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Chapter 1: The Call to Action

The stench of stagnant water and century-old rot hung heavy in the pitch-black catacombs beneath Popdoplin. Knee-deep in the muck, five individuals who had absolutely no business being together fought for their lives against something that had no business being that big.

The alligator—if one could call a mutated, sewer-dwelling leviathan with scales like iron plating an alligator—thrashed wildly, its massive jaws snapping the stale air.

“Watch the tail!” Shamus squawked. The sentient, heavily armored cassowary bounded backward on his powerful legs, his beak clattering in agitation. “If that thing hits you, your organs are going to end up in a different time zone!”

“I am aware of the trajectory!” Pythagoras shouted back, his white linen pants already ruined by the filth. The mathematician and former Zee spymaster sidestepped a lunging bite with supernatural swiftness. His mind visualized the combat zone as a perfect geometric plane. Angle of attack: thirty degrees. Frictional resistance of the sludge: high. He lunged, his short sword flashing in the gloom as he struck a precise, crippling blow behind the creature’s foreleg.

The beast roared, twisting violently.

“Account for the recoil!” Craig yelled. The accountant checked the cylinder of his left pistol, his tailored business suit miraculously crisp despite the chaos. He raised both pistols, his eyes narrowing as dark, inky energy coalesced around the barrels. Pop-pop-pop! Bolts of concentrated darkness ricocheted off the tunnel walls, striking the alligator in three critical joints simultaneously. “That deducts your mobility, you overgrown handbag!”

“Less math, more smashing!” Glezeta bellowed. The Hotdog Prince brought his massive war hammer down in a brutal, sweeping arc. He wore a bright pink button-down shirt that read “Bad Man” embroidered across his back in gold thread—a bold fashion choice that seemed to incense the monster further. The hammer connected with a sickening crunch against the beast’s snout, the sheer force of the counter-attack sending a shockwave through the murky water.

“Impressive strike, tubular friend,” Ronald grunted. The massive dark knight of Hamburg waded through the muck like a walking fortress, his heavy plate armor groaning. A suffocating aura of darkness trailed him as he moved with terrifying speed, clearing the distance to the beast in a single heartbeat. He hoisted his colossal broadsword over his shoulder and brought it down in a devastating cleave, biting deep into the alligator’s thick armored neck.

The beast thrashed violently once, sent a wave of foul water over the group, and collapsed with a splash that echoed down the cavernous tunnels.

Heavy breathing and water dripping from the arched ceiling broke the descending silence.

“Well,” Shamus said, shaking a clump of muck from his wing plating. He raised his wrist-mounted ice ray, just in case the thing twitched. “That was… a profoundly terrible way to meet.”

Pythagoras wiped a smear of blood and sewer water from his cheek, taking a slow, steadying breath. His pulse hammered in his ears—that familiar, intoxicating rhythm from his days in Zee. He hated it. He pushed the bloodlust down, forcing himself to focus on the numbers. Five discrete variables. One dead constant. It was a start.

The dwarven prophecy spoke of bringing the right people together to spark the revolution. Standing in the sewer sludge, smelling of decay and gunpowder, it didn’t look like much of a revolution. But looking at the brutal efficiency with which they had just dismantled a subterranean apex predator without any prior coordination, Pythagoras felt a flicker of genuine hope.

“Lead the way, Master Shamus,” Pythagoras said, gesturing down the dark corridor. “Let us calculate our next move.”



The heavy oak doors of the royal audience chamber swung open, groaning on ancient hinges. The scent of lavender and ozone thickened the air inside, a sharp contrast to the damp decay the party had just slogged through. Popdoplin’s palace was a sealed fortress, its windows plated over with thick stained glass that cast colorful, fractured light across the polished marble floor.

Pythagoras stepped in first, his greek robes hopelessly stained with sewer filth. Beside him, Glezeta tromped heavily, his boots leaving perfectly symmetrical, muddy arch-prints. Craig adjusted his tie, brushing invisible lint from his accountant’s suit, while Shamus clicked his beak, seemingly attempting to preen a hopelessly matted feather on his wing. Ronald simply stood like a shadow in the doorway, his massive dark armor radiating a quiet, dangerous energy.

At the far end of the hall, perched on a throne carved from a single piece of shimmering quartz, sat Princess Linda.

She wore a gown of fine, iridescent silk that caught the fractured light, making her look almost ethereal. But her eyes were sharp, calculating. She refused to wrinkle her nose at the stench they dragged into her pristine sanctum.

“You survived the catacombs,” Linda said, her voice a cool chime that echoed off the high ceiling. “I expected no less from a group of… such distinct talents.”

“The fauna down there is remarkably aggressive,” Pythagoras said, stepping forward. He dipped his head in a precise, measured bow. “But the equation resolved in our favor.”

Linda smiled, a thin, unnerving thing. “Equations usually do when you are involved, Spymaster. I hear the people of Zee still scrub the blood from the cobblestones where your… solutions… were implemented.”

Pythagoras stiffened. His hand hovered a millimeter closer to the short sword hidden beneath his robes. Around him, the group tensed. Glezeta subtly shifted his grip on his war hammer. Craig’s hand slid casually toward his left lapel, where a pistol holster sat hidden.

“My past in Zee is precisely that,” Pythagoras said, his voice dropping an octave, losing its airy philosophical lilt. “In the past.”

“And yet, I need those precise talents now,” Linda countered, waving a hand dismissively. She leaned forward, the silken fabric of her dress whispering against the quartz. “My city starves. The sun draws closer every day, scorching the crops outside the protective walls. And within the city, a cancer grows. The Cult of the Square.”

She snapped her fingers. A servant scurried from the shadows, placing a heavy, velvet-lined box on the marble floor before them. He opened it, revealing neatly stacked bars of silver and a small mound of hardtack rations.

