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On that winter morning, Dominion Square was silent, frigid,
and full of petrified people.

Only one of those things was not like the others, and far less
common even in New Wakilork, where crime ran rampant to the
point of honesty being considered a flaw. Petrification was just
not the kind of thing criminals went for. Nevertheless, there was a
certain beauty to the scene, where hundreds of people seemed to
be partying: Stony musicians played music to which their stony
guests danced, while other stony people who hadn’t been blessed
with the ability to dance sat by the main table and ate.

The relative peace was then disturbed by not one, but three
most uninvited guests who hadn’t been taught about the rudeness
of party-crashing.

Veronika was one of these guests and, as she stepped into the

square, a mixture of curiosity and dread took over. Her
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companions, Sarah and Laura, walked in behind her. As usual in
New Wakilork, no amount of caution was too much: In the city
state people died unexpectedly in an instant if they lowered their
guard at the wrong time.

She wished they’d been given more information about what
was going on before being sent to investigate. Far too often,
Salem would just tell them something had happened somewhere
and leave it at that, denying them any details or even a hint at
what to expect. He'd excuse himself, saying he didn’t know, but
she doubted it: If he never knew what happened, he would have
the worst informants in the whole city. This lack of knowledge
had resulted in interesting results on numerous occasions, where
they had been sent to investigate such things as bachelor parties
gone wrong, grisly murders committed by a fanatic clown, and,
on one occasion, agents of the Dominion itself running a
smuggling ring. In all three cases they had ended up running for
their lives while being chased by a crazy man wielding an axe.!

Veronika hoped their current case wouldn’t be a bloody one.
The Midwinter Feast, celebrated the night before on this very
square, had a tendency to go wrong and was known for devolving
into the city’s biggest brawl. Many of those attending did so with
that expectation, the bloody conflict being the main feature of the
night.

She sighed in relief as she failed to find an axe-wielding
madman. As tiring as it was for them to always be on their guard,

crime was what New Wakilork excelled in, and it did so proudly.?

! Axes were very cheap in New Wakilork. Most axe factories were owned by
the Dominion, so the population was often forced to buy them or else.
? Cities usually shine at specific things — It’s not uncommon for a city or

zone to be called the jewel of an empire, for example. In The Neitherlands New
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Not only weren’t there any killers present, but there also was no

blood anywhere. It was the cleanest crime scene she had ever
seen, with nary an indication of a crime taking place at all.

Except for the strange statues, that is, although to her
knowledge populating a public square with statues wasn’t a
crime. It was just a weird thing to do, one done by highly
eccentric and probably suicidal people, considering the expense
and openness of such a display. This would cause all streets
surrounding the square to become blocked by the sheer
concentration of thieves who would be attracted. And then, once
the author was discovered, the assassins would likely step in. Rich
people always had heirs, and said heirs were more often than not
all too anxious for the inheriting part to come.

She approached one of the statues while her two friends
walked around. When she examined it up close, something
caught her attention: The statue’s clothes weren’t stony. They
were made of real fabric.

The food also wasn’t stony. It was real food, being eaten by
people made of stone. Come to think of it, the musicians’
instruments were also real. It looked almost as if real people had
been turned to stone while everything else remained in its natural
state.

“This is impressive!” said Sarah, nearing a space containing
several statues. The one in the center depicted an inebriated
woman who had gone topless, obviously to thank the gods for her
good looks. Several attendants stared at her, their mouths agape
in what could be taken as horror if one wished to ignore other,

likelier reasons for their amusement.

Woakilork had, with no small amount of effort, cemented its place as the

SEWErS.
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“I guess we can assume these statues used to be people?” said

Veronika, staring at the grisly scene with the woman, men and
debauchery. “Otherwise the guild of stonemasons really upped
their game...”

“It was a warlock,” said Laura.

“Are you—" said Sarah.

“A warlock,” Laura repeated.

“But—~

“A warlock.”

“Can you at least tell me why it was a warlock?”

“Look at the crime scene, Sarah!” said Laura while Veronika
listened, secretly hating Laura’s know-it-all tendencies. “Everyone
in here was turned to stone. Can we at least agree, at first, that
this was done with magic?”

“I...guess...”

“Good. Now, think about it. A whole party, turned to stone.
Isn’t it...flashy? Well then, what kind of magic user is flashy like
this? Tell me, Sarah. When you hear of a curse being cast upon
people where the caster spares no expense and goes all out with a
song-and-dance production that ends with something as
noticeable and remarkable as this, who do you think of? The
Coven?”

