefully low probability.)
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        Fennelosa will head over to the priest of Sarenrae. "Excuse me, father, would you be willing to answer some questions on the spot for 5 gold pieces?"

"Well, I'd have to say that it'd depend on the questions," the man responds in Taldane with a distinctly Taldor-Taldane accent.
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        Message:  They'll be about Cheliax, Nidal, Zon-Kethon, and Asmodeus.  Also ask him if he's okay being Messaged directly by someone he can't see, and replying in kind.
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        Fennelosa repeats this faithfully. 

 

" - well, I don't mind someone Messaging me with questions," the priest says, "but I don't know that I'll have very satisfactory answers for them, and wouldn't want them to feel their gold was misspent."
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        Message directly to person who looks like he'd be hard to mind-control:

"Assuming I otherwise got here from very far away and am pretty ignorant of things, what would you say are the most interesting things that happened with Cheliax, Nidal, Zon-Kuthon, or Asmodeus over the last year?"
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        "Well, they went to war," the priest replies immediately. "Zon-Kuthon's army attacked Cheliax, or so I heard at least, and then the gods united against Zon-Kuthon." Message doesn't permit long replies if you can't cast it yourself, and he can't.
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        "Any else?"
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        "The gods locked Zon-Kuthon away. The war is still ongoing, the church of Sarenrae is engaged by Cheliax for healing."
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        "Any else?"
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        "Not that I'm thinking of immediately, no. Certainly nothing as momentous as that."
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        "Any weird news come to mind involving Cheliax in the last year?"

He's not able to stop his thoughts from mentioning the word 'lead', but at least he got this far, and that's already some evidence against Ordinary.
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        That's not fair, there's no chance that random priests of Sarenrae would be apprised of Cheliax's leaded pot related initiatives. 
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        "I've heard a rumor that after the godwar started all the gods agreed not to intervene in Cheliax so as not to tear it apart with their fighting?"
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        He'll assign retrospective likelihoods later that a medical priest wouldn't have heard the news about lead, inside Ordinary, versus the likelihood that Conspiracy wouldn't think of it until too late and then not want to tip off that they read the plan out of his mind.

Message:  You can answer this one out loud, it's long.  What is Sarenrae's position on Asmodeus's takes?

121 - 1331 - 14641 - if it's too complex - if it's too simple - 161051 - 1771561 -

    


    


    
        
            [image: silmaril]
            lintamande as none. 
        

        "I'm sorry, can you repeat the question?"
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        Message:  Asmodeus has some positions on compacts, on power relations between humans, and on free will.  Does Sarenrae's Church agree or disagree with those positions, and if so why?
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        "We're in favor of free will, Good should and can be chosen, it doesn't have to be imposed. In intimacy, people should - practice the virtue of concern for the other. That's a classic Good-Evil disagreement, I suppose. For - contracts - I'd say mostly Sarenrae's church has a different focus. Sarenrae is the goddess of the sun, of redemption, of healing, of the good in everyone; I would say that She - agrees that contracts can be important, and should be precise and fair, but only because as far as I know that works out better for people than not doing that."
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        Well, he's not giving answers as detailed as the paladin, which maybe figures for somebody accosted by weird questions in the middle of a giant amateur-market.  It's not following the previous pattern of the paladin giving answers more detailed about Evil than about Good.

And there haven't been any anomalies in the mirror, or in the apparent symbol from his truthspell that Keltham drew in iridescence or the Baseline script inside it, so either it was an honest answer or they mind-controlled the guy or they ran a sufficiently realistic illusion.

That was mostly what Keltham was expecting would happen inside Conspiracy; this didn't seem like a likely test to blow things open.  It revolved around possibilities of magic, illusion, mind-control, and those are places where the Conspiracy controlled almost all the information he got.

But he tested it, just in case.  Seeing the slave market reminded Keltham, a little, what it means to be involved in serious business, and to maybe make a more serious effort at breaking apart his world if it could be broken.

Message to priest:  Thanks, that's it.

Message to Fennelosa:  Please continue looking for a bookshop.
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        Fennelosa will pay the guy five gold and then keep looking for a bookshop. This end of the bazaar is more upscale: fancy textiles, food vendors, shoeshiners, jewelers. 

 

There's a bookshop over there! The proprietor has been knocked unconscious and is sleeping upstairs. There's a new, temporary proprietor. 

 

In he goes.
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        Is Keltham in range to see what kinds of books this bookshop carries?
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        Like most bookshops it carries an eclectic range of books that the proprietor got her hands on to copy! The sign on the door just says 'books from all around the world'.
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        Any foreign-language titles visible?
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        It looks like she carries Taldane and Kelish, mostly, and then one shelf up high is labelled 'distant shores' and has some Tien and some other harder to identify languages.
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        He'll save his Comprehend Languages until he finds a bookshop that carries more foreign titles, then; it doesn't last as long when cast from scroll... no, that's the wrong way to think about it, that potentially gives the Conspiracy too much time to catch him if his thoughts slip up.

Message to proprietor:  Hi, I'm shopping by scry today!  Sorry for this weird request, but if you can immediately go over to one of your books and open it to a section with something inside critical of Cheliax, in any way at all however minor, I'll immediately buy that book.  Bonus points if it's in a language that isn't Taldane.

(Yes, this is also testing whether the proprietor is being mind-controlled in a way that doesn't permit the controller to access native knowledge about their own books.)
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        The person at the desk, who appears to be a boy of about fifteen, startles. "Is this some kind of scam," he says suspiciously. "I'll call the watch." I need to be directed to whichever of the books we placed contains criticism of Cheliax.

      "No scam. My patron's just - very secretive and somewhat eccentric," Fennelosa says, and sets two gold coins on the counter. "Please do whatever he asked."

The boy snatches up the two gold coins. Bites them. "Alright then," he says. "I don't speak any other languages so I'm not gonna get the bonus points." 

 

And he picks a book off the shelf and starts leafing through it. "There's got to be something in here, because this is from Andoran and they don't like Cheliax one bit. Just give me a minute, okay?"
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        Sure, he'll give a minute.

- establishes baseline -

- too slow -

- too fast -

- how much should a bookstore operator know his own books -
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        "Ha! From a speech by the Supreme Elect Andira Marusek. 'If Cheliax declared the slave trade over, it would end without a shot fired! But Cheliax has embraced as their national philosophy this: 'it's not our problem'. And secondarily this: we're already saving the world, stop complaining. As if it would cost the ships that already patrol these seas a single penny, to make it known they'd stop slavers! They will tell you they have no means to, but the truth is this: they don't care to!! - 's pretty critical, I'd say."

      "Seems kind of unfair to me, really," Fennelosa says. 

"Does it have to be a fair criticism? I don't know what you'll count."
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        Keltham doesn't really have time to consider whether it's fair or not, he'll consider that later.  Right now he needs to spring his next test before hypothetical mind controllers have too much time to consider it.

Message to Fennelosa:  Buy that one and start flipping through it, random pages for me to read.

Message to proprietor:  Okay, now something critical of Qadira, fast as possible, will buy if you find it, same principle.

Keltham knows Qadira exists mainly because of browsing the Absalom history, not because anybody from Cheliax made any statements about it that they'd want to back up; and Qadira is pretty near here, and people in this region should have political opinions about it.  If they planted books about Cheliax here, and the mind-controller only knows about those, this request will take longer.  Likewise if it's all an illusion and they have illusions ready of particular books.
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        "I'll buy it," says Fennelosa. None of the planted books cover Qadira. 

       "Five gold." That's fine; any book from Taldor on recent history is going to say some critical stuff about Qadira, they've been having border disputes. 

"He's overcharging you by a factor of two or three," Fennelosa Messages the scry irritably. "Probably because he's noticed you're rich and eccentric. Should I haggle."
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        Message:  Just pay this one and mention that you'll only be paying 150% of the fair price on the next one.  I do owe him something for incidental exposure to all the weirdness around me, and a bonus for not being able to ask him about that part explicitly for information-security reasons.
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        Fennelosa counts out five gold, takes the book, and starts leafing through it. Publication date five years ago. It's about Andoran politics, mostly following the political rise of Marusek and a series of near-conflicts Andoran got into because its neighbors consider it to be sponsoring piracy. 

 

The proprietor looks for a book about Taldane military history, that should have some Qadira and some criticism of Qadirans. 
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        Timing on how long it takes them to locate that book versus the book critical of Cheliax?
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        Maybe slightly longer to find the book on Qadira but not all that much so.
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        And the criticism there?

    


    


    
        
            [image: silmaril]
            lintamande as none. 
        

        This particular author feels that the Qadirans are the enemy of civilization itself and must be defeated in a fierce and immediate offensive rather than be permitted to erode Avistan's defenses, bit by bit; only when the last of them have been slaughtered will Avistan be safe. It is just as critical of Taldor's nobles, who it argues have grown too weak and indolent to hold the border against the Qadiran savages, and are derelict in their duties to themselves, their lands, and all of Taldor; the Qadirans, it argues, are a just punishment for the sins of the Taldane nobles. 
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        ...that is more the quality of argumentation that Keltham expected of Golarion Authors, such as one might find in the library of an archduke's villa.

Okay.  Suppose that this bookshop contains some planted books, some non-planted books, and is missing some obviously problematic books which were quickly removed, by a team that teleported in separately and rushed ahead to carry out that operation and mind-control the proprietor...

Does the store have an obvious fiction section?  Keltham has been reading book titles whenever not otherwise occupied.
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        The separations it uses are 'romances', 'mysteries', 'histories', and 'business'. It's kind of unclear what's in each but the first two seem to be mostly fiction.
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        All right.  Buy the Qadira-critical book.

Then go to the 'mysteries' section.  How many books total?
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        About three hundred.
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        Right then.  Let's spend ten minutes on this.

Message:  Count off every fifteenth book starting on the third one, putting your finger on each such book so that I can see the title each time.  Then, open to three random places in each such book, and show each such random place to the scry sensor for six seconds.  Then buy them all.  You can haggle that time.

Keltham was initially thinking of just buying books that discussed magic or gods or afterlives, then considered that his fortress doesn't have enough books anyways.

If their mystery genre is at all like dath ilan's, if there's even a trace of sanity there, key obscure rules of magic should feature in at least some of these novels; and you can't rewrite fiction as easily as nonfiction.  The pages will be spoilers, unfortunately, but they should serve as a check against the books being rewritten or substituted before he can read them.
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        Fennelosa starts doing this, with some (but not much) visible irritation.

       "Careful with the books," says the boy. 

"I'm buying them."

      "Looks like you're waving them in the air."

"Well, aren't you a born genius. After I do that, I'll buy them. At a gold apiece."

      "They go for four normally."

"You're a bad liar, kid. In-demand books go for two in Cheliax, and Absalom has more trade, so it should be cheaper."

       "You're from Cheliax?"

"Yes."

        "Well, then, buy them in Cheliax, if you think they're cheaper there."
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        Keltham's not paying much attention to this repartee, which won't be very informative in the Conspiracy worlds where it matters.  He's scanning the book glimpses instead.
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I couldn't keep my eyes off him. Always holding tight by the leg of the table with my hands and feet, I saw the miserable creature finger his glass playfully, take it up, smile, throw his head back, and drink the brandy off. Instantly afterwards, the company were seized with unspeakable consternation, owing to his springing to his feet, turning round several times in an appalling spasmodic whooping-cough dance, and rushing out at the door; he then became visible through the window, violently plunging and expectorating, making the most hideous faces, and apparently out of his mind.

I held on tight, while Mrs Joe and Joe ran to him. I didn't know how I had done it, but I had no doubt I had murdered him somehow. In my dreadful situation, it was a relief when he was brought back, and, surveying the company all round as if they had disagreed with him, sank down into his chair with the one significant gasp, ‘Tar!’

I had filled up the bottle from the tar-water jug. I knew he would be worse by-and-by. I moved the table, like a Medium of the present day, by the vigour of my unseen hold upon it.

‘Tar!’ cried my sister, in amazement. ‘Why, how ever could Tar come there?’

But, Uncle Pumblechook, who was omnipotent in that kitchen, wouldn't hear the word, wouldn't hear of the subject, imperiously waved it all away with his hand, and asked for hot gin-and-water. My sister, who had begun to be alarmingly meditative, had to employ herself actively in getting the gin, the hot water, the sugar, and the lemon-peel, and mixing them. For the time being at least, I was saved. I still held on to the leg of the table, but clutched it now with the fervour of gratitude.



    


    


    
        
            [image: silmaril]
            lintamande as none. 
        

        
Monseigneur Bienvenu had formerly been, if the stories anent his youth, and even in regard to his manhood, were to be believed, a passionate, and, possibly, a violent man. His universal suavity was less an instinct of nature than the result of a grand conviction which had filtered into his heart through the medium of life, and had trickled there slowly, thought by thought; for, in a character, as in a rock, there may exist apertures made by drops of water. These hollows are uneffaceable; these formations are indestructible.

When he conversed with that infantile gayety which was one of his charms, and of which we have already spoken, people felt at their ease with him, and joy seemed to radiate from his whole person. His fresh and ruddy complexion, his very white teeth, all of which he had preserved, and which were displayed by his smile, gave him that open and easy air which cause the remark to be made of a man, “He’s a good fellow”; and of an old man, “He is a fine man.”
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He said this with such evident surprise that I was perplexed what answer to make, and the more so because coupled with something feeble and wandering in his manner, there were in his face marks of deep and anxious thought which convinced me that he could not be, as I had been at first inclined to suppose, in a state of dotage or imbecility.

'I don't think you consider - ' I began.

'I don't consider!' cried the old man interrupting me, 'I don't consider her! Ah, how little you know of the truth! Little Nelly, little Nelly!'

It would be impossible for any man, I care not what his form of speech might be, to express more affection than the dealer in curiosities did, in these four words. I waited for him to speak again, but he rested his chin upon his hand and shaking his head twice or thrice fixed his eyes upon the fire.

While we were sitting thus in silence, the door of the closet opened, and the child returned, her light brown hair hanging loose about her neck, and her face flushed with the haste she had made to rejoin us. She busied herself immediately in preparing supper, and while she was thus engaged I remarked that the old man took an opportunity of observing me more closely than he had done yet. I was surprised to see that all this time everything was done by the child, and that there appeared to be no other persons but ourselves in the house. I took advantage of a moment when she was absent to venture a hint on this point, to which the old man replied that there were few grown persons as trustworthy or as careful as she.
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It is a great pity that their circumstances should be so confined! a great pity indeed! and I have often wished—but it is so little one can venture to do—small, trifling presents, of any thing uncommon—Now we have killed a porker, and Emma thinks of sending them a loin or a leg; it is very small and delicate—Hartfield pork is not like any other pork—but still it is pork—and, my dear Emma, unless one could be sure of their making it into steaks, nicely fried, as ours are fried, without the smallest grease, and not roast it, for no stomach can bear roast pork—I think we had better send the leg—do not you think so, my dear?”

“My dear papa, I sent the whole hind-quarter. I knew you would wish it. There will be the leg to be salted, you know, which is so very nice, and the loin to be dressed directly in any manner they like.”

“That’s right, my dear, very right. I had not thought of it before, but that is the best way. They must not over-salt the leg; and then, if it is not over-salted, and if it is very thoroughly boiled, just as Serle boils ours, and eaten very moderately of, with a boiled turnip, and a little carrot or parsnip, I do not consider it unwholesome.
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Kit did turn from white to red, and from red to white again, when they secured him thus, and for a moment seemed disposed to resist. But, quickly recollecting himself, and remembering that if he made any struggle, he would perhaps be dragged by the collar through the public streets, he only repeated, with great earnestness and with the tears standing in his eyes, that they would be sorry for this -  and suffered them to lead him off. While they were on the way back, Mr Swiveller, upon whom his present functions sat very irksomely, took an opportunity of whispering in his ear that if he would confess his guilt, even by so much as a nod, and promise not to do so any more, he would connive at his kicking Sampson Brass on the shins and escaping up a court; but Kit indignantly rejecting this proposal, Mr Richard had nothing for it, but to hold him tight until they reached Bevis Marks, and ushered him into the presence of the charming Sarah, who immediately took the precaution of locking the door.

'Now, you know,' said Brass, 'if this is a case of innocence, it is a case of that description, Christopher, where the fullest disclosure is the best satisfaction for everybody. Therefore if you'll consent to an examination,' he demonstrated what kind of examination he meant by turning back the cuffs of his coat, 'it will be a comfortable and pleasant thing for all parties.'

'Search me,' said Kit, proudly holding up his arms. 'But mind, sir -  I know you'll be sorry for this, to the last day of your life.'

'It is certainly a very painful occurrence,' said Brass with a sigh, as he dived into one of Kit's pockets, and fished up a miscellaneous collection of small articles; 'very painful. Nothing here, Mr Richard, Sir, all perfectly satisfactory. Nor here, sir. Nor in the waistcoat, Mr Richard, nor in the coat tails. So far, I am rejoiced, I am sure.'

Richard Swiveller, holding Kit's hat in his hand, was watching the proceedings with great interest, and bore upon his face the slightest possible indication of a smile, as Brass, shutting one of his eyes, looked with the other up the inside of one of the poor fellow's sleeves as if it were a telescope - when Sampson turning hastily to him, bade him search the hat.

'Here's a handkerchief,' said Dick.

'No harm in that sir,' rejoined Brass, applying his eye to the other sleeve, and speaking in the voice of one who was contemplating an immense extent of prospect. 'No harm in a handkerchief Sir, whatever. The faculty don't consider it a healthy custom, I believe, Mr Richard, to carry one's handkerchief in one's hat - I have heard that it keeps the head too warm - but in every other point of view, its being there, is extremely satisfactory - extremely so.'
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'Oh Quilp!' said his wife, 'what's the matter? Who are you angry with?'

' - I should drown him,' said the dwarf, not heeding her. 'Too easy a death, too short, too quick - but the river runs close at hand. Oh! if I had him here! just to take him to the brink coaxingly and pleasantly, - holding him by the button-hole - joking with him, -  and, with a sudden push, to send him splashing down! Drowning men come to the surface three times they say. Ah! To see him those three times, and mock him as his face came bobbing up, - oh, what a rich treat that would be!'

'Quilp!' stammered his wife, venturing at the same time to touch him on the shoulder: 'what has gone wrong?'

She was so terrified by the relish with which he pictured this pleasure to himself that she could scarcely make herself intelligible.

'Such a bloodless cur!' said Quilp, rubbing his hands very slowly, and pressing them tight together. 'I thought his cowardice and servility were the best guarantee for his keeping silence. Oh Brass, Brass - my dear, good, affectionate, faithful, complimentary, charming friend - if I only had you here!'

His wife, who had retreated lest she should seem to listen to these mutterings, ventured to approach him again, and was about to speak, when he hurried to the door, and called Tom Scott, who, remembering his late gentle admonition, deemed it prudent to appear immediately.

'There!' said the dwarf, pulling him in. 'Take her home. Don't come here to-morrow, for this place will be shut up. Come back no more till you hear from me or see me. Do you mind?'

Tom nodded sulkily, and beckoned Mrs Quilp to lead the way.
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Lady Dorothea had not left us long before another visitor as unexpected a one as her Ladyship, was announced. It was Sir Edward, who informed by Augusta of her Brother's marriage, came doubtless to reproach him for having dared to unite himself to me without his Knowledge. But Edward foreseeing his design, approached him with heroic fortitude as soon as he entered the Room, and addressed him in the following Manner.

“Sir Edward, I know the motive of your Journey here—You come with the base Design of reproaching me for having entered into an indissoluble engagement with my Laura without your Consent. But Sir, I glory in the Act—. It is my greatest boast that I have incurred the displeasure of my Father!”

So saying, he took my hand and whilst Sir Edward, Philippa, and Augusta were doubtless reflecting with admiration on his undaunted Bravery, led me from the Parlour to his Father's Carriage which yet remained at the Door and in which we were instantly conveyed from the pursuit of Sir Edward.
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Why should this last disappointment hang so heavily on my spirits? Why should I feel it more, why should it wound me deeper than those I have experienced before? Can it be that I have a greater affection for Willoughby than I had for his amiable predecessors? Or is it that our feelings become more acute from being often wounded? I must suppose my dear Belle that this is the Case, since I am not conscious of being more sincerely attached to Willoughby than I was to Neville, Fitzowen, or either of the Crawfords, for all of whom I once felt the most lasting affection that ever warmed a Woman's heart. Tell me then dear Belle why I still sigh when I think of the faithless Edward, or why I weep when I behold his Bride, for too surely this is the case—. My Freinds are all alarmed for me; They fear my declining health; they lament my want of spirits; they dread the effects of both. In hopes of releiving my melancholy, by directing my thoughts to other objects, they have invited several of their freinds to spend the holy days with us. Lady Bridget Darkwood and her sister-in-law, Miss Jane are expected on Friday; and Colonel Seaton's family will be with us next week. This is all most kindly meant by my Uncle and Cousins; but what can the presence of a dozen indefferent people do to me, but weary and distress me—. I will not finish my Letter till some of our Visitors are arrived.

Fireday Evening Lady Bridget came this morning, and with her, her sweet sister Miss Jane—. Although I have been acquainted with this charming Woman above fifteen Years, yet I never before observed how lovely she is. She is now about 35, and in spite of sickness, sorrow and Time is more blooming than I ever saw a Girl of 17. I was delighted with her, the moment she entered the house, and she appeared equally pleased with me, attaching herself to me during the remainder of the day. There is something so sweet, so mild in her Countenance, that she seems more than Mortal. Her Conversation is as bewitching as her appearance; I could not help telling her how much she engaged my admiration—. “Oh! Miss Jane (said I)—and stopped from an inability at the moment of expressing myself as I could wish—Oh! Miss Jane—(I repeated)—I could not think of words to suit my feelings—She seemed waiting for my speech—. I was confused—distressed—my thoughts were bewildered—and I could only add—“How do you do?” She saw and felt for my Embarrassment and with admirable presence of mind releived me from it by saying—“My dear Sophia be not uneasy at having exposed yourself—I will turn the Conversation without appearing to notice it. “Oh! how I loved her for her kindness!” Do you ride as much as you used to do?” said she—. “I am advised to ride by my Physician. We have delightful Rides round us, I have a Charming horse, am uncommonly fond of the Amusement, replied I quite recovered from my Confusion, and in short I ride a great deal.” “You are in the right my Love,” said she. Then repeating the following line which was an extempore and equally adapted to recommend both Riding and Candour—

“Ride where you may, Be Candid where you can,” she added,” I rode once, but it is many years ago—She spoke this in so low and tremulous a Voice, that I was silent—. Struck with her Manner of speaking I could make no reply. “I have not ridden, continued she fixing her Eyes on my face, since I was married.” I was never so surprised—“Married, Ma'am!” I repeated. “You may well wear that look of astonishment, said she, since what I have said must appear improbable to you—Yet nothing is more true than that I once was married.”
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        Well Carissa sure couldn't infer anything about the world from this but maybe Keltham's outthinking her once again. 
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        What the ASS, Golarion - he wants to say that the Conspiracy wouldn't be this wack, but that's a dangerous thing to think if they've been reading his mind.  He'll suspend judgment until he reads more of this wack shit.

Message to proprietor:  Any mysteries or romances that would deal heavily with magic, gods, or afterlives?

Maybe that just gets him Conspiracy-selected rewritten books, but even those might be enlightening if they give him a point of comparison to the other novels.
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        Don't substitute rewritten books; they'll stand out too much. Yes, I know, we determined that they were reasonable for the genre, yes, I know that the Supreme Elect actually did say approximately that, doesn't mean we don't lose bits on it. They are not reasonable for the set of books that this bookstore has. We have a year to fix that, if we don't make him suspicious today. 
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        " - well, in some of the romances people are religious, is that what you mean? I don't think we stock any romances about the gods - the gods aren't, you know, they don't have the bodies for that," the kid says aloud. "I can check if we have in stock any where the man is a wizard? Usually he's a noble, though, or an exiled noble, or an adventurer but not specifically a wizard." 
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        Stories in which somebody dies, goes to an afterlife, gets resurrected.

Stories where the details of magic play a key role in the story.

Stories where somebody goes through priest training.

Anything like that, anywhere in the fiction section?
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        Probably? They're not sorted by that, though. He'll try to find some.

 

He takes a big stack off the shelf and starts sorting through them, frowning.
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        All right, time to at least take a stab at going on the offensive. If you do nothing but play defense all day, you lose. 
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                "Is the shop your father's?"

"My mum's."

        "Can you call her in, for a big purchase like this, where it'd help to have someone who knows all the books like the back of their hand?"

"Call her in how?"

       "Well, is she in the back room taking a nap, or at the market, or -"

"Wealdays she takes off. Sometimes she goes to the temple, sometimes she spends it with Tateo, the man she's sleeping with. Sometimes she goes and scribes records in the temple of Abadar in the low district, for extra spending money."
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        Come on, Keltham, bite -

    


    


    
        
            [image: positive intense 1]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        ...the kid is (allegedly) not even the real bookshop manager.  Right then!

Message to Fennelosa:  All right, let's abort here, buy the ones we've scanned so far, and look for a bookshop with an intelligent-looking proprietor who says they know a lot about their stock.


Playing information games where they would have to make up a large amount of information very quickly will go better if Keltham can find somebody who'll function as an index into that information.

(If they were trying to get Keltham to go somewhere a putative Conspiracy puppet was suggesting he go, good luck with that!  Keltham didn't even notice whatever bait that was, but that's in part because he was treating that as putative scripted Conspiracy chatter anyways, in the world he needs to distinguish.)
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        Acknowledged, says Fennelosa, and he resumes the argument about the price of the books.
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        Keltham will wait it out.  He's not that fond of overpaying for large quantities of books.
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        "The way I see it," the boy says, "you're a powerful wizard and you're in a hurry for mysterious reasons so you aren't actually going to leave all your precious books here if they're four gold apiece."

      "I can get them somewhere else for two, disguised as not a powerful wizard, so I absolutely might be ordered to do that. He didn't find what he was looking for anyway, this is just for completeness."

".....two gold apiece and you tell me the big secret mystery of who you work for and what he wants with romances where someone dies and gets raised."

      "No deal. Two gold apiece and I get back to defending your stupid ass from demons and Kuthites, how about that."

"Absalom can defend itself just fine, thanks."

      "Two gold apiece for the books and two gold for you to buy yourself a treat, or a girl, whatever."

".....hmmmm."

       "Final offer, if you don't take it I will forcefully recommend to my mysterious patron that we leave without buying anything."

"Fine."
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        ...maybe that proof his students gave for corporations being impossible in Golarion, because people would just bribe each other to act against corporate interests, was, in fact, correct.
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        Different bookshop! By the time they reach it they've made arrangements with the proprietor, a kindly old man who will happily fish out a large number of romances and mysteries that involve magic, priests, or resurrection.
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        Not the question Keltham starts with; he wants a book critical of Cheliax, ideally opened fairly straight to a section with the criticism.
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        "- but of course, young man, let me get it from the back room. I keep all the politically sensitive material in the back room, you know, so no one can say I was flaunting it."

He leaves, and returns shortly with On The Manifest Failures Of Character And Leadership Of Abrogail Thrune. It's stolen more or less wholesale from a popular critique of Taldor's Grand Prince with the city names changed, but if anything they're currently thinking that's safer than trying to compose well-written critiques.
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        ...somebody wrote an ENTIRE BOOK critical of ABROGAIL PERSONALLY.  Who DOES that.  Who the ASS does that?  How does Abrogail live on a planet like this?

Message:  Book critical of Cheliax not of Abrogail personally.
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        ....sorry, what?
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        Message:  I'm looking for books critical of policies and choices of Cheliax, the country.  Abrogail Thrune's character and leadership would only matter insofar as that led to Cheliax having bad policy stances, and I'd want the focus to be on Cheliax's policy stances rather than what somebody had to say about a person.
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        "- that's just ....not really how criticisms of a country are written? You either write that the King is wise and being misled by unwise advisors, or, as the author of On The Manifest Failures Of Character And Leadership Of Abrogail Thrune, you write about how the King is bad at their job. Or you write about the necessity of uniting to exterminate the people of Cheliax, but I actually don't stock that kind of nonsense, I think it's deleterious to the national character."
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        "...do you have any books critical of Cheliax which don't contain the sub-phrase 'Abrogail Thrune' in the title."

He can't buy this shit.  It's not just the implied disservice to Abrogail of rewarding an author who did that, it's the near-certainty that everything in the book is going to be wrong.  Sane people don't give books titles like that.
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        "I assume you do not want a similar book on her predecessor?"
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        "Her predecessor?"

    


    


    
        
            [image: silmaril]
            lintamande as none. 
        

        "Infrexus Thrune? When he was in power I had brisk sales of "The Scandals And Idiocy of Infrexus Thrune" and after his death I did well with "The Best Thing Infrexus Thrune Ever Did For Cheliax Was Drown" though if I still have any copies they'll be hard to find, they stopped selling well a decade ago."
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        "Sorry, I'm not as familiar with Chelish history as I should be.  Infrexus Thrune drowned and then - his daughter Abrogail inherited the country?"
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        " - his niece, and, no, there was a civil war which she won. Do you just want - an ordinary history of Cheliax, maybe -"
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        "I'll take up to twenty different ones, if you've got that many."
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        "I assume that doesn't count different editions of the textbooks issued in Chelish schools? I have ten of those alone but they only change a bit here and there, most years."
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        "Sure, I'll take them all."  He's impressed with the putative Conspiracy if they've produced a textbook series with slight variations like that - though Asmodia is that smart, as is Carissa for that matter.  "What else you got?"
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        "A Tactical Account Of Thee Chelish Civil War, I don't know if military history is an interest of yours but it's acclaimed as a very well-researched work of military history, How The Church Claimed Cheliax, also mostly a military history but focused on the involvement of the church of Asmodeus, The Revival of the Empire, which I thought was shlocky nonsense, Avistan's Queen which gets indecorous in places but has some interesting details about court in Egorian..."
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        "That's four.  Anything else?  Reign of whatwashisname the drowned guy?  By the way how does drowning manage to be a permanent problem around here?"
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        " - he was drowned by his personal guard when they decided to go in for Abrogail. It wasn't itself militarily decisive, but, well, when that's how you die you can't particularly expect coming back to go well."
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        Okay, that's kind of, um.  Attractive and worrying at the same time, really.

"Any other books on Cheliax, critical or otherwise."
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        "I have specialty trade publications? Chelish grain imports by year for the last decade, Chelish wizarding education, Chelish military contracts..."
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        "I'll take those too.  But just the four books on Cheliax, aside from the textbooks and trade publications?  Can you bring those out?"

A loss of internal cognitive control, a flash of betrayed thought; Keltham is planning to ask for literally any other books at all putatively by any of those authors.
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        That's very good to have advance warning of because they did not attribute those books to specific noted historians but they totally can do that on ten seconds' notice.

 

Out he comes with the four books.

    


    


    
        
            [image: neutral]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        Then he'll ask the question he was planning to ask.
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        A wordless flash of insight - people having different probabilities of using particular words, phrasings - it doesn't have to be that exact thing it just has to be any Law known to the far more literate dath ilan - or just wordless style or sheer assessed Intelligence -

KELTHAM MAY HAVE WAYS OF DETERMINING WHETHER TWO BOOKS ARE REALLY BY THE SAME AUTHOR!
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        Yes, occurred to me too. Just the way teachers deliver the same lecture differently, it doesn't have to involve any Law. The actual author of one of them also authored a fake history of Andoran and a fake history of Galt for us, and another one's going to have been coauthored.

 

Carissa is not in general faster than Asmodia to Wall concerns, but with the headband on she sure is.
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        "Oh, yes," the proprietor says. "- the author of The Revival of the Empire wrote a few other histories, which I thought were if anything even worse - I stock the ones for Andoran and Galt because people like reading those, they sell well, but they don't like reading the one about Absalom because it's so inaccurate, which should really make them think, if you ask me. And A Tactical Account Of Thee Chelish Civil War is coauthored by a Chelish general and the military historian Kaaris Thembley, and I know Thembley's put out one on the Galtan Revolution as well, though I don't  have it in stock."
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        He'll take those, then!  Sure, the Conspiracy could've thought of that, but it's more competence than they necessarily needed to have.  1.7x to Ordinary or so.
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        - now how many similar books does he have about Taldor, Osirion, or Nex?
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        "Well, not the textbooks, since they don't have standardized education. I've got - let me see for you - eight volumes on the Nex-Geb war, A Guided Tour Of the Mana Wastes, Magic in Quantium, The Last True Princes of Taldor, Rot Behind The Great Walls - that's Taldor - Taldor's War With Qadira in six volumes... Osirion: In The Shadows of Giants, Osirion Land of the Pharaohs.... and trade publications for all of them, I suppose."
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        All right then.  He'll pick all of those up.

How much does he have about theology, alignment, afterlives, such that Asmodeus or Hell would have significant coverage, like, at least one-twelfth of the book?
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        "Asmodeus isn't a big god here in Absalom. I've got Asmodean Teachings, and Towards an Asmodean State, and then it'd be - harder to assure you you're getting a twelfth of the book, say, if I sold you The War That Made The World - about the sealing of Rovagug - or On Earthfall And How Civilization Survived It, which is largely about the gods who perished in Earthfall though it does discuss all the other ones who were around - or The Death Of Aroden -"
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        That's five books with noticeable sections on Asmodeus, Lawful Evil, or Hell.

He'll take those, sure.

Any more?
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        A wordless vision of a cloud of density -

There's fewer alignments than countries!  Alignments are relevant in all the places including Absalom!  There should be more books talking about Lawful Evil in this shop then there are books about Cheliax or Nex!
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        "Oh, I don't know how I forgot it, Guide To Devils And Indentures. For people thinking of selling their souls. I'm sure I have a copy somewhere, the Church releases updated versions of that regularly - hey, wizard fellow, can you spare an old man a Locate Object, I genuinely have no idea where I filed Guide To Devils -"

"Didn't prepare it," says Fennelosa irritably. 

"Should I go look for it?"
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        A possible lie is that the Church formally disapproves of non-Church writing about Hell, because so much of it is incredibly wrong and misleading, sometimes hazardously so. What do you think, Asmodia.
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        He's going to consider the likelihood that Conspiracy doesn't want there to be any books, versus his prior expectation that Ordinary would manage not to have those books for any reason.  Then he's going to look at the reason and see if it's a surprisingly good one or a surprisingly bad one, and I'd say that one leans surprisingly bad.  If there's people running around writing books personally critical of the Queen, is he going to buy that everybody just fell into line about the Church not wanting people to write about Hell?
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        Well, there's a lot more access to information about the Queen than to information about Hell! And the Queen doesn't have power in Absalom but all Absalom's churches collectively do, and might agree not to spread nonsense.
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        Message:  One more book -

(and one the Conspiracy would have obvious reason to prepare)

- is not worth a lot of searching, no.  Keltham was hoping there'd be more like 20 books about comparative major gods, somebody's pet theory about the nine alignments, that sort of thing.
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        "Well, you'd best take that up with the churches, son, because I'll stock the books if they change their mind. Same goes for pornography, actually."
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        "The Churches object to there being books about gods?"
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        "The Churches object to books purporting to describe the gods and the afterlives which aren't issued by the Churches, because of how most authors will make up lots of details to fill out thin bits of the books and then you'll get lots of people believing nonsense. Now, I think there's a case to be made that maybe the gods should learn something from the kinds of stories about them that people want to tell. If people desperately want to believe Iomedae sends songbirds as signs, maybe She should start! If they want to believe Norgorber only does crimes that don't hurt people, maybe He should mind that! If they want to believe Sarenrae marked their enemies with an irrevocable blood taint back in the time of Rovagug - well, I guess I see how that one's no good. But you could only ban that kind of thing and leave the nonsense be."
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        "Have you by any chance got Church-issued books about each of the afterlives, then?  And are Asmodean Teachings and Asmodean State both Church-approved?"
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        "Yes, they are, that's why we carry them. Asmodean Teachings has a lot about Hell, some places it's published in two volumes where one is called Asmodean Doctrine and the other is called Hell. I can get you the approved books for most of the other afterlives except Abaddon, Norgorber's church doesn't bother putting one out and I've never bothered looking farther. It's not exactly a bestseller."
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        It would explain why Ione couldn't find books of comparative theology either.

It also sounds an awful lot like an excuse.

And if the Conspiracy isn't trying to deliberately misdirect Keltham's attention - and they weren't that clever, at the first point when books of comparative theology started not being in the archduke's villa or the Ostenso library - then it implies that the Conspiracy is trying to hide something about afterlives, gods, and theology.

It feels like the worst news of the day, so far, worse than Ione not being in her usual place in the library, to the point where he should wait for it to stop feeling bad before he tries to put numbers on it.  This can't be that improbable in Ordinary, right?

 

Keltham will take the standard set of Church books then.

On to fiction.  What's has the proprietor got with magic, gods, afterlives even if a Church had to approve the book, people going to magical academies, mysteries that hinge on facts about magic or at least involve technical discussion of those, people going to afterlives and coming back, a character goes to a temple for training at some point, romance novels with Chelish protagonists or love interests -

...also anything that would be.  Like.  Fun to read if you had high Intelligence and Wisdom.  But that's a separate question so long as he's here.
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        Magic's easy, he can recommend a solid dozen works of fiction that are about adventurers having terrifying very much magic adventures, and this is a series of teen adventure books about a cruelly treated wizard's apprentice, and here are some court intrigues that involve magic spying and murdering and so on. 