Glezeta’s stomach gave a loud, undignified rumble. The Hotdog Prince glared at the food, his pride warring with his hunger.

“They preach that Popdoplin’s triangular geometry is angering the cosmos,” Linda continued, her tone dripping with disdain. “They are inciting riots. Disrupting the rationing. And I have intelligence suggesting they seek ancient artifacts to summon a creature of unimaginable destruction. A dragon from another dimension.”

“Let me guess,” Craig said, stepping forward to peer over his wire-rimmed glasses at the silver in the box. “You want us to audit their organization? Aggressively?”

“Some messes are best cleaned by discrete, deniable forces,” Linda said, her eyes locking onto Pythagoras. “Forces accustomed to working in the shadows. You stop the Cult. You find their leaders. You end their threat. In exchange, you eat. You get paid. And perhaps, Spymaster, you buy yourself a little redemption.”

Pythagoras stared at the silver, his mind racing through the variables. The probability of survival was low. The cult was embedded, fanatic, and likely well-armed. But the Princess held the resources they desperately needed. And if she was right about the dragon, the entire city—perhaps the world—was at risk.

He didn’t want to be a weapon again. But he couldn’t let his new friends starve, either.

“We accept your terms, Princess,” Pythagoras said, sealing the contract.




Chapter 2: The Jagged Chase

Thirty minutes after leaving Princess Linda’s pristine palace, the group stood on the crowded, sun-baked streets of the mid-level city. The heat was oppressive, heavy and radiating intensely off the cobblestones. Citizens huddled in the thin shadows of awnings, their faces gaunt, their eyes hollow with hunger as the encroaching sun roasted the crops outside the walls.

“Discrete and deniable,” Shamus muttered, taking a bite of the dry hardtack Linda had provided. He nearly choked on the dust. “Right. The five of us are about as inconspicuous as a blazing fire in a powder magazine.”

“We blend well enough,” Ronald grunted, though literally everyone gave the hulking, seven-foot-tall dark knight a wide berth as he walked.

“We need a lead,” Glezeta said, tossing a silver coin in his massive hand. He looked energized by the food, his competitive spirit flaring. “Where do square-worshippers hang out?”

A shout cut through the crowd’s murmur before anyone answered.

“Repent! The angles betray you!”

The group stopped. A few dozen yards away, standing on a wooden crate in the center of the public square, was a man in ragged gray robes. He held a crude wooden square high above his head, his face flushed with fanatical fervor.

“The three-sided roads! The triangular spires! They act as a beacon, pulling the burning eye of the sun closer to our doom!” the cultist screamed, pointing a trembling finger at the distant palace. “Only the perfect symmetry of the square can save us! The four points of salvation!”

“There’s your lead, tubular friend,” Ronald remarked dryly.

Pythagoras’s eyes narrowed, tracking the man’s movements, calculating his escape routes. “He’s drawing too much attention. The city guard will be here soon. We need him alive.”

“I’ll grab him,” Glezeta grinned, cracking his knuckles. The sound was like popping stones.

“Negative,” Craig said, producing a ledger and laying a hand on Glezeta’s bright pink sleeve. “Your physical profile suggests a high probability of structural damage to the target. Let me handle the initial approach.”

But as Craig took a step forward, the cultist’s eyes snapped to them. He saw the armored chocobo, the towering dark knight, the man in the bright pink ‘Bad Man’ shirt. The fanatic’s eyes went wide.

“The agents of the jagged edge!” the cultist shrieked, dropping his wooden icon. He leaped off the crate and bolted into the thickest part of the crowd.

“So much for the subtle approach,” Shamus squawked. The bird dropped onto all fours—or rather, two heavily armored legs—and dug his talons into the cobblestones. “I’ve got the scent!”

“Pursue!” Pythagoras shouted, his former spymaster instincts taking full control.



The chase through the mid-level slums was a violent blur of upset apple carts, screaming merchants, and the frantic slapping of Shamus’s armored talons against the cobblestones. The cultist, fueled by terror and fanaticism, was surprisingly fast, weaving through the thick crowds like an eel through kelp.

But Shamus was a bounty hunter, and a giant heavily armored bird sprinting on his powerful legs was a terrifyingly efficient pursuit predator.

“Target is executing a ninety-degree turn into the alleyway at sector four!” Shamus squawked, his head swiveling beneath his helm, one eye fixed on the darting gray robes.

Pythagoras calculated the trajectory instantly. “Glezeta, take the parallel street! Cut off his forward momentum at the intersection!”

“With pleasure!” Glezeta roared. The Hotdog Prince vaulted a wooden barricade with surprising agility for a man carrying a two-hundred-pound war hammer, his pink ‘Bad Man’ shirt disappearing into a side alley.

Craig matched Pythagoras’s pace, running with an unnervingly smooth gait that somehow kept his accountant’s suit pristine. “If we damage public property during this pursuit, it comes out of our operating budget,” Craig noted, leaping smoothly over a spilled barrel of cabbages.

“Noted,” Pythagoras muttered, though his attention was solely on the chase.

Shamus skidded to a halt at the mouth of a dark, narrow alley that smelled strongly of mildew and burnt sugar. The bird stood up, his beak clicking rapidly. “He went down here. The scent trail drops into the substructure.”

Ronald lumbered up a moment later, his heavy plate armor clanking against the stone walls. “A hidden entrance?”

Glezeta jogged over from the parallel alley, hefting his hammer. “Did I miss him?”

“Negative,” Pythagoras said, stepping over a pile of refuse to examine the dead-end wall. It looked like solid brick, but Pythagoras’s eyes quickly found the subtle geometric flaw. “A rudimentary mechanical illusion. Notice the mortaring pattern. It is asymmetrical.”

Pythagoras pressed his palms against four sequentially spaced bricks. With a grinding screech that made Shamus wince, a heavy stone door slid inward, revealing a descending stone staircase lit by flickering, sickly green torches.

