THE CLOUD FORESTS OF SHAIRUSK




 By Mateusz Krepicz

As far as the Grey Sages tell me, and they are certainly more reliable than the gossip-laden tales of bards, the Dark Coast is much more than simply a dangerous backwater jungle filled with savages, narcotic plants and strange vegetation; it's the last refuge of all the races Mankind has displaced across our vast world. Races which once flourished and built civilizations magnificent and, at the same time, totally alien to our own. 

As impressive as the stories of sunken cities and wild magic places seemed to me, I had no intention of travelling to one of Talislanta's most savage tropical forests to have my head shrunken and mounted on a ceremonial stick.  Yet Fate has many mysterious threads which pull us in unforeseen directions, one of which happened to be the Cloud Forests of Shairusk.  The Order of Reason also has its own motives, as I found out to my regret when a powerful Spell of Transference placed me unceremoniously in those same steaming jungles.  Surely they had received my letter of dismissal for this delicate exploratory mission?  It had not, apparently, made much difference to my esteemed guild, or to the twin fighting machines which were sent to guard me in the name of the Tazian Regime.  This would have actually been acceptable were it not for the impromptu arrival of a specialist by the name of Druvak, an Imrian of many talents and deep pockets, whose disgusting habits and abominable behaviour were to be exceeded only by the creatures we encountered.  Thus was I, a mere Master Patterner, saddled with a team whose sole purpose seemed to be to thwart my mission even as it began.

Travelling through the Cloud Forests would have been easy were it not for the small mistakes my companions made along the way; these included stalking a wounded exomorph for dinner (the thrall brothers were aching for combat; afterwards they were just aching), Druvak's ill-conceived breakfast of scintilla eggs (the hive-queen was less than pleased), and my own meddling in magical energies whose purpose eluded me until much later.  Astral space was cold comfort, though several Forest Spirits aided me in finding water and shelter.  The Mana in this area was extremely focused in the 'Green' spectrum, as wizards like to call it, meaning life energies were strong and all my Destruction spells were severely hampered.  This proved to be a boon later on, when we had need of phytomantic magic to save us from aquatic predators. 

Nevertheless, after the fourth day of hacking through interminable fog encrusted forests and plunging through deep valleys, we became much more adapted to the jungle terrain. One must always remember to bring a map, a lodestone, and plenty of sharp implements. Otherwise the inhabitants will provide the last, at less-than-convenient moments.  Exhausted and weary, we finally emerged unto ... a swamp.  A refreshing change if nothing else.  I had already begun to perceive a radical shift in the magical Essences around me, and discovered to my dismay that the Gauntlet shielding Astral Space had been strengthened to such a degree that entry through projection was well nigh impossible.  Perhaps someone had placed these magical safeguards to protect hidden treasure?  This thought suddenly enlivened my slime-coated comrade to new heights of searching.

At last Druvak proved useful for something: the slimy Imrian had dretched through the dank waters of the swamp and located a marble column engraved with strange glyphs and runes.  Memories of my rune-smithing lessons recalled themselves from storage, and I quickly deduced that the column was a marker for travellers, showing a small map of a nearby city.  Who could possibly want to build a city in such a place?  As I was pondering this, I somehow managed to glimpse the strange magic emanating from the column.  On a hunch, I traced the outline of the runes with my finger.  It took me seven minutes to realize that I was swimming underwater through the foul swamp, breathing sewage, and enjoying every minute of it!  When the Imrian brought me to my senses, I quickly explained to him how the spell-rune had bestowed water breathing and swimming upon me in a magical fashion.  It took much longer to convince the brothers Grimblades that we could only continue our trip underwater, as the thin spread of vegetation was ending, and green waters spread across our horizon.  

This was not the Azure Ocean, but rather a large inland lake, overgrown with lilies, lotus, and floating trees.  The lake was very shallow, only a few metres in most places, and could often be walked through.  On the horizon, a marvellous object appeared as we approached closer: a gigantic green orb protruding from the depths of the lake centre, with a brilliant red beam of light shooting upwards from it into the heavens.  My hair stood on end as I beheld what could only be a Nexus point, astral energies plunging from the ether into realspace.  The others, not sensing that this was a place of power, dove underwater and swam ahead towards some ruins which surrounded the giant orb.  Druvak, smug in his home element, managed to navigate us through thick seaweed, past schools of colourful fish, and around playful dolphins covered with strange markings. The water was also full of unfriendly predators which resented our intrusion into their sunken ruins, requiring me to weave together a few Spells of Plant Molding and Fish Summoning to dispatch a shark, a nasty (and poisonous) snake, and an uncooperative skalanx.  Altogether I would have preferred the skalanx to the Imrian, but necessity makes strange bedfellows.

Had I been more careful and utilized a Spell of Surveillance on the strange ruins, I would no doubt have noticed the multitude of creatures swarming over them, but as it was, we were surprised underwater by reptilian humanoids with nets, who quickly captured us. This was more due to our lack of underwater warfare expertise, rather than any fighting weakness on the part of the thrall warriors, who performed admirably against great odds. 