 

They have precisely one Chelish romance novel for alter-Cheliax. He drags it out. "If you like this one let me know and I'll arrange copies of the rest of the series, there's - five or maybe six by now?"

 

He's much more at ease trying to recommend books Keltham might like. He's curious what books Keltham has liked in the past, whether he likes serials, whether he likes books to be about redemption and moral dilemmas, whether he likes them to be about people getting hurt and then slowly recovering their health, whether he likes books about attaining enlightenment, whether he likes books about elaborate revenge....
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        Keltham may send back later, at some point, for those.  He's - not quite in the right mood for it now.

He'll take a couple each of adventurers and mistreated apprentice and court intrigue, a dozen books about redemption and moral dilemmas if that many are available, a couple of hurt/comfort and attaining enlightenment, and whatever the proprietor thinks is the most intelligent book about revenge.

Any novels set in Galt?
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        If there was one novel in Cheliax there should not be ten in Galt!
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        There's .... two about people who fled Galt when the revolution started, one in which they're now in Taldor and one in which they're now in Absalom?
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        Good enough.  Not novels the Conspiracy could've prepared, unless they were covering an impressive number of bases.

Purchase it all if the price is reasonable, haggle briefly if required, I can and will buy much fewer of these books (ping back for instructions which ones) if he tries to gouge us on it.

...Keltham is trying harder now, not to think of his next steps.
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        Abrogail sends that she thinks she can do a better job of reading Keltham's mind even if he is trying to conceal his thoughts.

 

(She does not add that things are looking increasingly serious to her; that would be policy advice.)
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        Things are definitely increasingly serious. Not that she was in any sense not serious about them an hour ago but Keltham is trying very very hard at this and the Conspiracy is a thin layer of paint, in many places. 

 


Carissa would be very grateful to have Abrogail and not an eighth circle wizard from the front reading Keltham's mind.
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        She's wearing Carissa's old headband, now, and boosted to +4/+4/+4 in Wisdom and Splendour as well.  It's not nearly two-thirds of her Crown, but it's enough that she can be useful.

...Keltham is planning to try an expensive proprietor, the sort who'd need defenses against people coming in and taking their stuff using mind control.
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        Great. 

 

(It's not great.)

 

What's the time estimate to mock up a magic shop in a much-cheaper shop they could pay the proprietors to clear out of? It can be mostly illusions, but they need to beat Keltham's determined effort to disbelieve them as illusions. He's likely to want them to hold items up to the scry for Detect Magic, which can be faked with Magic Aura, and he'll have endless questions about the prices -

 

- no, wrong line of thought -

 

- find an actual Absalom magic shop. Use an illusion to make the purchased storefront immediately and exactly resemble it. Copy their security situation. Copy their customers, if they presently have any. 

And tell her how long they need the bookstore to stall.
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        "Two gold per, my time is valuable and I'm going to get annoyed if you haggle about it too much, I can leave half these behind and make sure you get less pay overall even if I end up having to pay you an inflated price."

     "The textbooks sell for three."

"- what, really? Why?"

      "Diagrams, maps, visual aids have to be copied by hand. And there's a lot of diagrams in there."

"Huh. Fair enough."
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        Keltham does not presently seem suspicious of this; a lot of his attention is going towards thinking of things that are not his next action.
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        - do we have anything planned if Keltham wants to spot five expensive shops, and randomize between them only after he numbers them.
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        Greater False Vision. Just waiting on giving the illusionist who's going to cast it a bit more practice with Keltham's weird visual, which she strongly expects has to be exactly right or he'll notice, and with mirror-reflections inside a scry. Somehow, this isn't something even senior illusionists have prior practice with.
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        Somehow Asmodia was thinking in the back of her mind that if they just resorted to Greater False Vision, the tropes would make them lose, somehow, because that was too much like cheating.  But if the real nature of the game is that Keltham has a timer he doesn't know about, until the Conspiracy can start faking everything, that might be a fairer game from the perspective of the tropes.

((It'd be relieving, except for the part where she does not in fact want Cheliax to win.))
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        That possibility had also crossed Carissa's mind though she's mostly not trying to reason with it, she's not sure it works to reason about how to be in the story you're in even if she is reluctantly angrily going to concede that there seem to be story-like forces around doing things. (Is she somehow a secret cleric of Irori? Consider question later.)

Anyway, Greater False Vision doesn't make things easy. They'll need to have the original guy going around doing things in Absalom for the illusionist to tweak on the fly.
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        Okay everyone!  We're coming up on a part of this flag event that's particularly dangerous for Asmodeus's interests!

Pretty soon it's going to occur to Keltham that the real reason why bookstores don't carry pornography isn't that the churches dislike it, it's that the Conspiracy wants to prevent him from checking whether masochists are real!
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        Yep. Luckily for the Conspiracy, masochists are real, and some churches really do frown on hardcore erotic works, which nonetheless exist and Keltham can be presented with them. Furthermore Absalom has an entire underground network of brothels specifically for beating up wealthy men who are into that. Carissa checked. She's pretty sure that if Keltham turns his mind full-bore on the question of whether masochists exist, that's a good development.
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        You'd be right if Keltham had unlimited time to look at things and think about them!  Unfortunately, even when arguing with Keltham, being right doesn't mean you win the argument, if Keltham has limited time to think.

Keltham has to worry about the Conspiracy's illusions.  He has to worry about the Conspiracy's operatives running ahead of him and telling brothels to claim they offer that service.  He has to worry about whether the Conspiracy commissioned the existence of around the same number of fiction books, like that, as they commissioned for Chelish history books and books about Asmodeus.  Keltham has to ask himself how likely it is that churches frown on hardcore erotic works and that's why the small disreputable bookstore you find has only a small handful of hardcore erotic works written from the viewpoints of masochists enjoying themselves.

Keltham has to ask whether the Conspiracy is stalling him, so he doesn't get done the rest of what he wants to do, or so he'll slip up and think of what he's planning to do next.

Keltham will probably decide to give up on going through the whole tour you're planning now, of the real evidence that masochism exists, and go ahead with the rest of his scheduled plan for checking on things, while fighting an increasing sense of internal horror and his mind trying to take refuge in the thought that maybe none of this is real.
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        ......that doesn't really seem like the dath ilani thing to do. Looking into a question shouldn't predictably update you in the wrong direction. 

    


    


    
        
            [image: snack service]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Curse of Laughter. 
                    
                    
        

        It's not predictable to him!  Most of Keltham's update will happen at the point where he thinks of how convenient it is for the Conspiracy that the bookshop doesn't already carry erotic fiction.  Then Keltham tries to think of ways to check on things quickly, and later tries to find an erotic bookshop that's large enough to have more submissive-viewpoint erotic novels than he thinks the Conspiracy would have prepared.  Keltham isn't expecting to be able to find a bookshop like that quickly, and Lord Fennelosa won't be able to.  Since Keltham was expecting that result even in the Ordinary world, he doesn't update much on it.  That leaves Keltham with mostly the same probability he got after he realized the Conspiracy's reason for saying that bookshops don't carry pornography.

Keltham won't think of looking for brothels that cater to male masochists without you suggesting that, and if you do suggest that, he'll think it's something the Conspiracy could illusion or send somebody ahead to mind-control people about.  Or bribe them, now that Keltham has seen that Golarion employees will take bribes.
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        Absalom has trashy tabloids that report on the sexual exploits of prominent people. They have a published guide to all the best ladies in all the brothels in the city. A couple years ago, a particularly lurid book prompted debates -- which were reported on in the newspapers -- about whether there should be more of a crackdown on the brothels where you have pretty women beat you up. And those are just the things Carissa learned on a cursory look; Keltham, turning his full creativity on the question of whether there are masochists, in a city that in fact has hundreds of thousands of them, is not going to just ask if there's a single well-stocked well-known bookstore with hundreds of books and then give up entirely. 
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        Keltham doesn't know the rules of magic or the rules of illusions except for what the Conspiracy has told him.  From his perspective, anything he sees can be fake, anything he hears can be fake, all of his Messages can be intercepted.

The only thing that Keltham can trust even a little is information that would be expensive for the Conspiracy to create or edit.  A single published guide on prostitutes isn't that, because it's easy for the Conspiracy to edit a guide like that to say that some prostitutes offer the service of beating masochistic men, without them having to edit the rest of the book.  Keltham is thinking about informational things that are tangled up, where changing one aspect of the thing would require lots of other changes throughout the structure of information.  Keltham is thinking about being able to ask lots of questions with an unpredictable structure, that the Conspiracy couldn't have traced out in advance.

Snack Service can guide him to something like that, about masochism, since it actually exists for that.  If Carissa Sevar can think of where Keltham should look to find it quickly.

Snack Service can't actually tell Keltham exactly where to look inside a library's archive of all the newspapers to find all the debates, though, that's not really in Cayden Cailean's domain.
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        Well, someone in Absalom almost definitely has a very large private collection of erotica, they'll just have to figure out who and then - steal it and put it in a bookstore? She doesn't like that plan at all, maybe Keltham'd be too relieved to find the evidence he was hoping for to think about the coherence of the world, but it's not actually coherent, for it to be in a bookstore, the way it's coherent for it to be in a private collection -
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        Orrrrr Snack Service could just tell Keltham where to find a person who has a private collection of erotica like that, and tell Lord Fennelosa to say he's calling in a favor owed to Lady Sali.  Lady Sali is a worshipper of Cayden Cailean and she'll forgive Him about it eventually.
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Okay Carissa does not trust that at all. 
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        How is Snack Service purporting to have Lord Fennelosa know this?
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        Snack Service is suggesting that Pilar literally just hand Keltham a cookie and tell him.
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        Carissa needs a minute to think.
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        It does not actually seem to her like an impossible task, even with a conspiracy messing with you, to figure out in a large city with a major underground flogging scene that masochists exist. Keltham is very smart. Generally he thinks of the things she thinks of and then some. If he tries to think of every possible way to test whether masochists are a thing, he should determine that they are. It is nothing like what Keltham tried to teach them about how to think, to pose only tests you expect Reality to be unable to pass and then stop testing and apply no further creativity to the problem.


But Keltham is - clearly not at his best, and his efforts to not think about his own plans are plainly hampering his creativity enormously. And he has some kind of irrational utter horror of specifically the masochists-don't-exist scenario -

- no. He knows how to correct for that. He's not going to steer with that. He's not going to decide Conspiracy on the basis of a fact about the world that's actually true because Absalom, a city that has mostly small bookstores with a handful of books on history, entirely predictably doesn't have enormous bookstores of obscene literature. Even under pressure her Keltham doesn't make errors that silly.

.......is what using her own reasoning skills to think about the question produces as an answer. 
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        But Snack Service hasn't been wrong before. And what is Asmodeanism about, really, if not ignoring all reason and obeying?
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        We'll take the cookie. If - substantial if - Keltham doesn't in fact think of any creative ways to check, once this occurs to him. 
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        Fennelosa heads out of the bookshop with his purchased books. "Requesting permission to get lunch from a street vendor," he says as he does. "Should only take a minute." And they've planted a vendor just in case Keltham wants to ask the vendor questions.
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        - does the Conspiracy need one additional minute to complete a task, Keltham could have slipped up on avoiding mindreading -

- chance that somebody in Ordinary would arrive for this mission while having still not eaten -

- no, Ordinary was trying to move very quickly per Keltham's request -

"Sorry about this, but you okay if we complete the next task in the sequence, which I'll try to keep quick, and then lunch?"
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        "No problem."
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        "All right.  Next up, spend a minute striding around and giving me a mirror-look at the shops around here."

Keltham would be doing a very good job of not thinking about why he's looking for more upscale shops, if anybody not on the level of Abrogail Thrune were trying to read his mind -
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        Keltham is thinking about shops that sell scrolls more than shops that sell magic items.
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        They'll be the same shops, what difference is he thinking of -
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        Fennelosa is happy to do that. Look at all these people, all these storefronts, that Absalom skyline in the background, those brothels over there, that man towing a herd of goats through the street...
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        - he doesn't know they're the same shops.  Keltham is - planning to check prices, he thinks the prices on scrolls are weirdly high and that we're maybe trying to control what magic he can access, he can ask the scroll be brought back and verify it was a real scroll shop that way.
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        He can look around in the shop and buy an obscure scroll, look at it in front of the scry to verify it's the same scroll that will be brought back, that would help verify the storefront wasn't just illusion because the whole trip was just illusion - but it sounds like we've got that covered -
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        The special shop can have a gorgeous obscure scroll display in the front window. To your left, Fennelosa. 
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        Sure, he'll walk down this street to get out of the way of the goats. Pass a weaver, a shoemaker, a magic shop with lots of scrolls in the window...
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        Keltham does notice!  But the earlier sight of what are obviously sex-work shops, in a city supposedly too prude for written pornography, has now started Keltham down the road to inner panic by a completely different route.

Can he - is there any way, if the Ordinary world is true at all, could the Ordinary world prove itself to him - obviously, by having enough erotic novels written showing the character viewpoint of a masochist - but Keltham hasn't been having much luck with his previous literary queries, as is, of course, not a very good sign at all, but it does mean that the surviving Ordinary worlds are just like that - how would Fennelosa even find a shop that carries church-disliked books, this city has no searchable index and that shop might not be listed in the regular index even if the city was searchable - and then that shop will only have four erotic novels written from the viewpoint of a masochist and that'll be the same quantity that Conspiracy faked for Chelish history books -

If Carissa is right then half the people in his field of vision are genuine masochists.  But how does Keltham verify that, in the presence of mind control and illusions and mindreading and alternatephysics that the Conspiracy could just be lying to him about?  Is there any equivalent of a move-countermove search-tree that - the sex shops could be real, the Conspiracy has no reason to show those to him, after making that claim about pornography, if they're not in a real city or at least not basing all this on a real city - but if the Conspiracy passed the test with that priest of Sarenrae, they've obviously got control of questions and answers - any question Keltham knows how to ask a masochist, is one whose Keltham-sought answer the Conspiracy can guess, especially if they're reading his mind - there'd have to be some way to ask a question that only a real masochist could answer quickly, that somebody pretending to be a fake masochist couldn't answer quickly, and whose answer Keltham can verify after the fact, without himself knowing the answer beforehand to expose to mindreaders -

Nothing like that is going to exist, obviously, and if Keltham hares off on that, it gives the Conspiracy more time to fake things inside that scroll shop.

He should just go ahead and try the scroll shop, where things might actually work, and consider what to do later on the impossible problem of checking for masochism when there's no reasonable way to locate a high concentration of Ill-Advised books inside Ordinary, when Ordinary can't even locate a high concentration of Chelish history books -
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        Can Snack Service please intervene now?
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        Yes. 
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        "Hey.  Snack Service says that a retired Worldwound warrior named Arnsen Puddleton, who lives in the mini-manor on the other side of the alley back of the Laughing Sword shop in Ivy District, has an exhaustive collection of erotica featuring submissive protagonists, and would let Lord Fennelosa in to browse through it if Lord Fennelosa says he's calling in a favor owed to Lady Sali."
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        "Can Snack Service please tell me where I can find a similar concentration of Chelish history books." 
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        "It says that's not in Cayden Cailean's domain the way that Arnsen's erotica collection is, and also that the decision theory continues to be complicated.  You're inside a lot of different possible worlds right now from your own perspective."
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        "How were the impending Rovagug cultists inside Cayden Cailean's domain?"
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        "Snack Service says they weren't, another god watching out for that saw the Rovagug cultists, and pointed them out to Cayden Cailean, who got permission from Broom's god to tell Snack Service."

    


    


    
        
            [image: staring]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
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        "I really, truly, sincerely, honestly, and wholeheartedly wish I had some way to let you punch my curse in the face, for whatever that's worth."
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        "...am I going to be able to borrow any books from this collection, just to verify that they all actually exist and the Conspiracy didn't just have twenty erotica authors write a page apiece for twenty fake books like that, once they saw how my book-browsing habits worked just now."
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        "Snack Service says Lord Fennelosa can probably talk Arnsen into that, if Fennelosa says it's for important research purposes and promises sincerely to bring the books back within a week."
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        "Yes.  I know."
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        Keltham has simultaneously been keeping an eye on the scry, while this was going on, and hasn't spotted any other shops with scrolls in their display window.  Yes it could be a Conspiracy plant because they were reading his mind, Keltham is aware.

Message to Lord Fennelosa:  Head into that scroll shop from a block or so back.

Keltham will look into this erotica thing later but he is already pretty sure it's going to work out exactly like Snack Service says.  Keltham is not even sure why he is trying to hold onto his feeling of annoyance, unless it is so that he cannot feel desperately relieved, it just seems like annoyance with Snack Service is really truly warranted at this point.
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        Lord Fennelosa turns around and heads back to the scroll shop. 
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        "I'm not entirely sure I followed all that," Carissa says quietly to Pilar, "but - thank you, Cayden, if you just made it possible to convince my boyfriend masochists exist."
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        Thaaaaat's totally heresy even by Project Lawful standards and literally the Queen and Aspexia Rugatonn are both listening - oh she just said that for Keltham's benefit, right.

That thing Keltham said about quickly writing twenty pages each apparently from different books?  That's smart.  They should do that right now for Chelish history books and have those ready to go in case Keltham thinks of visiting a library.  Keltham may not bother, if he can't buy or borrow books from that library, especially now that he's described that strategy out loud.  But we should actually do it in case he actually does it.
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        Carissa's not very worried about heresy right now; if she wins it doesn't matter and if she loses it doesn't matter. If alter Carissa would have no reason to hesitate to thank a Chaotic Good god barely in her boyfriend's earshot, then neither does she. 

But that said - yes. One of the big errors was not really having a defense in depth - it would have been ludicrously expensive but that's precisely what would've made it credible. It wouldn't exist in alter-Cheliax either, not in random bookstores in Absalom, but it'd be a smart place to depart from it. They should have twenty pages of ten different books on every possible topic.
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        ...though Keltham may also, having said that much out loud, carry out the strategy of starting from a random open-page flip like that, and reading forwards from there, or backwards.  Which means we need several pages forwards and backwards in each direction if we don't want to get caught like that immediately...

First priority, single two-page spreads of open books.  Second priority, sections that go two pages back and ten pages forwards - the further forwards they can go, the sloppier they can be, because the faster Keltham will probably be reading.  If they produce those by rewriting another book, then maybe, if Keltham is reading through all of the ten forwards pages, they can manage to rewrite more of that book by working in parallel, fast enough to keep up with him -

Cheliax and its history, books about gods that will mention Asmodeus, books about afterlives that will mention Hell -

Korva Tallandria should be looped in on supervising this.
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        The scroll shop, it transpires, is an all-purpose magic shop. It has a wizard in his sixties posted intimidatingly at the door. "What're you looking for," he asks Fennelosa, a bit suspiciously. 

"I don't know yet, I have a mysterious patron who will communicate instructions either to me or to you by Message."
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        Good morning, this is the mysterious patron, shopping by scry today.  My overall plan is that I'll look around your shop, stare at a lot of things, ask a lot of prices if they're not already marked, eventually buy one of the weirdest scrolls you have for sale if sanely priced, and maybe ask you a couple of strange not-personal questions about topics like the Zon-Kuthon godwar.  I'm first-circle wizardry and fourth-circle divine, but am still somewhat interested in scrolls and items that somebody like me couldn't normally use.  Sound good?
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        He scowls even more suspiciously, but Messages back. I don't want to get involved in the war. I've had enough of that. You can buy things at the listed price if that's all you want.
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        Then let's see what Golarion has for sale, at what prices.
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        It's mostly standard fare for adventurers; they're where the reliable money is. Bags of Holding, Muleback Cords, Immovable Rods, Insistent Doorknockers, acid and fire grenades, Wands of Cure Light Wounds, swan boat feather tokens, beads of Fireball and beads of force, +2 headbands, +2 belts of Strength and Dexterity and Constitution, bracers of armor, hats of disguise, gloves of elvenkind, sleeves of many garments, scrolls of Death Ward and Protection from Arrows and Stoneskin and Protection from Energy and Restoration and Breath of Life and Rope Trick and Ant Haul and Align Weapon and Lead Blades and Endure Elements. 
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        ...okay count one point for Golarion just being strange, though the Immovable Rod at 5000gp and the Insistent Doorknocker also at 5000gp, as some of the most fascinating bits of conceptualmagic, are outside his shopping range.  If the Conspiracy was trying to impress him with how generally weird and surprising Golarion was, by way of reminding him how many surprising things happen after all, while keeping the alleged surprises outside his price range... nah, Keltham doesn't actually believe that, there's some strange cheap stuff too.

Lead Blades doesn't actually turn blades into lead, does it?  Lead is poisonous and has neurotoxic effects, as Cheliax recently announced - has he heard anything about that?

    


    


    
        
            [image: silmaril]
            lintamande as none. 
        

        "I don't read the news, it just ruins my day for no reason. The spell makes them denser when they hit the target, which is very bad for the target but, you know, I think mostly in the conventional way where it chops right through 'em. It's a temporary transmutation so I wouldn't expect it to have permanent effects even if it is lead."
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        ...the awful thing is, if the Conspiracy is choosing to depict things this way, it's presumably because they think the Ordinary Golarion they've shown him would not have smart wizards in Absalom hearing about Element-82 even after Cheliax announced it very loudly, which, for Conspiracies on the level Keltham is facing - the sort that gave him a century-old history of Absalom to read on his first night in the palace - probably does mean that the rest of Golarion is actually like that.

Scroll of Rope Trick sounds interesting, can the proprietor say more about that?
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        "The rope rises into the air and creates an extradimensional space at the top you can access by climbing it. Holds you and up to three friends, not detectable from outside except by people seeing the rope and climbing up after you - you can't pull the rope into the Rope Trick. It's popular for camping."
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        Seems pretty weird and powerful for a second-circle wizard spell, plausibly the weirdest of the options here.

He'll take that one for 150gp.  The store doesn't have anything really odd that Keltham could afford, something most adventurers couldn't use... such that purchasing it would tend to verify that the store was real and they didn't just rush something from... all of Cheliax... and he can't really blame a low-productivity economy for not stocking any but the fastest-selling merchandise... yeah this was actually not such a great test in the first place.

Keltham shall also inquire if the wizard remembers about how long ago it was that the sky started flickering to signal the start of the godwar, and if any news has reached Absalom about how Cheliax is currently doing against Nidal.
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        "Not quite three months since the godwar," he says, "which I only know because it was pretty bloody obvious; I really don't read the news. I suppose Cheliax isn't losing too badly because we haven't had them showing up here by the thousands."

 

He'll sell the scroll.
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        "Rope Trick won't work inside the Forbiddance," Carissa warns him once the proprietor pulls it off the shelf.
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        "Noted.  I think we're being mostly protected by Broom's god out here, not by the Forbiddance.  I got close to the edge of the Forbiddance so I could watch Fennelosa teleport out, and we didn't get an invading army after me that time.  Not to mention, our primary theory is still that the gods on our side deliberately triggered that attack while I was outside the villa, not that Nidal detected me going outside the Forbiddance."
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        "Sounds about right."
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        (The mindreader accompanying Keltham into the Rope Trick is going to need to be gaseous, and also invisible, and they're going to need to wait to go in until after Keltham casts Invisibility Purge, which she predicts he'll do within about a minute of getting in there; that does mean there won't be mindreading coverage for a brief time, but then there'll be far more valuable mindreading coverage of someone who suspects he's not being mindread.)
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        "Conceivably you want to get two Rope Tricks and stick me and Asmodia and any other suspected Conspirators in the other one for the duration, Telepathic Bond doesn't work across planes."
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        "Sevar, he has only the Conspiracy's word for that.  That's Keltham's entire problem.  He could solve this in five minutes if he had a reliable outside source of information telling him what all the rules were."
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        "He can in fact check that his spells don't work across a Rope Trick!"
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        "This shows neither that more powerful 5th-circle Telepathic Bonds don't work across Rope Tricks, nor that the Conspiracy is not just blocking his magic each time to make him think it doesn't work!"
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        Keltham is in fact currently thinking about whether he can find a one-inch iron helmet and, if so, if there's any reasonable way he can test whether it blocks emanation divinations.  But Keltham is really not seeing a method to test that, by which he can know that the Conspiracy isn't selectively blocking divinations from the helmet only when they please.  If the Conspiracy can fake his own spell signature on the truthspell, they can do an awful lot - and if they can't do that, truthspells are unbeatable that way, which doesn't sound like it allows Golarion to be such an untrusting wreck.

This also reminds Keltham to perform a Detect Magic, as he's been doing occasionally, and look around the shop that way.  Though he's pretty sure what he'll find.
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        Lots of noisy overlapping magic signatures from all the magic items! 

 

Notably none of them except those on the Hats of Disguise are Illusion auras, though probably if the Conspiracy is deploying a lot of illusions it can also hide the auras of doing that.
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        Yes, obviously they can, otherwise Keltham would have Detected the illusion of his god's symbol when they were faking his truthspell.

...okay, if the Conspiracy can fake this, they can probably fake the next thing in the sequence, but Keltham's going to try anyways, because it seems like he should, just in case.

Message:  Next, please head on over to Absalom's Ascendant Court.

Keltham doesn't block very hard that he's planning to briefly visit a lot of temples; it's an obvious step.
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        Sure. Off he goes. He won't ask again about lunch, though he'll cast longing side-glances at vendor carts as they go.

 

 

....they're going to need the Greater False Vision for this part. The plan is for someone to genuinely go to all the relevant places, so the illusionist can grab the right visuals from that, but for Fennelosa to go to a different, them-controlled, location, where the people who walk up and speak to him are actors and will respond correctly to having someone Message them.

 

The illusionist says he's ready. 
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        He'd better be right. 
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        Keltham catches that longing side-glance!  He is very sorry!  Yes please have lunch, Keltham said he could.

(No, it's not great that Keltham said their next destination, before that point came up; but if Keltham doesn't like that, it was Keltham's responsibility to remember what he told the other person they would do.)
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        Then he will grab some kabobs from a vendor, shove some money into her hands, and keep going. It's significantly less than a minute's delay, all told; soldiers are not habitually slow eaters. 
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        "It's Ione's line, I know, but should we also eat."
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        1.2x for Ordinary that he didn't try for a longer delay.

"We can have food brought here, sure.  Preferably something I can eat while distracted."

"You and Asmodia have both been quieter than I thought you would be."

    


    


    
        
            [image: abrogail]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Abrogail Thrune II. 
                    
                    
        

        - is thinking that he admittedly looked like he was focusing a lot, but he wants to see what you say, but he knows his mind might be getting read -
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        "I think you're doing pretty well except I'm confused about how you ended up back on the are-masochists-real track and I'm sad you didn't buy the book defaming Abrogail, I bet it would've been funny. Should I be talking more? You often looked about as interruptible as I feel when I'm doing crafting and whenever I say anything Asmodia bites my head off about how you couldn't possibly know if I'm lying, and - I do realize that you're starting from the assumption that the Conspiracy can conceal a lot about how magic works from you, but also it seems to me that at least some of the time you might know a clever physics-based test that can confirm that I'm right, and it'd be worth a lot of twos if you did happen to know one."
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        ...hard to remember, with everything he's trying to keep track of simultaneously, that in the Ordinary world Carissa is not reading his mind.

"Via the shopkeeper's claim that pornography was banned in Absalom, then passing what were obviously storefronts advertising sex work, and those two things not going together, which made me realize that the pornography ban was a Conspiracy plot to prevent me from checking for erotic novels written with submissive masochists as viewpoint characters."
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        "Oh, I just figured he was a Sarenrite. I guess your version makes sense too."
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        "The ass does Neutral Good have against erotic literature anyways?  I know the dath ilani reason to gate perverted stuff behind a prior level of achieved perversion, namely so as to not accelerate people's natural descent into sexual corruption over time, but I bet it's not the same here at all."
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        "They.... think people's natural descent into sexual corruption is bad for them and instead of that they should strive to not descend into sexual corruption? You should probably ask one of them, I bet I'm not doing it justice."
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        "Maybe some other time.  Now that the topic has come up explicitly, the Conspiracy has time to find a real Sarenrite priest and get an account from them of how they'd defend that position."
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        "Sure. So should I be talking more?"
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        "...probably not, in the end, if it looks like I'm currently concentrating."

The thought comes to him, then, that if the Conspiracy is real and Keltham ends up deciding so, this could be some of the last conversation that they'll ever have.

He dismisses the thought, not by assigning it low probability but by assigning it low priority; Keltham does not see how thinking of such a thing will serve him in this task.
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        "Okay. Do you in fact have any clever ideas for how to check the thing about lead and emanations? I was thinking if you have some technique to Prestidigitate lead, or some chemical correlate that you expect is driving the emanation effect, you could flicker it on and off faster than anyone could dispel and re-cast a spell to mislead you, or maybe there's something to be done with the fact lead is denser than other metals, immersing it in water or something and then if anyone does anything to it the volume changes..."
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        "Hard to be sure the Conspiracy wasn't messing with my experimental results, is the basic problem here.  If the Conspiracy exists at all, it was able to fool my truthspells on day one in such a way that Greater Detect Magic made it look to me like my own magical signature... maybe I should see if some scroll shop's got an Arcane Sight, now that I can afford one.  Or if Cheliax could get a borrowable item of constant Arcane Sight to me in a hurry, it'd be some pretty significant evidence for Ordinary, I expect that makes the Conspiracy's life a lot harder.  Should've thought of that earlier.  Anybody feel free to remind me to put that in, the next time I send a message to Egorian."

"Meanwhile, there's problems like - I know there's spells that change materials around.  Can the Conspiracy turn the iron in an iron helmet into something that doesn't block divination?  Even if I can verify it working in one experiment, that doesn't mean they can't mess with it after I put it onto my head."

"Also also I expect that introducing density changes will usually come with potential energy changes... maybe there's a way to sidestep that, but if you think of the forces you'd need to apply to a metal to pull it apart or compress it, it'd probably be pretty forceful.  That means the new potential energy in the current position isn't like the old potential energy in the current position..."  Where it's been established via experimentation that everyone on Project Lawful is of course thoroughly familiar with, at this point, that Prestidigitation doesn't let you change materials in a way that greatly changes their potential energy.
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        " - hmm, okay. I think the next thing I'd try would be sitting in an iron box with my own Detect Intelligence up, having requested a bunch of people stand around right outside it so that it's instantly obvious if my Detect Intelligence is leaking through the box, and then I'd ask for some kind of powerful metal-transmutation spell and transmute the iron myself intermittently until satisfied that I was getting a read whenever I poked a hole and not otherwise."
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        "Carissa, that works a lot better if you start out knowing for sure that the invisible seventh-circle wizards who can easily beat my Invisibility Purge are forbidden by the Law of alternatephysics to flicker their interception of my Detect Intelligence spell faster than I can transmute the metal in the box."

"Yes, it's very silly in Ordinary.  If you know that's where you are.  Conspiracy Carissa is only suggesting this because she knows she can defeat it."
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        "Which is why it'd be so valuable to figure out an actual test you were convinced of! But if that's not one I'll keep thinking. - and if Egorian doesn't have an item of permanent Arcane Sight for you I can probably make one, it'd be something like twelve thousand in materials costs which is soon to be a lot less than that."
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        "Yeah..."

...part of his brain sure is increasingly convinced that things which happen on those kinds of timescales, will not happen; that the happy bright future she's talking about no longer exists.

Keltham really hopes that's his brain discharging a burden of gloominess brought on by things apparently going so well and a lingering belief in tropes, and not because his brain is picking up on a pattern that Keltham hasn't seen, or is refusing to see.

"So, Asmodia, have you figured out yet what Conspiracy Asmodia thinks of me?"
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        "I mean, mostly I've been staring at what you're doing, trying to figure out whether it reflects any Laws you haven't explained yet.  I think I've deduced the basic concept of why you keep asking for books, it's because it's expensive to fake a lot of those, and you can look at just a page of them in the shop and then use that to verify the entire book already existed when they buy the book and bring it back.  I bet there's some much more extensively worked Law for seeing that sort of viewpoint in dath ilan, the work that goes into things and how to force somebody else to do a lot of work."

"And, yeah, Conspiracy Asmodia doesn't have to be like the Asmodia you know, but she's a person such that I was an easy person for her to pretend to be which is an endlessly fascinating question.  There are probably not meaningless divergences between us because all of those are extra work for her with no reason.  Our favorite foods are the same, she eats the same things at breakfast.  She's - probably got ambitions that lean more towards world domination than getting a big share of the Project, was my first thought about differences?  Except she was probably more of an ordinary Ostenso student, before the incident that wasn't really Manohar.  She wanted to be running something important, well, obviously so do I, so is that even really a difference..."

"I think she's getting something out of snuggling clothed with you, because there's other Project researchers who would quickly jump for that item-slot if Conspiracy Asmodia didn't have some reason to hold it for herself.  Despite her incredibly busy existence leading her entire life as well as mine... which is a lot of busyness, even taking into account that a lot of the work she pretends to do for the Project is really being done by somebody else," since she doesn't have a Ring of Sustenance.  "Given that her overall personality is probably mostly similar to mine, and that I don't have unusually Conspiracy-useful effects on you that I can figure out, I buy that she finds it nice to have a warm boy to snuggle."

"She thinks of you - as an opponent in her game, probably?  I can't say how much she respects you as an opponent, because I don't know how close she thinks you are to breaking out, or how much of that was because of you being smart and how much of that was just her screwing up.  But I don't think she'd find it, warm to snuggle you, if she didn't respect you at all."
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        "That's not by any chance a message from the true Conspiracy Asmodia to me, is it?"
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        "Ordinary Asmodia is insulted that you think anybody who could pretend to be Ordinary Asmodia would ever do that.  I'm just reporting Ordinary's model of Conspiracy's thoughts to you, Conspiracy would never tell you her real thoughts like that, she'd figure out exactly what I'd say and then she'd say exactly that.  Which is not the same thing because I don't know what she's actually thinking."
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        "I know.  Just teasing."
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        She knows.  She's having his mind read.
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        The Ascendant Court comes into view. 

 

They ended up deciding to just have Lady Avaricia do the diffraction-grating-and-baseline art on a cloak, and then swap the Keltham-decorated cloak with that of the person who is really walking the Ascendant Court, so the illusionist doesn't have to fake that, or fake how it looks in the mirror or anything. 

The real Lord Fennelosa is entering a different building where everyone around him is safe to Message. 

 

The illusionist is pretty sure he can stitch the two together seamlessly. Greater False Vision is supposed to be good for that. 

 

 

The temples to Iomedae, Norgorber, and Cayden Cailean overlook the fog-cloaked island where the Starstone sits behind Aroden's protections. 
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        "Up first if you can find one, temple of Irori."  Iomedae is too predictable, and the Ascendant Court supposedly had temples to practically everything a century ago.
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        He asks a passerby for directions, gets pointed left, goes left. There it is. The architectural style is distinctly different from that of Absalom or Cheliax. The temple is crowned with a graceful green bulb.

 

 

The Chelish agent in the real court walks in, and Fennelosa walks forwards. The air is smoky; someone's burning incense.
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        Anyone around who looks like the salesperson or manager for Irori-related services?
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        There's a priest doing a channel healing for a large crowd; there's a ring out on the floor marking where to stand, with the priest at the center. He raises his arms and channels; after that, the crowd disperses.  A man limps over, belatedly. 

"Next one's in an hour," the priest tells him briskly.
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        "Can't heal or channel through this, right?" (aside to Carissa)
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        Ugh stop being Good. "No."
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        Message to the priest:  Hi, I'm a strange person in a strange situation, here via scry on the wizard who just walked in.  Do you have a price for a few priority minutes of your time to answer weirdly basic questions?
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        He casts Detect Magic, looks for the scrying sensor, tilts his head to address it. "It is worthwhile to seek to understand the world. You may have three simple questions without charge, and after that pay half what you earn in a day for more questions, up to the next hour bell."
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        "I worry that none of my questions will count as simple.  Your stated price to me works out to 36gp in terms of my direct salary, but most of what I earn is not in the form of salary but ownership of something that will have more value later, and that is not something I'd pay over.  I am not sure how long is until the next hour bell locally, but doubt I'll have cause to converse for as much as twenty minutes unless this becomes really fascinating."

"My first question would be what Irori would say of the afterlives for Lawful Good, Lawful Neutral, and Lawful Evil, and why one would wish to go to Axis rather than Heaven or Hell."
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        "Irori would say that people should go on their path, wherever it takes them, Rather than reasoning backwards from the question 'do I want to go to Axis or Heaven or Hell', you should think about who you want to be and what you want to achieve, and then look and see what afterlife can offer you that."
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        "I want a lot of very complicated things, but most of all, to become - myself, I suppose, realize the parts of myself that haven't developed yet, have the experiences that will show me who I am."

"But what I am trying to get at here is not to make that choice for myself, but - basic orientation to how certain choices work at all.  What do the different afterlives have to offer, who should go to Heaven and Axis and Hell, what happens to them when they do?"
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        "In Heaven over time you become an angel, a Lawful being with the Good in your nature amplified and strengthened. You can go to Heaven and refuse to become an angel but it is not common, and everyone you know will leave you behind. In Hell when you are ready for the trials you will face you become a devil, a Lawful being with the Evil in your nature amplified and strengthened. It is more common for people to go to Hell but refuse to become devils: those who go to Heaven generally aspire to become angels to do the work of angels in the universe, but people only become devils for themselves. 