“The Temple of the Square,” Pythagoras murmured.

“Looks welcoming,” Glezeta said, adjusting his grip on his hammer.

“Stealth protocol engaged,” Craig whispered. Shadows peeled off the damp walls and wrapped around the accountant, muting his footsteps.

They prepared to descend into the geometric darkness.




Chapter 3: The Temple of the Square

They descended into the gloom beneath Popdoplin. The architecture changed violently from the city’s usual arches and triangular supports to oppressive, rigid right angles. Every hallway turned sharply at ninety degrees. The air was stale, thick with rhythmic chanting that echoed from deeper within the subterranean complex.

“Trap. Floor plate,” Pythagoras hissed, throwing his arm out to stop Glezeta mid-step.

“How do you know?” the prince asked, squinting in the dim, sickly green light of the torches.

“The flagstones are cut in tessellating squares,” Pythagoras explained, pointing to the floor. “But that one is offset by exactly three millimeters. A pressure trigger. Step over it. And the next three alternating tiles.”

Navigating the entry corridor became a deadly dance of applied geometry, with Pythagoras guiding them past hidden spear-traps and crushing blocks by reading the mathematical flaws in the square-obsessed architecture.



Finally, they reached a balcony overlooking a massive subterranean hall. Dozens of cultists in gray robes knelt in perfect, rigid grid formations on the cold stone. At the front, on a raised square dais, a cell leader with a heavy gold squircle amulet was preaching.

“…and so the four-sided truth shall cleanse the jagged lies of this city!” the leader bellowed, his voice echoing off the right-angled walls. “But our resources dwindle! The artifacts require energy. If we cannot secure the next crystal by tomorrow’s eve, the geometry must be satiated with a sacrifice! A human sacrifice!”

A dark murmur rippled through the kneeling cultists.

“Human sacrifice,” Ronald growled softly, his mailed fist tightening on the balcony railing. “This cannot abide.”

“We need actionable intelligence, not a massacre,” Pythagoras whispered back. “Look. There.” He pointed to a small wooden table near the dais. Strewn across it were colorful, crumpled papers.

“Candy wrappers?” Shamus asked, his cybernetic eyesight zooming in. “Strawberry and licorice. Popular, but hardly sinister.”

“Let’s grab ’em and go,” Glezeta said.

Before they could formulate a sneaky retrieval plan, a heavy door swung open to their left, and a cultist patrol emerged, practically walking into Ronald’s armored back.

“Intruders!” a guard shrieked, raising a square-headed mace. “Agents of the jagged edge!”

“Well,” Craig sighed, pulling his dark-iron pistols. “So much for a clean audit.”

The balcony erupted into chaos. Pythagoras moved like quicksilver, his short sword finding the gaps in the cultists’ armor with terrifying, calculated precision. Every strike was a mathematical certainty, dropping two guards before they could even swing.

The shout alerted the main hall. Cultists swarmed the stairs like angry ants.

“Fall back to the corridor!” Pythagoras ordered over the din.

“Let ’em come!” Glezeta laughed, leaping off the balcony and landing with a heavy thud in the center of the cultist grid. He swung his war hammer in a devastating horizontal arc. The massive weapon caught three cultists mid-stride, the vicious counter-attack sending them flying into the stone pillars.

“Covering fire,” Craig said calmly. He aimed his pistols down into the fray. Pop-pop-pop! Bolts of dark energy sought out the tightest clusters of robed figures, detonating with concussive force that threw the cultists into disarray.

Shamus fired his ice ray, painting a wide strip of the marble floor in slick frost. Several charging cultists lost their footing, sliding wildly into the walls. “It’s a slip-and-slide of justice!” the bird squawked.

Ronald dropped down beside Glezeta, his greatsword humming with dark energy. The dark knight didn’t swing wildly; every strike was measured, a heavy, unavoidable execution of power that cleaved shields and maces alike.

“The wrappers!” Pythagoras shouted, darting through the melee. He slid past a swinging mace, grabbed a handful of the crumpled, brightly colored papers off the table, and vaulted back toward the stairs. “Withdraw! We have the objective!”

The group executed a desperate fighting retreat back up the stairs, Glezeta and Ronald acting as an impenetrable rear guard. They slipped back through the hidden door and into the alley, slamming the heavy stone shut behind them and sealing it with Shamus’s ice ray.

Panting, bruised, but alive, they stood in the alleyway. The sounds of the angry cultists muted behind the frozen stone.

Pythagoras looked down at his blood-spattered robes, then at the bright candy wrappers clutched in his hand. He smoothed one out, reading the ornate, looping lettering.

Sugary’s Sweets.

“I believe,” Pythagoras said, his breath coming heavy, “we know who we need to audit next.”




Chapter 4: Doubts in the Dark

Angry cultists hammered against the icy magical seal on the hidden alley door, making it groan, but Shamus’s frost held firm. The heavy, panicked breathing of the five misfits filled the narrow brick passage, slowly settling as the adrenaline of the fight began to recede, leaving behind exhaustion and raw nerves.

“We need a secure location to process this intelligence,” Craig said, neatly folding the crumpled ‘Sugary’s Sweets’ wrappers and sliding them into a pocket of his somehow-still-clean suit. “And to balance our internal ledgers.”

Pythagoras nodded, his mind a whirlwind of shifting variables. “I know a secure alcove near the main aqueduct under the mid-level sector. We can rest there.”

Thirty minutes later, the faint, comforting glow of a small campfire cast long shadows against the damp, curved stone walls of the aqueduct alcove. The smell of burning dry moss mingled with the metallic tang of blood and sweat.

Pythagoras sat cross-legged near the fire, meticulously wiping his short sword clean with an oiled cloth. His face, usually a mask of calm intellect, was drawn tight.