“Certainly—"

“The Coven wouldn’t do this kind of stuff. If anything, a
disgruntled witch will turn whoever disgruntled her into a frog
and leave it at that. No, Sarah, this wasn’t done by a witch. So
ruling out the Coven, who else could?”

Veronika sighed and prepared to join the conversation,
hoping to become the third voice to help end the argument.

“Laura, perhaps a wiz—"



Salem's Witches
“Have you met any local wizards, Veronika?” Laura raised her

voice. “The College of Wizardry of New Wakilork has never
produced anyone capable of doing more than singeing their own
eyebrows off.”

Veronika opened her mouth.

“And don’t talk to me about sorcerers! Yes, I know there are
plenty of those where you came from, but there are none around
here. Zilch. Zero. The College of Wizardry has made it a task to
chase any sorcerers away. So yes, this is a warlock’s doing. Can we
agree now?”

Veronika stared at Laura, who displayed the patience of a
time-bomb whose clock had been running for far too long. And it
was barely Monday morning.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” she added.

“But what about a—” said Sarah, only to be met with a stern
stare from Laura. “I mean, you know, deities are known for doing
things like...” She lowered her voice. “Like this one.”

“Why would any deities do this, Sarah? Pray tell. Last time I
checked, and I don’t know if you did your homework before
coming, but I did, and this whole damn feast is made to honour
the gods. Now why would they crash their own party?”

“Well, maybe...” Sarah said, but it was too late. Laura had
wandered off to examine other statues.

Veronika tried to get Sarah to calm down for a moment,
before resuming the investigation. “I know this looks like a
warlock,” she whispered to her, taking advantage of Laura’s
distance, “but if you look around you’ll notice the scene is lacking
in—"

“Of course there’s terror in the scene!” Laura yelled from the

other end of the square. “Just look at it, right here!”
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Veronika ran towards Laura, while Sarah followed her closely.
Two statues were staring at the floor. One looked shocked, while
the other was aghast. The space between them, however, was just
empty.

Laura dropped her arguing for a minute to, perhaps, try to
discuss what the men had been staring at.

3.

“They were obviously staring at the war—” said Laura, only to
stop her self-aggrandising statement when the whole square got
covered in a myst’ that made it impossible for anyone to see
anything farther away than their own noses.

For a moment or two nobody moved: Plenty were the tales of
people trying to walk their way out of a myst only to get
permanently lost in it. Nobody knew if they were true, for nobody
came back from the myst, but most agreed it was better to not
tempt fate and, when a myst arrived, just stay put until it passed.

Veronika felt a bustle around her as the flapping of what
seemed to be all the birds in the city reached her ears. A clank
then sounded from the empty space. She almost ran, afraid the
myst had been conjured by a warlock who would try to kill them
all for learning of his existence. She didn’t move because running
in high heels was difficult enough when you could see anything;
doing it during a myst was essentially suicide.

A few seconds later the myst left the square for better,
friendlier places, and Veronika found herself able to see again.
She was greeted by an almost impossible amount of black feathers
covering the place. It looked as if someone had murdered a whole

murder of crows. An instant later she remembered about the

3 A contraction for “Mysterious mist” meaning “Mysterious mist that comes
out of nowhere”. Yes, this was a common enough issue in the Neitherlands for

people to have a specific word to describe it.
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empty spot. She turned to find Laura there, kneeling and holding

something.

A smug Laura got up and showed her a thin bar made of
silver tied to a chain: an amulet. Veronika reached out to grab it
when she realized yet another thing had changed during the myst.

The statues were gone.

That also explained why Sarah, instead of marveling at the
magically appearing amulet, just stared around, aghast.

“Don’t mind me, I know nothing,” she said, “but I fear
somebody may be playing tricks on us.”

The women got together, all three of them staring in wonder
at the ridiculous amount of feathers and lack of statues. There

was no denying something was up, but what could it be?
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One could say New Wakilork has a certain degree of political
complexity people might want to be aware of, but that would be
akin to stating a tiger has a few stripes one might want to look for
just to know whether to run away in panic. In truth, New
Wakilork’s political climate is a jumbled mess of stripes of all
types and colors that would make any tiger feel either proud or
absolutely ridiculous.

Yet when it comes to tigers the stripes in the end don’t matter
because, if you ever run into a stripeless tiger, it is still a tiger and
you should run before it eats you. In the same vein, all political

complexities and eccentricities in New Wakilork were for naught,
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