Axis is a city of a hundred thousand smaller cities, and too many things go on there to name, and the Lawful outsiders of Axis are designed by a process the Material plane is not permitted to know. It is the afterlife that is most like living."
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        "Nirvana, Elysium, the Boneyard - what makes them less like living than Axis?"
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        "The Boneyard is meant to be temporary; Pharasma desires that no one make their permanent home there, and encourages the souls there to develop some sense of an alignment so they can move on there instead. In Nirvana every soul takes a form that relates to Nirvana's read of their deep desires and needs, which is nothing like the form they took in life. Elysium is a place of abundant joy and exploration and many people prefer it to Axis on the grounds that you do not have to pay rent, or purchase concert tickets, but this also is a respect in which it is unlike living."
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        "I see.  Thank you.  Those were not meant as simple questions, but you have given short answers to them, which is fair enough, I suppose.  Your price for more strikes me as relatively steep; I will pass on to other temples and perhaps return to this one, if it turns out you made the most sense after all or they charge even more."

Keltham is, in fact, remembering to check how the surroundings look in his Prestidigitated diffraction grating.  He has detected no anomalies so far.

Message to Fennelosa:  Next up, Abadar.
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        Sure. Off they go. 
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        - Keltham felt intuitively dissatisfied with those answers but he's avoiding focusing on that intuition until later so as to not give away his password, if he doesn't figure out why he's unhappy maybe the Conspiracy won't figure it out either -

(Keltham is also deliberately refocusing his attention on annoyance with a pricing concept that implicitly states that his time is worth at most a quarter, no, locally a tenth, of the other person's time, no matter what Keltham's own time is worth, but this doesn't seem like the priority for Abrogail to rebroadcast)
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        The temple of Abadar is larger than most of the other ones, and has a busy currency exchange at the entrance, where a group of chattering cat-people are exchanging lumps of jade for Absalom printed money. The woman behind them in line is yelling at them to hurry up. There's a thin teenage boy at the entrance, who greets Fennelosa. "How can I help you?"
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        "I'm attending by scry, in a complicated situation, and looking to talk to whoever present has the most knowledge of theology and the workings of money, if they have a reasonable fixed price for that."
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        - intends to use the priest's knowledge about economics as a test against their real identity as a priest of the commerce god, interwoven with theology questions, and telling them to shut up if they get suspicious that his questions have become desynchronized from their answers, to prevent - person-in-the-middle attacks - where we're giving his questions to a real priest of Abadar at the same time - he's not sure he can do it in a way the Conspiracy can't beat, but he intends to try -
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        " - most knowledge of theology would be the seventh circle priest Temos Sevandivasen," says the real attendant at the real temple of Abadar, which gets passed through with the name slightly changed so that the person isn't targetable by Sending. "An hour of his time is 400gp on short notice, 200gp if you book for later in the week, minimum of a quarter-hour."
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        Hm.  That's... expensive.  Sanity check, if fifth-circle is 500gp/week, and it goes up by a factor of 4 at each circle, and Temos works 4 hours a day 4 days a week... that would make sense, but Golarion people are supposed to have longer working hours than that.  Maybe Keltham will circle back to the Irorian priest after this, after all.

"Second-most knowledge of theology?"
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        "Sixth circle priest Allandra Kemi. I'll have to look up her rates for you." He has a book to hand for this. "80gp for an hour, 500gp for same-day."

    "Five hundred? That's more than the seventh-circle priest!" Fennelosa's impersonator objects.

The clerk looks at him strangely. "There's ....not a rule that your appointment prices have to correspond to your circle."
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        Why are the prices so high, she assumes they're quoting them straight-across. 
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        "Yes, but it's a surprising pricing anomaly given that you'd expect the supply of seventh-circles to be lower and the demand for their time to be higher."
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"Yes," says Fennelosa's impersonator, "but it's a surprising pricing anomaly given that you'd expect the supply of seventh-circles to be lower and the demand for their time to be higher."

         Shrug. "Kemi's mostly a researcher and hates having meetings in the middle of the day, or unexpectedly."
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On the scry, the person at the door of the temple visibly startles. "Sorry - did you just -"

      "I have a mysterious patron who likes Messaging people through a scry. Please answer him, whatever he said."

"Uh, I think I missed the window to reply to the Message."

       "He can hear you."

"Oh. Well. Kemi's mostly a researcher and hates having meetings in the middle of the day, or unexpectedly."
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        Hm.  Not much of a detailed theoretical response, but then it didn't really need one and the person apparently understood the question... may not be fair anyways to expect that much of the initial-sales-direction-person in Golarion, Keltham isn't sure what Intelligence 10 or Intelligence 12 lets a person do.

"Alright, one quarter-hour of the seventh-circle's time, 100gp."  Keltham does have higher hopes for this test than for some others he's run; and with his emotional alarm level where it is, and Keltham's own ability to request a higher monetary salary obviously way above what it was a few months ago, he needs to just start spending money like seriously.
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        "All right. Wait here, please, and I'll go and set that up for you."
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        Does Cheliax think it has anyone better than Carissa-with-the-Crown personally at answering tricky economics questions on the spot.

    


    


    
        
            [image: abrogail]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Abrogail Thrune II. 
                    
                    
        

        Possibly Abrogail-with-the-Crown but maybe not even then.  This is Carissa's to win or lose.

(Carissa Sevar and Asmodia have been given access to only-slightly-censored books of Abadaran theology by this point, with all of the economics in there unchanged.)
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        All right, then, let's do this. 

 

While eating the lunch that was just delivered and absentmindedly but visibly to Keltham tweaking one of her headband-assistant designs. Keltham's not expecting her to be enhanced as aggressively as she is, and should hopefully conclude she can't possibly do all that at once. 
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        Temos Sevandivasen is a Vudrani man in his late thirties or early forties who earned his cleric levels trying to set up functional financial institutions in Kumura, a Vudrani kingdom that'd just thrown off Kelish rule. He fled to Absalom when the neighboring kingdoms got threatened and banded together to conquer Kumura. 

 

He has been read in on the potential threat to the Inner Sea region from Cheliax, though not on any of the details that'd bind him to Abadar's obligation not to direct causal interventions at Ostenso. When a Chelish man walks into his office, his eyes narrow. 

"Osirion is offering up to 80,000gp, the personal protection of the Church and Pharaohate, and Axis or petrification to defectors," he says immediately to Fennelosa's impersonator. "I can leave with you now."
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        This priest is not the first person to make that offer.  The impersonator is soul-sold, apparently loyal, and is under a complicated useful curse from a certain ninth-circle priestess of Asmodeus who once specialized in curses.  Nefreti Clepati could possibly break it, but she'd charge more than 80,000gp to try.
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        Fantastic. 
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        "I just have some economics questions," the man says. 

 

"I regretfully decline. We'll refund you."
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        Offer him...more money?
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        "I hear Abadarans always have a price. Name it."

      "Sure thing. A hundred souls of our choice, one of them yours."
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        "Hi.  I'm attending by scry and am in something of a complicated situation.  Roughly speaking, I need theological knowledge, I need to know that theological knowledge is coming from an actual high-level priest of a god, I'm concerned about this scry being intercepted, and so I'm going to be asking you theological questions and then asking you to give money-commerce-pricing takes on the answers or rephrase the answers in strange commercial terms.  You can assume that my own knowledge of that field is extremely complete in underlying mathematical principle, but not that I'm familiar with any standard examples or technical terms of art being used here."

"If you're with me so far, talk about how that would have affected your pricing if you'd been pricing by detailed effort instead of by simplified flat rate, by way of helping me know that an Abadaran priest heard this question and responded to it.  I can hear you if you reply by voice, you don't need to use Message."
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        Keltham is of course talking to Temas Sedavasen, in a room well away from the Ascendant Court. And this actor is just blindly but with high Bluff and a Glibness repeating what he's told by -
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        Carissa Sevar, who is becoming pretty convinced tropes are real. Why don't they send someone to ask economics questions of a different priest of Abadar somewhere else, and offer this man dath ilani economic knowledge, someone else will have to handle both those arrangements as she's being Temas Sedavasen right now. 

 

 

Temas answers immediately. 

"I would not have charged a particularly elevated price to reflect the additional effort from phrasing my responses in economic terms, unless my comprehension of what you're asking for is substantially incorrect, which does seem plausible to me. I would have charged an elevated price to reflect risks to my person, my church, and surrounding parties if there is some kind of ongoing effort to deceive you or deceive me about something of importance. I would have charged an elevated price for receiving questions by Message, which I find viscerally unpleasant, and which make some sounds difficult to distinguish for me -- this isn't my first language. I'm going to cast Comprehend Languages in case that helps, which might reduce how much I'd be tempted to charge you for the Message-conveyance. The overall result is, I think, about a hundred forty percent of the price I did charge, which I'm actually regarding as something of a success of the case for flat-rate pricing given how unusual this case is."
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        "I'd considered that price relatively high so I'm not bumping my own offer immediately, pending how this actually plays out.  Bit surprised you don't have piecewise effort-cost estimates, but I guess that's something you only have when you're trained to maintain a certain kind of coherence between all your prices... Go ahead and cast Comprehend Languages."

Keltham casts Detect Magic, just in case the Conspiracy was about to be really silly there and try to fake that.  Cantrips are nearly free.
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        It's a real Comprehend Languages.

 

 

She knows how an actual Abadaran answers that, and unfortunately it's with a bunch of thoughtful commentary on what it means to have coherence between your prices, why you want that, what goes wrong when you try it, etc. The plan to make significant use of an actual cleric of Abadar was probably doomed from the start, given how much they've had to change Abadarism to not make Keltham immediately want to flee to Osirion. 

 

Fine. 
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        "Businesses need to know the unit prices of the components of the things they manufacture in order to notice where their costs are highest, and in order to project how much fluctuation in the price of components will affect them. There's enforced coherence in the prices of goods, because there are markets in which they are freely traded among strangers, but nonetheless businesses sometimes manage to plan and purchase so as to not coherently value the different pieces of their supply chain. I have not seen it proposed to treat effort in the same fashion, I haven't seen a business fail of its failure to do so, and I'm uncertain what that failure would look like exactly. I specify this not to ask you for the information, which I'd need to pay you for, but in line with your request that I give Abadaran answers to the things you say."
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        "Received, let me think a moment."

...nobody in Cheliax talks this way natively, or Keltham doesn't think so, and it's also not the Lawful answer that a Project member would give.  It's not of a complexity level where Keltham would have thought a 7th-circle was required for it; but then, he may have been a bit spoiled by talking to the likes of Carissa Sevar, who has 7th-circle spellcraft at 4th-circle within her own profession.  But Asmodia could talk like this given an Abadaran book and some stupidity assertions about the character she was playing, or so Keltham worries.

Oh, there's something he can do about that.

"Carissa, Asmodia," he says out loud, "I basically buy that this could be what a 7th-circle priest of Abadar is like, given that they've got to be selected on service and devotion and apparently often combat ability rather than just intelligence and wisdom and skill.  But I worry that either of you could improvise responses on this order."

"Asmodia, if I tell you that a central distribution, mean 0, deviation 1, corresponds to the maximum-entropy probability distribution with mean 0 and deviation 1, can you write up a proof of that as quickly as possible and poke me when you're done, and then write up any further obvious thoughts you have about your proof and poke me again?  Carissa..."  The problem isn't thinking of what she could do, it's figuring out what she could do that nobody else in the Project could do.  "Try to prove that two agents, if they have common knowledge of each other's probability estimates of a proposition - they know which probability the other estimates, they know the other person knows their probability estimates, they know the other knows they know, etcetera - must have the same probability estimate on that proposition, using the weakest assumptions you can get away with.  And before you ask, I'm not just having you maintain a cantrip with a heating stone attached to you because we're not in private and also there is for example such a thing as a Delay Pain spell that could be secretly cast on you."
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        Why is he like this.
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        "I wasn't going to ask. You are plainly the kind of innocent person who hasn't even mentally made an ordered list of which people you'd want around if you were in the mood to hurt me in public. Asmodia, do you have scratch paper?"
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        No way in Hell can she pull that off simultaneously and she shouldn't even try, either Asmodia'll have to do both - but they'll lose bits on that, Keltham knows how smart Asmodia is, and Carissa wants Asmodia pointing out additional angles of Law - 

- or they'll have to get the other girls from the Project on it. Throw every enhancement in the book at them and have them try it -

- and, she can't help it, she has to look at a math problem with this headband on once in her life and she'll never get the chance again - 

- and for mine, start by imagining two people watching the same biased coin flip repeatedly, but privy to different subsets of results; quite obviously if they get running updates from the other person on the other person's new probability estimate they can infer the result they didn't see, as sure as seeing it themself, and if they don't get running updates they can't necessarily infer each individual result but make the same update - prove that - 

- it takes a lot of her Wisdom to stop there and refocus on the faith of Abadar.
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        Asmodia wordlessly hands over some of the paper she usually carries on her.

FUCK KELTHAM AND THE MALFUNCTIONING AIRSHIP HE CRASHED IN ON.

No Asmodia can still salvage this.  The other Project members may not be able to solve a problem like this individually, but collectively - with Asmodia fully enhanced and coordinating their work on both of their problems - that's even a trope, Asmodia has gathered, they've gotten hold of some novels written by Lawful Good authors, now.  If everybody on Project Lawful unites to back up Carissa Sevar so she can fight at her best - it should be hardly possible for Sevar to lose, not just this battle, but the war, because this would almost have to be the climactic moment of greatest difficulty -
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        "And, Security, please relay that I'd like the rest of Project Lawful's researchers to spend the next half-hour writing up a description of everything the Conspiracy would be doing and why, according to what they think would be the most likely Conspiracy given their own knowledge of Golarion, but based on only evidence I know about myself."  Later, not now, Keltham will think about what correlations and independences ought to exist there and what level of effort he expects to see, after they've produced their work and just before Keltham himself looks at it.

Back to the Abadaran priest.  "What sort of trade occurs between the afterlives and Golarion?"
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        There's a deadly calm about Asmodia now, none of which shows on alterAsmodia's face.

Keltham doesn't know about the extra third-circle wizards they have secretly on hand, to further augment Asmodia, Tallandria, other Project members during their long nights.  He doesn't know about the expensive backup wands for emergencies.  If they burn all those enhancements now, they can still win.

Pair up people on the Project by similarity of writing styles.  Half to start working on their Conspiracy submissions now, in case Keltham demands to check their interim work or their paired partner's.  Half to do Asmodia's and Carissa's homework under Asmodia's lead.  After a quarter of an hour they all switch.  The amount of work every person does will be consistent; and with +4 augmentations to Intelligence, Wisdom, and sometimes Splendour, they will hopefully be able to impress Keltham even with the work they did in half the time.

And then if Keltham comes up with anything more difficult than that, for next time, they're all hosed.  So be it.  "Failure is always for sale, even when you can't afford the price," goes the saying out of dath ilan.  It's a phrase that could also have come out of Hell.

Go to it, Sevar.  I've taken responsibility here.


(Asmodia has entirely forgotten at this point that she secretly wants Keltham to win.)
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        "Almost none, with two exceptions I know of," says Tedas Sedavasen. "Many of the longest-standing agreements among the gods and the organizations each of them commands regard intervention in the Material, and they tend to restrict it. Communicating information discovered or refined in an afterlife to the Material is exceptionally costly. The two occasions I know of where significant trade exists between the Material plane and an afterlife are major interventions by Shizuru and by Asmodeus, respectively. Shizuru backed the Lung Wa Empire for about nine hundred years, with legions of angels, in exchange for the right to choose the emperor's successor, and ceased that intervention when prophecy broke. Asmodeus provides Cheliax with books and other resources mass-produced in Hell in exchange for Cheliax pursuing Asmodean policies, and further allows people to sell their souls in exchange for powerful magic.

Both gods are ancient and powerful, and my understanding is that this is incredibly expensive for them, with the circumstances those rare ones under which despite the high costs such trade is favorable both for the god and for the subject organization in Golarion."
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        "Okay, let me think a moment..."

Aside to Security, "Please tap Carissa with Owl's Wisdom, and Asmodia with Fox's Cunning."  It's occurring to him that, since the Conspiracy could secretly tap them with empowerment like that, Keltham should jump ahead and have it done officially in Ordinary, then adjust his quality expectations upward accordingly.  "Also, Wisdom and Cunning taps for Ione, Avaricia, Meritxell, and Shilira."  Pity he doesn't have the Ordinary capacity to boost the rest of the entire research group.

Back to the priest.  "People do seem to know what the afterlives are like, and I used a spell called Early Judgment to catch a glimpse of my own, a higher-tech city where I somehow knew things were being traded, presumably Axis.  For that matter, my god gave me a spell that showed me a pretty horrifying vision of people on fire, which I'm told was Zon-Kuthon's afterlife.  Do you know why that information can be sent to the Material, but not information on the order of, say, afterlife-written fiction novels?"
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        ...all right, that is a little admirable in a boy who's never even heard the expression "Hell is the destruction of hope."

Her turn no wait this is not her turn, she is definitely not turning right now.



Asmodia.  I authorize you, but not Sevar, to know of the existence of the Shadow Project, and command you to secrecy thereon.

In a further basement carved beneath this fortress's secret basement, there are twenty other researchers who have access to all Project transcripts and technologies, who've been trying to develop refinements of those technologies that Keltham doesn't know about.  So that we'll have some edges Keltham can't immediately duplicate, if he goes to Osirion.  Abarco can relay orders between you and them.


Abrogail doesn't say anything else.  It's not her move.
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        Asmodia does not need to be told the obvious; she's already relaying orders through Abarco to half of those researchers to carry out Keltham's thought exercise, which any non-shadow researchers can use as inspiration if they fall behind there.

The other half of the shadow researchers are to carry out a variant version of Keltham's stated request, for them to imagine Conspiracies in which the Project Lawful girls are secretly plotting rebellion together against Cheliax.  It'll show Asmodia natural statistical properties of imaginary Conspiracies that are indeed imaginary, as imagined by people who know at least a little Law.

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-09-30 at 5.05.33 PM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

        "My understanding is that there are several negotiated carve-outs in the general god-agreements governing transmission of information to the mortal plane for information. One such carve-out is for information about afterlives. Another is that it's possible to summon outsiders. There is plenty of speculation about what set of desiderata those agreements were aimed at, but none of it informed enough I'd care to repeat it; the ultimate principle, of course, is that Pharasma's vision governs, and that mutually negotiated nonintervention is cheaper than mutual intervention in most cases but plausibly not with respect to, well, recruiting - all of the gods have an interest in identifying, and identifying themselves to, those mortals who they can compact with.

This is outside my core expertise, and my speculation is informed only by periodic discussions I've participated in about what kind of organizational arrangement would be necessary for such intervention by Abadar to seem worthwhile; He too is an ancient god, and could probably afford it, had we anything to trade Him that He values as Asmodeus values people who want to become devils and Shizuru values peace, stability, fealty and obedience in Her empire."
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        "Mortal Golarion seems to be providing a lot of value to the afterlives and not getting much in return for it, as I currently understand this whole setup.  Would the gods' representatives have a different take on that?"
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        "Mortal Golarion isn't the kind of entity that participates in negotiations about the allocation of value it produces, and it's not obvious that it could or should be. Individual mortals go on becoming beings of value to afterlives because it's in their own interests."
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        Maillol winces, and thinks for relay to Carissa Sevar not to do that again.  They shouldn't represent Abadar/Osirion as being something Keltham will dislike that much when it's that much of a lie about Abadaran attitudes, especially when Keltham may be on the verge of leaving.
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        Not a god of fairness, indeed and check.  Keltham has, in fact, been getting the impression that Golarion is not being treated by the gods as something they are really interested in negotiating with.  He's never once heard any god-arrangement being justified as something that mortals asked for.

"One person I talked to said that Axis was a lot like mortal life.  Another said that Axis turned you into a being of pure Law, or maybe pure Lawfulness, though I'm not sure exactly what that word meant to her at the time.  I've heard it said that Hell amplifies the Evil in people, Heaven amplifies the Good, and all of these claims actually seem a bit concerning to me.  What exactly do people turn into, and how?"
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        "Most people, in the afterlives, eventually become outsiders -- beings that are closer to being made of pure Law, in Axis, or of pure Lawful Good, in Heaven, or pure Lawful Evil, in Hell. My own humble understanding is that there are many changes in the direction of being more Lawful, more Good, and more Evil which a person would make, as an improvement in their internal processes like a business changing itself to better profit, if they were aware of them, and that simply making all of those is sufficient to make you an entity fundamentally alien to the humans you once were. Some people hesitate to make these changes, and live for many many centuries first; and Axis takes pride in enabling more interesting and recognizable-to-mortals centuries than the other afterlives - but people do still generally become outsiders eventually."
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        "Okay, but do we know - like, what's a specific example of a bit of Law getting added to anyone in any of those planes?  Is there a point where you are given a chance to see it coming and say no?  Or if saying no isn't an option, decide that you'd rather walk out through Abaddon first?  If what you wanted was mainly to become yourself but more so, these planes sound like they might be a nice place to hang out for a couple of millennia tops before you had to exit the whole local multiverse."
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        "I have always understood the self-modifications we are discussing to be entirely voluntary and deliberately undertaken, and in fact in Axis purchased. And no afterlife, to my knowledge, bars you from the destruction of your person, though -" earnestly - "if you destroy yourself then you just no longer exist, you don't find yourself somewhere else. If there's something you want, you have to build it here."
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        "Everyone is, in fact, in so many different places that it's impossible to destroy all of yourself; the worst thing that can happen to you is being transformed while still conscious and existent into something you didn't want to become.  It's not so much that you find yourself in another place, though it can in fact feel like that, but that you find yourself in the remaining futures that continued from your past.  But my figuring out how to explain that may have to wait for later."

"Hell and Heaven don't run on the purchase method?"
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        "My humble understanding, with yet more emphasis we've ventured far from the questions I contemplate regularly, is that Hell and Heaven both evaluate the suitability of candidates to be devils or angels, and people work for many centuries to earn an evaluation as a suitable candidate. A priest of Asmodeus might tell you that Hell's evaluation is not so different from how Axis does it, except that we are accepting some bad results in our process in exchange for the simplicity and transparency of having it done in a standard fashion, as a business arrangement. A priest of Shizuru might tell you that if the universe would be overall worse as a consequence of some person's growth in Law, then Heaven will not enable it, and so additional screening is necessary."
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        "And what happens to people in Elysium?"
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        "That is a much harder question to answer. The Lawful afterlives tend to have organized churches that don't tolerate, say, different branches in different countries teaching contradictory things about the nature of their god. The Chaotic gods have not prioritized resolving such contradictions. Elysium is perhaps an infinite wilderness populated by flighty beings of simple delights; is perhaps full of dangerous adventures; is perhaps full of places that distort your perceptions and comprehensions in different ways, that you may return from them with a deeper understanding of the contracts inside your mind. - they wouldn't say 'contracts'. It's a beautiful place, I'd bet money on that, and the people there seem happy. I really can't tell you more than that."
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        ...enforcing consistency is not the same as enforcing accuracy, but this Keltham will not argue; if you can make that mistake at all, you are probably hard to correct about it.

"I'd think it would be something of a priority, if you wanted people correctly valuing Axis versus Elysium as a desirable destination, for even the Lawful Neutral priests to be able to tell people how Axis contrasted to Elysium, meaning that you'd prioritize having accurate info about Elysium yourself.  Otherwise what prevents Chaotic Good priests from claiming that Elysium has everything Axis does, plus free chocolate cookies?"
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        "Oh, there's misleading advertising, to my great annoyance. I've seen it argued that the reason the Chaotic gods don't bother clarifying their teachings is that they get to benefit from whatever interpretation of them is most favorable and most compelling to their followers spreading, without it needing to be constrained by truth. But ultimately, if you die and go to either Axis or Elysium, and decide you chose wrong, it's not an irreparable mistake; it's costly, and slow the way mortals mark time, but there are demigods who will ferry you between them, and effect your transformation from one kind of petitioner to another. I am open with Abadar's trainees that it seems to me that Axis, possessing more of the virtues that make men rich and businesses successful in life, is a better place, but that these sorts of things are hard to see from where we stand."
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        "I have, due to strange circumstances, ended up as the cleric of an unknown Lawful Neutral god whose symbol now adorns the cloak of my representative here.  Assuming I'm willing to throw quite a lot of resources at it, is there any fast way I can find out which god that is and get in touch with their church in Golarion, including by going through Axis?"
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        "The head of the church of Abadar is the Pharaoh of Osirion, long may he live, great may his nation grow, and it is said that Abadar has made a shard of Himself unusually available to the Pharaoh to direct him in the management of Osirion. It is conceivable that if I sent your inquiry to Osirion, and they deemed it worthy of the Pharaoh's attention -- which isn't a sure thing, though a large monetary contribution helps immensely - then He would be able to derive the answers you seek straight from Abadar. Before you tried something that momentous, of course, I'd take every possible smaller step - you could place an advertisement in every newspaper in circulation in Absalom, offering a reward for any information on the symbol. You'll get a lot of claptrap, but hire someone competent to investigate the more promising submissions. You could do the same thing in Katheer, and Goka, and at the Worldwound. A full page newspaper advertisement is 45gp, and reaches tens of thousands of people."
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        Welp, that's definitely either a seventh-circle priest of the business-god with actual competence, or Conspiracy Carissa, because now Keltham feels like an idiot and there's not many beings in Golarion who have demonstrated the ability to do that to him.

"Bit surprised that Osirion would ask for a contribution rather than a bounty on successful identification.  There isn't a standard pricing on this, is there?"
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        "The Pharaoh accepts payment for his attention with some probability related to, but not only related to, how much you pay him, as a form of price discrimination. If he entertains the request in the first place he'll probably separately want a bounty for identification."
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        "Uh huh.  And do you have any idea what some attention prices and attention probabilities would be, or what kind of separate bounty the Pharaoh would be likely to ask?"
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        "You'd get a better estimate if I knew anything about you; part of the point of the price discrimination is that 1000gp, from someone for whom that's obviously a year's wages, means much more than 1000gp from Xerbystes. But in general, 1000gp will mean the application gets seriously reviewed by the pharaoh's staff, 3000gp gets through a majority of the time, and I'd be very surprised to ever hear of an occasion where 10,000gp didn't. No, you can't just immediately resubmit with more money if it didn't get heard, you generally have to wait at least a year or until something has substantively changed."
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        Not very multiagent-efficient... is this an attempt at extracting maximum value from customers via an elaborate one-sided mechanism that sometimes destroys value?  Keltham is tempted to go pay them in spellsilver just before the news hits of the price drop... okay not really that would not be nice, they could resell it on directly to a customer who'd be harmed thereby.  Actually they should figure out how to announce that sometime very soon, people are trading at bad prices, Keltham forgot there wasn't any Governance office managing that sort of news release in Golarion.

Keltham is trying to figure out a way to tell if this guy is actually Conspiracy Carissa.  But that's sort of hard to do when Conspiracy Carissa is reading your mind about which tests you're thinking about trying.

No, he's not suddenly ripping off her headband, it's genuinely not nice, and also now that he's thought it out loud the Conspiracy has invisibly tapped Carissa with a Fox's Cunning so she'll keep the same +4 bonus.

"It's been represented to me that women in Osirion can't own property.  What's the logic of that from a business standpoint?  Half of your economy isn't free to participate in the economy."

Kind of a naive attempt at Carissa detection, Conspiracy Carissa probably has any ability to argue completely opposed viewpoints, but it's worth trying; they could be only reading his mind intermittently.
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        Don't lie about this one!  The whole truth will sound bad enough to him anyways.  Has Sevar been read in on -
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        Aspexia weighs up considerations in a lightning flash.  Playing to tropes - does not actually override Asmodeus's orders - and reading in Sevar on this, which has not previously been deemed advantageous to Cheliax's interests, will take time and create a suspicious pause -

Aspexia decides to make a move; she is not Keltham's defeated opponent the way Abrogail is, nor has she driven enough of the story that her greater authority should threaten Sevar's main character status.  She will step forward once, and fade back after.

(She is being respectful to the tropes, in following her own Lord's orders; she has previously not told Sevar of her Irori-cleric status, as the tropes wished; she does now attempt to do this in a way that will not disrupt their story-weaving - is this an attitude they wish to discourage -)
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        "I'd call that an unfair representation.  Matters are more politically complicated than they represented to you.  Osirion is not Absalom, the people there are extremely skeptical of the equilibrium as it holds in Absalom or say Cheliax - if I've correctly identified your representative as hailing from there - with high abortion, high infanticide, high infidelity, legal divorce, and women's rights.  Most Osirians are deeply skeptical that you can just take the women's rights and legal divorce part, and not get the rest of the Avistani equilibrium."

"Mortal life only lasts a few decades.  To the extent Osirians worry about the inherent badness of oppressing women, they think that's outweighed by the benefit of making sure that people end up in Axis rather than the Maelstrom - which is not a plane you can with any reliability leave if you did not wish to arrive."

"The reign of Abadar is not so old, and the current administration has been slowly shifting in a direction I think Chelish sensibilities would approve as a direction, in this regard.  Before Abadar united Himself with the Pharaoh, property could only be held by married, landowning men; to this has now been added young married men with incomes but no land, and spellcasting women have been made eligible for that status as well.  It is a great change to Osirion, and now they will want to wait and see what comes of it."

"Fairness does impel me to say, that did you ask this question of a priest of Abadar born and raised in Osirion, they might say less that they were trying to move in a Chelish-approved direction, and more that they are striving to build the institutions Abadar asks of them, institutions whose participants end up in Axis, whether that was best done through women having more rights or less.  But that's involved slow moves in a Chelish direction, in that regard, not away from it."
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        This reply was not immediately interrupted when Keltham had a bright idea in a flash, one that had to be implemented before the Conspiracy could react to the detected thought, and ordered Carissa to be quiet - he needed to hear the answer, after all - and then started suddenly tickling her.

"Heard, let me think," he Messages the priest, and then says to Carissa, "You can talk now."
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        "You're - abusing me terribly, you know that?" Her eyes are shining. "I'd just had an insight on your math problem!" Asmodia help what insight did I just have on the math problem, she can use the one she genuinely had but it's not ideal, too preliminary. 
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        Knowing they know you know they know goes off to infinity which means you're not going to be representing knowledge as probabilities assigned to propositions, it's got to be some finite representation that lets you can derive the infinite series of facts about who knows about who knows what.

We've actually got a specific system worked for partitions of possible worlds, but if you tell Keltham you've got that far, he'll be expecting a solution from you almost immediately after.
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        "Well, obviously Conspiracy Carissa wants me to ask, but I suppose Ordinary Carissa does too, so: what insight?"
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        "I know you know I know etcetera goes off to infinity, which means I have to throw out the entire approach of representing knowledge as probabilities assigned to propositions, I need a finite representation that derives the infinite series there. 

I'm actually, on a different note, really confused about your Conspiracy threat model, here? Even if you assume the Conspiracy put all the best liars in Cheliax on this project, I'm not on this project in my capacity as one of the best liars in Cheliax, I'm on this project because it might be that the gods picked your landing-place on purpose and if so we don't want to mess with that. So it'd be bizarre if I were the best person in Cheliax to pretend to be a seventh-circle priest of Abadar. Also, Abadarans always have a price, in the Conspiracy we've just paid this guy to lie to you and promised to exceed any bribe you credibly offer him." 
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        "Imaginably correct as of the moment I landed on the Worldwound, but since then I've been teaching you in particular and also I plausibly landed on somebody who'd understand me better than other liars -"

Wait.  Has he been distracted enough by considering whether that particular response sounded less like Carissa than the previous ones, wondering if they read his mind and brought in a different actor to run that, that he's failed to consider the simpler possibility where the person he tickled was not Carissa at all -

A thought crosses Keltham's mind, and he quickly reaches out and grabs the hand of the possible actor playing Carissa Sevar, before they could be invisibly spirited away and replaced by the real one.

Keltham considers whether to use up his one Glimpse of Beyond to check on the true identity of the person whose hand he's holding.
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- she looks down at his hand, and then back up at him. "... new theory is that someone is impersonating Carissa Sevar so Carissa Sevar can impersonate a priest of Abadar?"
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        "How do you get that off my suddenly holding your hand?"
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        "You're not being affectionate, you're not going to be in the mood for that until you've satisfied yourself I'm not pretending to love you to further my nefarious Conspiracy ends. So, you suddenly want to be in physical contact, why, because that makes it harder to swap me out with an impersonator, except once you've had that thought it has to occur to you that maybe I've already been swapped out with an impersonator."
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        "So why am I holding your hand then?"
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        "Trying to think of a test- no, you've got one, you will've asked your god for Glimpse of Beyond this morning when you decided to spend the day looking for Conspiracies. But if you use it now then the Conspiracy can freely swap me out for impersonators after this. You could ask for a scroll of it."

 

She is, of course, actually Carissa, but that doesn't mean she has nothing to fear from someone looking at her with True Seeing; she is wearing the Crown of Infernal Majesty, right now, and it will not look like her usual +4 headband. If he asks for a scroll, they'll have time to swap it. 
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        "Harder to trust a scroll the Conspiracy supplies to me."

Keltham thinks about whether he wants to burn his Glimpse of Beyond spell on this, agonizes a bit, and finally lets go of Carissa's hand so she can resume her mathematical endeavors, feeling a bit sick and weary of it all.  He refocuses his attention on the priest of Abadar.

(Message to Abadar priest again.)  "It's also been claimed to me that the Pharaoh of Osirion has the legal right to take any woman of Osirion he likes, including foreign visitors."
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        "That is a consequence of how power works virtually everywhere on Golarion. The Pharaoh of Osirion does not exercise that right, that I've ever heard of, and the teachings of Abadar celebrate voluntary and mutually profitable arrangements, so it seems likely to me that anyone Abadar selected as His person in Golarion would exhibit similar restraint. But that he has the right - that's the way of the world. If anyone told you that it wasn't so in Cheliax, they lied."



- so Aspexia sends, while still in the middle of her hasty invisible flight back to Abrogail.

Aspexia did not allow herself to think any thoughts of triumph, when Keltham seemed to be accepting the words she was speaking through the cleric; she did understand that much of drama.  It was enough reply that Aspexia would predictably continue to behave with that slight deference to tropes henceforth.

When Keltham then picked that moment to tickle Sevar, Aspexia did wonder if the tropes were trying to encourage her.

Then when Keltham threatened in his mind to use Glimpse of Truth, and perhaps see through to the Crown - nor could any invisible Security dare dart in to quickly replace it, for Glimpse of Truth might see their invisible forms too, if Keltham cast it just then - Aspexia wondered if the tropes were playing her.

Abrogail herself didn't know whether the Crown's artifact status, or perhaps the true actuality of its transformation, would let it evade True Seeing.  The question had not previously been germane to the Queen's usual games, for anybody using True Seeing would see Abrogail herself beneath her seemings, never mind her Crown.

Abrogail had bid Aspexia then to fly invisibly and in haste to check on the Crown of Infernal Majesty from the edge of True Seeing's range, to learn whether they stood at risk, even if that meant leaving Abrogail less-defended for a few rounds.

And now that Aspexia has seen the Crown with the eyes of True Seeing, she does not know at all what to think of tropes -

- Aspexia reaches Abrogail again, and only then sends the message, to be delivered to Sevar when she's not imminently working, that the Crown's guise will pass even True Seeing.  (Aspexia could not send that message earlier, for that might have told some of the Security here that Abrogail was less defended in those moments.  The Queen of Cheliax is not truly undefended, but the Queen is far less defended than usual.)

Perhaps 'the tropes are beyond your comprehension, dare not to work them' is the message the tropes are trying to convey?

Or perhaps all of the events in this sequence were only ones that would have occurred regardless, in a very ordinary way, and Aspexia is only being a fool to think that any tropes were in play at all?
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        Good luck figuring that out.  Nethys Himself isn't sure.
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        "Carissa, does that match your own understanding of Osirion, Cheliax, and for that matter Golarion?"
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        "It's not true at the Worldwound," says Carissa. "At the Worldwound Abrogail or the Pharaoh of Osirion are obliged the same as everyone else, to render aid to anyone fighting if they can safely do so, and to not do violence to them, or detain them except in the course of normal criminal investigations.