Craig watched him from across the fire, a small, black-bound ledger balanced on his knee. He tapped a fountain pen against the page, the rhythmic click-click-click echoing uncomfortably in the quiet space.

“You moved with remarkable… efficiency back there,” Craig noted, his voice smooth but devoid of warmth. “The audit of your combat statistics reveals a ninety-nine percent lethality rate on primary strikes. That is not the methodology of a mathematician.”

Pythagoras paused his wiping, the firelight catching the cold steel of his blade. “I am a mathematician now.”

“But you were a spymaster in Zee,” Craig pressed. “Princess Linda hinted at it. The stories say they called you the ‘Calculated Slaughter.’ Is it true? Did you order the exterminations?”

A heavy, suffocating silence stretched between them. Glezeta watched the exchange, his jaw set, while Shamus ruffled his feathers uncomfortably.

Pythagoras didn’t look up. “The equations of state security in Zee required absolute variables. I provided them. I believed I was solving a complex problem of civic stability.” He finally raised his eyes, and they were hollow, haunted by ghosts he couldn’t outrun. “I was wrong. The math was perfect, but the cost was entirely human. I left Zee because I couldn’t stomach the blood on my ledger anymore.”

Craig closed his book with a soft snap. “An unbalanced ledger will always demand payment eventually, Pythagoras. We cannot afford the luxury of your guilt if it compromises the mission.”

“It won’t,” Pythagoras said softly, returning his sword to its sheath. “I want to save this city. It’s the only way I can balance the equation. I have to protect my new home.”

“Home,” Ronald rumbled. The giant knight sat against the curved wall, his massive sword resting across his armored knees. He stared into the flickering flames, the crimson light reflecting off his dark helm. “A concept I am rapidly losing faith in.”

“Hamburg?” Glezeta asked softly, his tone surprisingly devoid of its usual brashness. He knew the pain of losing a kingdom.

Ronald nodded slowly. “The Burger King was once a paragon. A ruler of vision and strength. But his recent edicts…” The knight’s massive hands tightened into fists, gauntlets creaking. “Sending us to hunt down the remnants of Hotdoglandia. Tricking my brothers into slaughtering innocents. I swore an oath to protect the realm, but the realm has become a slaughterhouse. Who do I serve if the King himself is evil? Are my orders just?”

“Authority is a flawed construct,” Shamus squawked bitterly, poking the fire with a stray piece of rebar. Sparks danced upward. “It relies on the compliance of the oppressed. Look at Dinosaur Land. Look at the bounty system that keeps my kind enslaved. The systems only protect those at the top, Ronald. Look at Linda. Look at the Burger King. The only people you can trust are the ones bleeding next to you in the muck.”

Ronald looked at the bounty hunter, then at the Hotdog Prince he was technically sworn to destroy, then to the accountant and the haunted spymaster. He didn’t speak, but his posture shifted, the rigid obedience of the knight softening into something more thoughtful, more dangerous.

The fire crackled, warming them not just physically, but emotionally. They had entered the temple as a loose coalition of mutual necessity. They emerged as something closer to brothers, bound by doubt and blood.



The sun was blindingly close when they emerged back onto the mid-level streets. The heat was oppressive, heavy with the scent of ozone and unwashed bodies. They needed to find Princess Linda to update her on the Cult’s plans for a sacrifice, but her palace was a labyrinth of bureaucracy.

“If we can’t get an audience directly, we find a side door,” Pythagoras reasoned, leading them down a wide boulevard near the central cathedral.

Before they could go far, a sound arrested them. It was a soaring, piercing harmony—thousands of voices raised in unison, vibrating perfectly off the triangular spires of the city.

“The celestial choir,” Shamus whispered, covering his ear holes. “It’s louder today.”

As they paused to listen, a figure stepped from the shadowy archway of the cathedral. He wore the resplendent, heavily embroidered robes of the senior clergy, a gold squircle amulet—like the one they’d seen in the temple, but far more ornate—hanging from his neck.

“It is a beautiful sound, isn’t it?” the man said. His voice was rich and deep. “Though perhaps a bit overpowering.”

“Cardinal Brat,” Pythagoras said, recognizing Popdoplin’s religious leader.

“And you must be the Princess’s new… specialists,” the Cardinal smiled warmly, stepping into the light. “I hear you’ve been quite busy in the lower levels.”

“We are auditing some discrepancies,” Craig replied neutrally.

Brat chuckled, turning to Pythagoras. “I understand you have a profound appreciation for geometry, Spymaster. Tell me, do you truly believe the Princess’s theory? That the perfection of Popdoplin’s triangular roads is drawing the sun?”

“Triangles are structurally superior,” Pythagoras said automatically, stepping closer. “Their load-bearing capabilities are unmatched. But astronomically speaking, their gravitational pull is negligible. The sun’s descent is fueled by something else.”

Brat’s eyes twinkled with genuine intellectual delight. “Fascinating. A man who sees through the dogma to the underlying mathematics. You know, I have always found the square to be more inherently honest. Four equal sides, a perfect foundation, demanding no balance trickery.”

“But rigid,” Pythagoras countered, a surprising spark of enjoyment in his voice. “Lacking the dynamic tension that gives the triangle its strength under pressure.”

The Spymaster and the Cardinal debated for several minutes, dissecting geometry and philosophy while the rest of the group watched in bewildered silence. For the first time since leaving Zee, Pythagoras looked relaxed, engaging with an intellectual equal.

“We must speak again, my triangular friend,” Brat laughed, checking an ornate pocket watch. “But duty calls. Do take care of yourselves. The streets are dangerous.”

He bowed and swept away into the cathedral shadows.

“Well,” Glezeta muttered, watching the Cardinal leave. “He seemed nice for a guy wearing the same necklace as the maniacs who tried to kill us.”

Pythagoras blinked, snapping back to reality. The camaraderie faded instantly, replaced by the chilling, calculating logic of the Spymaster.