Not to worry, I gasped, just before we were pushed into a giant clam, and the lid closed with an ominous clang.

To be entering a new, foreign city is marvelous.  One is filled with wonder and excitement as the sites and sounds unfold, and the inhabitants welcome you with open arms.  To be leaving an aquatic city while the natives attempt to return you post-haste to their breeding pits is perhaps the worst thing an explorer can experience.  To this day I have vivid nightmares of how, when the clam/prison finally opened, we stood on a small mound in the middle of a pond, within a submerged room, while a squirming mass of eggs and lizard hatchlings competed to be the first to tear the flesh from our bones.  We were joined in this thrilling competition by a thoroughly miserable Sunra extreme-survivalist (by obsession rather than profession, we would later learn).  When the melee was finally over, and the last of the green-and-red hatchlings had been dispatched (after attaching themselves to painful parts of our anatomy), the Sunra explained that the city we were in was definitely a stronghold of strange Sauran offshoot races, among them troglodytes, skalanx, crocs, thirkin, preservers and serpent-sons.  Furthermore, when we emerged from the underwater rooms (which had air for the 'food'), we encountered another denizen of the deep: a 20-foot long snake, rainbow coloured, armoured with scales which resisted the thrall trueblades, and possessing a breath ejecting noxious chemicals into the water we were all now obliged to breathe.  Thankfully the rune magic held out for many days.

In a hectic escape reminiscent of my early days as a dragon-hunter, we swam through sunken buildings made of green marble, limestone and molded plants, all containing families (or rather, broods) of semi-civilized trogs and crocs.  The former are similar to elongated, humanoid salamanders, and are capable of releasing a horrible smell in combat.  Even our iron-fisted warriors were barely able to fight amidst such putrid surroundings.  The latter form of lizardman, called crocs, resemble in large part humanoid crocodiles, but very muscular, slightly scaled and adorned with primitive necklaces of skulls, bones, flowers and shells.  Their most appalling decoration is something I accidentally discovered while fighting these formidable warriors with magic: a thin camouflaged water snake coiled around their body, which acts as a final attack when in close melee.  These aquatic barbarians kept up the chase successfully through abandoned ruins, submerged streets, and through a waterlogged library before giving up and allowing us to rest and catch our breath in an abandoned, air-filled dome. 

The next three days were spent exploring the vast, crumbling edifice, foraging for food, and deciphering the strange chthonic motifs engraved in the walls, columns and sculptures of the museum.  Surviving on a diet of rock lizards, tender water snakes, tropical fish (the Imrian was useful for something else) and crustaceans is by no means easy, but our situation was tenuous at best, and we had as yet not figured out a way to escape past the frequent aquatic patrols.  Venturing out on the collapsed rooftop of  our temporary home, I was able to observe the layout of the city in detail.  Namely, that the giant green globe was in fact egg-shaped, and supported by enormous statues of reptilian giants in an Atlas position.  The city itself - though half-sunken, decaying under a forest of vegetation, and weathered by unknown millennia - was indeed a wonderful sight.  Vast canals ran between buildings, converging on the ominous egg which towered above everything.  Schools of fish, dolphins (which were apparently trained with symbol magic), ibises, quaals, feathered avir, and many birds of paradise clustered in the vegetation, and quickly became food for the roaming bands of lizardmen.  The confusion of reptilian races here, each with different colouration, smells and habits, lead me finally to believe that this was indeed the birthing ground for a civilization that once dominated Talislanta the way we do today.  And yet their world had degenerated into a travesty, a pathetic attempt at survival amidst magic which they obviously did not comprehend.  My studies in the museum revealed wondrous tools and quite a few weapons as well. Everything shiny and fragile was long gone, but I did manage to salvage a suit of Blue Dragon Hide, along with magical harpoons and tridents.  Dravuk proved useful in teaching us to fight underwater, and our survivalist Sunra friend (Maenad was his name) saved us from slow starvation by teaching us how to avoid the numerous poisonous fish, and how to make seaweed pancakes. 

Thus equipped and armed to the teeth, we were just about to attempt an escape when we were rudely interrupted by a Serpent-Son which had stumbled upon our hideout.  This monstrosity was serpentine beneath the waist, vaguely humanoid above, sheathed in crimson scales, and armed with twin Scimitars of Pain, as I found to my deep regret.  The melee lasted only a short while before the foul serpent panicked and fled down the corridor.  Consumed in battle-frenzy, the twin thralls pursued it, and as we emerged into the underwater streets, I glimpsed a monstrous shape out of the corner of my eye.  With great urgency I performed a Spell of Invisibility upon myself, and watched in horror as 20' tall watery spiral humanoid engulfed my two companions in a bubbly embrace, no doubt crushing them in seconds!  Its body was formed of cloudy foam and it gyrated and churned continuously, throwing both thralls and grogs in every direction.  As I burst upon the surface of the canal, I quickly noticed the Preserver perched atop a floating lily pad, watching - and controlling - the fury of the water elemental below the surface.  Covered head to toe in purple feathers, clipped claws, bones, war paint and slime, he was indeed an impressive sight with his retinue of insectoid warriors around him.  The giant (at least 7') six-limbed creatures were akin to mantises, but with twisting claws capable of holding very sharp blades, which were quickly hurled at poor Druvak when he emerged.  I had read about these creatures - called Many-Boned-Ones - in a moldy tome, and had noted their incredible reflexes, smooth motion, and multiple attacks.  Their segmented bodies were covered in tough chitin, and their speed made could outmatch even a Nagra.  As I desperately tried to recall any crucial facts about them (hmmm : lifespan only 10 years, four standing legs, two attack arms/pincers, refractive head casing, moss green colouration, nope nothing useful), I noticed that the current had suddenly picked up within the canal, and I was quickly moving towards the centre of the city, past the collapsed marble buildings.  The Preserver, a shaman of no meager skill, had already dispatched a fierce whirlpool after me (after shattering my magicks with a totemic counterspell), and was in the process of weaving a devastating bolt when my Thousand Knives spell cut him off. 