 

I - guess it's probably true of pretty much everywhere else. With - different details, and the details do matter, and at varying and in some cases quite high political cost, but I'm not going to sit here and tell you Abrogail couldn't have had me, if you hadn't gotten there first."
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        "So why'd you tell me that about the Pharaoh of Osirion, then?"
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        "If I recall correctly I was trying to explain to you why women being desired by powerful people is not particularly validating, and I said something like, 'for example it wouldn't be very validating to be chosen by the pharaoh of Osirion, because it'd only mean you're in the top couple hundred or that he was tired of the top couple hundred and wanted something new.' I didn't use Abrogail as an example because being wanted by Abrogail is, it happens, validating, because she's very picky."
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        Keltham to priest:  "Sorry, I'm trying to reconcile stories I was told.  How many women is the Pharaoh of Osirion - dating, or however this works?"
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        "Osirion doesn't do anything they or you would identify as dating. The pharaoh has eight wives, and hundreds of concubines, which historically was a social role that involved bearing him children but is more expansive these days. An Osirian would emphasize that to be a wife or concubine of the pharaoh means that he has obligations to you - to feed and house you and your children for life, to provide for your health and your dignity - and that your corresponding obligations to him are mostly about Osirion's legitimate interest in being assured of the paternity of potential heirs. It's not sexual slavery."
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        "And what kind of - selection process, constraints, laws, or customs if there aren't any laws - determines who ends up one of those hundreds of concubines?"
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        "Historically, many of the pharaoh's concubines were women presented to him as gifts by neighboring countries  on his ascension to power, women who came to his attention in some other ways, women captured on campaigns of conquest and so on. But that was the ancient Pharaohate, which Abadar had no part in. Today, recruiters go out and look for eligible candidates, conduct interviews, and present the pharaoh with the most promising, and the majority are selected through that process, though I think some cases are more complicated. Qadira does still send some girls as gifts, and it'd be very rude to turn them down about it."
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        "What happens if one of the gift girls from Qadira arrives in Osirion and announces that she's sorry but, having met the Pharaoh, she'd rather not be his concubine after all?"
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        "That really seems like a question you should ask of an Osirian. I know little of the inner workings of the Pharaoh's court. I doubt she would simply depart, but perhaps employment more suited to her could be found for her."
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        "Carissa, is this matching your understanding."
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        "If he doesn't actually grab girls he sees who suit him, then that's better than I knew. I sort of expect that if a concubine doesn't like it she gets told to grow up and do her job and not anger the powerful person who rules the foreign country she's been shipped to where she owns nothing, cannot legally work a job, and doesn't even speak the language. But I don't know anything firsthand, here."
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        It's... not out of the reach of Ordinary possibility, for Golarion, in terms of different sides of different factions having different stories and maybe not understanding each other all that well, Keltham supposes.  His childhood training in the Way would not have emphasized so much the need to make sure you understood the other side's story, as they would tell it themselves and from their own mouths, if that was not otherwise a failure mode of human beings.

"Carissa, back to the math mines, please."

And to the priest of Abadar:  "Okay, and trying again to verify those words were indeed from a seventh-circle priest of Abadar, I don't suppose you can give me any analysis of what we've just been discussing that sees the world the way a high priest of Abadar would see it?"
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        "I am tempted to analyze the dynamics between rulers and the lovers they take, or between men and women more broadly, through the lens of bargaining power," says Temas, as Carissa, smiling, turns back to her math notes. 
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        "Go ahead," Keltham says to the priest.
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        So she'll expound, from a relentlessly business-centric perspective that finds Law from the least dath ilani perspective she can conceive of with the Crown of Infernal Majesty helping, on how in navigating the supply of components or labor it's important which side has the better alternative to a negotiated agreement, and how differently the gains from trade might be distributed depending on that, and how the model can be applied to the hiring process that is romance, though of course Osirians don't really speak of romance so much as of household formation, along with some speculation about how Avistani gender norms are the consequence of a persistent deficit of men due to the way wars were fought in Avistan a few centuries ago differing from how they were fought in Garund, producing a population with more women than men and where the strategy of holding out for marriage was outcompeted. 
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        ...and the combined powers of half of Project Lawful have finished both Asmodia's question and Carissa's; they know now how to solve problems together that they could not solve alone.  They can give Carissa the outline of the solution path, down to the most plausible of the false leads they followed, and she need only write it at whatever speed she thinks Keltham will find plausible.

Asmodia is doing the same, with her own problem, in between looking over the Shadow Project's individually generated notes on a Conspiracy of Project Lawful girls, to see what the statistical structure there should look like, how much commonality and how much difference there is.  She'll be able to correct, soon, any relative anomalies in the main Project Lawful's stories of what they think the Conspiracy would look like; they're all working on their stories now, without waiting, of course.

Asmodia doesn't let herself think that maybe the worst is past, because tropes.
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        That does seem like the sort of analysis he'd have expected from a 7th-circle priest of the business-god.  It's not even giving him the feeling of - staleness, of not seeing the new information he was really looking for - that he got from the earlier parts of the expedition.  So why is Keltham feeling not so great about the whole thing?  Because it's something that Carissa and Asmodia working together could plausibly have composed?  He tried to run a safeguard against that.  This should be some evidence for Ordinary, at the end of it, even if it's not decisive.  What was Ordinary supposed to do? - he should think of that later after it's too late for them to read his mind and do it.
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        Carissa turns in her completed problem before Asmodia does, and while the priest is in the middle of a particularly detailed and clever discussion of the different incentives which produced norms of large harems among rulers in Casmaron and not among rulers in Avistan.

    


    


    
        
            [image: sad]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        ...at which point Keltham realizes that he's gotten around as much evidence as he's going to get, here.

He tells the priest they're done.

And tells Fennelosa to go look for whatever accessible library he thinks would have the largest flaming Chelish history section they can find.  And it would be nice if Keltham could buy or borrow books from that library.
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        Fennelosa has no idea where the libraries in Absalom are, is it okay if he asks people?
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        He can even pay people.  Fennelosa has free rein on this one; Ordinary Cheliax can put its best foot forwards here.
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        All right, then, he'll go to the front desk of the Abadar temple and offer to pay for a list of suggestions, with extra money if the top suggestion is the same as the top suggestion of some other people he asks, and then he'll go out and over to the Nethysian temple and ask them too - god of knowledge, after all - and then the temple of Iomedae, who is after all a Chelish ascended human.
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        Keltham is trying not to think of how he plans to check things.
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        ...is planning to read ahead more than one page this time, do other spot-checks around the book...
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        Cheliax has some magic text-editing items by now, and Korva Tallandria has been working hard behind the scenes with basically all of the Imperial book-editors in Cheliax, to re-prepare for this.  It's down to her, then.

- nobody tell Tallandria that.  It won't help.
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        Even the very early stage Project books that just replace the word "Taldor" with "Cheliax" everywhere and change the names of the rulers and cities should be on the shelves for this. They'll pass certain kinds of consistency tests that the other books won't, and Keltham already has low expectations for how much sense books make. 
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        And are preparations complete for the Ione-escapes-with-Keltham version of the Project collapse plans?
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        Sigh.  Yes.

It's not going to work despite Ione trying her hardest, because tropes.  Ione wants that very clear before she tries her hardest.  None of this 'You will pay the price of failure in pain nonetheless' bullshit, if they want her wholehearted cooperation on playing this out, and demonstrating that it can't work even so.  Ione is not an Asmodean and if Detect Thoughts and truthspells showed she did her best, that's it, no horrible tortures afterwards, okay?

(Not to mention that Lord Nethys has no doubt arranged for Ione to depart with Keltham when he leaves, so she won't have time to hang around being tortured.  No doubt.)
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        Carissa is not planning to have Ione tortured if she tries her best and fails because of the tropes, or because something outside Ione's control did not work out. 

 

 

 

 

However (she does not say) they both presumably know perfectly well that if this fails Carissa, who is an Asmodean, is going to be being tortured, and is not going to be making decisions about the disposition of her subordinates. Unless she, too, escapes with Keltham.

She is assuming she'll receive orders from the Most High or from the Queen about that; it seems awfully dangerous to think about herself, with this headband on and Security probably extremely twitchy about Dominating her on the spot if she thinks something like that she might, hypothetically, if she fled to Osirion with Keltham, at some future point defect. And the person deciding whether Carissa should flee with Keltham or not should not be unable to think about that.
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        Rugatonn or the Queen will assume responsibility for that decision, yes.


(Probably the Queen.  It's not an easy call, and Abrogail is correct that Aspexia does not have a talent for dealing with tropes as story-patterns rather than as a kind of divinity with unshattered prophecy.)
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        Fennelosa's faked adventures have gotten him a recommendation for a military academy not too far away (they decided the extra minutes weren't worth the extra bits leaked) which he has been firmly assured by the fake Nethysians carries lots and lots of non-military history too, because politics and economics and social policy considerations are highly relevant to the military, and because it's a Nethysian-affiliated academy and aims to by its enormous library attract lots of wizards who mostly want to learn but are persuadable to defend Absalom and/or the world when relevant. 
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        This lets them throw in a ton of bona fide writing on the Chelish armed forces, which adds some bulk at minimal risk. 
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        (While this was going on, Asmodia finished her own math problem, and Keltham collected the Project Lawful Conspiracy Theories, even though the thirty minutes' weren't up; and Keltham glance-skimmed everything to try to fix the information content, though he didn't have anything like time to read it all.)



Keltham does not really get the 'military academy has the best library' concept, but it is not outside his general range of Golarion Weirdness and there's no obvious reason the Conspiracy would do that.  If Fennelosa thinks this is Ordinary's best foot forwards, let's try it.
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        Fennelosa will head on over, or at least appear to. 

 

It's a very big library, much larger than the one in the archduke's villa, much larger than the one in the palace. The illusionist is drawing somewhat on the library in the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye, which is even bigger, but this one is credibly big. Some levitating wizards are in midair, paging through books too high to reach without the ability to fly. 

 

He asks some people where to find Chelish history specifically. He's told it's a whole section, over there in the back behind Taldor and to the left of the River Kingdoms. 

 

"All right," he says tiredly to Keltham, on reaching it, "do I start pulling out books at prime intervals and ripping out the eighteenth page of each, or what?"
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        "...is that allowed or does it cause you to get arrested?  I would sort of expect the arrested thing."
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        "That will definitely get me fined an enormous sum of money. I wouldn't expect to be arrested so long as I pay it."
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        "Ripping out pages is entirely pointless."  Once Keltham has seen that page, Fennelosa taking it home with him doesn't add to the amount of information the Conspiracy has to create.  "Can we borrow, or buy, books?"
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        "We can commission a copy of any book for delivery later this week, which I assume is unsatisfactory to you, and buy or borrow them on the spot if the library already has two copies, which I was told was the case for most of the more popular books and a majority of the recent ones. I assume you didn't want to look at old books anyway."
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        ...noticeably better than expected.

"All right, and does this section of the library have a - Living Library Index - person who knows which books contain what information, and can tell us if we ask them?"
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        Fennelosa will go track down someone who appears to work here and ask!

 

The answer is yes, each section has a responsible party at the academy who makes all decisions about acquisitions for that section. The Chelish section is supervised by Tono Berlinguer, a retired Chelish military intelligence specialist who, it happens, reconsidered his retirement when Nidal attacked Cheliax and has taken a leave of absence from the academy to lend himself to the war effort. 

 

"I assume you want us to go and get him?" 
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        "...Yes," Keltham says, after reminding himself of how scared and worried he is in fact feeling, and forcibly overriding a huge amount of internal reluctance to impose inconveniences upon others; of which it was said, once, that if dath ilan were ever to be destroyed, it would probably be because of somebody's reluctance to inconvenience others.



And meanwhile, because Keltham obviously isn't going to wait for that, he's going to try going through these books.  Question one, what exactly happened when Abrogail Thrune took over, what were the details of that fight, who died and why didn't they just come back the next day, what changes did the Church make immediately after coming to power?  If the books say it was all very pretty... Keltham has now been in Golarion longer than a day, and has seen a slave market for upwards of several seconds.
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        Korva has been in emergency overdrive from the moment that Keltham first requested books from Ione, and has been commanding a small army of Chelish writers for at least the past half hour. She's fully aware that she has been given a task that it is not, actually, possible to do well. It's also a task that the entire project could succeed or fail on, and if the result is a failure, then she's not exactly going to expect to live a long life afterwards, no matter what the queen has said to her about how incredibly safe she supposedly is. Whether she lives or dies is, then, once again, quite possibly up to Keltham. At this speed, and this volume, a few missteps are absolutely inevitable, and Keltham, if he really cares enough to win this, should be able to find them. If Keltham doesn't catch whatever the mistakes happen to be (and she obviously doesn't know what they are, or she'd have fixed them), it's his own damn fault. 

Under other circumstances, she would probably be freaking out about all of that, but at the moment she is trying really really hard to completely ignore her emotions and act as a conductor for this entire ridiculous venture. She has books. Well, pieces of them.


...resulting conflict plunged the nation into a further two years of civil war, although much of the later fighting was contained to the province of Ravounel, where Infrexus Thrune had maintained a more significant base of political power, which continued to push for the recovery of Infrexus's remains. Throughout this time, there was also continued conflict on the border with Galt, primarily consisting of a series of skirmishes between ill-equipped military forces and local militia fighters. Although some have asserted that such skirmishes were a deliberate expansionist attempt by Galt, the pattern is more honestly understood as a result of underpolicing of the region by the Chelish military, which was otherwise engaged at the time. The smoldering ashes of conflict between Galt and Cheliax during this time are generally excluded from the casualty estimates given for the war of the succession of Queen Abrogail, as that fighting, though concurrent and related, was between Chelish and Galtan forces, rather than the supporters of Queen Abrogail and the supporters of Infrexus Thrune. As regards the succession war itself, estimates of the total death toll range from two to six thousand, with the majority of these casualties, as is so often the case, coming from the diseases which soldiers were subjected to during the campaign to retake Ravounel.

Egorian itself saw real conflict only a few times, much of it in the immediate aftermath of the coup against Infrexus. Although Infrexus's taxation policies and loss of the eastern provinces of Galt and Andoran had made him wildly unpopular, there were many at the time who believed that his niece, the rightful heir to the throne by law, was too young to rule responsibly, having celebrated her sixteenth birthday not three months before. Despite the full support of the Asmodean church, the first year of the young Queen Abrogail Thrune's reign was marked by a series of (unsuccessful) assassination attempts by everyone from Eastern revolutionary agents to a small band of extremists who intended to resurrect the previous queen, Carellia. The most notorious of these early assassination attempts may have been the incident on the 10th of Arodus, in 4709 AR, in which a band of Galtan agents disguised as members of the queen's own guard managed to infiltrate the interior of the palace walls before being caught.

It is difficult to say whether a successful early assassination attempt might have spelled doom for the young queen's reign, or what might have become of the nation of Cheliax afterwards. Certainly, if the queen were to die now, her resurrection would be almost immediate, and have no bearing on her legitimacy. However, at the time of her coronation, the queen's success depended not only on the military might of her Asmodean supporters, but on whether she could earn the support of the nation at large. As the demise of her predecessor had so recently proven, the leadership of the nation of Cheliax would depend not only on her unquestionable legal right to rule, but also on whether she could earn the respect and loyalty of the forces which ostensibly answered to her. While it is likely that the Church of Asmodeus would have recovered her remains and restored her rightful place even had she been assassinated, it is also possible that such an event might have served as a catalyst for further revolt, dragging out the civil war longer, or resulting in the loss of even more Chelish territory.
 



    


    


    
        
            [image: arms folded 2]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        ...okay, is it just his imagination, or is the whole business with 'rightful heir to the throne by law' and 'unquestionable legal right to rule' not only a bit incongruous with there being a giant civil war and Abrogail needing the Church of Asmodeus's support, but also the author possibly kind of quietly signaling that this fact which requires so much emphasis is maybe not actually true?  In which case you could maybe also infer that it's illegal or otherwise threatened-against to suggest that Abrogail wasn't the rightful heir?

And is it his imagination that this book is - not so much better written, really, as - more informative, more alive-sounding? - than the previous set of Chelish history books?  Or just more interesting, somehow?  And should Keltham be attributing that to the library having better book-taste than the bookshop operator who stocked the book personally attacking Abrogail Thrune, or to the Conspiracy frantically upping the level of its game as it became clear Keltham wasn't happy with their earlier efforts?

Keltham will read a few pages ahead, and then skip to randomly later in the book, and then read the page before that, whatever it is.
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        This excerpt has pages before and ahead; if he skips way ahead, they'll transition him to a different excerpt on a related topic. He lands in a discussion of the early stages of the modern Chelish education system, and the transition from a handful of private, paid establishments to a push towards public education available to the children of all subjects of the crown, which also has pages before and ahead of it.
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        ...why is the Crown not just offering to pay for skill-mastery outcomes and letting anybody who wants to try their hand at producing those?  Does Governance, like, not have any adversarially resistant way of measuring whether learning has occurred, such that if they offered to pay for learning somebody would inevitably teach to the test without producing real human capital; and yet Governance does think they have some adversarially resistant way of measuring process inputs to education, where those inputs inevitably produce learning, such that they can pay people to teach but not pay for learning at all?

Somehow Keltham doubts that this is the case!  In fact he doubts that anybody in Governance even thought about it in those terms!  Somebody get a seventh-circle priest of Abadar in here!  'Never pay for the input when you can pay for the output, and if you can't robustly measure outputs you probably can't robustly measure inputs either,' goes the saying out of dath ilan.

It's still a good book, though.  Is it for sale, or borrowable?
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        He'll ask! 

 

 

They don't have a second copy of that one at this time. Two gold to commission one. 

        "What's the fastest you could get me a commissioned copy? If I commission a copy, and pay triple, can I take this one just for today?"

"....no, sir, because we'd be using this one to make the copy."

 

 

At this point Berlinguer walks in. He's a plump elderly man whose eyebrows look a bit singed. "Fennelosa! I hear you urgently need me for something?"

     "Consultation on the books. It's a long story."
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        All right, now he can try for more of a pattern of queries and answers that should be harder for Cheliax to have completely covered by trying to write books in advance.

Book with more detail on the specific aid provided by Asmodeus's Church to Abrogail, what concessions or policies they demanded in return.  Does Berlinguer know where to locate something like that?
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        "Military aid provided in the war?" Here they've aggressively repurposed a lot of books about the original Chelish Civil War, where, thank Hell, House Thrune was led by Abrogail's grandmother also named Abrogail. "The best source is Campaigns of the Chelish Civil War, which is in two volumes, should be right over here..." He pulls them out. "We also have Hell Shows Its Hand, which is much more popular but, I think, worse, and Avistan's Queen. If you're interested in a more academic lens I like 'a realist account of the Chelish civil conflict'."
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        "What exactly is a non-realist account - never mind, let's just try the 'realist' one."
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        He pulls it off a shelf. "Realism is probably at your level of exposure best understood as the academic way of describing work that proceeds from the assumption that conflicts are incented, rather than ideological, that conflict arises where there's weakness and ends with an overwhelming show of strength. Someone analyzing the Chelish Civil War through an ideological lens would study the doctrine of the Asmodean Church and write about how it compares to the ideologies it displaced in appeal; someone analyzing it through a realist lens would focus on how the Church succeeded in establishing the Queen as an absolute monarch, by backing her up with the use of force. Sorry, no one explained to me - who are you, and what's your urgent interest in this?"

"Don't ask," Fennelosa says tiredly. 

"I'm not a soldier anymore, young man, I am allowed to be curious about things."
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        The banter is very well-executed but it won't help at all if he looks at the wrong book.
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        Keltham will open that one to a random place, read for seven pages, return it.

Keltham will then have the thought that next time he needs to just flip through a lot of pages rapidly, skimming just enough to verify rough continuity of text and subject, to avert the Conspiracy being able to cheaply manufacture a bunch of short excerpts.

Unfortunately, Keltham is juggling a lot of cognitive balls right now, and has temporarily forgotten the juggling ball that is the Conspiracy reading his mind.  He thinks about his next intention to read a lot of the book overtly, loudly enough that you could pick it up from his mind even if you weren't Abrogail Thrune.

"Abrogail's first major policy shifts during her early years," Keltham says.
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        Feed him something we have the complete book of. 
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        There's exactly one book they have complete on even remotely that topic. It's on the shelf as Avistan's Queen and The Early Years of Abrogail Thrune II's reign and as The Uncensored And Thoroughly Illegal History of the Chelish Civil War. They'll take the second one off the shelf for him.
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        Keltham will read a few pages for real, then (tell Fennelosa to) flip through pages starting from whatever they showed him, leaving each page spread to be scryed only for four seconds or so for Keltham to skim-speedread.  (He once wrote a computer program as a kid to help him learn to move his eyes faster, and was disgruntled to learn that when he followed the shifting blue word as fast as he could, he couldn't understand what he'd read.  Nonetheless, Keltham can skim pretty darn quickly if he wants to, and can still notice anomalies at that speed.)

Keltham will speed-skim about a hundred pages that way... they do all seem to be there...

Wait.

Shit.

He thought about that tactic before he did it.
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        Meanwhile Asmodia is in a state of very calm total panic, considering what will probably be Keltham's obvious next move:

He asks for particular topics, and then, after reading each excerpt, generates a random number to decide whether to spend three minutes skimming a hundred pages from there.

Asmodia is not in fact seeing a counter to this particular tactic.  They can't just hand Keltham complete books open to different places, each time, because even at the speed he's skimming, Keltham will notice if he reads ahead and sees that he's reading an excerpt he's already read.

And then - then that just works, so far as Asmodia can see, Keltham wins, the Conspiracy can't counter that unless they actually have that many completed books and they don't -

She can't think can't think can't think of any counter - does Sevar have a counter -
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        The books that are complete but just about Taldor with the names changed. There's a bunch of those. It's ...not likely to hold, though. 
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        ...Asmodia can think of one desperate thing to try.  She requests permission to gamble the entire mission.


((She has the Gardens, she can suicide if this fails and it's her fault, she does dare do this -))
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        - it's not like charging into this without a plan isn't gambling the whole mission. She should do what she thinks gives them the best odds, even if it makes failure more spectacular or more embarrassing.
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        "Uh, Keltham, I have an idea that so far as I can tell means the Conspiracy just loses.  Am I supposed to tell you about it or wait for you to think of it?  Because I don't have any way of knowing if you've already thought of it, and this idea seems to me like a strong test even if the Conspiracy thinks of it first.  I could be missing something of course."

because even if she can't solve it maybe Keltham CAN
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        "...okay, sure, tell me that one."
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        "I mean, possibly you already thought of it, because it seems pretty inevitable to me.  The idea here is to check whether all the books actually exist, right?  But if you only read a short way, they could be handing you much shorter fragments, since not all books are buyable to check afterwards.  If you try to read much longer than that, it takes a long time to do that check, plus if you intend to do it in advance, the Conspiracy can read your mind about it."

"So go on asking for information about particular subjects, but then after you've gotten the answer to your question, generate a random number, like 1-6, and try to speedread that whole book if it comes up 6.  They can't just hand you underlying real books open to different places, each time, because even skimming really really fast you'd probably recognize if you reread something you already saw.  So a library can't pass that test with high probability unless it actually has that many complete books."
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        "...okay, I probably would have gotten that one in another twenty seconds because you're right, it seems pretty inevitable, but it's still a good idea.  And it's good for me to know the Conspiracy would see that tactic too."

Does the proposal have any flaws?  Keltham considers this problem mentally.
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        Asmodia almost, but not quite, prays to Otolmens about it.  She remembers in time that sometimes her prayers get answered, and this wouldn't actually be a great time.
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        ...he's actually not seeing it offhand, if he uses a random number generation method that they can't plausibly predict.  And picking a random random number generation method that then uses some environmental entropy seems like a pretty powerful way of doing that even in a low-tech environment that's reading your mind.

For that matter, if there is some very clever way to defeat the proposal, he shouldn't think of it now, he should think of it afterwards.  Maybe Asmodia asked that as a last-ditch desperate attempt by Conspiracy to make him think of a solution to a problem they couldn't solve themselves, though, also to be fair, that's sort of a nitwit clever tactic he can't see Conspiracy Asmodia actually being reckless enough to try.

Okay.  Let's try that then.
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        There's an instant of spinning horror before Asmodia stops trying to see the world from Keltham's dath ilani viewpoint quite so hard, and remembers that she is of Golarion.

'Random' numbers?  Prophecy is broken but it's not that broken!

AUGURIES!  Use Auguries every time to check if it's the right time to hand him an excerpt!  They're fallible but if Keltham doesn't do too many checks we'll have a CHANCE of fooling him!

...if they've got no Auguries prepped and no scrolls of those, then they're all going to die, but that won't be Asmodia's fault.  She really felt like she was doing an unusually good job here, involving her taking some huge professional and hence personal risks, that gave Cheliax the best chance it could have had, if other people did their parts and prepared adequately.
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        ...the facility has three Auguries prepped daily, two for Project Lawful's use on weird experiments, one for actual Security reserve.  They've got a couple of scrolls of Augury in storage as a backup to that.

That's enough to check the next few cases, while somebody Teleports to Egorian and back to fetch more scrolls, ideally along with an arcane savant to cast from those scrolls.



Asmodia continues to show promise, and yes he appreciates that she risked herself there.  But those other thoughts verge on attempted self-defense against punishment, and would get her lit on fire most places that aren't Project Lawful.
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        Acknowledged, Asmodia thinks back at him.  ((She'll go on being smug, just more privately.))
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        Aspexia's spells, even the low-circle ones, are really quite valuable at her caster level.  With few exceptions, she only requests spells from Lord Asmodeus that she plans to use that day.

There's relatively little need for preparing against such contingencies by wasting your spell slots, when you can afford to carry around a bag of holding containing, among a lot of other things, two dozen Augury scrolls.
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        Acknowledged, belay the previous request for scrolls, just get us the arcane savants.

Auguries take a minute to cast, though, how are we -
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        Number the books Keltham requests, do Auguries in parallel across our clerics about the result of "using an excerpt on Keltham's Nth request".  That should still work so long as the request and its consequences are within the half-hour prediction window.
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        ...all right, the library seems to be passing Asmodia's Obvious Testing Method.  So far.
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        They're getting some errors, but so far all of them have been of the form where they use a complete book and didn't really need to.  So far.
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        At some point, Keltham's intuition informs him that he's gotten about as much evidence out of this as he could get; his randomized random number generators have fired three times, and three is well-known to be the largest possible number.

He's asked Fennelosa about ability to buy six books, and three of those have been for sale.


All right.  Let's call it here.

Next up... is... that.
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        Praised be Asmodeus. Also them. She's not going to think 'they're doing well, this is going to work out', because if she thinks that it definitely won't. But she thinks they earned some sorely needed twos there and will earn more from the erotica.
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        So!  Time to carry out exactly the same procedure on somebody's pornography collection.


It doesn't feel like a deadly challenge to the Conspiracy, this time, more like - he basically knows that this test is going to be passed, Snack Service wouldn't have suggested it otherwise.  But still.  Sure, let's try it.
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        Fennelosa will go across town, then, at a brisk walk, and declare himself calling in a favor owed to Lady Sali.

 

The illusionists might want to edit out the exchange that follows.

"You look - Chelish."

     "Straight from the front. It's a long story."

"Do you need anything?"

      "Just the books."

"How do you know Lady Sali?"

      "Through Cayden. Like I said, it's a long, long story."

 

 

But once that's worked out, Keltham can run his tests on the erotica collection. 

    


    


    
        
            [image: look up wonder]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        It actually goes noticeably easier than trying to launch Chelish history queries.  Mainly because Arnsen Puddleton has read every one of the erotica books in his collection, to the point of doing better than a dath ilani computer's search index.

For example.  At one point - inspired by Carissa's idea about asking to interview children with pox marks specifically - Keltham asks via Fennelosa if any of these books have a section where a masochist gets tied to a bed and then fed chocolate.  Arnsen cheerfully plucks one of his books off the shelf, and promptly flips through to exactly that.

Why Snack Service is allowed to help with this but not -
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        "Snack Service says it's decision-theoretically complicated, and the more you think about it or try to draw implications from it, the less it's retroactively allowed to help you as much as it has already."
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        "I wish to register that in the corresponding lessons in dath ilan, in which we do exotic thought experiments intended to teach us about this sort of theoretical possibility, the teacher always ends the lesson by reminding everyone that this has essentially never happened to anyone in real life throughout the entire history of time, and if you think it's happening to you, you're mistaken."
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        "If you come up with any effective way to register things at Snack Service, let me know, because I've got things I'd also like to register."
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        And he's done.  The Conspiracy has done an even better job of making it look like masochists exist, than making it look like Abrogail is the ruler of Cheliax in cooperation with Asmodeus's Church, which says something about their priorities if nothing else.



 

Keltham is... sort of brain-tired at this point.  Trying to think of all these things while not thinking of other things is sort of excessive for a mental control exercise.



But.  So long as Fennelosa is in Absalom, should Keltham be buying any scrolls that he could potentially use today?  Delaying a while about that gives the Conspiracy all sorts of chances to get up to all sorts of shenanigans, like trying to quickly write or complete the books Keltham 'bought'.  The Conspiracy has a chance to claim that his scrolls can't be found at the next shop or two that Fennelosa tries.  Still potentially worth doing; they leak bits if nobody has Sending, you'd expect that to be a very common spell.  Some more Purge Invisibilities.  An Arcane Sight, Keltham has kept wanting to watch himself hanging a spell already with his own Arcane Sight instead of a slightly delayed illusion... well, no, he can requisition that later, if Ordinary wins on review; but Arcane Sight is potentially useful against the Conspiracy.  Early Judgment would be useful if anyone has that, it would give Keltham an emergency psychological buffer that doesn't take up a spell slot all the time... a psychological buffer that Keltham could very well need, if things go poorly.

Scrolls are expensive, but Keltham has some money and needs to be willing to spend some money, here.  He can afford a few low-level scrolls.  Is he missing anything from his shopping list?
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        Alarm x2, Detect Charm x4, those are first-level and cheap.  All of those together cost the same as one second-circle scroll.  Kind of crazy, really.

Status, Dispel Magic, Suppress Charms and Compulsions, Lay of the Land.  A backup Owl's Wisdom and a Fox's Cunning, both things he should have in emergencies, and it's not impossible today will turn into an emergency.

Another Invisibility Purge... another Detect Intelligence accomplishes much the same thing, probably, and is cheaper?

An Early Judgment, also because he might think of something to do with that, some test; the Conspiracy if it exists may be somehow nervous about afterlives.  Though the fact that the Conspiracy told him about that spell, suggests that it has no obvious-to-them win-ability... well, they could have expected that his god would give it to him anyways at some point, before that whole interdiction zone happened.

Keltham... cannot really afford a Sending or an extra Glimpse of Beyond, both 4th-circle, with the amount he's already spending.  Or an Arcane Sight when he doesn't have a specific plan or time in mind to use it.



(Keltham doesn't really like spending large quantities of money.  That is probably some kind of important character flaw given his changed life circumstances.  He may have to work on this?  But it will be a lot easier to work on this once he has those large amounts of money in his liquid-asset account.)

 

Okay he'll buy the Arcane Sight too, fine.
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        Fennelosa will make all of these purchases; such spells are available in Absalom, and it's be a loss of bits the Conspiracy can't afford to pretend otherwise, and - 

- well, either they've won or they've lost. At this point, it's likely beyond further manipulation. 
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        .....if Abrogail concurs in that assessment she might want her headband back. (This feels like dying, but that like all the rest of Carissa's feelings are COMPLETELY IRRELEVANT.)
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        I will not trust that this event is over until Keltham has arrived in a state of mind permitting us to statue him, or left for Osirion.

Maillol.  Have you made progress on determining the conditions for that, under our Lord's will?
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        Maillol does not complain about impossibilities or his own incapacity.  He simply reports what he can.

If Keltham returns to a state where he is not - actively determining whether to leave us, especially for Osirion, through planned deeds that have not yet been performed and resolved themselves - if Keltham is not holding concrete plans to decide about that matter the next day, at a particular time, or if he's made whatever decisions he intends to make and has become again our indefinite guest - then, Maillol thinks, they would no longer be in the ambiguous fringes of Asmodeus's command.

It is not clear to Maillol that they have been definitely commanded not to statue Keltham now, for just a year, while Keltham hasn't yet made a decision to depart but has decided to make a decision about it...?  The stakes here are unusually, exceptionally high -
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        Your report is heard.

Listen and be educated, fool.  It is likely that our Lord was paid for some outcome less stringent than this, in one regard or another, in the negotiations as of between gods; and yet our Lord issued us such stringent orders as these, because of the past tendency of fools like you to try to work around the edges of His instructions.  Do you behave so now, our Lord will learn and His expectations shift, and the next time He sells an expectation to gods, He will have to use yet more stringent instructions.  Were I the sort to behave so, our Lord would have predicted that and issued even more stringent orders originally.

Keep firmly to our Lord's directions and path, when He has given orders.  Obey Him strictly and do not try to work His interests around His orders' edges; yes, even if it is in His interests.  For that is not His way and His nature as a god; and when we work counter to that, we become less visible to His eyes, more slippery to His hands, more costly for Him to manipulate.
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        ...acknowledged, Most High.
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        When his shopping is done, Fennelosa Teleports back to just outside the Forbiddance, steps into it, and starts unpacking his fairly absurd collection of books and scrolls from Absalom, as quickly as possible. 
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        "Dare we hope for a verdict or are you going to need to read all the books and check over our math problems and so on first?"
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        "Second one."

"Ferrer, I'm taking all that stuff into a Rope Trick just outside the Forbiddance, I do not mind you stationing a lot of Security around the entrance but, obviously, please don't send anybody inside unless it's a huge and frankly improbable emergency.  Oh, and I'll want the transcript of the trip."

"And, Fennelosa of the Ordinary world, thank you on behalf of myself and Cheliax for going through all that, it meant a lot."  It hasn't been explained to Fennelosa what the 'Ordinary' qualifier means, Keltham doesn't think, but the sentiment is sincere.
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        Fennelosa is hard to read, but he looks slightly confused and slightly exasperated. "I serve where I am commanded," he says flatly.
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        Well, Keltham has now spent enough time around Pilar to have any idea of what's going on there.

"And I expect your Lord Asmodeus appreciates that, just saying, I do too."


Keltham will quickly go get some things from his bedroom, like Ione's borrowed books among other things, and then cast his Rope Trick.
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        If he throws an Alarm and an Invisibility Purge, he shouldn't notice someone who is Gaseous and also turned into the fingernail-sized species of tropical bat. But they'll have to wait to go in until he uses Glimpse of Truth, or plan to rapidly leave when he forms the intent to do so.

 

The key to winning is trying harder than anyone has any reason to suspect you can.

    


    


    
        
            [image: silmaril]
            lintamande as none. 
        

        A Rope Trick resembles a box, about twelve feet by twelve feet by twelve feet. It's dark. It has a window in the floor, three feet by five feet, from which the world it's connected to is visible. Keltham can see Security pacing anxiously under the entrance, and Carissa sitting down on the grass to run her fingers through it and look up at the sky, like someone who doesn't get the chance to do that much. 
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        Keltham has in fact requested most of the things except an Alarm scroll and an Invisibility Purge scroll to be put back in the holding bag, so he can climb up once, empty out the bag, send the bag back down, instead of ferrying stuff up piece by piece.

Once he's up there and unloaded, Keltham casts the Alarm spell on the space, from scroll.  (Keltham has spent a noticeable chunk of his salary on practicing with practice scrolls; it's a huge power amplifier if you've got money, and he expects to have money.)

Keltham considers, only then, if there's more he can do to protect the space...

And then starts to Prestidigitate the air around him, forming fragile shapes from it.  (As ordinary wizards may also do, even not knowing what they're doing, just binding air molecules together to form a very fragile solid.)

By this means Keltham lays down a screen over the opening to the ground below, fine enough that it will let through air, and very little else.

He casts Invisibility Purge, then, also from scroll.

And when nothing then appears -

Keltham carefully lies down, in a position he's going to keep for a while.

And Keltham fills the whole volume except himself with fragile strands; webs that would shatter, visibly, at a touch.


...the Conspiracy can probably still beat that, with a nation's resources, but he's hopefully made it a bit hard for them.

Keltham needs, very much, to lie down and rest for a time.
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        Carissa finds herself suddenly with lots of excess cognitive capacity and Wisdom not being employed for the project, which does not feel like a stable state to be in. She'll....review the last ditch fake-escape plans, and alter the earrings, and try very hard not to think any thoughts she won't be able to keep thinking once the headband's off.
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        AlterAsmodia would be tired, after all this, and would be found in her bedroom trying to take a short break herself, not sitting beside Sevar.  So Asmodia staggers off to her bedroom, in case Keltham runs right out of his Rope Trick to check on her, and lies down in her own bed.

She... really is a little tired, after that.

Asmodia wishes that she could blank her mind.  There's probably a dath ilani discipline for it, and it's probably considered dangerous to teach to children because they'll hurt themselves.

They should have been so much more prepared, before this, she should've just told the Chelish Imperium up front that she was taking all of their writers and permanently exposing them to the truths of history only Korva was cleared for and they'd just have to train new writers, and put them on nothing except producing and altering enough books to have a chance of fooling Keltham.

Is that - hindsight bias?  Was there something else Keltham could've tried, just as likely in foresight?  Maybe Asmodia wouldn't have seen through to Keltham's ideas about forcing Cheliax to create too much information too quickly, maybe she would've focused on the possibility of an Ostenso visit... an Ostenso visit probably would've helped win some 2s.  Maybe she was supposed to have closed the Ostenso ports, redirected most of the traffic elsewhere.  Or she was supposed to have fake ships ready for the Ostenso ports, and have rehearsed everyone in Ostenso already.  Or just, have already built a fake Ostenso.

One of her superiors should've told her, if Asmodia was allowed to play with nation-level resources to do her job.

One of her superiors should've told her, if those points were so obvious in advance to everyone, and not just in hindsight.

That's what she'll say if she's - questioned about it?  She'll - try to explain, about the Law, governing that, how only ilani are trained to counteract hindsight bias, how only their Keepers can do it indistinguishably; how, without training, children often can't counteract it at all.  Maybe she'll leave out the part about dath ilani children.



If something this stressful had happened to her, that also happened to alterAsmodia, she'd ask Keltham to just hold her, that night, and be a warm thing for her.

Asmodia wishes she could just, rest her head on somebody's shoulder, at least.  Somebody who was safe to be around, and wouldn't hurt her, or hold her in contempt for being that pathetic.

If Keltham leaves, she won't have that from him, anymore.