“Yes,” Pythagoras said softly, touching the hilt of his sword. “He did, didn’t he.”




Chapter 5: Sugary’s Sweet Trap

The vibrant, chaotic sprawl of Popdoplin’s Merchant Ward offered a stark contrast to the sterile perfection of Princess Linda’s palace. Here, the smells of roasting meats, exotic spices, and the sharp, saccharine scent of melting sugar thickened the air.

“Sugary’s Sweets,” Craig read aloud from the crumpled wrapper, holding it up delicately between two fingers as if inspecting a fraudulent invoice. “According to the municipal zoning ledgers, a confectioner by that name operates a stall near the brass foundries.”

“Let’s move,” Pythagoras said, his spymaster persona fully restored. The mathematical charm he had displayed with Cardinal Brat was gone, replaced by calculated focus. “We need the location of the Cult’s headquarters before they can execute their sacrifice.”

They found the stall wedged between a loud blacksmith and a vendor hawking questionable meat skewers. It was an assault on the eyes—a brightly painted wooden cart overflowing with glass jars of vibrant gummies, spun sugar clouds, and twisted licorice ropes. An elderly woman with silver hair piled high on her head, wearing clothes dyed in garish pastels, stood behind the cart.

“Step right up, dearies!” Sugary cackled, her voice like cracked bells. “The sun may be falling, but a little sweetness makes the end of the world go down easier!”

Glezeta stepped up to the cart, looming over the old woman. His pink ‘Bad Man’ shirt seemed almost subdued next to her stall. “We’re not here for jawbreakers, lady. We’re here about the Cult of the Square.”

Sugary’s smile didn’t waver, but her cloudy eyes hardened into polished flint. “I deal in confectionaries, large man, not shapes.”

Shamus clattered his beak, stepping out from behind Glezeta. “We found your wrappers in a hidden temple under the city. Next to a table outlining a plan for human sacrifice. You’re the courier between the cells.”

The old woman let out a dry, rattling sigh. “You boys really should have stuck to the candy.”



Sugary snapped her fingers, an unnaturally sharp sound that pierced the din of the market.

Instantly, the glass jars on the cart exploded. Shards of glass rained down as the candies inside—gummy bears the size of dogs, massive jawbreakers, and writhing ropes of licorice—surged out, swelling and animating with dark, sticky magic.

“Minions!” Glezeta laughed, practically vibrating with excitement. He hoisted his war hammer. “Finally!”

The battle was absurd and terrifying. A massive, translucent red gummy bear lunged at Pythagoras. The spymaster didn’t flinch. Calculating its center of gravity, he sidestepped, slashing his short sword across the beast’s midsection in a fluid, geometric arc. The blade sheared through the gelatinous mass, but instead of bleeding, the creature simply bisected and kept coming.

“Physical severing is ineffective against amorphous compounds!” Pythagoras shouted, dodging as a massive hand of hardened sugar swiped at his head.

“Allow me to balance that equation,” Craig said coolly. He stepped smoothly into Pythagoras’s blind spot, raising one of his dark-iron pistols. He aimed at the core of the split gummy beast. Pop! The bullet of concentrated darkness struck the creature, violently negating the sweet magic holding it together. The gummy bear imploded into a puddle of harmless syrup.

“Excellent synergy,” Pythagoras grunted, parrying a swinging licorice whip.

A hail of hard candies, acting like colorful buckshot, blasted from Sugary’s cart. Ronald stepped to the front, bringing up his massive, shadow-wreathed broadsword like a shield. The candies shattered against the dark steel, harmlessly raining down.

“My turn,” the dark knight rumbled. He surged forward with terrifying, earth-shaking speed, slamming the flat of his blade into a cluster of three animated taffy golems. The sheer concussive force, amplified by his dark magic, blasted them into a nearby brick wall, where they stuck fast.

“Look out below!” Shamus squawked. The bird had scrambled to the roof of the adjacent blacksmith shop. He aimed his wrist-mounted ice ray down at the remaining horde of sprawling licorice snakes. A blast of absolute zero coated the street, flash-freezing the candy monsters mid-stride.

Glezeta roared with delight, leaping high into the air. He brought his war hammer down on the frozen licorice snakes in a devastating overhead blow. The ice—and the magic within—shattered into a thousand sparkling, sugary pieces.

Syrup, crushed peppermint, and broken glass turned the market into a disaster zone. Sugary, seeing her army reduced to dessert toppings in less than two minutes, tried to bolt down a side alley.

She didn’t make it two steps before Shamus dropped from the roof, his heavy armored talons landing squarely on the hem of her pastel dress.

“Going somewhere?” the bounty hunter clicked, aiming his ice ray directly at her face.

Pythagoras walked up slowly, sheathing his short sword. He looked down at the witch, his face an unreadable mask of cold calculation. “The location of the Cult’s headquarters. Now.”

Sugary glared up at them, trembling with a mix of fury and fear. She looked at the giant dark knight, the ferocious hotdog prince, the icy bounty hunter, the deadly accountant, and the calculating spymaster. She realized the odds.

“The old aqueduct station in the upper wealthy district,” she spat, her voice thick with defeat. “Underneath the abandoned water processing plant. That’s where they hold the main meetings. But you’re too late! They have the artifacts. The dragon will come!”

“We’ll see about that,” Glezeta growled.

“We have our intelligence,” Craig said, making a swift notation in his ledger. He looked to Pythagoras. “What is our next move, Spymaster?”

Pythagoras looked toward the upper echelons of Popdoplin, where the wealth and power resided. “We prepare for war. And then, we crash a sacrifice.”




Chapter 6: Forging a Paladin

The sun’s relentless descent painted the stone walls of the upper wealthy district in garish hues of orange and blood-red. The air here was thinner, the streets wider, unmarred by the desperation of the slums. Pyramidal mansions of gleaming white marble cast long, sharp shadows across the pristine cobblestones.