Frantically trying to fight the current, I repeatedly flailed past surprised crocs and cisterns filled with breeding grogs, and yet had not managed to recover because the runes of water-breathing had failed at the worst possible moment.  Having witnessed the savagery of young broods and their 'nannies', I struggled to stay afloat and as far away from the hatching chambers as I could.  It wasn't long before I realized I was drowning, as swimming was one of my least-developed skills.  Yet, in all the panic of sudden defeat, I had forgotten Maenad, who even now swam up silently and helped me onto a seaweed kayak.  As he tended my wounds, I slowly regained my senses and he explained how his years of training paid off in those few seconds during combat.  Alas, he too had forgotten the strong pull of the current, which was now inextricably rushing us towards the gigantic green egg which filled the horizon.  The warrior lizardmen statues which supported the massive structure seemed to smirk at us we were sucked into dark and slime-covered tubes which converged on the massive building.  Twice I felt magickal wards strip me of my own magical protections, and I watched in horror as the tubes filled with water and darkness - and us plunging through them in a flimsy kayak.

The next few hours were as a horrible nightmare of drowning, for that was surely what I would have done had the magickal energies of the nest not saved me - perhaps with the intervention of guardian spirits.  A strange fanged face appeared frequently before me, and when I examined it, it had no limbs and the body of an armoured serpent.  It writhed and chanted, even as I strained to hear and move.  To no avail.  Strangely coloured eggs formed of basalt, jade, ruby, fire, mud and ice all floated by me in a swirling maelstrom of Quintessence and embryonic fluids.  The spell for Astral Immersion leapt unbidden into my head, and with a strange lurching sensation everything blurred into the light-speed flash one feels when entering a magical portal.  A horrendous roar, as if from the bowels of some primal lizard, catapulted my physical body viciously into the Astral plane.

I felt the hand of Maenad clutching me, and instinctively created a shell to shield him from the powerful Essence flows which engulfed this Astral Realm.  I had just witnessed a most secret and wondrous world filled with future generations of beings undreamt of by arrogant mankind.  Only later would I come to realize the meaning of the visions I had seen in the Great Egg.  My guildmasters in the Order of Reason spent months looking for me within the Astral Realms, by which time I had already retired to a more pleasant location in Zandu, free from worries of servitude.  And free to keep to myself the beautiful and horrifying secrets I had learned in the Cloud Forests of Shairusk.

----------------------GAMEMASTER INFORMATION--------------------------

LOCATION: Dark Coast, hilly terrain west of the Lands of the Ahazu.  Within the realm of the Green Men, but who largely ignore this area because of its swamps and liquid nature.  Furthermore, the magical protections the Yysmak left would be a hazard and a barrier to any real invaders.

DIFFICULTY: Very high.
POSSIBLE SCENARIOS: The most suitable one is extreme survival in a hostile and totally alien environment.  Exploration of strange cultures.  Analysis of strange magick and forgotten runes.  Negotiation or Infiltration of 'lizardman' is possible, but great ingenuity is needed, as these diverse races share only a few things in common.  Planned extermination of 'vile' races, and possible consequences.  Kidnap a specimen (which leads to a lizard rescue mission), etc.

GREAT EGG: Nexus point, giant water container, womb of birth for all lizard like creatures.  Also filled with dragon eggs.  The monsters contained within this mysterious and powerful structure can be mutated and created in a multitude of shapes.  Some could even try to track down the PCs through the rift in Astral space at this Nexus point. Additional Mana is available for mages of shamanic/witch/druid traditions.

YSSMAK:  Ancient race of highly civilized lizardmen.  They transformed themselves into many different lizard-like races through powerful magic, but the change degenerated and fragmented their culture, allowing Mankind and others to steal their technology and exterminate them.  They are now long dead, with only their guardian spirits, magics and undead remaining.

PRESERVERS:  Lizardman Shamans

CROCS:  Lizardmen (standard AD&D)

SERPENT-SONS:  Yuan-ti half-breeds
CISTERNS:  Underwater homes

GROGS:  Troglodytes

MANY-BONED-ONES (Thirkin):  Thri-Kreen insectoids
SLINKERS:  Nagas

Comments to Mateusz Krepicz     at   prisoner@yucc.yorku.ca