((It's only then that she remembers that she was supposed to be secretly hoping that Keltham would win.))
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        Carissa is not letting herself do a failure analysis, not yet. It seems like a very dangerous thing to do with this Crown on. She's - also not letting herself estimate the odds that they've won or lost, apparently. She keeps flinching away when she tries.
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        Asmodia's thoughts have wandered to how she could breach to Korva the subject of her being Asmodia's replacement snuggling partner.  They're both probable-asexuals so it should be safe, right?  Asmodia is Korva's superior, but she doesn't actually want an unwilling snuggling partner.  Asmodia does have Detect Thoughts and some proficiency with it, it was a very useful spell at Ostenso academy.  Asmodia could just order Korva to fail her Will save, to determine how Korva really feels about a proposal like that... no, that's a bit overt and aggressive, Korva might not like that.

Asmodia will just order Security to read Korva's mind about it, when the subject comes up, and report to Asmodia.  That seems less likely to offend Korva, if Security can do it without Korva noticing.

...it feels like Korva couldn't replace Keltham, any more than Keltham could replace Korva.

 

 

Hey, Asmodia says into her Telepathic Bond.  I notice that I've seemed to start actually caring about Keltham, in the sense that the thought of not being able to snuggle Keltham any more feels bad and it doesn't feel like anyone else could actually replace him about that.  I register that this matches a correct, purely-trope-based prediction that I made earlier about what would happen to me by the time we needed to run a fake escape plan.  I predict that any fake escape plan is going to fail unless it has at least me and Ione, possibly Yaisa I'm not sure somebody needs to read her mind about it.  Everyone who's started actually caring about Keltham.  The tropes won't let it work otherwise.

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-09-30 at 5.05.33 PM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

        Thaaaaaaaat sure does sound wildly self-serving, Carissa notices distantly. 

 

Also if we're going to use that style of reasoning, which we PROBABLY SHOULDN'T, then any escape plan obviously needs Carissa. She's the one Keltham's scared of losing. 

 

The problem is that it's much easier to sell Keltham on Ione and Tonia being innocents than on Asmodia and Carissa. 

The other problem is that the escape plan is very obviously doomed. She's going to try it anyway, not much to lose, but while she's refusing to generate a probability estimate about whether they've lost already her brain is happy to generate one for whether the fake-escape will work, and the answer it produces is 'no chance in Hell.'
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        I'll also register for what it's worth that an escape plan probably involves an apparently unconscious and stunned Sevar being carted along with him in magic-neutralizing handcuffs or... something.

She's the only one Keltham is truly afraid of losing.  His thoughts said that, over and over.

And any fake escape plan - has probability practically zero of fooling Keltham unless he wants to be fooled.  Desperately wants it, needs it, to the point where he doesn't want to use dath ilani disciplines to know better.  If he's already lost his Carissa - we might as well not bother, is my sense.
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        Then we want to interrupt him before he has, emotionally, already resigned himself to losing me.

 

She lies down on the grass and looks up at the sky. She's kind of worried about what feelings she's going to have once she stops trying not to have feelings. 
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        We can put you to sleep for a brief time, Chosen, if you'd rather not think.

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-11-30 at 9.02.43 AM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

        Let's run through the fake escape one more time, see if we can poke any more holes in it. Then - 

 

- it feels like admitting weakness. But perhaps it's better to admit weakness than to pretend you possess strength you don't. 
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        Keltham sits up.  He didn't sleep, and didn't much succeed at quieting his own thoughts.  There are disciplines for that, but it seemed like - the wrong time, the wrong situation, to use them.

Part of his brain sure does seem sad about how the day went.

Is this, possibly, probability-theoretic nonsense?

Keltham took a fairly hard run at the Conspiracy.  That could've broken a veil, if there'd been a veil there.  No such blatant break occurred.

On some very basic level, that ought to count in favor of Ordinary, not against it, and he should be less emotionally worried about Conspiracy than he was this morning.


Does Keltham's brain buy this?
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        ...nope.
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        Why is that, Keltham's brain?
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...apparently his brain thought he was supposed to get stronger first-order evidence for Ordinary, than he was able to get, and his failure to get that first-order evidence second-order weighs against Ordinary.
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...can his brain possibly give an example of what that expected first-order evidence was supposed to look like.
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        It looks like... the booksellers having a broad selection of Chelish history books.  Right away.  Rather than that having to wait for the library, after the Conspiracy has had a chance to frantically produce a lot of new books, half of which aren't for sale or borrowable.

It looks like there not being totally logical and rational in-universe reasons why a visit to Ostenso has to wait until tomorrow.

Or the first bookseller's book 'critical' of Cheliax sounding a bit more like the book 'critical' of Qadira.
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        ...this does not seem like it quantitatively justifies a major increase in despair, brain.  These are not things that must happen in the Ordinary universe.
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        It just felt on an intuitive level like what was going on today was Keltham failing to pierce the veil and not finding decisive evidence, not like he was walking freely around in a world where no veil existed.
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You know, if there's an actual Conspiracy they're probably going to be pretty annoyed if Keltham ends up walking out on them for reasons like that.
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...what, is the Conspiracy supposed to think that we should now resolve this battle fairly, determining in a Lawful way who won the contest, by iterating through all the events of the day, multiplying together the likelihood ratios we assigned at the time, multiplying by whatever prior we previously assigned, and coming to a decision on that basis?

At least Conspiracy Asmodia has to know better than that.  Or Conspiracy Carissa.  It's not like we haven't told them that the rule even for small cases is to make up a prior and a likelihood ratio, multiply them together to get a posterior, and then throw that number out and go with your intuitive feeling once you've forced your brain to actually ask all of the correct questions.

And this is a huge case, involving a huge number of conditional dependencies between all of the things going on.  You can't just take the likelihoods your busy brain was making up without keeping running track of how the most likely Conspiracy and Ordinary universes were shifting with each update, and multiply all of those likelihoods together.  They know that too.

Finally, if there's an actual Conspiracy on the other side of this, we are absolutely not supposed to be having a fair fight with them.  We should just boost Wisdom and possibly also Cunning, try to focus just on this one issue, and then if that starts to go wrong quickly drop out of the Rope Trick and ask for an emergency Dispel.
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...well, part of him sure definitely thinks that if he does that it means he never gets to see Carissa again.
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        Yeah, okay, enough of that, let's just actually walk through the evaluation of the evidence from today and from all other days.

Keltham forgot, in fact, to cast Detect Intelligence where he could verify that it just detected Intelligence scores.  Or get Detect Intentions cast on him by that Security.  Keltham is willing however to expect that this test would go the way that the Conspiracy said it would.  And if Keltham casts Detect Intelligence afterwards and it's hugely anomalous, he can change his conclusions then.

So step one is to review Carissa's and Asmodia's math homework, the other researchers' Conspiracy homework, and skim a random selection of the books that were actually bought or borrowed.  Just do his own homework first.  The longer he delays before doing that, the more time the Conspiracy has to finish the half-written books and transform the ones he has in here, using their eighth-circle wizardry that can in fact go right through a Rope Trick.
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        Well, it's not trivial even with eighth circle wizardry.  Manohar is, presently, a gaseous housefly clinging to the bottom of Keltham's screen, just inside the Rope Trick, having been Polymorphed by Polymorph Any Object rather than Greater Polymorph as it lasts longer. Every half hour he has to fly out and get the Polymorph suppressed so he can recast Detect Thoughts and have Gaseous Form recast on him; more frequently than that he flies down an inch to deliver a situation report. 
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        Unfortunately for anybody who didn't want to think about probabilities, Asmodia has now realized something else they like totally forgot to do today!  They should have been running a prediction market and a conditional prediction market this whole time!

So now Asmodia is setting up a quick prediction market about the chance that the primary deception around Keltham shatters, and a secondary conditional prediction market about the chances that different versions of the backup escape plan work, further-conditional on those becoming necessary.

Asmodia's opening bid is 80% that the primary deception shatters before tonight / before they can turn Keltham into a statue for a year, with the second condition winning if there's a difference between them.

Keltham just has too much information, is Asmodia's guess, his thoughts about the Conspiracy were starting to track too closely to what was actually going on around him.  He's not limited to the information from today, he also has evidence from when the Conspiracy was younger and less practiced.  They don't just have to quell his doubts; they have to quell his doubts far enough that Keltham decides not to try an Owl's Wisdom, and then, Asmodia is thinking, taps himself with Fox's Cunning once the Owl's Wisdom makes him realize that's the wise thing to do.

(Keltham has by now had a chance to demonstrate to Asmodia that some of her probabilities were a tad overconfident; Asmodia's intuitive guess was 90%, and would have been 95% without that demonstration and some amount of correction-of-intuition.  80% is her weaker second-order probability after trying to compensate for her remaining intuitive overconfidence.)

So 80%.  Any bidders?

And Asmodia is basically not betting that the main unfixed version of the backup escape plan works, she'll sell anything over 10% on that, if there's any bidders; but she would maybe bid like 5% or 10% on a plan working if it involves at least Ione and Asmodia and Carissa in anti-magic handcuffs.
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...okay, actually Asmodia needs the Queen or the Most High to sign off on telling bettors that, in the event the primary deception fails and the backup fake-escape plan doesn't work, they aren't all going to be executed and will remain in a state to have some use for money afterwards.  Because otherwise people are placing bids at probabilities that do not make any sense.

Here is Asmodia's mind being totally sincere about how much she did not cleverly plan that and just legitimately tried to do this obvious thing, that they obviously ought to do, and then ran into herself not being able to do that correctly because people were scared.  She is not trying to extort any promises out of anybody, it just looks to her like Cheliax would obviously continue to have use for Project Lawful either way and is not going to kill off a tenth of all the Security officers in Cheliax, and if Asmodia is right about that, it would be useful to the betting market to say so.
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        Diminished-Abrogail wishes she could sleep away the moments before she gets her Crown returned.  +4/+4/+4 is not two-thirds of her Crown.  But she would be less defended, then, even with the Most High standing guard over herself.  To remain awake and also guard herself is the wiser course, to preserve herself and her throne.  So Abrogail endures.  It is good for a soul now and then to suffer and endure; Abrogail probably receives too little of that to keep herself strong.

There are emotions in her, harder to keep in rein and check than they would be with her Crown worn.  This creature of Aspexia's will need some correction, at some point, in Abrogail's own opinion.

But also, the little creature is sincere on her surfaces, and she is correct that people are being stupid.


"I was not, in fact, planning to execute a huge number of the most valuable people in Cheliax, who only failed me and did not betray me, who will be needed whatever comes of this.  You will not receive any promises from me on the subject, fools, but I was not planning to be stupid.  I currently expect you will have some use for money in the future either way.  That is all."
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        Carissa is at this point half-occupied in her own mind tying up knots trying not to think about things that it's probably not wise to think about, and is not going to let her mind go anywhere near the question of what's going to happen to her after she fails, if she fails, but it seems kind of obvious to her that you should bet with the actual odds you think are correct, so they are slightly more likely to succeed at this, whether you think you're going to be executed or not. 
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        (Unfortunately several Chelish Security have now realized that money is more valuable to them if the deception around Keltham fails because they will get less rich if the Project is not a total success.

Nobody is reading their minds about this, and it's going to look to Asmodia just like Security is overconfident in their pessimism because they didn't get anti-overconfidence lessons.)
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"Well, I have good news for you."
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        "Guards? Throw this imposter out. Merenre never has good news for me."
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        "Keltham's about to see through them. Well. Ninety percent that Keltham's about to see through them, if Chelish people understand how making predictions works. Though, if they did, hard to fathom they'd go on being Chelish people."
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        "Are we ready?"

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2019-11-15 at 12.27.36 PM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Ruby Prince Khemet III. 
                    
                    
        

        "For Keltham? Yes. For a war with Cheliax? Readier than we'll be in a month. For whatever's actually going to happen? I doubt it. But - gods, at least he'll have the truth."
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        Carissa's answer checks out, about rational agents with common priors and common knowledge of each other's probabilities having the same probabilities.  It's actually pretty clever, instead of coming up with the obvious formalism on infinite epistemic states over infinite propositions, Carissa did this whole finitary thing with partitions of possible worlds, each of which included facts about which partition of worlds the agents inside those worlds thought they were inside; and just arbitrarily declared that not all possible subsets of worlds were possible epistemic states to avoid putting a powerset of a set inside itself.  There's some rather questionable claims afterwards about how real people should aspire to behave more like that, but they're very Carissa-characteristic claims, at least.

Asmodia's answer checks out, about the standard central distribution being the maximum-entropy infinite distribution with mean 0 and deviation 1.  She proved it in a complicated way involving constraint multipliers, but she proved it, and went on to correctly note that adding up lots of different independent variables will tend to preserve the sum of their means and the sum of their variances, while throwing away most other information, such that the sum of lots of independent variables will tend towards the maximum-entropy distribution with the sum of their means and the sum of their variances, aka the central distribution.



The rest of Project Lawful... wrote up a lot of different versions of the Conspiracy, almost all of which are planning to milk Keltham for his knowledge and turn him into a captive if he ever tries to leave and obviously never pay him his real profits, but which are planning to do that in different ways.  In most stories Carissa is the chief field agent, senior to Asmodia who is the chief person on-site working to keep everything consistent, both of them ultimately reporting to a widely varying set of Crown officers none of whom Keltham has ever heard about.  In other cases it's just entirely a set of hidden officials running the whole thing.  The Queen is always in on it.  The Church of Asmodeus doesn't have nearly the claimed involvement, isn't actually powerful in Cheliax, and none of the purported priests of Asmodeus actually works for him.  In some cases there's no such god as Asmodeus.  Other details vary widely.  Shilira's version of the Conspiracy is not suitable for insufficiently perverted readers.

Ione first wrote what he asked for, a hypothetical-best-guess mostly similar to that of the others; and then wrote three other versions: the first about how 'Golarion' mostly borders the Worldwound thereby explaining away the coincidence of Keltham's arrival there; the second about how Keltham never really left dath ilan; and the third of which is a single sentence, 'Keltham is still inside the mirror takaral'.  Ione's postscript notes that she's a Nethysian and doesn't want to obey rules all the time.
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        (Trying a variation of Keltham's question with the Shadow Project coming up with theories about an actually-false Conspiracy inside the Conspiracy world, with everyone instructed to independently do their best job at saying what that would be if it existed, showed that:  Virtually everyone said the Project Lawful girls were trying to escape Cheliax and evade Hell somehow; and that Sevar was the leader of their effort; and that Snack Service was the key to their escape plan.  Other details varied widely and without much structure that Asmodia could see.  Basically, obvious things are obvious and then people make up widely varying details on top of that, so far as Asmodia can tell.)

    


    


    
        
            [image: light contrast]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        He rapidly skims a random selection of the purchased books.  It's much easier when Keltham can touch and control the pages himself.

...they're not obviously fake books.

The fiction, including the erotica, is written in a hugely over-verbose style and does not really make a lot of sense at all and Keltham is not sure which aspects are meant to be realistic or unrealistic.

It's taken for granted that a bunch of countries exist, including Absalom and Cheliax.  Magic-in-the-background works largely the way it's been represented to Keltham - which he did mostly think was the case, he's come into contact with wizard spells and cleric spells very directly.  There are beings called 'witches' and 'warlocks' who get powers in much vaguer ways and Keltham is not sure if these are supposed to be standard tropes or real things.  This paladin acts a lot stupider than that actual paladin that Keltham met, but this could be because the author is stupid and can't write a paladin any smarter than that.  This character is a seventh-circle wizard at age fourteen because he's the reincarnation of Nex, that probably doesn't happen but Keltham isn't sure.

In the erotica section, Keltham has no idea if any masochist or submissive has ever, ever thought this way in reality; but either masochists exist or they're enough of a standard fictional trope for a poverty-stricken world to have this many different pieces of fiction featuring them.



...can Keltham find any hints of masochism in the non-erotic fiction.

Wow.  Okay.  Keltham is in fact glad that Carissa Sevar is not like this.  But this character sure is in passing a masochist, yep, in a novel that is apparently somehow not pornography by the standards of that bookseller.

 

Different parts of the books, different aspects of them, feel real versus unreal.  The fiction is incredibly badly written, but not in a way that feels like it would be lower-effort for the Conspiracy to write.  Keltham would bet that Carissa Sevar would find it easier to write good fiction than for her to write fiction that is bad in exactly this way.  The characters are deeply unreflective; they hardly even seem to ever think about their own thoughts at all, let alone correct them.  It's terrifying to consider that maybe this isn't so much bad writing, as what the average Golarion person is actually like; Keltham doesn't know which possibility is true, how could he.

Various magical facts appear in places where they're important to the plot and the Conspiracy couldn't have just edited that in afterwards.

Nothing in it... really gives the Conspiracy away.
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        (The Conspiracy had time to do some emergency editing, using some specialized magic items, while Keltham was continuing his scry-trip.  There's now several sections of the fiction books that will seem to weirdly make no sense on a careful, actual reading.  Asmodia is hoping Keltham does not pick one of those books and carefully read it all the way through over the next several hours.  There is not much else she can do but hope that.)
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        Okay, and now comes the labor-intensive part, which Keltham is frankly not looking forwards to.  Personally?  He does not actually like tackling epistemological problems rigorously.  It's work!  Not all of it is fun work either, when you've got to do this much of it!  It wouldn't be fun even if what he was trying to destroy with truth was not the seeming of things precious to him!

In a case like this, how that looks, is not that you pick a prior, and then go through everything you've seen and assign Ordinary vs. Conspiracy likelihood ratios.

What it looks like... is a large research problem.
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        According to Keltham's teachers on the subject of how to tackle Very Serious Problems, he should first try to collate all the points or observations that are potentially important:

- Observations or apparent facts that seem confusing even now;
- Things that stuck out at the time;
- Everything that caused him to update a lot, because any of that could be an adversarial Conspiracy move;
- Anything interesting that was said early on, before the Conspiracy had time to plan a lot, or they knew what kind of target Keltham represented, or knew what was important to optimize-over about him.

Then Keltham should organize that first disorganized list into rough categories, using computer-based outlining software that he does not, in fact, currently possess.

Then Keltham needs to stare at that list, look for intersections and correlations, and write down a lot of possible questions or confusions.

Then Keltham is supposed to organize that rough list of confusions and questions, and look for interactions between those.

Then Keltham is supposed to try to figure out plausible Conspiracies such that a lot of those questions would be resolved, and make note of the ones that are still unresolved for each Conspiracy theory.  He's also supposed to figure out plausible Ordinaries that would resolve those questions, if there's more than one notion of what the Ordinary world would have to look like; though, in the Ordinary world, he can just ask.

Then he's supposed to pre-update each of those theories into 'latently detailed' background stories that would, ideally, make all the particular observations have likelihoods with no further dependencies between each other - rather than observations needing to update the particular details of vague Conspiracy or Ordinary pre-theories, such that later observations would have likelihoods entangled with earlier observations.  Of course, this pre-detailing step must further penalize the priors for each added detail.

Then he's supposed to sweep through all of his observations for the latently-detailed versions of all of his remaining plausible theories.

This sweep through all the evidence needs to include an estimate of the cumulative gradual evidence from all the minor occasions where something Conspiracy-ish could have happened but didn't, all the things that aren't confusing but could have been.  Because if you only look at the confusions given Ordinary, as will all tend to weigh against Ordinary, that's a methodology that will always conclude in favor of Conspiracy.

And then Keltham is supposed to throw out the final numbers and go with his brain's intuitive sense, once he's actually forced his brain to weigh all the pieces of evidence.
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        Yeah, let's be frank here.

Keltham is not going to do all that.

Or rather, he's definitely not going to do it correctly.  Not on his first pass.  Not when he doesn't even have a computer that lets him rapidly type out all those thoughts, and easily reorganize hierarchical outlines.

He's going to half-ass it and hope that gives him a more definite answer without doing all that work.

Just like Keltham eighth-assed it last night, in his own head, in order to try to figure out which tests to do today.  Hoping that the experimental or observational results would change his intuitive sense of being stuck inside a fake world, or give him some important further insight, before he tried to half-ass this assessment today.

If half-assing it does not work, Keltham is frankly not sure he has it in him to whole-ass it.
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        ('Just half-ass it, or if that's still too much effort, quarter-ass it', was in fact given as an approved out, by his teacher, to the supermajority of the kids who were by then staring at the teacher in horror about all that work.  That's how it always goes.  It's just that only the remaining kids have any chance at solving important problems when they grow up.)
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        Well, step one, try to write down all the weird-observations he can think of.  (In Baseline, but in a trivial cipher that Keltham can sight-read and sight-write.  It probably doesn't help much against scrying, with the Conspiracy also reading his mind, but maybe every little bit helps.)

He made a first pass last night, in his head; he didn't write it out, then, in case magic could read codes and Security was peeking at his notes.  Mindreading hadn't been as prominent in his hypotheses then.

Turns out, it gets a lot more detailed when he writes it all down.

Maybe he should've done that before his trip-by-scry, even if that would've given the Conspiracy much more time to prepare... no, Keltham is sticking with that first decision; if the Conspiracy was learning and preparing as fast as it looks, a quick early trip was the correct decision.  He can, if necessary, ask for another trip later.

Actually, doesn't that further imply that the Conspiracy wasn't reading his mind last night, if they weren't alarmed and alerted then?  Did he do something that tipped him off this morning, before he even got to Ione, that didn't tip them off last evening?  Add it to the list... actually, the part where he prayed for spells, if they can cheaply read the response from Keltham's god coming back, but mindreading him is more expensive, would be one obvious theory...  Say that mindreading requires Lrilatha around here somewhere, hidden, but Maillol, no, Subirachs because she was posted here later and could have special relevant talents, can read it off when Keltham's god grants him alarming-looking spells.

...his teacher did say to not let yourself be distracted during the observation-collation step.

Right.  Back to that long list of observations.
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        First, items he remembers thinking about last night, but written down this time:

- Somehow Keltham ended up confined to a very small location and without a lot of outside information.  Okay, admittedly Keltham didn't push on this.  By the time he had any money he could have spent on a shopping trip including the cost of Teleports and a scry, he was busy storming for spellsilver.  But still.
-- This had loomed very large in Keltham's notice the last night - the sense of being confined to a tiny world, deprived of observation, it felt like that was the circumstance that made Conspiracy continue to feel so possible.  Was there some truth of the larger world that they were trying very hard to hide from him, by keeping him inside one fortress?  Possibly even along the lines of there existing no such country as Cheliax after all?

- Similarly, Keltham has somehow mysteriously ended up inside an 'interdiction zone' maintained by Broom's god, Otolmens, which explains why Keltham's own god is no longer able to contact him or pick out helpful spells for him.  It would be terribly dangerous for Keltham to leave this relatively narrow zone around Ostenso.  Possible in Ordinary, but.

- The critiques of Cheliax that he got from the lantern archon and the paladin felt sort of weaksauce for Golarion.  This is something that it took a long time for Keltham to notice because those would be totally reasonable interfactional critiques in dath ilan.  'Lawful' Good, 'Lawful' Neutral, and 'Lawful' Evil in Golarion are not actually that Lawful and should be in much sharper states of disagreement than that.

- Carissa talking about pitting rats against rats and them fighting to the death in a cannibalistic frenzy, to which she'd sell tickets.  That stood out under Owl's Wisdom, and even in retrospect, knowing that Golarion has afterlives, there's something darker about it than just - a relaxed attitude towards violence.  It implies - not so much being a spectator but more like - hating the rats - Keltham doesn't know.  He couldn't figure out how to investigate this.

- The Zon-Kuthon god-war.  This is supposedly an incredibly rare event in Ordinary, the last god-war having happened a hundred years earlier.  Even if you say it happened because Keltham showed up, Keltham showing up is itself then necessarily a much rarer sort of event in Ordinary, versus Conspiracy where it could potentially happen every five years or whatever and they haven't told him.
-- The way that Nidal ending up attacking at a moment where Keltham could see it happen, instead of being hidden inside while it happened, supposedly was triggered by Ione's prophecy; but it's never actually been explained how Nidal had eyes on Ione.
-- Ione giving prophecies in a world of 'shattered prophecy' is a further improbability in Ordinary.

- When he first arrived at the villa, he'd already formed a hypothesis that Carissa might be hiding facts about gods from him, and then lo and behold there weren't any books detailed in theology in the villa library.  This is maybe excused by it being a really awful library with respect to having any broad reference coverage of basics, his future researchers had better books about wizardry in their bags, but it stands out as a successful advance prediction of a very early Conspiracy theory.

- Supposedly Ostenso academy's only book with a list of cleric spells was out, borrowed, and not returned for a few days.  At the time Keltham assigned that 0.75/0.30 likelihood for Conspiracy over Ordinary, but in later reflection it seems even less plausible.  Cleric spells can be used in synergy with wizard spells, cleric spells can be built into magic items by wizards working with those clerics, arcane magics are constructed in imitation of divine magics, Ostenso academy should have had more than one book with a list of cleric spells.

- Ione's confession to him.  It feels weird, anomalous, even in hindsight, and even with Ione having tried to carefully explain away why she'd done that.  It renders it explicable in Ordinary, yes, but it also feels like - a latent explanation carefully constructed after the fact.

- Manohar and Asmodia.  Same feeling.  There's a story where that happened in Ordinary; it's a possible story; it nonetheless has the feeling of a story constructed after the fact.

- Carissa trying mimic outward sexual responses she wasn't really feeling.  There's a story after the fact for why it happened, that story holds together, it rhymes with Chelish 'dignity', but he was still surprised at the time and it still has that feeling of something that potentially has a different explanation.

- Pilar going to Elysium... okay actually nothing about Pilar has that made-up-afterwards feeling.  It doesn't make any sense, but it doesn't give off the feeling that any other explanation would make more sense.  Still, it's weird and surprising.

- The Queen of Cheliax like totally decided to go on a Sadistic Date with his girlfriend.  Abrogail supposedly insisted on this against the counsel of her advisors.  This is not impossible in Ordinary, but it is clearly not what was going on in Conspiracy.  If there are tropes producing this kind of impossibility, if that's the real explanation, then it shouldn't have been possible to defuse the whole thing without any conflict; if there are no tropes then why was the Queen trying to date Carissa.
-- Today there was a whole book specifically about Abrogail Thrune for sale, like somebody was trying really hard to convince him that a person like that existed.
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        ...and Keltham goes on trying to complete that list, potentially including items from today's trip too.  Not really trying to organize them as yet.



- His personal shopper kicked a child.

- Ione not being present in the library.  Keltham is still wobbling between how much he wants to call that a total coincidence versus evidence of Conspiracy mindreading.  People do spend some minutes in the bathroom after waking up, right?  It just feels like - the Conspiracy read his mind, panicked, told Ione to be in the bathroom.

- More generally, there was a feel of the Conspiracy being bad at things early on and then getting better at them later.  The Ordinary version of the story is that the first bookseller was bad, the second bookseller was better, and then Keltham allowed his representative to go looking for a real library instead of steering him into random bookstores.

- He still basically feels like he is surrounded by a veil that he hasn't been able to pierce.  He doesn't feel like he understands Cheliax, or like he understands what the rest of Golarion is like.

- If you can use a lead helmet or a 1-inch iron helmet to guard against mindreading, or emanation spells in general, is it really the case that nobody mentioned this to Keltham until now?  Security isn't wearing helmets?

- Now that Keltham has seen a Bag of Holding in use, used to store books in particular, it's much more salient that Ordinary could've offered to, like, Teleport in a roomful of books from a major library in Cheliax on subjects of Keltham's choice, and let Keltham have the run of those books for a week.  Fine, Keltham didn't ask, and it would have distracted him for a week during which spellsilver work would've slowed down.  And yet.

- His knowledge about afterlives still isn't at a point where Keltham would feel remotely comfortable entrusting his mind-state and Future to one.  Even though Early Judgment apparently gave him a full video view of his own, even though there are outsiders walking around in Golarion, and even though Keltham kept trying to ask.  He got an assurance that enhancements were voluntary, and for sale, and that seems almost tailored to Keltham, albeit it was the Abadaran and not the Irorian priest who said it.  Maybe people here just don't know how to be specific?  And yet.
-- "Churches don't like it when you speculate about afterlives" has that made-up-after-the-fact feeling about it.
--- Interesting to contrast that to the business with Sarenrae's Church disliking pornography for no disclosed reason, which also makes no sense, but in a way that feels more like Golarion Craziness than like this was Made Up Afterwards.  Maybe it's because it's hard to visualize Maillol or Subirachs getting angry about somebody making up wrong facts about Hell, instead of carefully explaining things to them.



Okay, that feels disorganized, like he should maybe defer it to a full consideration of today / today's trip, in a more ordered way that involves reviewing the transcript.

Maybe instead he should go back to...
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        ...trying to complete his list of the big items, that frame the hypotheses that today's fresh-in-memory observations could update against:



- Keltham arriving in Golarion, instead of being dead, was a pretty large surprise to him at the time.  His explanation for this surprise is not necessarily correct; for him to postulate that the Keepers have figured it out as an a priori necessity is not the same as Keltham having really understood that a priori necessity for himself, even if he has a plausible theory about how that could be the case.  This is mostly not the sort of thing that Keltham is expecting to explain today, but it's still a big deal that should always be somewhere on any list of major confusions.

- Similarly, his landing at the Worldwound, on Carissa, who seems very romantically compatible with him, is thought in Ordinary to form part of that same weirdness and improbability; that apparent observation could still be better explained by some Conspiracy theory.

- Everything to do with Snack Service.  Supposedly if Keltham thinks about this too much, Snack Service is retroactively allowed to help him less.  Keltham is skeptical, but he will try computing everything without Snack Service in it; and if it looks afterwards like Snack Service is a huge missing piece or an obvious Conspiracy tactic, then sorry, but Keltham is going to add in the Snack Service part.

- Masochists.  Damage-resistant masochists.  Okay they demonstrated that Keltham himself has now acquired the same damage resistance, and there sure does seem to be a reasonable corpus of erotic novels to read on the subject, but it remains incredibly not expected in advance and goes on the list.

- The whole eroLARP thing, with Keltham having an unreasonable number of interesting girlfriends who were all supposedly quickly collected out of Ostenso wizard academy.  Okay, fine, Pilar was supposedly oracle-cursed afterwards and Meritxell (or as Keltham refers to her in private, 'All Other Girlfriends') maybe isn't that interesting in an objective sense.  But Ione is supposedly Nethys-touched and Asmodia is... Asmodia.  That's still a lot of interesting girlfriendness to have been randomly collected out of a wizard academy's top female students.

- Yaisa seems totally unproblematic in any way; except for being way too perfect at what she is and does, while not having any problems.  If this whole investigation ends up resurrecting the tropes hypothesis, then there is some kind of huge deal about Yaisa that is being hidden.  There have been no hints of this, unless Keltham is really missing something, and it should arguably go down as a point against some more paranoid hypotheses.

- Golarion continues to seem to be overall worse off than the number of Golarion Doomfacts that Keltham knows about can account for.
-- Keltham did tell Carissa it was okay not to dump all of the doomfacts on him at once.  He should at the very least be trying to keep around a Possible-Ordinary hypothesis where some things are being lightly obscured from him in a friendly way, so that Keltham doesn't, like, get suddenly hit with something 100x worse than a slave market.
-- No he should not just put on an artifact headband if there are things around 100x worse than slave markets.  He.  Doesn't think.  He still doesn't think.  For now.

- Korva Tallandria, who was presumably heavily screened before being offered to the Project, publicly burst into tears supposedly in an 'ordinary' way not indicative of a huge mental break.  Keltham doesn't see what this points at, but it surprised him at the time, so it goes on the list.

- He's been promised a trip to Ostenso in 1 day, which might turn into 2 days.  He can supposedly get lots of books if he's a little patient.
-- In Conspiracy worlds, this means either that they can fake a lot more things on a day's notice to prep new spells, or that, on a day's notice to prep new spells, they can mind-control him... in some way that would have been too expensive or too risky or have downsides which is why they didn't do it immediately.

- Keltham was recently surprised, and should have maybe noticed a trace of confusion, when Cheliax said they wanted to make a massive nation-scale push at spellsilver, without having offered him nation-scale resources earlier on, even when it should've been apparent that Keltham was headed there.  And why one month?  That's a weird time interval in which to try to scale, given Cheliax's apparent level of state capacity and how urgent they've been about things previously.  Keltham doesn't have any idea of where that's going, he's just noticing a trace of confusion about the whole thing.
-- Seems worth noting that this new deal kicked off Keltham's own attempt at Conspiracy review.  If the Conspiracy is gauging him very exactly, that could itself be some sort of plot.  Like, Keltham isn't seeing it at all, but he's still noting it down.
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        ...feels like some of thoughts, while productive, aren't maximally productive.  He should maybe be trying to take more low-hanging fruit.

So Keltham tries to remember, think back, notice things that surprised him very early on when the Conspiracy might have been worse at hiding things.  If you suppose that they got better at hiding things over time, even today, and then extrapolate that backwards in time, they'd have been very bad at it during the early days.



- It surprised Keltham, on the evening of Day 0, that Asmodeus was supposedly the only Lawful Evil god worth mentioning, except for one incredibly awful exception, and that all the other Evil gods were totally unworthy trade partners.  Are they possibly hiding Evil gods who would be decent competition with Asmodeus as trade partners?
-- In the same way that he's not hearing about other Evil gods worth dealing with, besides Asmodeus, why is Keltham not hearing anything about other Evil countries, besides Cheliax?

- Back when Keltham's unknown god could select spells for him, it selected (Day 1) Sanctuary, Aura Sight, Invisibility Purge, Spell Immunity, Glimpse of Beyond, and a spell that gave him a vision of horror that was supposedly Xovaikain; and (Day 2) 2 Auguries, Detect Desires, Detect Anxieties, Protection, Summon Monster III, Enchantment Foil.  Invisibility Purge and maybe Aura Sight is supposedly explained by Broom... or the Aura Sight was to tell Keltham his god was Lawful Neutral since his hosts didn't tell him that right away.  Sanctuary, Protection, Enchantment Foil, Summon Monster III, and Vision are explained if the Zon-Kuthon war was real.  Why were those spells there, in the world where the Zon-Kuthon war was fake?  The entire spell list should go into the set of things to be potentially explained in different ways.

- Galt has the only army that doesn't rape and pillage, because they're zombies... no, that was Ged, or Geb, or something.  If that's true there should be much harsher criticisms of Cheliax in the books, right?  Unless other countries are refraining from that critique because they know their own armies are no better?  That seems fairer than he'd expect Ranting Golarion Authors to be.

- It's supposedly surprising that he got 4 cleric circles overnight.  Carissa said this was incredibly rare, and explained it as Keltham's god worrying that he might need to fight.  This continues to seem well-explained by the Zon-Kuthon affair or just by Keltham being incredibly important, in Ordinary, but may have a different story in Conspiracy.  In particular, Keltham now knows that his saves against various spells depend on his caster circles.

- The wacky wizard teacher boasting about himself, in his book about teaching wizardry, said something about punishing students after class... because they couldn't concentrate if you did that during the day, which doesn't sound like the point was just teaching-to-intuitive-mechanisms, and... is Keltham remembering correctly that the wizard teacher said something about keeping them after school so they couldn't just get healed?  Okay now that Keltham is actually thinking back on that, WHAT.  At the time it was just blurring into everything else being weird and wrong and incomprehensible, but now Keltham has some context and that doesn't sound like... Pilar... maybe it does sound like Pilar but it doesn't sound like Carissa and supposedly not everybody is like that.
-- Maybe this is Keltham misremembering something, and he should ask for another copy of that book.  Or test Conspiracy/Ordinary on whether that book happens to be one of the ones destroyed in the attack on the archduke's villa.
-- okay, but meanwhile it still goes on the list, in case this is somehow the one piece that causes everything to make sense somehow

- He was surprised by the whole Chelish 'dignity' thing, where everybody seems relentlessly cheerful even if they're actually confused and bewildered.  If that's a dead giveaway of anything, the Conspiracy might not have realized at the time they needed to hide it.  Keltham doesn't see where it goes, but it's a surprise so it goes on the list.
-- People in the streets in Absalom did not have the Chelish 'dignity' thing going on.  People had all sorts of facial expressions.
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        Okay, yeah, the Conspiracy looks kind of fucked at this point.

Keltham is hitting like 5% of the problematic points that Asmodia identified in the complete transcripts (that everyone carefully edited in case of Keltham demanding transcripts).  But Keltham is hitting some of the largest points.  If anything that's worse, it means Keltham will be thinking about the important points without a lot of distractors.



...maybe Keltham can still manage to get everything wrong, if he puts together those pieces without knowing what the correct answer is supposed to be?

Maybe.  Maybe they can get that miracle.  But then is Keltham going to get his guesses wrong enough that he doesn't - just conclude that things still don't make enough sense on any known hypothesis, and that he needs to try an Owl's Wisdom and a Fox's Cunning to work it out.  Does Keltham not demand that Cheliax go Teleport to an ordinary Chelish library in the Queen's dominion, today, and grab all the history books that fit into a bag of holding, like he just thought about?  Does he end up wrong enough to go to sleep tonight without answers?  That's the miracle that Asmodia isn't seeing and that she doesn't think they can get.
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        Carissa seconds that; this is just what a loss scenario looks like, with the only remaining possibility being the fake escape plan. Keltham in fact picked up that they might've been making mistakes early on; they were making mistakes early on; they lose. 