The party moved with grim purpose toward the old aqueduct station. The sugar rush of their victory had evaporated, replaced by the sobering reality that they were about to assault the heavily fortified headquarters of an apocalyptic cult.

“We need fresh supplies,” Craig stated, his eyes darting to the remaining charges on his dark-iron pistols. “Combat with the confectioner depleted our arcane and physical reserves by thirty-four percent.”

“There’s a black market outfitter a few streets over,” Shamus squawked, his plumage still sticky with melted taffy. “Run by a dwarf named DanDan. Good prices on elemental cores and bandages.”

Pythagoras nodded. “Lead the way, Master Shamus. We cannot afford an infrastructural deficit before breaching the Cult’s perimeter.”

They turned down a wide, seemingly empty boulevard lined with tall, decorative hedgerows. It was quiet here. Too quiet.

The attack came without a sound.

From the shadows of the hedges, four massive figures dropped onto the cobblestones. They moved with unnatural speed, their heavy plate armor absorbing the dying sunlight rather than reflecting it. Their visors were styled like leering skulls.

“Hamburg Dark Knights,” Glezeta growled, dropping his easy swagger instantly. Both hands clamped tightly around the haft of his war hammer.

The assassins didn’t speak. They didn’t boast. They advanced in perfect, terrifying synchronization, their massive broadswords dragging along the stone in a shower of sparks. But they didn’t fan out to engage the group. All four of their featureless visors were locked onto one target: Glezeta.



“The Burger King sends his regards, Hotdog,” the lead knight hissed, his voice a metallic rasp vibrating from within his helm.

“I’ve got this,” Glezeta yelled, stepping forward to meet the charge. His ambition burned, fueling the raw strength in his muscles.

“Negative!” Craig shouted, backpedaling as he drew his pistols. “Tactical assessment indicates overwhelming disadvantage! Fall back to a defensive perimeter!”

But Glezeta was already swinging. His counter-attack was brutal, his hammer catching the first knight flush in the chestplate. The sickening crunch of metal on metal echoed down the boulevard, and the knight stumbled back, staggered but not broken. The remaining three converged on the Hotdog Prince, their blades blurring in an intricate, deadly dance of synchronized strikes.

Glezeta parried one blow, then another, but a third blade slipped past his guard, slicing a shallow gash across his bicep. The pink fabric of his shirt blossomed with dark blood.

Shamus raised his ice ray, but the knights were moving too quickly, seamlessly weaving around Glezeta. “I don’t have a clear shot! If I fire, I’ll freeze his legs off!”

Pythagoras drew his short sword, his mind frantically calculating vectors of interception. But the dark magic empowering the Hamburg assassins distorted his math, making them too fast and heavily armored.

Ronald stood frozen.

The giant dark knight watched his former brothers-in-arms closing the net around Glezeta. These were the men he had trained with, bled with, sworn oaths alongside. For years, they had been the righteous sword of the Burger King. Now, they were butchers executing a political nuisance.

Who do I serve if the King himself is evil? Ronald’s own words from the campfire echoed in his helm. Are my orders just?

He gripped the hilt of his colossal broadsword until the leather creaked. He saw Glezeta falter, a heavy gauntlet smashing into the prince’s jaw. One of the assassins raised his blade for the killing blow.

“Ronald!” Pythagoras shouted, a rare note of desperation in his voice.

The knight didn’t think. He didn’t calculate. For the first time in his life, Ronald let his heart override his orders.

With a roar that shook the very foundations of the marble mansions, Ronald surged forward. He didn’t move with the creeping darkness of his Hamburg training, but with a sudden, blinding burst of pure, unadulterated holy power. A brilliant, white-hot aura blasted outward from his armor as he threw himself between Glezeta and the descending blade.

CLANG.

The assassin’s sword struck Ronald’s raised shoulder pauldron, the dark magic shattering against the sudden light.

The four Hamburg knights recoiled, their skull-visors staring in shock at the traitor in their midst.

“Grimus,” Ronald rumbled, his voice losing its shadowy reverberation, ringing clear and authoritative through the street. He locked eyes with the lead knight. “You have brought shame upon our order. You execute an innocent man for a tyrant’s paranoia.”

“You break your oath, Ronald!” Grimus hissed, regaining his footing. “You stand against the Burger King!”

“I stand,” Ronald said, raising his massive broadsword. The dark energy that usually lined the blade burned away, replaced by a radiant, blinding holy light. “For the innocent.”

He didn’t wait for a response. Ronald swung.

The holy light trailed from his blade like a comet. He struck Grimus’s sword, snapping the dark steel in half with a deafening crack. The concussive shockwave of pure energy blasted the lead knight backward through a marble fountain.

The remaining three knights charged. But they were fighting a man unburdened. Ronald parried their synchronized strikes with effortless precision, his aura burning away their dark magic upon contact. He moved from shadow to light, an unstoppable bulwark.

With Ronald holding the entire Hamburg squad at bay, the rest of the group found their openings.

Craig stepped wide, aiming carefully. Pop-pop! His darkness bullets shattered the knee joints of one distracted assassin. Shamus let loose a blast of absolute zero, freezing another knight solidly to the cobblestones mid-stride.

Glezeta, wiping blood from his chin, let out a battle cry. He swung his hammer with everything he had, a devastating home run swing that caught the last bewildered assassin in the ribs, launching the armored man across the boulevard and into a hedgerow.

The battle ended in seconds, leaving the four elite assassins broken or immobilized on the street.

Ronald stood among them, his chest heaving. The holy light slowly faded from his blade, returning to its normal steel gray. But his armor seemed different—the suffocating darkness that usually clung to it was gone.

He turned to Glezeta, offering a massive gauntleted hand.

The Hotdog Prince stared at the hand for a long moment, then gripped it tightly. Ronald hauled him to his feet effortlessly.