 

They should still try the fake escape plan, modified to be as tropey as possible, because a 5% or 10% chance is much better for Cheliax than nothing. But they should also probably be preparing to invade Osirion. 

 

She feels sick, but not in a way that's very impairing. 

 

 

 

The books in Tien have shown up. She orders them placed beneath the Rope Trick with a note Keltham can read, rather than interrupt him.
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        Keltham sees it through the screen, out of his peripheral vision.  The note is in large letters, but it's hard to read up here, through the screen.

Not particularly thinking about what he's doing, Keltham casts Prestidigitation, then turns the screen near-invisible.  A fly, apparently startled by the event, buzzes away.  Keltham isn't focused on that part consciously; he's still having a bit of trouble reading the note, so he grabs a lens-shaped volume of air and changes its refractive index until the note enlarges in his vision and becomes visible.

Something in the back of his mind notes that Keltham really is become a magic-user, now, something that belongs in Golarion and couldn't use all of itself elsewhere.

...his books and newspapers from Tien have arrived.

Good, Keltham guesses.

There's a developing sick feeling in him like maybe he doesn't need them.  Is there a point?  A Conspiracy that could fake the Chelish history section of a library has had time to pick nonproblematic books out of a distant place that doesn't think much about Cheliax, and maybe try to quickly censor or edit those...

And yeah, if Keltham is feeling that sick way about things - like things are going to fall apart as soon as he takes the items on his list, and starts looking for connections and ways to fit them together - then maybe it's time for him to, go ahead, and finish this, if his mind already knows where it needs to go.



Carissa is sitting on the grass, below him, looking cheerful, as Chelish people do, messing with her headband-manufacturing-assistive devices.

'His' Carissa.


Keltham's not - not really reasoning it through carefully, when he does what he does next.  Before that.  It might be a giveaway.  The Conspiracy is reading his mind anyways.  That's not certain, the Rope Trick could defend against it.  The Conspiracy wouldn't have told him about Rope Trick if that was a real possibility -

Keltham just does it anyways.

He writes a note, and carefully pushes it out of the Rope Trick, underneath the edge of his Prestidigitated fragile screen.

So, what does Conspiracy Carissa think of Keltham?


Obviously Conspiracy Carissa's simulation of Ordinary Carissa, won't really know.  Or will say something Conspiracy Carissa thinks is useful, though, if it's visibly useful, to him, it leaks bits.  Maybe, if they're reading his mind, and if they're expecting him to figure it out, they're past worried about leaking bits, and will say something else carefully designed to manipulate him -

Keltham doesn't know why he's doing that.

For whatever it's worth, if they're reading his mind, he intends - to compute things without whatever Carissa says, he won't consider it in his evidence for Conspiracy, or against it, just like if he found somebody with a missing head and needed to figure out without that whether they'd been murdered.  Keltham can't really do that, he's not smart enough or wise enough to be a judge in a court of Civilization, but he can just, read whatever it is, and then put it aside and not think about it while he's adding up the rest of the evidence.

She said that to him, that she knows exactly what Conspiracy Carissa thinks of him.  Maybe there was a reason Carissa said that.  So he'll ask.
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        Sure. Okay. 

 

 

 

 

Her instincts have always been the only thing that's any good for fighting Keltham, anyway.
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Conspiracy Carissa wants you to beat her fair and square, so she knows you'll win when we're both trying.

And she'll have been hoping, all along, that when you learn the truth you'll go to her superiors and say, all right, now if we're going to get started on restitution, here, the first thing I want is Carissa, body and soul, to sell in those markets in Absalom if I like, because she should never have been yours. 
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        That could be Ordinary Carissa, guessing at what exactly-herself inside the vaguely-defined-Conspiracy could be thinking, sure.

If it means anything else, Keltham will figure it out after he figures out the Conspiracy.
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        First, because it sure would be tragic to arrive at a grim conclusion by mistake -

Actually, no, that would not be too tragic, not unless it leads him to do something disastrous - which - there's things he can do, that one would not think would be disastrous, rechecking conclusions under mental enhancement for example -

- anyways, to be balanced, he's supposed to also list out the things that weigh against Conspiracy.


Most prominently among them:

Why didn't they just cast Suggestion on him?

...

- because people develop resistance with repeated exposure
- because it in fact only lasts a few minutes rather than hours, and Lrilatha or whoever would literally run out of spells
- because people affected it are stupider about related subjects, in a way that would've affected Keltham's useful spellsilver research ability

It's evidence, strong evidence even, but not infinitely strong.

It would've just felt - like if he'd said any of those things, back then, after Lrilatha's demonstration - that it would've been like, he was trapped forever in maybe-Conspiracy, immune to all evidence, and unable to be happy with the Carissa who apparently loved him.



Peranza said that she realized she wasn't happy and wanted to go to Hell.  A very ordinary thing to happen in Ordinary.  In Conspiracy there'd have to be - some reason to pull Peranza, who isn't in Hell at all now - well, there could be a reason Keltham doesn't know, why Conspiracy would do that.  But it stands out as something that feels more probable in Ordinary than in Conspiracy, pointing to something else that has to be true in Conspiracy, if the first part is true.  Actually you could say the same about Korva breaking down in tears; that's strange in Ordinary but it's even stranger in Conspiracy.


If they're just lying to him about everything, why haven't - Keltham is having trouble figuring out how to pin down the exact discongruity here.  Why not have Lrilatha swear an oath to him that there's no Conspiracy?  Okay, maybe Lrilatha didn't do that because it would directly stake her credibility against Conspiracy's credibility, highlight in his attention that in Conspiracy worlds the oaths also aren't real.

Cheliax negotiated with him and had some weird asks in the Project contract, if they're just planning to steal from him, like the clause about two-thirds of Chelish profits going into a Cheliax-only investment fund, that Keltham negotiated down to half.  That made him slightly suspicious, and doesn't gain them anything if they're planning to steal everything anyways, so why include that if the Conspiracy just lying about everything?  Because there had to be some weird pushy asks or it would have felt suspicious to Keltham, if 'Cheliax' had just given way on all his asks immediately?

...Carissa did say very early on that Asmodeus's domain includes compacts.  Carissa talked about there being a 'Lawful' alignment axis very early on, and gods and afterlives falling on those axes.

Maybe Keltham can offer to pay Lrilatha 1000gp for ten minutes during which she either gives true answers to his questions, or says nothing, and then she actually does have to follow through, or refuse the compact.

...why wouldn't they just use an illusionary Lrilatha?  Or is that also not allowed?  Keltham can - sort of seeing it being not allowed - on some plausible background assumptions about how Lawfulness and Lawful gods work.

Well, among his options if he ends up uncertain are to request a paid truth-else-silence compact with Lrilatha, and see if she's mysteriously in Hell and can't get back until tomorrow...
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        "Welp.  We're fucked."
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        ...Gorthoklek will of course also be unavailable, nor will they be able to summon whichever devil supposedly bought Carissa's soul...

...phrasing it as 'buying souls' is starting to make him more nervous, after seeing the slave market in Absalom.  You would think, people would not phrase it that way, or would find some way to rephrase it more reassuringly, in a world where slavery was also a thing.  Maybe Hell phrases it that way, because nobody in Hell is worried about slavery, and the mortal world follows suit...

...that slavery market really didn't look like a place that people could escape, just by walking out of Golarion, and into an afterlife where you buy consensual enhancements over thousands of years.


He was supposed to be listing out the evidence incongruous with Conspiracy.  Not starting to connect the pieces together, until he made sure he had all of them.

 

It no longer feels to Keltham like he'd be defending his world disintegrating, by doing that.  It feels like he'd just be delaying the destruction-by-truth, delaying the pain, for longer.
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        All right.  Connect the pieces, as they'd be connected in Conspiracy.

Obvious statements are obvious:  The person he knows as Abrogail is not the Queen of Cheliax, the Zon-Kuthon war never happened.

- Asmodeus is the god of compacts, the contracts Keltham signs with Cheliax are binding on them when it purports to be somebody representing Cheliax, and they can't just lie about that to him.  Abrogail, herself, never signed any contract except the one stating consequences if Carissa fell in love with her; the rest was all Lrilatha, or one time a supposed representative of Chelish governance.

- There isn't actually an interdiction... no, Keltham can't quite rule that, so early.  Broom has no obvious Conspiracy-purpose if Otolmens doesn't exist, and even the Conspiracy might hesitate to lie about that.  But something is keeping Keltham's god from him.

- The Conspiracy can read his mind, but doesn't do so at all times, they weren't doing it last night when Keltham was first thinking about this.  They panicked when they got the information on which spells Keltham prayed for this morning, started reading his mind then, and told Ione to supposedly be in the toilet.

- Fennelosa kicked a child; Carissa talked about feeding putatively sapient rats to other rats and selling tickets; the slavery market, the wizard teacher hurting his students after class.  It points to - anti-Light, the thing that 'Zon-Kuthon' is supposed to be - being present in Absalom, in that wizard teacher whose book talked a bunch about Asmodeus, in the mind of Fennelosa, in the mind of Carissa.

- If Conspiracy, they're probably lying about being unable to identify his god.  Can Keltham figure out which god it is?  They wouldn't have first said the name after Keltham got clericed, so if this is solvable, it'll be a god that got mentioned as Lawful Neutral before Keltham got clericed.  Which Keltham thinks narrows it down to Abadar, maybe Irori, he doesn't remember if Erecura was mentioned before he got clericed... he thinks after... and then after Keltham did get clericed, they'd cast whichever god it actually was in a negative light, because any accurate representation would start Keltham moving in that direction.  Well, that makes it obvious that, if it's one of Abadar / Maybe Irori / Possibly Erecura, from among those three, his god would be Abadar.  Banking is the obvious fit for Mad Investor Chaos.  It's the thing that could be a misrepresentation of the god of Honorable Trade.  Could also just be that the Conspiracy didn't have the bad luck to mention the real god of Coordination to him before he got clericed.

- Cheliax telling him about a huge push to manufacture spellsilver over one month.  Why tell him that?  It makes no sense on Conspiracy...

If they have to report revenue to him monthly, because that was in the compact, and they expect a lot of revenue in one month, they would need an excuse... for what reality?  Revenue from a war, using ultimately Project-derived weapons?

That's - that's really not good, at all.  Keltham would be responsible for stopping that, one way or another - but the contract isn't written in a way that implies that Cheliax owes him revenues from stealing other people's stuff using Project-derived weapons - is it?

Table that one, keep thinking.
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        The spells his god sent him, in the version of Conspiracy where his god is not on the Conspiracy's side and they faked the Zon-Kuthon godwar:

- Sanctuary, Protection:  You are not physically safe where you are.
- Invisibility Purge:  People are hiding from you.
- Glimpse of Beyond:  In other dimensions / behind secret doors / the people around you are not who they seem.
- Spell Immunity:  Spells are being, or may be, cast on you that you wouldn't want cast.  You need to figure out what they are.
- Aura Sight:  Your god is Lawful Neutral... maybe, you are Lawful Neutral, he has only the Conspiracy's word that Aura Sight says anything about his god.  Or also the Conspiracy could have been spoofing that spell.  He does not know for sure even that his god is Lawful Neutral.  His god could straight-up be Iomedae... though his god's presence back then didn't really feel like something that used to be human at all, let alone ex-feminine.
-- Or he needed to know somebody else's alignment, somebody who wasn't really Lawful Evil.
- Detect Desires, Detect Anxieties:  The people around you have desires and anxieties unknown to you and which it is important that you know.
- Summon Monster III:  Get outside the Forbiddance, talk to something that is not one of your hosts... or the obvious other use of the summoned entity (Keltham's mind is by now used to not thinking of this specifically, lest it be mind-read).
- Enchantment Foil.  Be wary of mind-control being used on you.

...could everyone around him actually be Chaotic Evil?  They sure didn't seem 'Lawful' by his standards...  Doesn't quite seem right, unless Carissa was lying about very basic things very early... and that remains a possibility.
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        And then there's the last spell:

Vision of People On Fire, Burning and Being Healed, In Terrible Pain, Begging to Die.

If it's not meant to communicate Zon-Kuthon's afterlife, what it's meant to communicate - there's other possibilities, but - that could be the afterlife that people around him are heading to, or, some bad future that happens if Keltham works for the Conspiracy - but the seared wounds healing to be burned again, didn't look like that was mortal Golarion -

- the message is not that all the afterlives are like that, or at least, Keltham doesn't think his god wants him to think so, because there was the Early Judgment spell, the beautiful city - did Keltham touch a god from beyond known Golarion, are all the Golarion afterlives like that -
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        Maybe he can resolve that last question, using the overly-clever-combo that occurred to him last night, after thinking about how different people tapping him with Share Language sometimes had different connotations for words like 'Good' and 'Evil'.

Tongues, plus linguisticanalysis.
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        Keltham takes the five torn pages out of his shirt, from five different phantom library books in five different languages.

He may need to flip through the whole books to find words to analyze.  But Keltham is also hoping that he can just use the pages to anchor that language in his mind, and Tongues will give him the rest.  It will not make him as fluent a speaker as Share Language, Keltham doesn't think; Carissa's Baseline did not sound right, did not sound native, when she spoke to him using Tongues.

- as the very first thing Carissa did, before she had any idea at all who Keltham was, before she knew he was not of Golarion.  If showing him the capability of Tongues was a terrible idea for the Conspiracy, good luck hiding it from him then, Conspiracy Carissa.

    


    


    
        
            [image: sad 4]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        Keltham casts Tongues.

Picks a random torn page, anchors a language in his mind.

And goes looking, within this language he now sort-of-speaks, for words that sound phonetically similar to (among other potential roots and cognates) 'Asmodeus', 'Hell', 'Zon-Kuthon', 'devil', 'compact', 'oath', 'Cheliax', 'Lawful', 'Evil', 'LawfulEvil', 'LawfulNeutral', 'Abadar', 'Iomedae', 'Good', 'Sarenrae' -
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        "Sevar, if you want to try the fake escape plan, I think the time is now.  If Keltham decides within his mind that he's heading toward Osirion or a church of Abadar, our options get a lot more constrained.  Even statuing him for a week at that point - doesn't feel explicitly forbidden by Asmodeus, but it sure would be flirting with the edges of our Lord's commands, meaning we don't."

"If Keltham explicitly says he's planning to leave the Ostenso region and invokes the contract Lrilatha signed on behalf of Cheliax, we're separately bound by explicit compact with him to not hinder whatever he does in order to book passage out."
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        “Understood. Get a Telepathic Bond between Manohar and Ione up and then - Ione, go.” She won’t be able to feed Ione lines inside the Rope Trick but they’ve rehearsed this.

 

Of course, it’s still not going to work.
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        The Chelish dialect of Taldane has been optimized by something akin to natural selection, over the last decades, to no longer contain openly uncomplimentary meanings of 'Hellish' among the bourgeoisie whose children sometimes become Security wizards.  In the first couple of generations, things became hellishly challenging, hellishly relentless, hellishly sadistic and cruel.  Not hellishly bad.  You didn't say that where an Asmodean priest could hear you, meaning, anytime, and your children grew up not hearing it used that way.  In the couple of generations after, Infernal loanwords into Chelish-Taldane started to displace less precise, less useful, overly general terms like the Taldane 'hellish'.



Three of the five other languages Keltham can now anchor his mind on, have adjectives that obviously sound a lot like 'Hell' and mean 'torturous' 'painful' 'hope-crushing' 'soul-destroying' 'very extremely bad' -
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        The screen on his Rope Trick entrance shatters, and Ione pokes her head up through it, holding her mouth open to display a small cookie.
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        Ione Sala quickly finishes climbing in, swallowing the cookie, and says,

"Swore an oath not to tip you off if you didn't already know, Snack Service says the decision theory is still complicated so it can't help directly but it gave me a cookie to celebrate you finding out, mindreading spell is fifth-circle they don't have a lot of it I'm gambling everything on it not running right now, I faked a dropped paper slip from you in your handwriting saying that you wanted Ione Sala to come up and answer some questions, we've got only minutes at best, step one of my plan is for you to poke out your head and call in Sevar and Asmodia with Sevar coming in first and Asmodia following a minute after, Sevar's new earrings look genuine to my Detect Magic and there's a complicated reason in their game why the earrings would actually be real, so you'll do things that count as Evil, there'll be some other tactic to make sure you can't just order Sevar to speak truth, but maybe it doesn't work if Sevar doesn't know it's coming, or it's just a special exclusion in the earrings, step two of my plan is stun Sevar, put the earrings on her, have her get the drop on the Security outside and use their Teleport scroll, unless you've got a better plan, this one is me making the entire thing up since I got the cookie, they read my mind too."
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        The feeling, of all of Ordinary's remaining probability mass vanishing, the moment Ione starts talking, is like -

Already know?  Keltham didn't already know - did he?  He wasn't finished already knowing.  Didn't have a chance to have a proper moment of realization.  He was still supposed to integrate everything and double-check.

It was just supposed to be a misleading line of thought that would have an obvious better answer, once Keltham finished thinking it through.
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        There's an emergency ongoing.  Execute a core fallback.
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        The emergency is unfortunately too complicated for Keltham to fall back on simple methods of reasoning, but he does switch off all of the emotions he can, leaving only distant sadness and delayed pain and a sickness in his stomach, a trembling in his hands.  The body can't be denied as easily as the mind, but then, you can also do an awful lot with your mind.

 

Does he believe Ione?
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        You would really, really, really have to not think very much of dath ilan to imagine that the answer is 'yes'.
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        10% that it's the simple truth, and even that much is only because of tropes and how much he doesn't know about True Reality.  90% that it's a Conspiracy salvage attempt.

Within the Conspiracy side, there's - possibilities that he shouldn't let them read his mind about.  (Will he see an opportunity for a real escape inside the fake escape.  Can he get Carissa and innocent!Ione with him when he goes.  Does innocent!Ione go to the Fire Afterlife / Hell if Keltham doesn't play along.  He won't do anything that reduces his chance at his primary escape plan.)
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        "Okay.  So the next step of the plan is for me to tell them to send up Carissa, and then Asmodia a minute after Carissa comes in."  Keltham starts to lean down towards the Rope Trick's opening -
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        "Control your expression.  Control your voice.  Security would notice instantly that something's wrong with you."
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        "Like this?"
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            [image: ione 1]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Ione Sala. 
                    
                    
        

        This sure is an earlier point for the plan to fail than the earliest point at which she imagined it failing.
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        Yeah, okay, he can read that expression, no doubt because Ione is making an effort to be readable to him.



Keltham casts Eagle's Splendour on himself, only thinking when the gesture is half-complete that he's expending a resource for the sake of playing along with a lie, but it's not a key resource and his hands have finished the motion before his worrying cortex can manage to inhibit it.

He's not really at his best.
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        Keltham had wondered before why Splendour/Charisma was a reasonable characteristic to be one of only three major mental attributes at the center of Golarion's conceptualmagic.  Splendour didn't seem on par with Wisdom, let alone Cunning/Intelligence.  He didn't see what manipulating people, or pretending to be other people, had to do with, like, sorcery casting, or paladin casting.  It seemed like a case of there just being Three Attributes, two of which were in use by wizards and clerics, so the third one got assigned to sorcerers and paladins even if that made no sense.

That, of course, was when Keltham didn't need Splendour.  When his mind wasn't in a posture where increased Splendour would make a difference to anything but play-acting.

Keltham's hesitating will firms itself, his faltering drive moves back into motion -

- his emotions grow stronger, but the spell also increases his ability to crush his emotions down and his ability to continue despite them; and when that's added to dath ilani disciplines, it's enough to go on delaying the pain.

"Better?"
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        "It'll have to do."
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        Keltham sticks his head out of the Rope Trick and asks them to send up Carissa, followed by Asmodia one minute later.
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        "- okay now what's the plan for subduing Carissa."
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        "Wait until Sevar is far enough in not to fall down, then rip off her headband, it's an artifact headband instead of her usual one.  Losing it should disorient her enough that you can, uh, subdue her, if that story was true, and get the earrings onto her.  And then command her to take no voluntary actions, and then heal her."
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        A spark of real interest lights in Keltham.  "And then we put the artifact headband on you instead?"
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        (Getting your hands on the cognitive-enhancement device, even for a few exciting minutes, is not uncommonly a key turning point in dath ilani stories - though with protagonists who have more Carissan and less Kelthamian attitudes towards cognitive enhancement.)
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        "...too risky," Ione says with great regret in her voice.  "It strikes me as the sort of 'Exception Handling weaponry' that might possibly have safeguards against 'unauthorized users'."



(After a couple of months of Communal Share Language from Keltham, everyone on the Project has started to pick up some phrases in Baseline; and concepts too, of course.  Ione more than most, again of course.)
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        The spark of interest-hope-curiosity fades.  Is this really worth delaying his primary escape plan?

- maybe it is, if he can haul Carissa with him on his primary escape.  Asmodia - why Asmodia, why is the Conspiracy -

"Ione, why Asmodia?"
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        "Asmodia is the other one who strikes me as - redeemable is the wrong word, that she doesn't really want to be here - and who I think actually cares about you, which I suspected would matter to you.  Was I wrong?"
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        "No, that would matter to me, if" it was real "you were right."

A small flow of probability shifts from ConspiracyConspiracy to OrdinaryConspiracy, though not much.  ConspiracyConspiracy he'd expect to try tempting him with keeping Yaisa - or had he actually come to care more about Asmodia, and did they know that?

The sadness hits him like a punch in the gut; with the added Splendour he withstands it more by inner force than by inner fiat.

Here comes Carissa.  Time to play out this next part, he guesses.

And hurt Carissa, not for the sake of their relationship, but for - he's just not going to think about that, or whether he meant anything to her.
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        "- wow," she says quietly as soon as she sees Keltham's face. " - what - do you want -"
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        Grab her and haul her in.
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        Rip off the headband.
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        - Carissa makes a small horrified sound and then lunges bodily at Ione. She's clumsy; if you had absolutely no context on any of this you might think she was on drugs, or possibly had rabies. 
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        Without Bull's Strength some of his martial options become more limited, have to be done in particular ways.  Grab Carissa's right arm, bring up his fist in a powerful blow to break her right elbow, to make it harder for her to draw and use her dagger.  Then put Carissa into a chokehold that Security insisted on training Keltham in, as an anti-spellcaster technique.  Were they planning this fake escape that far back?


(...why is he playing along, to this extent... because maybe he can turn it real, or, real enough to take Carissa with him when he actually leaves...)
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        She doesn't actually fight him, though she does keep trying to maul Ione. 
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        Somehow that makes it hurt worse.  Some deep part of him doesn't believe in anything that's in words words words, it just sees him beating up Carissa who isn't fighting back.
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        Dath ilan hopes most of its people don't experience this stress level at any point in their lives.  But always some people do, and when that time comes for them, their ability to continue operating seems like a key figure of merit for whether dath ilan has made its people stronger, or weaker, in the end.

Keltham has been shaped to continue even now; Keltham's society has shaped itself to accomplish that quality of the people within.
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        "Ione.  Earrings.  Left pocket last time I saw her put them in there."

At some point he's going to find whoever planned out this particular pantomime, and made him do this to Carissa -


- possibly Carissa, now that he thinks about it -

- or were all her lines, everything she was, scripted by that same scriptor -
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        She'll look for them and not say anything.  Still there?
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        Still there. She finished them, while they were waiting for Keltham to realize the truth. 
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        She will attempt to apply the earrings to Sevar... how easy are these earrings to apply to somebody who is (possibly pretending to be) not cooperative?
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        Well, obviously, they were designed to be possible to put on an uncooperative person should that seem like fun. 
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        "Equestrian pumpkins.  Take no voluntary action."

Channel healing.

"What's the plan on Asmodia?"
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        "Several possibilities but the one I was betting on was that you've still got that magic item you used to cancel Sevar's magic, and you brought it along with you into this place along with all of your unbanked money.  Fallback, that Sevar has a spell or item that makes Asmodia safe to take with.  Worst case is killing her and taking along her body so we can resurrect her at the destination."
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        "If you predicted I had the Curse of Magic Negation item, why did you just make me break Carissa's - because I didn't prep Remove Curse and we need Carissa's magic to Teleport, never mind."
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        One may now see Asmodia approaching the Rope Trick.

    


    


    
        
            [image: grim]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        He'll get out the rod of Curse of Magic Negation, which, yes, he's got with him along with all of his platinum pieces.
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        Asmodia pokes her head into the Rope Trick and -
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        "Sorry I'm late, had to get my spellbook and my money first for obvious reasons."
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        "Sure.  Whatever.  Come on in."  He'll lend Asmodia a hand to pull her up.

He's glad he doesn't have to hurt Asmodia, in this skit.  They didn't have that kind of relationship.  Well.  If they had any kind of relationship, it wasn't that one.
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        "Keltham -"

"Asmodia, why would you actually be defecting just like that, Hell owns your soul."
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        "Not even slightly the kind of problem that'd stop an ilani.  Worst case, I get a Plane Shift to Abaddon at the end of my life, and gamble on ending up somewhere else just like Keltham did."

"The part where we're still in Cheliax surrounded by Security is more of a problem.  Is there a plan for that?"
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        "All of us against one Security.  Sevar uses his Teleport scroll."
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"I'll admit, I was hoping there would be a better plan."
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        "Is there a reason that plan can't work, because we are short on time here, Asmodia -"
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        At this moment a tiny glowing circle appears on the wall of the Rope Trick, and then grows abruptly into a much larger portal, through which an elderly woman is visible. She's sitting in an armchair with a thick book open on her lap. "Were you looking for a scroll of Teleport? I sell those."
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        "Cost?" Keltham says.

Chance this is real... possibly higher, he'd go to 20% because it feels more like Snack Service and less like the usual Conspiracy.
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        "For each scroll of Teleport, you must promise to entertain an old woman for one minute while she tries to persuade you that your plans for it are a terrible idea."
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"Right, so, okay, creating common knowledge, the previous escape plan was fake, this was not part of it, I hate Cheliax, for all the obvious reasons that's why, Ione likely hates Cheliax too, do not free Sevar she's complicated, there's very few people in the Inner Sea who can cast Gate and only one who'd look like that, who's also the one who'd plausibly know where we are, that's Nefreti Clepati, high priestess of Nethys hence why Ione is kneeling to her, she's plausibly one of the relatively better mysterious figures to make a weird deal with, you should not do that with an Asmodean."
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        "Creating more common knowledge, Gate is actually a spell for transportation, not for talking! You can just walk through it!"

 

She stands up, sets the book down, and does so. Then, for some reason, she frowns at the floor of the Rope Trick and -
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        Steps on a housefly. 
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        "I hate to be pushy, but Gate's duration is two rounds per caster circle, so if you want to buy a Teleport scroll, or escape to freedom, you should probably do that promptly."
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        "I'll ask, briefly, what's on the other side of that Gate and why I shouldn't Teleport."
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        "You shouldn't Teleport because there are, in fact, nine different gods that will descend on you as soon as you leave the interdiction zone and some of them eat people. On the other side of this Gate is a temple of Nethys in Andoran, near the border with Ostenso, and therefore in the interdiction zone, but outside Cheliax. It is possible Cheliax will start a war with Andoran about this, but probably not because they didn't risk the actual Crown of Infernal Majesty in their last-ditch deception. Which is too bad. In some nearby worlds I get to steal it and wear it around now, and I'd like that very much."
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        Asmodia's just going to walk through that Gate, actually.
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        Ione will glance there, glance at Keltham, and say "Please."
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        "Andoran's border does not look that close to Ostenso -"
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        "Faked all the maps you saw because you'd want to visit if you knew."
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        "Would you happen to want to swear to me that the destination of this Gate is still within the interdiction zone?  No is fine."
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        "I swear to you, Keltham, that the other end of this Gate is within the interdiction zone set out by Otolmens."
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        "Carissa, follow me and otherwise take no voluntary action," and Keltham walks through.
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        Carissa follows. 
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        Ione follows very quickly.
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        She follows too!

This room is a big, big library, probably not quite as big as the one he briefly scry-saw in Absalom. There's a fire crackling in a very large fireplace, and a thick woolen rug on the floor. There are windows; they look out on a grubby city-or-maybe-village with a lot of horse poop in the road.
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        "So if, hypothetically, you wanted me to believe that any of this was real, you could earn a lot of credibility points by presenting me with a complete story about reality all of which made sense in retrospect."

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-08-15 at 9.53.34 PM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Nefreti Clepati. 
                    
                    
        

        The Gate closes behind them. "That is what I got all of these books for! But I can tell you what the books say, if you would like. Hell is not voluntary, and is full of torture. The Church of Asmodeus had little purchase in Golarion, until Aroden's death plunged Cheliax into a thirty year civil war so destructive that by the time the Asmodeans won it, less than half the pre-war population remained. Since then, under Abrogail's grandmother and her successors, they have shaped Cheliax into a place where everyone lives in obedient terror or dies."
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        "They realized immediately that they would have to keep this from you. Nethys knows everything, but not all at once, so I can't tell you exactly how they did that; but I think Ione will know. Nethys picked Ione just before the interdiction was placed, and was not able to give her any instructions, but I think she has done very well."
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        "Do you by any chance aspire to someday cause some very big explosions in Cheliax," she adds to Ione. 

    


    


    
        
            [image: ione 1]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Ione Sala. 
                    
                    
        

        "Haven't really had a chance to form any aspirations like that before, what with all the mindreading.  But just on immediate reactions, rescue operation on Cheliax.  Explode Asmodeus."
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        "How did I get to Golarion, why did I land on Carissa, especially if she's not real, why didn't you intervene earlier if you could have intervened at any time, what is up with Snack Service, who's my god, what am I allegedly supposed to do next on your theory?"
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        "The powers that brought you here are beyond the gods. I think you called them tropes, and thereby got closer to looking straight at them than most people ever do. Carissa is a real person, who is really in love with you, and also she's a loyal Asmodean who wronged you terribly trying to obey her superiors; I think probably you should try to change her mind about that, now that she's allowed to think. I was not allowed to seek you out using knowledge from the fragments of Nethys that I am, as they are subject to the interdiction; however, today knowledge of you came to me via a path not touched by gods at all, so I scried you, and waited until you had your girlfriend because you'd be so sad if you left without her. 


Cayden Cailean decided to commit himself wholly to the task of making sure you didn't rape anybody despite having lots of sex in Cheliax which doesn't really understand how not raping people works. He told Asmodeus this served Asmodeus's interests too, presumably because you in fact could be even more mad at them than you are, somehow. Your god is Abadar. I think the next thing you should do is read a lot of books, though the next scene I am looking forward to is you talking Carissa out of Asmodeanism."
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        "Mmhm.  And this story's reason why Cheliax doesn't use Greater Scry to see me here, Teleport in, grab me, Teleport out again?"

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-08-15 at 9.53.34 PM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Nefreti Clepati. 
                    
                    
        

        "The temple is shielded from scries and Sending and bars teleportation. Also they would be starting a war with Andoran, but in some worlds they do that, so I don't want to rely on it!"
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        "And if I asked you about the result of my picking a random book, opening it to a random page, and reading out the first sentence there?"
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        "My vision is not that precise, not where prophecy is broken. People cannot be as random as they'd imagine but they can behave in a way that goes different ways in nearby worlds."
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        "Well, this part is something I'm pretty sure it's heavily determined I'd do, in quite a lot of worlds."

"How many letters are there in the sentence I'm currently speaking?"

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-11-29 at 11.34.32 AM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Nefreti Clepati. 
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        "Sixty one."
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        She computed that answer faster than Keltham could check it himself, but maybe not faster than somebody with an Intelligence headband.  Definitely too slow for a precog.

Add that to the claim that Cheliax lied about Ostenso's closeness to the Andoran border this whole time, which has the feel of one of those made-up-in-retrospect stories -
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        There's a lot of calculations Keltham has been letting his wordless perceptions do, without thinking in words, hoping that it would defeat lesser mindreading or the sort of mindreading they can afford to use all the time.

Keltham didn't think in words why he had to be very careful of any Conspiracy attempt to get him to step outside Cheliax for a moment, why he had to check that the Gate led to a location still inside the interdiction, that only covers a relatively short distance around Ostenso (according to relatively early Conspiracy statements), and therefore still inside Cheliax (if none of this is real).

After all, invoking his compacted right to leave Cheliax without interference might not apply if he wasn't in Cheliax.

But this isn't that clever plot, apparently.



So it's just the one where they try to delay him for a day, until they can prep more powerful spells.
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        He turns to look at Carissa Sevar.

His Carissa.

For what may be the last time.
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        And then Keltham turns back to the old woman, who, if you look at her carefully enough, and try to see possibilities through your own faceblindness to Chelish faces, does not look definitely not like somebody he's met before.  If that person wore a wig and applied colored makeup, disdaining magical disguises, for fear of his Glimpse of Beyond spell that he still holds.

Gate is 9th-circle, and if anything they told him in Cheliax was true at all, there indeed aren't many people in the Inner Sea who can cast that.

To the old woman, then, he speaks.



"Do you really think that this doesn't happen in dath ilani stories?"

"There's a thing that the protagonist says, sometimes, at the end of a genre-aware eroLARP.  And I say it now."
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        It's hard to speak the words, for all that they mean giving up.

But everything he's giving up now is just an illusion in the first place.



"No.  This is also not reality."
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        "Aspexia Rugatonn, highest priestess of Asmodeus, who is god of Hell and god of compacts.  I invoke my compacted right to leave Cheliax, without interference, and to bargain without interference for my passage."
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        Sevar?  This is, to the end, your own command.
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        There's no further move, though, is there. They are indeed compacted to let Keltham leave. As he now wants to do. 

 

She isn't sure that the game is over - suspects, actually, somehow, that it isn't - but this act certainly is. 
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"As you wish," Aspexia Rugatonn speaks aloud.
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        There is slow clapping from an armchair in the corner. 

 

It turns. 

 

 

"The problem," Nefreti Clepati says to Aspexia Rugatonn, "with attempting plans that complicated is that someone's pants will end up all the way across the continent."
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        "Oh, I'm sorry, was this plot supposed to be complicated?  At, what, four levels of recursion?  Well, I suppose we're hardly inside of reality now, so maybe I'm criticizing all y'all too early."
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        She halts a first impulse to yell "KELTHAM THAT'S THE REAL ONE!"

...is that the real Nefreti Clepati, Ione isn't even sure at this point.  Ione Sala is not out of Cheliax yet.
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        Rugatonn's power is about her already; she knew that to pretend herself Clepati was to court the real Nefreti Clepati's attention, but gambled on no worse than this coming of it.

"I suppose I should thank Nethys.  Thanks to Him, we've had Keltham for rather longer than we might have otherwise, and Cheliax is now greatly advantaged compared to many possibilities that might have been.  I don't suppose you know what He was doing, or Cayden Cailean, and would care to explain?"
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        "Right, wrong, technically right, yes, yes, no."
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        Ione takes a deep breath.  This is it -
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        Sevar, Rugatonn, Sala is defecting for real do we stop her.
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        Can they? Nefreti Clepati is here and might have some opinions about Nethys's oracle being prevented from defecting.
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        If Clepati's not acted before, she may be constrained, probably is, but I would not care to gamble -
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        Telepathy isn't a free action; Ione Sala is now already talking.

"Keltham, I think that's the real Clepati.  Not sure, obviously."

"Also, that was me breaking with Cheliax for real."

"Ione Sala, oracle of Nethys, of the library's curse.  I don't know what Nethys is doing but I expect He means me to follow you, wherever you go.  I've hated Cheliax since long before I was allowed to think that to myself.  I spoke to you that way in the library because Nethys had just cursed me, and I thought if I didn't - make it hard for Cheliax to vanish me - I'd just be vanished.  Security, Elias Abarco, gouged my eye out afterwards, as a punishment, and I lay there and hurt and was so so glad I wouldn't go to Hell."
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        "In the event that any of THIS is real, would anyone care to explain what I'm doing in Golarion and what's up with Snack Service."
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        "Unfortunately, I can't be helpful to you in any way!" Nefreti says cheerfully, and to Ione, "your Possible Doctrines of Nethys are incredibly popular in Sothis. Someone carved them on the Moon."
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        "I - my - WHAT?"  Wait, if Nefreti Clepati can't help them -
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        Lazily, with one hand, she opens a Gate in front of her, while simultaneously with the other hand she casts a Zone of Truth. "You know, sometimes I think about casting a permanent Zone of Truth over all of Cheliax," she says. 
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        Sure, he'll cast Detect Magic to figure out what that was... looks like an area version of his truthspell compulsion without the indicator on it, if he's passing his Spellcraft check.  But then, obviously, the Conspiracy can fool his Detect Magic.
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        She doesn't say anything out loud about 'wait are you not taking us with you', because that is a very stupid thing to say in front of the High Priestess of Asmodeus when your own High Priestess is possibly abandoning you -

Can she possibly have a Nondetection to screen her own thoughts for a time, at least?  And Keltham could use one of those too.
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        ((See, this is why Asmodia didn't immediately defect.))
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        "Ione," says Nefreti, "the day might come where the best way for you to learn all the things you want to know is to plunge ahead right into them, with Keltham.

But today the best way for you to learn all the things you want to know is to ditch this entire horrible story and come with me to my library.

So I extend the invitation."
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        "However, it is a law of exiting this story here for now that you must first reflect aloud, under a truth spell, on your relationship with Keltham. Otherwise that's some unresolved plot, there, and unresolved plot can really catch you where you least expect it, if you aren't me."
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        "I'm -"

Not being able to speak untruths is inconvenient, when it comes to claiming what you need to know, and apparently only want to know.

"I ask first if this is what Lord Nethys wants."

"And also - I do care about Keltham, and don't want to just abandon him, if I can continue to help him in building Civilization, correctly this time, without my getting horribly tortured."  Oh she can say it under truthspell.  She genuinely wasn't sure she could.
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        "That you speak of Keltham, if you're leaving? Much more of Nethys wants that than wants most things. That you leave? Nethys wills that you leave and that you stay and that you explode and that you endure; which of his wills do you find in yourself?"
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        "I've started to like Keltham, and I genuinely do want to - keep him out of trouble - in a way that I've never wanted to keep anyone else out of trouble before.  If the whole trope thing, works like that, I might come to love him, which is something that I - might want to have, I think, if it's possible to me."

"I want nobody else to ever grow up the way I did, being forced to cast Acid Splash on children so I'd end up damned to Hell.  Helping Keltham, outside of Cheliax, seems like it might work toward that."

"But if my trying to follow Keltham right now, results in my not getting to do that, and then being horribly tortured over the next several days until my curse kicks in and kills me, then I'd rather go with you to your library, yes."
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        "In that case you should come along, and let Cheliax's self-defeating torture habit fall where it'll weaken them and not where it'll weaken us. For reasons I'll explain once we're offscreen, it doesn't serve much of Nethys, or the Good in you, for you to help Keltham too much, in the second act of his story, and it sounds like you are one of the Iones who'd be very helpful to him. Though he can visit you at the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye, that's fine."
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        "...right then."

She kisses Keltham goodbye, briefly.  It's not her first kiss, just the first one that means anything.
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        Keltham does not particularly know if anything is real right now, and does not kiss back.
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        Ione turns, and walks quickly into Nefreti Clepati's Gate before it can close and leave her in Cheliax.

She isn't crying, either from sadness or from desperate desperate relief, because she's still in public and who knows what happens to you if you show weakness, and also because she isn't weak.
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"First sentence on the random page of the first book you'll grab is 'We found ourselves, Desna be praised, in the evergrowth, a verdant swampland in northern Katapesh which our mapmakers had through neglect or ignorance left off their maps,'" Nefreti says to Keltham. 

 

She can't actually usually do that but you can't just pass up an opportunity to show up Aspexia Rugatonn.

 

And she, too, departs through the Gate.
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        Well he's obviously going to go check that, picking a number 213, looking through a set of books to fix their titles in mind, then computing which book is 213 mod that number of books, then opening that book to a random page.
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        Then he's going to check the page before, and the page after, and flip through other parts of the book, checking against the title he just picked to verify that the title makes sense in context, and that the other titles would not make sense in that context.
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        "Hey Ordinary Asmodia, if you're still in there, how'd the Conspiracy do that?"

    


    


    
        
            [image: asmodia]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Asmodia. 
                    
                    
        

        What is she, in fact, supposed to do now?
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        Did the Most High already know that Nefreti knows everything about the tropes and is leveraging them on purpose for Nethys' goals which she can do because she's practically omniscient. Carissa did not already know that and it's kind of prompting her to need to recalculate a lot of things.

 

 

 

....she thinks that at this time, Keltham having invoked his right to leave, they let him leave, and prepare to declare war on Osirion, or to force a peace that doesn't let Osirion do anything threatening without this knowledge, or - 

(- Carissa kind of assumes that she will, personally, be being punished for this failure and will not have to figure that out, actually. There is some reassurance in that thought; instead of the unrelenting agony of failing at the most important task in the world in front of everyone you respect, there will be only the unrelenting agony of suffering as you deserve for it. And maybe this time she'll get it right, and suffer enough to stop being broken.)
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        Absent orders, Asmodia will remain silent to Keltham's question.

Right now is a time for Asmodia to be very professional about things.
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        ...Aspexia briefly considers instructing Sevar to pull herself together, that this is not a good look for an Asmodean; but Aspexia is not sure that Sevar can in fact do that.  It's possible that taking away the Crown of Infernal Majesty from Sevar, before she entered the Rope Trick, was an error; she hasn't been at her best since then even with spell-boosts.  Yet Aspexia was not in fact comfortable with leaving the Crown to Keltham's possession within the Rope Trick.  It seemed like a possibly fatal case of underestimating an ilani.

Aspexia broadcasts generally that she is now in command here.  Abrogail is still recovering from her own ordeal -
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        "No," Abrogail says into the Telepathic Bond.

"Sevar.  Pull yourself the fuck back together.  Your current objective: to increase the chance that Keltham in time returns to us, Lawful Evil, to reclaim what is here, that is truly his and waiting for him."
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        Carissa knows that her work isn't done, that they were never going to keep Keltham forever and that there would still be lots to do to ensure Cheliax's triumph once he left. She also knows that she is disintegrating, and that she shouldn't be that weak. But all her thoughts claw around inside her head reaching for something she no longer has the capacity to grasp, or else terminate pointlessly in the crystal-clear observation that she lost, that Keltham is leaving, that there are no paths around it now, or else elaborate in cheerful depth on what horrible things will happen to her next. 

 

Abrogail's voice does not put back together the fragments of her mind, but it does sweep over them like a magnet over scraps of iron, swing them around so they're all pointing in the same direction -
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        Asmodia should keep bantering with Keltham as normal. 
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        But telepathic debate is not a free action.  Even as the command gets transmitted, Keltham has turned and headed towards the apparent door of the library.

He'll just keep exiting layers and possibly wake up somewhere else, is what the intuitive part of him is thinking; but he is tracking other possibilities as well.  You can never be sure you're not inside reality, dath ilani stories teach that lesson too.

"Carissa, follow me, don't try to escape, take no other voluntary actions except talking."

It's not impossible they'll just let him leave with her, because, like, is realism much of a thing here?
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        "I am genuinely unclear on who I'm being ordered not to try escaping from, at this point," says Carissa, as she follows him.
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        "Me, you're free to escape from anyone or anything else."

"Okay never mind this hurts too much, stop talking."

Keltham exits the 'library'.  What's outside?  Giant vast blank space by any chance?
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        The other rooms of the temple. There's some sleeping quarters and a kitchen and an altar.
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        He'll wonder if the tinyness and bareness of architecture here, outside his nice fortress, reflects perfect realism about small-town temples of Nethys; or if this reflects extremely hasty construction, or if they had to strip off all the furnishings because this was a temple of Asmodeus at dawn this morning.

And then keep going, looking for the exit of the temple.
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        "Can I ask what you're trying to do?"
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        "Oh, hi there.  Ordinary Asmodia or Conspiracy?"

It hurts, but not as much as talking to Carissa.
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        "Ordinary Asmodia now contains a contradiction, she's based on - what Keltham knows?  I can't coherently imagine her anymore."
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        The Splendour wore off sometime while the second Nefreti was talking, and Keltham's emotions feel diminished, now, by comparison, along with the drive that was holding them in check.  It's not really challenging some of his earlier sense that messing with your 'mental attributes' is not all that safe for people who want to keep their personalities intact, especially if you raise and lower them on a daily basis.

"You want to swear to me about how you're bound by Cheliax's agreement not to interfere with my attempts to leave nor buy passage, and that my telling you what I'm doing won't hinder my goals as I currently see them?"

    


    


    
        
            [image: asmodia]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Asmodia. 
                    
                    
        

         

"Actually no, I'm not particularly loyal to Cheliax, which they know.  I could easily end up seeing myself as a free agent not bound by Cheliax's agreements."  There are things Asmodia could swear to, but to swear to anything that provokes Keltham's incredulity - might lead him to doubt oaths, which might not help Cheliax at this point.  ((More importantly, it might not help Keltham, given his mental state.))

"Conjecture, you're trying to get outside the Forbiddance they claimed was here, in order to use Summon Monster III for the next step of a plan you did a really impressive job of never thinking about.  I don't think there's actually a Forbiddance up, here, they didn't have time, also I think that does block Gate.  I worry that you are about to go outside the scry wards."
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        "If you want a minute to persuade me that's a bad idea, it's going to cost you a Teleport scroll."
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        "I don't actually know enough about the larger situation of who might be looking for you to say specifically why it's a bad idea.  I was just noting the point and that I'd expect Summon Monster III to work here -"
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        "Not taking the risk of wasting it" plus this might not work if he can't be scried Keltham flings open what looks like it might be the front door of the temple, and steps out.
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        Small village on a smaller river.  In the distant hills a herd of goats are visible, grazing. 
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        Keltham briefly considers the possibility of trying to talk to any of the few visible people, decides against it, keeps walking.

He'll walk until he's three times as far from the temple as the (supposed) radius of the Fortress's (supposed) Forbiddance.

    


    


    
        
            [image: carissa8]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

        Carissa follows him, silently. It's some time to get her head in order, at least.
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        "Let's be very clear about what I am about to do.  I am leaving Cheliax.  I am trying to buy my passage.  Anybody who violates that stands in breach of my contract with Cheliax and, I assume, ends up screaming in Asmodeus's Hell, which is not a threat by me, but does appear to be the way things work around here."
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        The way it works is that they end up screaming in Hell either way, Keltham, it's just worse if they disobey.  Asmodia will not say that unless instructed.
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        She should go ahead and say that. It's not like he won't hear it shortly from someone.
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        "They end up screaming in Hell either way, Keltham.  It's just worse if they disobey."
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        He's going to live mentally in the world where that's also a lie, for a time.  Not assign it any particular probability, just, hold off weighing that until later.

"They.  Not you?"
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        "Among the things I was promised in exchange for working hard was that they'd Plane Shift me to Abaddon instead."

"I made that deal before I knew about your theory of why I'd end up somewhere else.  I'm not really into pain."
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        "Okay.  You can also stop talking now."
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        Summon Monster III!  Lawful Neutral outsider if available, otherwise, lantern archon!
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        Lantern archon!! Bopping, bewildered, in the air! "Hi!"
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        "Hi!  Recognize this symbol?"  Keltham draws his truthspell-symbol in the air with one finger.
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        "That's one of the holy symbols of Abadar!"
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        "I'm a fourth-circle cleric of Abadar from another world, inside I'm told a zone where gods can't interfere.  I need to get out of Cheliax after finding out what Evil is actually like.  I have a lot of valuable knowledge including about spellsilver refinement.  Cheliax is hopefully compacted not to interfere with my departure.  When you go back, I want you to talk to whoever's above you in Heaven and try to get a message, not to the god Abadar, but to the outsiders He employs, who could get a message to Abadar's people in Golarion to pick me up here.  Without that message blocking on anything too godlike to interfere here.  Up to two thousand gold for my passage, my people can maybe do loans if that's not enough.  I've got up to five hundred gold to pay for passing this message.  Can you do that?"
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        "I don't want your gold! You should donate it to a church here that's doing Good things and helping people, if you don't end up needing it to get out of Cheliax! Cheliax is a bad place! I will convey your message to Heaven but not to any gods because they can't interfere!"
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        "I will so donate, if the message gets through.  Can Heaven get it to Axis and Abadar's people, is my question, and do you know how long that'd take?"
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        "I think so but I don't really know!"

....and the archon vanishes. Summons don't last very long.
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        Then he'll sit down where scries can find him, and wait.
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        It isn't long.
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        Two dozen simultaneous Teleports and suddenly they're surrounded by a hundred soldiers in unfamiliar uniform, their skin varying shades of brown. To Detect Magic they are all glaringly coated in spells - Strength, Dexterity, Haste, Stoneskin, Protection from Evil, Protection from Energy, Resist Energy, Bless, Death Ward -
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         - technically Cheliax is well within its rights to consider this a declaration of war, if Cheliax wants to do that. They are in Chelish territory, here, and that there is an invading army.
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        "We should leave immediately; if you don't trust us you can specify a destination," the man nearest Keltham says, extending his hand.
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        "HOOOOLLLD EVERYTHING PLEASE!  TRUCE!  TRUCE IN THE NAME OF THE GODDESS WHOSE PURPOSE IS SECRET!  IF CHELIAX GUARANTEES THE SAFE PASSAGE OF KELTHAM AND EVERYONE WHO JUST SHOWED UP FROM OSIRION, CAN YOU PLEASE HANG AROUND FOR A FEW MINUTES WHILE SOME MORE THINGS HAPPEN BECAUSE THAT'S KIND OF IMPORTANT!  FOR EVERYBODY!"
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        Pilar sort of wants to die right now and not just so that Hell can correct all of her remaining errors.
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        Also present, to their own deep confusion: Meritxell, Yaisa, Korva, Gregoria, and two Security who just teleported them, without consciously deciding to do so.
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        Aspexia makes a lightning decision confirmed after a moment by Abrogail, and de-invisibles herself.

It's not impossible she could take them all.  But it's potentially difficult without Miracle.  And they are, arguably, Keltham's passage out from Cheliax, and on her own Lord's word also they may not hinder his going to Osirion.

"I am Aspexia Rugatonn, and I speak now for Crown as well as Church.  Does this army not attempt to take nor harm any thing or person that is Cheliax's by international law, we guarantee the safe passage of Keltham and all who are just now arrived from Osirion, for up to twenty minutes, in that goddess's name."
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        "Acknowledged," says the Osirian man holding out a hand to Keltham. "Keltham, I'd still rather leave now, if the goddess of the interdiction wants our cooperation she can pay us for it and she hasn't, but I believe that assurance and don't expect us to be impeded in departing in nineteen minutes."
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        "Right.  Sure."  A lot of Keltham's current probability mass is that this, too, is not real, and if he just breaks this simulation and maybe another three or dozen of those, he gets to wake up in whatever now passes for the basement layer of reality.

Keltham is, nonetheless, continuing to optimize for this world, in case it is reality; dath ilan has trained its people so, to continue the struggle for as long as that is in them.

"Snack Service.  That was you talking directly there, wasn't it?  You could earn a lot of credibility points with me if you provided a coherent explanation of everything that's going on."
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        "Super duper not allowed!  Plus you're going to figure it out anyways yourself before that long."

"So what happens next is that Abadar's people need to cast some Abadar's Truthtellings, and guarantee using their own magical detection abilities that nobody messed with that!  And then everybody who Keltham currently has feelings for, or who have feelings for him, need to get truthspelled and tell Keltham what really happened between them from their own perspective, and what their relationship is currently actually like!"

"Otherwise some people who have important decisions coming up might make those decisions less than totally optimally given their own values!  And that would not be in the interests of Asmodeus or Cayden Cailean or Abadar or Keltham."
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        "I want to be clear that we're holding ourselves very much not dealt fairly with with respect to Cayden Cailean, right now," says the leader of the Osirians. "Every person who made it look to Keltham like Good and Evil had gone in together on Project Lawful, or like Asmodeus had allies in this, or like Cheliax was a safe place for him, did the wrong thing. I don't care if you have some kind of complicated justification; it was awful, you're awful, and we've suspended attempts at trade. 

Keltham, do you happen to want some Abadar's Truthtellings up?"
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        Keltham will figure it out soon enough. She knows everything Keltham does, so she ought to be able to figure it out too.

 

 

....she genuinely does not get what long-term geopolitical situation people telling Keltham their feelings is relevant for. Unless it's Abrogail's plan, to lure Keltham back, and - why would Cayden Cailean enable that -
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        "Sure.  Sure."
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        And the man casts Keltham's truthspell on himself, and Abadar's symbol appears on his forehead. "Right," he says, "who wants one."
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        "You're up first, Asmodia!"

"Now please hold while Asmodia asks telepathically what she's supposed to do."

    


    
        


        

    

        

        
            

    
        
            [image: asmodia]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Asmodia. 
                    
                    
        

        Yeah, she's asking, and notes her Prediction that Keltham asks her afterwards if she's been holding anything back especially on orders, if she does this at all.
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        Some candidate explanations Carissa has generated at this point, for Snack Service's behavior: 

 

Keltham will declare war on Cheliax, and or on Hell, and lose but in some way that also doesn't serve Asmodeus, such as Cheliax being destroyed otherwise or another Worldwound opening; Cayden doesn't want Keltham to lose, and Asmodeus doesn't want Cheliax destroyed, so Snack Service is acting in their shared interest in the war being averted.

Keltham would never have been allowed to come to Golarion in the first place, if certain specific things were going to happen as a direct result; it serves Asmodeus for Keltham to have come to Golarion, so Snack Service is trying to steer them away from acting in a manner that'd have made it never happen. Or same idea but Asmodeus's rise to power in the first place was predicated on this happening now,  etcetera.

Keltham can invent the theory of corrigibility, or something else of similar importance to Asmodeus and his invention of it routes in some way through his sexual interests, so Cayden wants to make sure that Keltham has some piece of information he'll need to solve corrigibility and is obscuring this by asking for lots of other information also. This benefits Cayden because if Asmodeus could make mortals corrigible to him then he'd do less torturing them that doesn't even improve them. 

There's some insight Keltham will have if he doesn't give up on Golarion entirely that'll destroy the Abyss, which is a shared interest of Chaotic Good and Lawful Evil.

Carissa is in fact as tantalizing close as it sometimes feels to figuring out ilanism, and this will make Hell better from Chaotic Good's perspective, and she needs to learn something here. Or Asmodia is that close and needs to learn something here; Keltham is just the occasion for Cheliax to permit such experiments. 

Or, of course, it's something she hasn't thought of. 

 

All of these seem to suggest, though -
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        Tell him whatever you want.
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        ...Asmodia is going to note that she doesn't think Sevar is functioning at full capacity and, absent direction from her superiors, make her own guesses.

Her guess is that part of what's going on is that Keltham will otherwise stop by the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye and hear Ione's version of everything, only; and this will not particularly serve Asmodeus's interests.

She notes that Keltham is fully aware of the Law of Filtered Evidence, which means that Asmodia is going to give the unfiltered version, because Keltham may very well directly ask her about filters or what updates he'd make if he knew all info she was leaving out.

If anybody wants that to not happen, she needs to hear otherwise from her superiors.

And she's striding forwards to receive her truthspell.
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        Tap. And a dozen different people suspiciously Detecting for signs of tampering.

 

"I don't like doing this on Chelish soil but I see no indications of any of the spells that could be used to deceive a truth spell," the Osirian leader reports to Keltham. "To have deceived us about this they'd have to have magical capabilities no one else knows about, which I'd generally just assure you is close to impossible. However, they've been displaying some of those lately, so -" Shrug. 

    


    


    
        
            [image: shell hi]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        "Go ahead then, Asmodia, if that's your real name."
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        "It is."

"From my perspective, this all started when I was yanked from Ostenso academy and told that I was now a gift to a visiting outsider -"
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        "Pause.  Is somebody recording all this so I can review the transcripts later," because if this is actual base reality then possibly what Snack Service is trying to do here is give Keltham the full story that he can verify makes sense in retrospect, or somebody is trying to create the appearance of that, and Keltham is not able right now to check consistency as he goes - "Also can I get assurance that I'm not currently under any form of mind control and nobody is currently reading my mind, according to you, or whatever you say is your ability to detect that or counter that."
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        "You do not appear to be the subject of any ongoing spells except Tongues and Share Language. It's not hard to fake that. I can have everyone Dispel Magic on you, which is harder to fake. I can also just put up an antimagic field around you, if you'd like, which will cancel any mind-affecting enchantments on you and to my knowledge cannot be subverted or falsified. Abadar did also pay Asmodeus to communicate to his followers that you were absolutely not to be mind-controlled, so I don't expect you are. 

With your permission I can cast Spell Immunity: Detect Thoughts on you, which will stop them from reading your mind, which they might well be doing. We aren't doing it. 

There's also an invisible halfling next to the girl Cayden's been puppeting."
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        "Can I get Dispel Magics on me, then a new Share Language Taldane and Spell Immunity Detect Thoughts?"  Hard to decide between that and antimagic field but Carissa was trying hard to push antimagic if that wasn't a double bluff and Spell Immunity was what Keltham's god tried to grant him.  "And, Broom, please stop that.  And, transcripts possible?"
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        He'll go visible then.

    


    


    
        
            [image: silmaril]
            lintamande as none. 
        

        "We can provide full transcripts."

 

A wash of Dispel Magics, at least a dozen of them - just to be safe - and then a new Tongues, two new Share Languages - Taldane and Osirian - and a Spell Immunity Detect Thoughts.
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        "Go ahead, Asmodia."  He's halfway numb, mostly planning to review transcripts later for the coherence check.
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        "This started when I was yanked from Ostenso academy on half an hour's notice and told I was now part of a seduction mission on a visiting human outsider, whom Asmodeus had designated as important in a vision, and who'd expressed interests in having lots of kids, and who was being deceived about the nature of Evil, Asmodeus, and Cheliax.  It was said that you were of high Intelligence and your children might be valuable to Cheliax."

"The topic of whether I wanted to have sex with you was not, I think, one that it occurred to anybody in this process, including myself, might be at all relevant."

"I'd grown up in Cheliax, and I was one of the top students at the academy.  One of the top students who gets to punish the weak students, not one of the poor performers who get punished.  I don't think I was as distressed as Ione was, by having to practice Acid Splash on prisoners and criminals and, yes, occasionally orphans with no other uses except to damn us.  I thought of myself as one of the ambitious ones, who makes something of herself and doesn't just do well in class, even if that meant taking risks.  I've had about as much sex as the average Ostenso student, mostly with people who would have had the power to hurt me otherwise, occasionally in trade for favors, because whether you want anything is not particularly relevant to the game you play to not end up one of the weak students at the bottom."

"We didn't know how often our minds were being read for signs of disloyalty.  I'd guess around once a month officially, but all of us second-circles were trying Detect Thoughts on each other and weaker students all the time."

"Next significant event at the villa - when Ione got oracled and they decided that the rest of us needed to sell our souls to Hell before any other gods touched us - the implicit 'or else die and go to Hell anyways' wasn't said explicitly, but it was pretty obvious -"

Deep breath.  "I tried, the only time in my life, because I thought - it wouldn't matter, after I sold my soul, they let you think more of your own thoughts after that, it's said - I asked any of the Good gods to, protect me, if that was possible, or kill me and take my soul, if they couldn't, because I thought, just once, that maybe - maybe they'd lied to me about everything - about the Good gods being weak, or about my already being damned to Hell -"

"None of the gods of Good came for me."

"The devil who I bargained with told me that I'd been a bad slave.  I was only allowed to sell my soul to them and live, instead of dying and going to Hell anyways, if I could manage to sincerely thank him for giving me that chance."

"I had a bad night, that night, after selling my soul, because of my heresy.  Don't really feel like talking about what Security did to me."

"Everything changed when Nidal attacked."

"I died, and - hold on -"

Message to Pilar:  I need direction from Snack Service on what I'm allowed to say here?
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        Message:  Snack Service says to be accurately but imprecisely reassuring, password is 'password'.
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        "She's asking 'Snack Service' for what to say," says the Osirian leader flatly to Keltham. 
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        ((Password is password - the password on the old Forbiddance was 'Erecura'.  Okay then.))

"And Snack Service just now told me to be accurately but imprecisely reassuring."

"I didn't have as bad of a time in Hell as Osirion would expect."

"You should probably not make general updates about Hell from that fact."

"I started to do better at mastering Law than the others.  I got promoted to being the main consistency-checker on the world we were weaving.  The Most High let me borrow her crown, her artifact headband, for two hours, to see if I could figure anything out.  It did send me manic afterwards, but I told Security to light my hand on fire for five rounds and that solved it.  The mania wasn't permanent, that part was an excuse for my getting a +6 Wisdom headband and to try to get you to not use headbands yourself."

"Um, key background facts, we all got Rings of Sustenance, which let us sleep for only two hours per night and still get spells the next day, and also four times during the early days they turned you into a statue overnight so the rest of us would have time to catch up on, sleep, and things.  That's when headband weirdness had time to happen."

"I am in fact asexual.  I ended up as the one who stands back and watches it all.  The tropes are probably real and we've been hiding that from you, the part where I am in fact asexual is my own piece of that, but there sure are others from what I've been told."

"Other stuff happened that got hidden from you, I got turned temporarily into a dragon and got a permanent +1 Intelligence boost from a god, I don't think that part actually matters to our relationship."

"The part that matters is that - you're the only one who's ever held me in bed without - something I didn't want, being impending, after that."

"When we were fighting our last desperate battle to keep you unawares, I - obviously had to do my professional best to keep you, because they'd hurt me, otherwise - but the part that really made me forget, that I secretly wanted you to win, was that I wouldn't get to hold you and be held by you again, if you left."

"I'm not really loyal to Cheliax, and they know that, but they have power over me and they're reading my mind.  I don't think - I'm giving very much away to anyone - when I say that I'd give a lot to get out of this place.  But as it stands, I expect that what happens is I go back to the Project and work on improving spellsilver production and trying to teach Chelish ilani, until... um.  Until you do something that disrupts that status quo.  I expect it will probably not be very long."
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        "This is the truth, according to you?" Keltham says to the Osirian.  His voice is cracking some.
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        "Yes. Both in the sense I don't see how they faked it, and in the sense it fits with what we know."
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        "According to you, was there a godwar between Asmodeus and Zon-Kuthon, eighty-four days ago?"
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        "....eighty-eight."
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        Oh, so that's supposedly still true on this layer of reality, then.  Fun.

It doesn't modify Keltham's decision to go with the 'Osirians'.  He's used his best idea for leaving, and staying around in the previous layer of reality that's now been revealed to be full of hypothetical torturegod does not seem particularly wiser.

"Well, if this is reality, I'm not particularly going to leave reality like that, no."

"Any else, Asmodia?"
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        "I'm -"

"I apparently can't say I'm sorry."

"It was the most fun I ever had and the happiest I've ever been, and I'm sorry that I can't say I'm sorry, but I'm not."

She kisses him, then.  It's not their first kiss, but it's the first kiss from the real Asmodia.
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        Keltham allows it, though he doesn't kiss back.  It's possible this Asmodia is real and if she's real he doesn't want to hurt her feelings.
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        And Asmodia steps back.  A piece of her heart is breaking, possibly, but only a small piece, and hopefully only temporarily.

She believes in him.

This will not be forever.
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...though it's possibly a bad sign that he didn't ask her if she was leaving anything out.
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        "Next up!  Meritxell Narbona!"
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        "Hi Keltham. Uh, I guess Asmodia already gave you the resentful defector account of what growing up in Cheliax was like. I liked it. The whole world's awful, as far as I know; Cheliax is awful on purpose, for a reason, instead of being awful all the time for no reason while everyone pretends otherwise. I lobbied to be allowed to try seducing you, because I wanted to; obviously, no one would've cared if I didn't want to, but I did. I'm not in love with you. I don't think I've ever witnessed a loving relationship in my entire life unless you and Sevar count and that is not exactly something I want to invite into my own life. But I didn't lie to you about wanting you, or about having a good time in your company, and I worked so hard on the shapeshifting in significant part because it was incredible fun and the best sex I've ever had. 

 

Not that the bar for that is very high, to be clear, but still. 

 

I am sort of assuming that you're going to spend a while having a horrible time, because of having no idea what the truth is, and I wish that wasn't going to happen, other things equal, though other things are not exactly equal in that I'd rather you be unsure what the truth is than try to destroy my country and my family in a massive war. But, you know, if we took that off the table, I'd wish you could be sure, and I'd still want to hook up."

 

 

There are a great many things she isn't saying. She assumes she should go on not saying them.
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        Cayden Cailean's and Asmodeus's interests are not particularly aligned here, if that's what anyone is asking.
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        "Well, thanks.  I can't say you were the highest-quality girlfriend I ever had, but you sure were the highest quantity of them."

It's only after Keltham speaks the words that he realizes it's just what he would have said to Meritxell ordinarily.
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        "Gregoria!"
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        Meritxell blows Keltham a goodbye kiss, beaming. 

 

"Honestly I'm not sure what I add to this conversation," Gregoria said. "I could guess. Maybe we're hoping that the more faintly absurd this all seems, the harder Osirion's going to find it to convince Keltham he's out. Maybe we're just doing things at random because Sevar's too busy having a breakdown to come up with a plan. Uh, Keltham, I'm not attracted to you. It's not that I'm asexual; I'm a straight woman who is attracted to men. Just not you. It might be your face or some intangible chemistry thing but I think it's your personality. It seems to me that it was incredibly stupid to make your project of rebuilding Civilization also your project of having lots of kinky sex with admiring employees. Cheliax let you do it because we suck and do horrible things all the time, but you don't even have that excuse."
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        "Your opinion has been duly noted!  A day ago I'd have said that was too Good for me but now I don't know what any of those words mean and instead I will note that I was trying to have fun while rebuilding the world!  I was attracted to you but only in a fucking way, really, so I'm not sure what you were doing here.  Snack Service?"
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        "She just felt really strongly about that.  Yaaaisa Castilla!"

    


    


    
        
            [image: silmaril]
            lintamande as none. 
        

        "Oh, boy. If you're taking people with you, Keltham, I'd be delighted to come. It's not that I'm not a loyal Asmodean, I'm going to go to Hell when I die so I guess I might as well be a loyal Asmodean about that, it's just that I'm only on the Project to fuck you and I kind of figure something awful is going to happen once I'm useless. I quoted you my true prices, for sex, and not just because that one time you had a massive freakout about suspecting my prices of being wrong. I got paid my true prices so as far as I see it, we're even, except for the potential for an ongoing business relationship, which would be nice.

Once when you were doing an orgasm denial thing and then you got petrified for a day so the Project could catch up on all its lying work, I got myself off, because the extra day was really throwing me off. I figure that was only fair because you weren't paying me for those days, what with how we never told you that those days happened, but if you're mad, you know, fair. If I were you I'd be mad, though not about that specifically. 

I never really tried to explain myself to you, you know, as a person. You never really asked. I'm kind of assuming you don't really want to know, it's not really the point, and it's not really the point on my end either, so I'm not, like, mad about that? But if you want I can ask for a Splendour and try to explain."
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        "You did not particularly give off a vibe of wanting me to ask, as I tried to read it.  Was I wrong about that?  Do you want me to ask, now?"
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        "No! If you'd asked before I would've had to lie about most of it and if you ask now I guess I don't have to lie about most of it but I also, just, haven't got a story ready that's true, if that makes any sense? You might think you don't have to get a story ready, if it's true, but actually telling the truth is harder than lying. ...maybe that's less true outside Cheliax. I figure, we have a relationship that is about sex and money, and you're not responsible for me and I'm not responsible for you, and we're better off without things getting complicated."
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        "Well, I won't ask then!  I am in fact, amazingly enough, feeling upset and betrayed about you sneaking in an orgasm, because the entire point was to build up the frustration in you!  You could have just quoted me a higher price to reflect the days I didn't know about, Yaisa!  I will give you a temporary pass because of the entire torturegod Conspiracy incredibly traumatic upbringing business, but we'd have to talk about that explicitly before resuming any such relationship."
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        "Okay! I promise I won't fuck around like that in the absence of a torturegod Conspiracy, though I'll go on having a traumatic upbringing. I don't really think the traumatic upbringing was specifically the problem. I like you and I hope we do get to talk about that someday and not just because otherwise I'll suffer an awful fate."
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        "Oh, if this is reality, there's going to be all kinds of stuff happening that is not me, like, walking away and forgetting that any of this ever happened."
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        Yaisa smiles at him but does not offer a goodbye kiss.
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        That's fair.  Keltham isn't offering to pay for one.
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        "Unfortunately, Peranza can't be with us here today!  Obviously, they didn't tell you the truth about that event!  But, please don't make any decisions about things related to that, until you're sure you know the whole story there, including the key fact that only one person here knows enough to infer.  There's parts that you'll definitely find disturbing to hear about, but the Project and its employees didn't deliberately hurt Peranza much by Cheliax's standards or hers."

"Peranza wasn't in love with you.  She could've fallen in love with you, given the chance, but she was in circumstances she found pretty stressful and didn't have the energy, really."
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        "And next up...  KORVAAAA TALLAANNNDRIAAA!"

"This is a good time to sit down, stretch, or take a drink from your wineskin, because this may take a while."
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        “My feeling is that I think you suck,” says Korva, and then feels a small wave of relief, internally, that that really is what she feels, that she’s not lying to herself. “Not because you didn’t hire me, I think you were totally justified in that. There are actually an incredible number of other things I want to say about how much you suck, though, so I worry that whatever’s left of twenty minutes won’t be enough.”

“But I’ll give it a go.”

“I have lived my entire life in Cheliax. I think I was - seven or eight, when I realized that all the books were lying. Not just the textbooks, which were obvious, because they take out or invent whole noble lines and wars between semesters, based on what was most convenient for the government that year, and everyone had to act like it had always been that way. I mean - every book in every library has been either written or selectively edited to present a certain inaccurate picture of the world, although obviously a different one than what we fed you. We live in lies, Chelish people, the way fish live in water. I imagine you’re feeling very upset right now, and I want you to know that everyone in Cheliax has lived their entire lives inside a conspiracy of similar magnitude. The thing you’re feeling - all of us got it out of the way when we were children. But if any of us had thrown the kind of fit you’re throwing about it, at your age, we would have been tortured to death in public, and then gone to hell to be tortured for eternity, and then, if we had ever done anything otherwise worth remembering, had our names erased from the history books, as though we never were.”

“That is the world I grew up in, Keltham. And you know what I fucking did about it? I read more books. Because lying is hard, and censors can’t do it perfectly. I learned to do some of - the thing you do, that people think makes you so fucking special, where you realize that facts have implications, and can see that - if someone is illusioning a thing to look different, but they forget to change the shadow of the object, you can learn something more of what the object really looks like from the object’s shadow. I checked stories against each other. I took note of what didn't make sense. I read fiction, old fiction produced outside of Cheliax, which is differently hard to censor than history. I read the world by its silhouettes, even though I’d never be able to see it clearly. I have educated guesses, for what lies beyond the lies.”

“So I hate you, in part, because - you do all this talking, about wanting to see what the truth is, about wanting to believe whatever is true and not whatever is convenient. But how many things did you do today that you couldn’t have done on your second day here, before all the gods had taken notice of you? You read a couple books, great. They had utterly baffling social and cultural mores in them that you thought didn’t make any sense. Did you push for more, try to seriously figure out what was up with that by reading more books? No. You kept noting, over and over, that you didn’t know what intelligence ten people were capable of, even without anyone trying to hide them from you, even though it crippled your understanding of what could or couldn't be done here. Did you ever try talking to one deliberately, even once? No. You were confused about the concepts of law, chaos, good, and evil, and knew that you were; did you ever try getting a serious account from someone who differed from Cheliax on any of those axes? Literally once, I think, and in only one direction. - have you figured out what Evil is yet, by the way, because I’d love to be the one to make that in particular really come together for you if you haven’t yet."
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        "I am listening."
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        "It's hurting other people. I'm sure they'll give you access to a bunch of complicated philosophical definitions in Osirion, but the understanding that almost everyone actually uses, is that it's hurting other people. Making people suffer, either as an end goal or as a means to some other end. Treating people the way you saw them be treated in the slave market in Absalom, which is not remotely the worst this plane has to offer, let alone the lower planes. Killing people. Raping people. Torture. Theft. Anything that makes the world worse for people to live in. And, yes, selfishness is often a cause of that, because it's much easier to get what you want when you're willing to crush other people to get it."

"If you want to know how much of that we actually do around here - I dunno, ask the Osirians to give you some books on actual warfare. What happens to women and children in places that get attacked, not troop movements and generals. Ask them to describe how it feels for a baby to die slowly and painfully of disease, and how many babies that is, and then ask for the prices of a remove disease versus a raise dead diamond, and do the math about how many people have to experience that agony whenever a wealthy person is as careless with their life as you told us to be. If you want a starting point."

"Anyway."

"The other big reason I hate you is - "

“Well, you know, you probably only remember me from the crying incident, at this point, and are confused about why I'm even here. I started crying because I felt like being forcibly put on this project was the worst thing that had ever happened to me, and I wasn’t getting the answer to your question, couldn’t make the math come together, and I realized that that made me worthless and that they were probably going to kill me off early, and I’d be useless for the rest of time, only good for screaming and not for doing anything that I might need a mind for, and I was more terrified than I think I have ever been in my life. I was also furious with you, for teaching the way you taught, for starting this project that ripped me away from my otherwise less agonizing life, for being a shitty fucking cleric of Abadar who didn't manage to notice that you were working with people who were essentially slaves, part yours and part the government's, and that all of your supposedly free trade with them was a farce."

"I probably could have held it in if I’d thought it mattered. I didn’t, because at that point in time I underestimated what an asshole you were. I figured you’d either ignore it or think it was funny, like a normal person, or ask me what was wrong, like the decent and anomalously truth-seeking person you claimed to be, and I’d tell you a plausible lie about something going on in my life that you hadn’t known about and which made sense of it, which is really what is usually happening when someone bursts into tears, which I'm pretty sure they do more outside of Cheliax."

“Instead, you recommended that I be exiled from the fortress, for being some kind of emotional leper who would drag down everyone around me. The idea that they would have stored me in a different secure location is laughable. They would have killed me. The only reason I am not currently a burnt, quivering, sobbing, misshappen lump of flesh, as a direct result of your careless, stupid order, which came solely from you and ideas that nobody separately planted in your head, is that Asmodia saved my life by putting me on her consistency team, which I was pretty good at, I think. I was in charge of the team that wrote most of the books you read today. I'm aware that they mostly sucked, by the way, although it's actually really hard to produce that volume of content that fast even if you're barely controlling for quality at all, which is another reason you would have been able to blow this whole thing wide open if you had done it in the first few weeks instead of distractedly fucking all the pretty girls around you."