“You saved my life, tin man,” Glezeta said softly.

“You are the chosen,” Ronald said, his voice surprisingly gentle. “And I am a knight. It is what we do.”

Pythagoras watched the exchange, the tight knot in his chest finally unspooling. The variables had shifted entirely. They hadn’t just survived an ambush; they had gained a paladin.

“Your ledger just shifted significantly into the black, Ronald,” Craig noted, adjusting his glasses.

Shamus clicked his beak. “Well, that was dramatic. Now, about that outfitter?”

With the threat of the Burger King’s assassins neutralized, the group turned from the ruined boulevard, closer than ever, and marched toward the heart of the Cult’s domain.




Chapter 7: The Final Equation

The abandoned water processing plant in Popdoplin’s upper district sat like a decaying tooth among the otherwise pristine array of wealthy manors. Its massive, rust-stained aqueducts plunged into the earth like industrial roots, feeding into the subterranean headquarters Sugary had revealed.

The party crouched behind a marble retaining wall overlooking the plant’s heavily guarded courtyard. They were freshly supplied, thanks to a hasty—and expensive—visit to DanDan’s subterranean workshop. Craig’s ledger was wincing, but their bandoliers were full and their armor was patched.

“Twelve hostiles visible in the outer perimeter,” Pythagoras murmured, visually calculating their patrol routes. “All bearing the squircle amulet. Heavily armored. Likely fanatics, given their willingness to perform a summoning this close to the city surface.”

“I can freeze the courtyard,” Shamus offered, adjusting the dials on his wrist-mounted ice ray. “Drop the temperature fast enough, their armor joints will lock up.”

“And alert the inner sanctum,” Craig corrected softly. “We require a stealth-oriented localized infiltration.”

“A.k.a, sneaking,” Glezeta translated with a smirk. “Not really my strong suit, suit.”

“We will create a diversion,” Pythagoras decided, pointing to an ancient, massive water-pressure valve on the far side of the compound. “If we rupture that valve, the resulting geyser will draw the bulk of the patrols, allowing us a narrow temporal window to breach the main doors.”

Before anyone could move, a heavy, iron-bound carriage pulled by four exhausted, soot-black horses clattered into the courtyard. The cultist guards immediately snapped to attention, forming a rigid square formation around the vehicle.

The carriage door opened, and a figure stepped out.

The party froze behind their retaining wall.

It was Cardinal Brat.

He wasn’t wearing his usual cathedral finery. He wore the gray, heavy robes of the Cult, his gold squircle amulet resting prominently against his chest.

“The holy man,” Glezeta whispered, his grip tightening on his hammer.

Pythagoras felt the familiar, cold sensation of his mathematical worldview fracturing. His interaction with the Cardinal had been the first genuine intellectual connection he’d felt since fleeing Zee. He had respected the man’s mind.

Variables, Pythagoras told himself, suppressing the sting of betrayal. He was simply a hidden variable. But the thought tasted like ash.

“Look,” Ronald rumbled, his voice grave.

Two burly cultist guards emerged from the back of the carriage, dragging a young woman between them. She was bound, gagged, and terrified, her eyes wide as she tried to dig her heels into the cobblestones. She wore the simple apron of a mid-level café worker.

“They have the sacrifice,” Shamus squawked, his feathers bristling.

Cardinal Brat didn’t even look at the girl. He waved a hand dismissively, and the guards hauled her toward the heavy steel doors leading into the subterranean plant. Brat followed, the doors slamming shut with a mournful clang that echoed off the marble manors.



A heavy, dangerous energy charged the following silence. The diversion plan was obsolete.

“Well,” Craig said, slowly unsnapping the holsters of his darkness pistols. “The ledger has officially been rewritten.”

“I thought I found an equal,” Pythagoras said smoothly. He stood up, no longer crouching behind the wall. He drew his short sword, the steel flashing in the dying sunlight. “I merely found another tyrant hiding behind a pulpit.”

“We declare war, then,” Ronald said, stepping up beside the spymaster. The gentle holy light from his recent awakening flickered to life along the edge of his colossal broadsword, eager to push back the encroaching shadows.

“No more sneaking,” Glezeta agreed, his ambition flaring into righteous anger. “We go in through the front door. We break their teeth. We save the girl.”

Pythagoras looked at the ragtag group he had accidentally assembled. His calculations had suggested a low probability of cohesion. But as he looked at the Hotdog Prince, the dark-accountant, the armored bird, and the newly-forged Paladin, he realized his math had been flawed from the start. He hadn’t accounted for the sheer, stubborn will of outcasts.

“Master Shamus,” Pythagoras ordered, his voice cold and precise. “You no longer need to restrict your area of effect.”

Shamus clicked his beak in a terrifying approximation of a grin. “Acknowledged.”

The armored bird leapt over the retaining wall, dropping into the center of the courtyard with a heavy crash. The twelve cultist guards spun toward him, raising their maces.

“Freeze, dirtbags!” Shamus screeched.

He didn’t fire the ice ray. He slammed it directly into the cobblestones beneath his feet. A shockwave of absolute zero blasted outward in a perfect circle, coating the courtyard in instantly solidifying, cracking blue ice. Half the guards were frozen mid-stride, screaming as the frost bit through their armor.

Before the remaining guards could react, a bolt of dark energy ripped through the air—Pop!—blasting a cultist off his feet. Craig was already vaulting the wall, his ledgers abandoned for the brutal calculus of war.

Glezeta roared, charging alongside Ronald. The two heavy hitters hit the remaining guards like a freight train. Glezeta’s hammer shattered an icy shield, while Ronald’s holy blade cleaved through armor like parchment.

Pythagoras didn’t run. He walked toward the heavy steel doors of the plant, his mind perfectly clear, stepping elegantly over the groaning, defeated cultists.

“Breach the door, Glezeta,” the Spymaster commanded.