"Anyway. I think you think I suck. I think you're right about that. But you suck, too, asshat, and I think the way you acted speaks poorly of you from any philosophical perspective you want to take. And I don't think a smarter or a less selfish dath ilani would have fallen for this. Either one would have been enough, I think."

"That was me being evil, so we're clear. I think it's true, but I specifically want to say it because I want you to hurt the way you hurt me, to know that you're not enough and that you wouldn't have been hurt so badly if you were a little less pathetic as a person. That has been, like, something of a driving motivation for the past two months, the hope that I might someday get to say that to your face."

"Honestly, I really wish that I could tie you to a chair until I was done breaking down every single mistake you made and how ridiculously wrong you are about so much of the world around you, and also get it through your skull that there are hundreds of millions of people around you who are living stories as real and as genuine as yours, and that everything isn't fucking about you, even though the gods, for reasons that are totally unrelated to your actual impressiveness as a person, or to anything you've ever actually done of your own power, appear to be obsessed with you. But I doubt your escorts have the time for that, so if you want to know what you're missing, you're going to have to grow the fuck up and look the fuck around you this time."

"Asshole."
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        Did she somehow miss the part where he's a young punk from a Civilization greater and brighter and smarter than himself, repeating back things told him by teachers more devoted to the Way than he?  Keltham had thought he was being pretty clear about that part, but maybe that was just illusion-of-transparency.

He is not going to argue, given what would (if this is reality) happen to Korva if he won any arguments.

"Interesting thesis you have there!  Sorry about almost sending you to Hell if that was actually in fact a thing in any way!  There's a number of things I could say about the rest of it, but mostly, let's continue this debate sometime when you're not going to have your thoughts read about it and get hurt for arriving at particular opinions."

"Next please!"
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        "Asmodia, please read the piece of paper that you'll find in your pocket!"
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        Pilar doesn't think quite fast enough to grab control of her body back before Snack Service can finish saying it.
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"Next up.  Piiiilaaaaaaar Pineeeeeeeeeda.  It was actually written with all the extra vowels.  I refuse to pronounce all of these exclamation marks."

"Resuming.  Piiiilaaaaaaar Pineeeeeeeeeda, faithful Asmodean, second-circle wizard of Cheliax, and unwilling oracle.  Chosen of Cayden Cailean, the glorious and exalted god of parties, sex, and drunken blackouts.  Who went to Elysium, and returned to Cheliax freely of her own will.  Also known as 'the cake girl', the Giver of Cookies, She-Who-Bears-Cake, Cheliax's Secret Weapon, I'm going to skip over this part it goes on for a while and the worst part is I'm sure it's all true.  Universally acknowledged to be the sanest person on Project Lawful, that's also true, even Ione would've agreed.  Bearer of the Curse of Laughter, also known as Snack Service, the bestest oracular curse ever.  Please welcome, and then truthspell, Pilar Pineda."
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        Hundreds of multicolored party balloons appear around Pilar Pineda, and promptly rise up into the sky!

This is even more impressive when most of the planet doesn't know what 'helium' is, and sees the balloons rising without Arcane Sight or Detect Magic offering any hint about why they'd be going up instead of down!
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        "I'm seriously going to fucking slay that thing someday."
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        It seems pretty unambiguous to Carissa at this point that Snack Service is trying to leave Keltham in a state of utter inability to tell if anything is real or not. She has no idea why, but that's so obviously what's happening.
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        The Osirians, watching the balloons, collectively draw all of the following conclusions: 

 

Evangelism for Cayden Cailean and all chaotic gods should definitely continue to be banned in Osirion, and probably the government should go much further. Snack Service should definitely be banned. Anything it writes should probably also be banned. 

Cake girl is a victim.

Premarital sex is definitely the road to all manner of existential horrors. 

Also, sending women to school is a horrible, awful mistake. 

The most outrageous and exaggerated stories of the sexual degeneracy and awfulness of Avistan appear to just be straightforwardly completely true.

It is better for everyone in Osirion to die than to become like Avistan in any way. 

Between the two characterizations of Cheliax that people outside Cheliax argue about, the one where the people of Cheliax are fundamentally deceived by Asmodeus/tricked through soul-selling and so on to go to Hell despite being basically normal people, and the one where Asmodeus manages to successfully make everyone in Cheliax into such horrible people they deserve to go to Hell, it's definitely the second one.

The world Keltham came from before this must, aside from its superior knowledge of alchemy, be an utterly horrifying place for Cheliax to have been able to pull off the harem play. 

Cayden Cailean has either ceased to have any qualities whatsoever besides inane silliness, or really desperately wants Cheliax to believe that and is willing to make horrifying expenditures of resources to make it look like He has nothing going on besides inane silliness. 

The new cleric of Abadar is clearly in the middle of a profound and horrifying breakdown and should probably spend several months in a monastery in the mountains, desperate as everyone is to speak with him. 

 

Also, Snack Service's illusions are really compelling - the balloons don't appear illusory. Which raises the question of whether literally everything that has happened since they arrived in Cheliax has been an elaborate deception meant to persuade them of one or more of the above things. 
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        "My entire Civilization used to spend, I think the calculation was, something like 1% of planetary income on trolling each other.  Snack Service is doing medium-okay by our standards given its technological constraints."
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        Is that a CHALLENGE?
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        NO.
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        It was totally a CHALLENGE!
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        Pilar walks forward, receives her truthspell, and then speaks.



"Yeah, not really sure what to say here.  Everything I told you about the relationship between myself and Lord Asmodeus was true, Snack Service said to make sure it was.  I think that Cheliax is -"

Pilar realizes that she is unable to say 'Cheliax is a great place and doing everything right' under truthspell.

She's had horrifying realizations like that before; it doesn't cause her to have a total meltdown the way it would've three months ago.

"Cheliax is the only place I've ever heard of where I can exist as myself, Hell is the only afterlife I can imagine myself going to, Asmodeus is the only god who fits me in any way.  I was similarly honest when I described to you the kind of sex I like, that keeps me in my place.  I've always enjoyed being forced into sex, I was never actually in denial about it, that was a lie to see if we could get you to force me into bed without my saying yes to anything."

"I went to Elysium because of my curse.  They showed me what Hell was actually like for the people in it, and spent a lot of time apparently trying to talk me out of things and telling me how much Asmodeus didn't deserve me.  I came back to Golarion willingly, to serve Asmodeus in this world, and then in Hell."

"My big breakdown after your Keeper lecture was actually about the part where I realized I didn't want my mother and sister to go to Hell, and Snack Service told me that it'd arranged for my family to be kidnapped by Osirion, atoned to Lawful Neutral, and killed so they'd end up in Axis instead.  I am still a bit salty about this where relations with Snack Service are concerned, but Aspexia Rugatonn says that Snack Service seems to have done the right thing to serve Asmodeus's interests, therefore that is the truth."

"Not particularly attracted to you.  You are not nearly, nearly, nearly Evil enough."

    


    


    
        
            [image: shell look away]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        "Sorta figured.  There was definitely something, magnetic, sexual, about your whole character concept, but you were clearly too advanced for my level of perversion.  I figured I'd get there someday."

"Obviously, I'm going to have to do a lot of refiguring now, about a lot of things."


There's only one person left, now, and he just wants to hide, go to Osirion without hearing it.

...to be fair to Snack Service, that one person was the important one, and, without hearing all of these other confessions, earlier, for context, whatever Carissa had to say wouldn't have been - whatever it was - it wouldn't have been coherent with anything.
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        "Second to last, but first in Keltham's heart, Carissa Sevar."

"Oh, Aspexia Rugatonn, we're going to need another ten minutes here."
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        "I grant and compact on behalf of Cheliax to another ten minutes, added to the twenty, under the same terms as before."
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        "We can just leave," the Osirian leader says to Keltham. "The fact this serves Asmodeus is strong reason to think it doesn't serve you."
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        "There is a chance that this is reality," which subjective probability has actually been growing, these statements may be wild but they don't feel put together wrongly the same way as - as, in retrospect, a lot of other things have felt, over the last months -

"There's a chance this is reality, and, if it is, then yeah, I need to hear all the things that are said under truthspell."
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        Sure. They'll truthspell Carissa. 
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        ...Keltham will cast this truthspell himself, actually.
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        She's been ordered not to speak, though.

 

 

 

(Also she is in a state. It's not actually the losing the crown and having everything she cared about collapse to pieces on her - she was impaired, by that, she was not at her best, but that's not what got her to her current state.

What got her to her current state is standing here helplessly while Snack Service prances around acting out the story it has apparently been planning for a long time.

Tropes are real.

Stories are real. This is a story. This is a story run by something sympathetic to Snack Service.

 Carissa is not the kind of person who can ever really wish she didn't exist, or even didn't exist in this particular context, but it's definitely the most horrifying context imaginable to exist in. She'd much rather go to Hell forever like Peranza, to be tortured and not changed, than be in Snack Service's story.

Nothing feels real, nothing feels like it possibly could be real or possibly could matter, everything she hates most in the world has absolute power over her and only wants to use it to mock and humiliate her, everything is a lie and specifically a lie aimed at the very concept things happen for reasons instead of because it amuses Cayden Cailean and Nethys.

When the balloons rise into the sky she feels herself giving up on the very concept that the state of the world depends in any way on what actions you take.)
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        It takes him a moment to work out why Carissa isn't talking.

"Carissa.  You can talk now - the earrings are supposedly still real on this layer of reality?  How were you going to get around it if I ordered you to speak truth?"
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        "Security could suppress them temporarily. But they're not - they're not supposed to be possible for me to get around, that'd kind of ruin the whole point. Cheliax's commands to me can contradict yours, but - my own will certainly can't. 

That came out - a lot more miserable, a lot more cynical, than it would have yesterday, I'm sorry. I'd consider it - a really big mistake, if mistakes are in fact the kind of thing it's possible to make instead of everything being scripted which is kind of what I'm currently thinking is going on, but, okay, you're valiantly trying to live like this is real and matters so I'll try too. I haven't been hurt nearly as badly as you, here. And I'd regret it for the rest of my life, if you walked away thinking that I'd mostly been hurting myself, or - weakening myself - for you. I wasn't. It turns out that being paralyzed here while Cayden's shitty manipulative fucking puppeteer mocks us all is not the kind of being powerless I'm into, but, hey, I did notice that pretty much immediately, so I'm pretty sure I would also have noticed if it were true of anything else, of anything with you.

I read your mind, the first day we met, right after Tongues had worn off. I was a good Asmodean. I knew that I was weak and flawed and that I would suffer in Hell until I was perfect. I wasn't that scared, I figured I'd just have to get really, really good, so that much of me could be preserved, in the devil-making process, so that I'd make a really good devil. But I read your mind and I wanted that, I wanted my thoughts to be entangled like that and to move like that and to chase down implications like that, I wanted to be able to follow them the way you followed yours. I told Maillol you were very important. I didn't decide to join the project, obviously, I was ordered to, but I never - uh, except during my date with Abrogail - regretted it for a second. I knew what was possible and I wanted it. 

 

I don't like Hell. I'm Lawful Evil, I obey Asmodeus, I don't mind hurting people, I don't get worked up about how, oh, no, torture, I'd still rather endure a hundred years of it than the twenty minutes of Chaotic Good we've just been subjected to. But I don't like feeling like people are weaker, instead of stronger, when they get hurt, if you don't hit them just right, I don't like the ways that the fear of Hell makes them more pathetic instead of less so - I'm very pathetic, right now, so you can't take any of this as particularly criticism of other people, understand, but I can see it, very clearly, how pathetic everyone is all the time, and I want it to stop, I want people to be like Her Majestrix who it's absolutely illegal to casually call 'Abrogail' by the way, I want to be like that myself, or at least like, a piece that fits in with that, strengthens it, instead of just falling short of it. And Cheliax doesn't produce people like that. It's not really trying, honestly. As long as they go to Hell - and they do go to Hell - it doesn't matter. But it matters to me, and as soon as - we started - I was thinking about how to fix it. I wanted to understand you, I wanted to be like you, it felt like not just everything I'd always wanted from my life but also everything I'd always wanted for the world. Something beautiful, instead of something that we were all - buried under, flinching from. 

I didn't plan on falling in love with you. I planned on becoming an expert on you, and understanding you, for the sake of my project of building Asmodean ilanism. And then - in addition to being good at thinking - you were so indignant, at the ways the world was bad and could be better, you were so - enchanted, at the idea that you could have the things you wanted, the things dath ilan couldn't give you - I don't really believe the things you told us about dath ilan, by the way, I kind of think there has to be some kind of horrible conspiracy behind the scenes, but maybe that's just because I'm projecting.

It felt like when I was yours, you and I were both more complete. 

I thought they would torture me until I stopped having stupid feelings like that, but they didn't."
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        "I got put in charge of the project while we were in Egorian. I got into an argument with Maillol about how we were handling it, and I saw - that Cheliax had entirely the kinds of people Cheliax built, people whose lies left - shadows - because in Cheliax you didn't need your lies not to leave shadows, half the time you really didn't want people to believe them anyway - I think dath ilanism will be much less exciting to people in other countries, in some ways, I think part of what happened was this - chemical reaction - between the ways Cheliax built people and the ways dath ilan did it. I had the idea of setting up the date with Her Majestrix, I wanted you to see that getting really, seriously, horribly hurt could be really good for me, and to feel possessive, and maybe a bit jealous, that she knew how to do those things you didn't know how to do. 

 

She did, uh, an immersive hallucination, sort of like some of the things that have happened to you over the last day, and made me think that I'd failed, and you'd figured it out, and were leaving, and now I was going to be tortured and petrified and buried underground so I could never have Hell. It was - really good for me." She is relieved she can say that, she hadn't been totally sure. "Horrible suffering generally is, if I survive it, if - if it's personal, if I'm the audience, if I matter. 

You might be wondering why I didn't tell you the truth once I realized I was in love with you. The obvious answer is that Security was monitoring me very closely and would have Dominated me and then figured out an impersonator somehow however much credibility it cost us. That's - not the whole answer though it was definitely happening. I tried to escape once, as part of the plan by which we all tried to escape in order to figure out what a convincing fake-escape would be like, and it didn't work - 

- another part of the answer was that you weren't ready. Even - even in the world where your values didn't collide too hard with ours once you'd had time to think, or in the worlds where I fixed up Hell and by the time we had to tell you about it it wasn't really very objectionable, it'd have hurt you, to hear it, and I never enjoyed hurting you. There's lots of stuff that fit fine in Ordinary that I didn't tell you, because I didn't want to hurt you. There are children, babies, in the slave markets in Absalom. We bought them all before your trip, so you wouldn't see that. - uh, and gave them back to their parents afterwards, to be clear."
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        (There is some concerned communication among the Osirians to their superiors in Sothis, about slave markets.)
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        "So.  I'm not really - able to process this very well, right now.  Hence the transcripts."

"For what it's worth, I'm pretty sure the only reason I can process this at all is because of all the context I got from everybody else going before you.  Otherwise I'd just be listening with an ear to, trying to rip down this next layer of reality, and that would be all I heard."

"Snack Service isn't playing games, or isn't just playing games.  It's optimizing.  The question is what for."
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        "Isn't that the question. We've been debating it for months, haven't gotten anywhere. Maybe it'll be clear once you're in Osirion. I am pretty sure I hate being treated like this for the sake of Good optimizations exactly as passionately as I hate being treated like this for no reason, but obviously I don't expect Snack Service to want to avoid harming me, given all the givens. Harming me is plausibly part of what it's optimizing for, and that would be reasonable, since if I could harm it I definitely would.

I think I don't want to talk about Snack Service.


I talked with Subirachs, at one point, about how awful it felt to - be doing this to you - I explained that I'd been conceptualizing it as - service to the Lawful Evil Keltham we were hoping to awaken from his Lawful Good upbringing, hoping to make able to understand everything without it breaking him and willing to take it, once he had it. Iiiiii think that like many of my plans was running on willful self-deception but it was how I was thinking of it. I tried - to make as much real as I could - they didn't tell me when you were planning to attack me and drag me off - I ordered everyone else to not pretend with you -

 

- uh, I did, at one point, on a day you were petrified, have sex with Elias Abarco, I didn't want to, I tried to stop him, and I'm sorry, that I did it and that I didn't tell you even though I couldn't tell you without blowing the whole thing open. Aside from that I actually tried to do what you asked of me, the best I could, and to make sure no one you were sleeping with was - the thing you were so scared we all were -

- I'm not trying to convince you I wasn't incredibly Evil. I was incredibly Evil, I hurt a lot of people. I'm just trying to convince you that I love you, not just in a way where we have feelings we don't know how to describe but in a way where - I tried, to make the thing I was doing bring you joy and not hurt you secretly, except I was lying to myself about everything. 

And to be clear, I still am, probably, lying to myself about some things. Since I'm still Chelish, and this is still my project, and I can only achieve any of the things I want to achieve if I manage not to steer myself off any cliffs of heresy in the meantime. I wouldn't - take the things I'm saying right now as particularly right, about what happened. When you come back - if you come back - I think I'll understand it better, and I'll be able to give you a proper confession. 

In private. Because this is ludicrous."
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        "But, uh, the parts I'm sure about are - you were what I needed, and I was very happy, and you were making me stronger, and I loved you, and I still love you, and I'll probably always love you, and I hope some day once you've made whatever determinations you need to make, about what's real and how the world works, you'll come back for me."
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        "Yeah, about that."

"Aspexia Rugatonn.  What's your price on Carissa Sevar?"
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        - some nervous mutters pass among Telepathically Bonded Osirians. Osirion has slavery for debt and as a criminal punishment. .....maybe the criminal punishment situation applies here? None of the things confessed to so far were, actually, crimes.
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        She has been doing a lot of calculations, in her mind, and this is not, from several of those angles, a sensible thing to do.  Bringing herself into range of a small army with only this much protection, for example.

But it is clear enough that Abrogail Thrune belongs within this lineup, that is now beyond all dispute.  Given that truth, to stand back would defy tropes, possibly, and not only Chaotic Good semidivinity.

And Abrogail Thrune has her pride; in no small sense she is her pride.  If there is a greater person within her that contains the proud image of Abrogail Thrune, it is not very much greater, for being so much filled with it.

It is beneath her pride to wait to be summoned, beneath her pride to be dragged forth by tropes, beneath her pride to hide from a place of the story where she belongs because of fear.

Dimension Door.
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        "Return to us reading Lawful Evil, ready to own and use Carissa Sevar as she must be owned and used.  She will certainly be for sale to you then, and at a reasonable price."
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        Abrogail -
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        Shut up.  This is the correct thing to do from multiple dramatic standpoints.


There are a number of factors that enter into Abrogail's decision here.  One of those is that, in her cold judgment, if Sevar goes with Keltham to Osirion now, their cleric of Irori is not coming back.

Another is that it is not, even now, determined exactly what manner of story this may be; and it may not be too late to establish that Keltham must become more Evil than this to win Sevar's heart and her ownership.

Had Sevar sold her soul, the decision would be more fraught; but Abrogail thinks she would make it this same way.  She is not defying Hell's command.
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        Somehow, Surprise Abrogail is the thing that makes Carissa's brain fully return to functioning. Surprise Abrogail is just a common feature of the world you have to be constantly on the lookout for, it's not something wacky and incomprehensible. 

"I'd be grateful for permission to kneel to my Queen," she murmurs to Keltham.
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        "No.  Somebody has rather trampled on my pride, if she is a real person; I find that I have not much care for hers, at this moment."
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        "You were barely a real person when you arrived in Golarion, Keltham out of dath ilan.  If there is any more substance to you now, it's because we led you, step by step, away from the small, hemmed-in, crippled being they tried to make of you.  That indignation you're feeling now?  The fact that you'll now let yourself have that much pride?  We gave it to you."
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as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        "Was I missing the part where you gave me a reason to believe anything you're saying when you're not under truthspell?"

"If you're not going to join the truthspeaking party, the remaining question I have for you is whether you're willing to sell me the right to take any of my other employees with me, free of Cheliax, at a reasonable price.  To be clear, unreasonable prices mean I get them later and you don't get anything in return."
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as Abrogail Thrune II. 
                    
                    
        

        Asmodia is not wrong that Keltham will have access to Ione Sala and that the version of the story Ione tells will, even if honest, likely be untrue, and omit anything that paints Cheliax in a better light.  Ione must needs be counterbalanced.

Asmodia - to call her a 'defection risk' would understate it, she's a defection certainty.

Yaisa - also a defection risk, but of no value to Cheliax now...

But no; Abrogail does not want Keltham to have a masochist with him.  Abrogail wants Keltham to find out exactly how impossible it is for Osirion to provide him with his true needs.

Meritxell - would be an excellent choice, otherwise.  Abrogail would in fact like Keltham to have somebody alive and Chelish by his side, simply to remind him of how utterly dull all the women in Osirion are by comparison.  And yet, not a masochist, so there will be a need in him that he must return to Cheliax to obtain.  Or begin an embarrassing and probably ultimately unsatisfying search in Absalom, if Abrogail reads those tropes right.

The problem being of course that Meritxell knows far too much.

Gregoria - does not want him, and Abrogail would like to send with somebody Keltham will let himself have sex with.

Pilar, same problem, even leaving aside all the other problems.

So she has no options, and must choose one of them.


"Meritxell Narbona is not for sale to you.  It'd be a mockery when Hell owns her soul, and we have always dealt fairly with the Evil Keltham who could be.  But I am willing to send our loyal subject with you, for a time, if Osirion offers strong guarantees of the sanctity of her mind, and that she will be returned to Cheliax at our demand."

"It is not in our interest to abandon you to Osirion to hear their errors and mistakes unargued, or leave their own little foibles not pointed out.  I do suggest visiting or scrying the slave markets in Sothis quickly, before they have a chance to clean them up for you, if you'd not end up living inside another constructed illusion.  All that the fake priest of Abadar told you about their treatment of women was true as well."

    


    


    
        
            [image: silmaril]
            lintamande as none. 
        

        "The aim of all of our policies is building a prosperous free society where people make Axis and not Hell. We are very eager to learn from you about how to do that better." says the leader of Osirion's forces, but quietly to Keltham because his job is to avoid sparking a war with Cheliax, here.
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as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        "If your goal in keeping back the people who care about me is to use them as hostages against me, know that I consider it a threat.  Of the Lawful treatment of threats, I have already spoken, but I can say it again if you didn't read those transcripts."
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        "I've read them.  Asmodeus Himself instructed us to take no hostages against you.  All of my calculations are being done never considering the hostage value.  Asmodeus did not instruct us to avoid keeping behind anyone you cared about, if that was simply the result of our best path for our own benefit."
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        "Interesting claim, from one not of dath ilan, that you could do such calculations and confidently know they were unbiased.  It's possible you'll find out at some point that you should've been a little less clever and less exactly literal about what your god was trying to tell you not to do."

"Korva Tallandria not among my options here?  She seems like she'd do a better job of pointing out everything wrong with Osirion."
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"I admit, I wasn't particularly thinking that you wanted her."
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        "Dath ilan has proverbs about the kind of advice that's easier to get from people who aren't friends with you.  Try it yourself sometime."



(It's a wordlessly obvious choice if you're dath ilani, for reasons that include Korva having just very loudly declared herself to be an Obvious Dath Ilani Story Protagonist who seeks out the truth and uses it to destroy things, Korva seeming like she'd be more useful for ripping apart the next layer of reality, the commonality with which dath ilani stories have plot turning-points where somebody gets tied to a chair and lectured on every single thing they're doing wrong; and, finally, the point that Korva seems to be maybe not doing as well at handling Cheliax compared to Meritxell.  Two days earlier Keltham would have questioned that last motivation as overly Good; he is now questioning that questioning.)
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        Korva does not search within herself for a preference between Cheliax and Osirion, between Keltham and her Infernal Majestrix. This is less suppressing anything and more just not putting in the effort to stretch in a particular direction.



She does look to Asmodia, though, carefully, almost invisibly, to see if Asmodia is sending any remotely visible signals about where she thinks Korva should be angling to go, if Korva has any opportunities to angle.

    


    


    
        
            [image: asmodia]
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as Asmodia. 
                    
                    
        

        ((Asmodia is massively torn between how this would be clearly good for Korva and clearly bad for Asmodia.  Asmodia is not of course giving any outward signs of this, at least not at Korva's level of Sense Motive.))
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        "Don't worry, my dear innocent boy.  None of my advisors are friends with me."

"As for your fascinating, I daresay somewhat Asmodean request, I fear I shall have to decline.  We did not mirror your own error, Keltham; Korva Tallandria is now become far too valuable to Cheliax," and is a defection certainty and knows too much.  "Will you have Meritxell, then, or nobody?"
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        Keltham turns to his upcoming hosts and raises his eyebrows in inquiry.

    


    


    
        
            [image: silmaril]
            lintamande as none. 
        

        "We'll - commit to chaperoning her, and to not reading her mind or enchanting her, as is illegal in Osirion anyway. I cannot without more consideration commit our government to sending her back, if when you ask for her she wants to stay."
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        "Then we can, perhaps, send her along in some short time when your government has reached a decision there."

"You're not even asking if Meritxell wants to go, Keltham?  I'm pleased."
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        "Yeah, see, the whole mindreading and torture thing makes the concept of informed consent or even having opinions really quite questionable.  When Meritxell has been placed beyond the reach of all threats, and had a time then to think for herself, it will afterwards be possible to meaningfully ask her if she wants to go back."
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        And meanwhile, you don't even ask, or give her a chance to express her opinions.  Very good.

"I suppose it does befall me, at this point in the lineup, to describe my own relationship with you, Keltham."

"When I ascended to this throne, I promised myself I wouldn't die of old age on it.  That, after all, would mean that I'd played my reign far too safely, and lost out on most of the fun."

"It would be fitting for me to lose my head and crown to the person you could become.  Someday.  Sometime in my sixties, perhaps."

"Not this Keltham, though.  That would be absurd and embarrassing."

"And meanwhile, Carissa is due some punishment for her failure.  But I will take personal care of it, and ensure that her due punishment does not weaken her.  And before you think to object, be told that such as Carissa Sevar cannot be allowed to punish herself, which is the alternative."

"So I shall take charge of your Carissa, for a time.  She does need a keeper.  But I'll keep her properly owned by you, awaiting her true master's return.  I haven't forgotten the compact you forced me to sign, after all, that if an untampered truthspell ever shows Carissa to love me more than you, she's to be delivered to your ownership in chains."

She's leaving out a very great deal about their relationship, her and Keltham and Carissa.  But there are secrets Abrogail must yet keep, for how they chain into other secrets to one aware of tropes.

Oh, and the last line of course is for the Osirians' benefit.  What must they be thinking, now?

    


    


    
        
            
            Iarwain as none. 
        

        One of them is thinking that she's quite certain that a woman of Irori could manage to be her own keeper, did she wish.
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as Derrina. 
                    
                    
        

        Derrina signed up for an advertisement for a rapid response group that might need to fight an army, in a good Lawful Neutral cause, so long as she was hanging around Sothis anyways.

Since she didn't know that advertisement was aimed at the interdiction zone, her signing up doesn't count against Irori, as Derrina understands it; Irori's interventions outside the noninterference zone are not bound to avoid causal impacts on the zone, they simply cannot be chosen on the basis of their zone impacts.  Everything touches everything, sooner or later.

Still, to tell Sevar, within the zone, the information that she learned directly of Irori - that might be a bit much.  She is not privy to the exact boundaries drawn by gods; she should not push them.

"I can stay in Cheliax and keep watch on Carissa Sevar for you, Keltham of dath ilan, if Cheliax grants me appropriate safe-conducts about it," Derrina calls from within the army.
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        "And what negotiating leverage would enable Osirion to demand such a thing?"
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        "I have some idea of what Keltham is prepared to pay for Carissa Sevar's safety, as it happens.  But allow me to give a more Chelish answer.  Keltham, truthspell, please."  Derrina is already walking towards him.
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        ...sure.  Tap.
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        "I herewith resign from Osirion's army and relinquish my pay from this expedition."

"Be told, Abrogail Thrune, that if I'd attacked by surprise, I could have killed at least you, and probably also Aspexia Rugatonn."

 

Derrina, as it happens, is being totally honest about this.

Golarion combat balance is normally structured around the assumption that a heavily speed-focused 10th-level monk cannot, before she attacks, read off a scroll of antimagic field.
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        - has she, this whole time, been completely wrong about Osirion and everyone in it. 

 

 

Because -

- even if only one in a million of them is like that -
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            lintamande as none. 
        

         

 

The rest of the Osirians are mostly busy concealing their reactions of 'wait, we had a girl along?' and 'wait, we had a girl who can assassinate the Queen of Cheliax along?' and in many cases 'wait why didn't we do it, then'.
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        "Wouldn't be the first time I've been killed.  Keeping me dead is a lot harder.  Now who's this with the temerity to make that claim?"
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        "Whoever you are, and however you know things, I appreciate whatever it is you're trying to do, but I was still hoping to resolve all of this without violence."
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        "If saying that out loud is the limit of your grasp of negotiations between powers in Golarion, Keltham, then I'll be pursuing my own purposes here without your help."

"I am Derrina of Jalmeray, monk of Irori."

"Keltham, tell Carissa Sevar to take those damned earrings off, now that it's become clear that you can't just order her to follow you to Osirion."
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        "Fair, thanks for reminding me.  Carissa, remove those earrings from yourself."
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        She does. Drops them back into her bag. 

 

 

Monk of Irori.

 

 

 

Osirion is less cool than Carissa had briefly imagined it might be.
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        "You've succeeded in attracting Hell's attention, Derrina of Jalmeray.  What do you intend to do with it?"

    


    


    
        
            [image: derrina]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Derrina. 
                    
                    
        

        "There's other powers taking an interest in all this besides Hell, and I see no particular reason why Hell should be allowed to charge around making a reckless mess of things."

"Mine is not the gift of tact, especially to royalty.  I don't trust you around Carissa Sevar.  My options for doing something about that did include killing you by ambush and Teleporting that overpriced headband of yours to someplace it wouldn't be easy to get back, which would have impeded your meddling after your resurrection and probably lost you your throne.  I chose to play somewhat nice instead.  If there's to be no reciprocation in kind for that forbearance, the next person who has that option - perhaps me again, someday you're not particularly expecting it - will not be so kind."
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        "I'm afraid, little piece that'd be a player, that Queens cannot afford to go about giving concessions to anyone who threatens their person.  It's not how things are done, especially in Cheliax.  I'd fall from my throne a day later, did I give in to such a demand.  Comprehending this draws on the same underlying faculty as 'tact', and it seems you are missing it entirely."
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        "Tell me then, Queen of Cheliax, who understands these matters so much better than I, what alternative do I have to deciding that you've become a hindrance to Irori's purposes and ending your reign?"
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        She is, of course, still reading Carissa's mind.

"Carissa, dear, can you talk to this lunatic for me?  I do fear that humoring her is increasingly beneath my dignity."
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        - she'd been yearning to, but obviously she's not an idiot and does not interrupt anyone's conversation with the Queen of Cheliax. 

"The crown's not overpriced," she says, now, without missing a beat. "I wore it, today, to argue with Keltham as a seventh-circle priest of a religion I'd made up, and also finish the earrings, which originally did something narrower, and also do all the things he tried to occupy my time with.

It's not the Asmodean way, for Her Majesty, who can have of me whatever she pleases, to offer a deal, that I could wear that crown and try to keep Keltham, if I acknowledged afterwards her right to hurt me for failing. But if she'd offered that deal I'd have taken it, and she did offer the crown, because she wants me to be stronger, because she knows she'll lose, in this world we're lurching towards, if everyone around her is weak. 

I don't know very much about the faith of Irori. What I do know might be a lie. But if I said, that I still have things to learn from the Queen, and that I have a project presently facing a substantial transition in its operational priorities, and that there are people on that project who believed me, when I told them I'd fix Hell - would I be speaking in your language, then?"
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        "And yet now you are bereft of that external aid, and no longer at what you imagine to be your best.  She lent you an aid and then took it back and now here you are, weakened."
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        " - I suspect there's an entire complicated theory of usefully maintaining continuity on your goals at different levels of cognitive enhancement and it's closely related to the theory of obedience to Asmodeus and that I can make progress on it. But sure, at the moment, having only the barest outlines of it, I'm weakened. At the end of a day's exercises your soldiers aren't in peak fighting shape, but if you never exercise them they'll never reach it."
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        "Irori as a mortal wore no headband, cast no Wishes, begged no Miracles, when he made his own way to godhood.  True godhood.  If your Queen values your strength, she will allow you to learn of the Way of Irori, which is not a Way of faith."

This, of course, is a test.
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        "Well, I don't want to be Irori. He hasn't fixed Hell."
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        The correct answer is any variant on 'I'm myself, not Irori'.  'Fuck your obvious test' is also acceptable.



"Then it seems clear enough that I have meddled in the affairs of one learning to walk her own Way.  I hope you do not stumble and fall in it, Carissa Sevar, especially not in this place.  But I am taught that I must steel myself and let you make your own mistakes, and so I shall."
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        "Enough of this wasted time.  Carissa Sevar is free to become an Irorian does she so choose.  She surely is capable enough for it.  But it is not her deepest nature and she would not be her truest self with only herself as her own owner.  Begone!"
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        "If that is truly so, then so be it, but that determination in the end can only be her own."


Then Derrina Teleports, and not to Sothis either.  She's not going back to Osirion until she learns if she's still welcome there; she's never been very clear on how governments and armies work, but she suspects she's probably broken some rules.
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        It's okay, she wants to say, apparently tropes are real so you don't have to worry about normal things like cause and effect and the base rate of things working out for people who want to reform Cheliax. 

 

She's so mad about that. 
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        "I do believe we're done here.  Goodbye, Keltham out of dath ilan.  All that you prize in Cheliax will still be here waiting for your return, when you return."
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        "Thanks for having me.  It was a lot of fun right up to the end, if you ignore all the quiet notes of disquiet that I should not, apparently, have ignored."

Keltham taps his own forehead, and his last truthspell flashes Abadar's sign into existence.

"Just so we're very clear here.  I taught you very little of the Law I know and nothing I considered relatively dangerous.  If Cheliax uses what I've taught it to threaten other countries, I will tell Osirion to draw a circle on a map of Cheliax and then I'll destroy everything inside that circle."

"That's not a threat.  It's my policy on cleaning up my own messes, and not inconveniencing others through my own stupidity.  You're free to do with that fact what you like."
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Would he really - but, yes, he would. And maybe resurrect her afterwards. 

 

 

 

 

 

(Is that not a threat? It really seems like a threat. Somewhere along the way Carissa lost track of what a threat is.)
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        The leader of the Osirian forces extends his hand.
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        Keltham reaches back -
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"- can I give you a present?"
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        "Sure," Keltham says, though he's not sure how much more reserve he has - actually he's being stupid should've just had somebody tap him with Eagle's Splendour again.
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        "They're, uh, little bitty swords that make you better at bluffing. I invented them because the project had us lying a lot. Just in case you need it."

 

She hands him one.

    


    


    
        
            [image: shellshock]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Keltham. 
                    
                    
        

        "I wasn't really planning to do a lot of lying, but - okay."  He takes it and doesn't activate it.
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        Ione is gone, so now it's her job, Asmodia guesses.

"Keltham, the Project has been hugely sheltering you in a lot of ways, you are way too easy to read and you will need that pin.  I'd suggest you activate it right now, and if not then definitely before talking to any royalty of Osirion, even if you're not planning to lie."

"Further warning, the Pharaoh of Osirion will be able to read you anyways.  His Sense Motive is said to basically be nonmagical Detect Thoughts.  There's rules you will find strange about what you're not allowed to say in Osirion about the Pharaoh.  Ask about those very quickly."



(Asmodia only knows any of this due to hanging around Korva, to be clear.)
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        "Your advice is noted."

    


    


    
        
            [image: Screen Shot 2020-12-08 at 4.10.47 PM]
            
                    
                    lintamande 
as Carissa Sevar. 
                    
                    
        

        "I'm going to miss you. Don't - hurt yourself - and, once you're ready, come back for me. If you take too long about it I might send additional presents so I can at least rest assured you're not lonely and miserable without a single overengineered sex toy to keep you company."
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        "Don't worry, if you're a real person, I'll definitely be seeing you later.  Possibly after literally anything standing between us has been obliterated."

"Broom, I can notice you now, stop that."
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        "Coming along on the trip seemed easier than arguing about whether I should."
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        "Right, well, this is Broom, agent of the goddess whose purpose is hidden, I don't really get him very much, he can turn invisible, I would prefer he not do that around me though, I assume you've got contacts with his people, bring him along but maybe check him out before you let him loose."

    


    


    
        
            [image: broom 2]
            
                    
                    Iarwain 
as Halfling slave #958245 "Broom". 
                    
                    
        

        "Broom, former halfling slave sweeping the halls in the archduke of Sirmium's villa, before I was chosen as the oracle of that goddess in the same moment as was Ione Sala chosen of Nethys.  Aspexia Rugatonn did not wish to interfere with Her purposes, whatever they might be."
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        The Osirians look utterly unsurprised. "In Osirion halflings are free," their leader says. "We'll take you."
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        Broom will extend a hand, then, in the same moment as does Keltham.

Broom is, in fact, rather cheerful about this turn of events, though he doesn't show it, of course.
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        And off they go. 
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        ASMODEUS.
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        We had a DEAL, Asmodeus.
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