The Hotdog Prince grinned, stepping back and swinging his war hammer in a massive, horizontal arc. The head of the hammer connected with the steel double-doors with the force of a siege engine. The locks shattered, the hinges screamed, and the doors blew inward in a cascade of twisted metal and dust.

The dark, gaping maw of the Cult’s inner sanctum awaited them.

“Let’s go audit a Cardinal,” Craig said, reloading his pistols as he stepped into the gloom.




Chapter 8: The Dragon’s Roar

The air inside the massive subterranean water processing plant was suffocating, thick with ozone and the metallic tang of blood. The deafening, rhythmic chanting of hundreds of gray-robed cultists drowned out the sound of the twisted metal doors hitting the stone floor.

At the center of the vast cavern, standing on a raised dais, Cardinal Brat raised his hands. In front of him, floating ominously above a shattered stone altar, was one of the legendary artifacts—a glowing, multi-faceted crystal that pulsed like a dying violet star.

Below the crystal, the air itself was tearing apart. A jagged, violet rift hovered in the center of the dais.

“We are too late,” Craig murmured, his eyes widening. “The dimensional tether is established.”

“The equation is not finalized until the dragon strikes,” Pythagoras corrected smoothly, his short sword drawn. He vaulted over a rusting pipe, dropping into a sprinter’s crouch. “The cultists are a physical barrier. The crystal is the anchor. Break the anchor, sever the tether.”

“I’ll take the barrier,” Ronald declared, stepping out from the wreckage of the double doors. The Paladin’s armor burned with brilliant holy light, casting stark, blinding shadows against the walls of the cavern.

The cultists, realizing their inner sanctum had been breached, broke off their chanting. With shrieks of fanatical fury, dozens of them rushed the small group, brandishing square-headed maces and jagged daggers.

“Form a perimeter!” Pythagoras shouted.

The battle was instantly chaotic, a desperate struggle against overwhelming numbers. But the five misfits fought with a synchronized ferocity they hadn’t possessed in the catacombs.

Ronald planted his feet, swinging his colossal broadsword in wide, devastating horizontal arcs. The sheer holy force radiating from the blade turned the cultists into ragdolls, sending them flying backward before the steel even touched them. He was an immovable object of righteous anger.

Shamus hopped lightly over a swing from a mace, firing a sustained burst from his ice ray that froze a cluster of six cultists solid. He spun on his armored heels, delivering a bone-shattering kick to another guard that sent the man crashing into a rusted water tank with a sickening clang.

“Calculated risk,” Craig announced calmly. He holstered his right pistol and pulled a small, black orb from his suit pocket. He hurled it into the thickest part of the advancing mob. Vzzt-Pop! A localized sphere of absolute darkness detonated, blinding and disorienting a dozen cultists instantly. He drew his pistol again, picking off the stragglers with ruthless precision.



While the rest of the party held the mob at bay, Glezeta locked eyes with the glowing violet rift above the dais. The Hotdog Prince didn’t care about the cultists. He cared about stopping the monster.

He roared, his ambition flaring as he charged directly up the center aisle. He brought his war hammer down on the first cultist blocking his path, the sheer force of the blow driving the man backward into his comrades like a bowling ball striking pins.

“Glezeta! The rift!” Pythagoras yelled, parrying a thrust from a dagger and striking back with surgical precision.

Above the dais, the violet tear widened with an apocalyptic screech that sent a physical vibration through the cavern floor. Two massive, scaly claws, the color of bruised obsidian, gripping the edges of the tear.

Then came the head of Jeff E. Ender.

The dimensional dragon was a nightmare of jagged plates, glowing violet eyes, and teeth like stalactites. A wave of oppressive terror rolled off the creature, dropping several cultists to their knees in pure awe.

“Behold your salvation!” Cardinal Brat bellowed, pointing a trembling finger at the emerging beast. “The great equalizer!”

Glezeta didn’t pause. He leaped onto the dais, his boots hitting the stone with a heavy thud.

The dragon turned its massive head toward the Hotdog Prince, letting out a shriek that shattered a nearby water tank. It lunged, its jaws snapping around the very space Glezeta had occupied a microsecond before.

Glezeta rolled under the strike, popping up directly beneath the floating, pulsing crystal anchor.

“You aren’t going to equalize anything!” Glezeta roared.

He adjusted his grip, planted his feet on the shattered altar, and swung his massive war hammer upward with every ounce of strength in his heavily muscled frame. A true home-run swing.

The hammer connected with the multi-faceted crystal with a sound like a thunderclap.

The stone pedestal shattered into dust. The artifact bounced wildly across the floor, its iridescent light sputtering.

Above them, the dimensional tear violently destabilized. Jeff E. Ender let out a shriek of alien fury as the violet vortex began to rapidly collapse in on itself. The dragon scrambled frantically backward, trying to remain anchored, but the connection was broken. With a final, echoing roar, the void violently pulled the beast back into its dimension, and the tear snapped shut with a sound like a thunderclap.

The heavy, oppressive vibration in the air vanished instantly.

Deathly silence fell over the cavern, broken only by the groans of the defeated cultists and the heavy breathing of the party.

Glezeta stood over the shattered pedestal, his hammer resting on the floor. He leaned down and scooped up the inert artifact, tossing it casually in one hand.

He grinned, the adrenaline still pumping. “Game over.”




Chapter 9: The Terrible Truth

The dust from the shattered altar was still settling, coating the cavern in a fine, chalky film. Absolute silence filled the processing plant, broken only by the ragged breathing of the exhausted party.

Pythagoras stood perfectly still, his short sword resting lightly but lethally against the pulse point of Cardinal Brat’s neck.

The Cardinal didn’t flinch. He looked past the Spymaster, his eyes fixed on the empty space where the violet dimensional tear had been just moments before. His expression wasn’t one of fear, but of profound, devastating disappointment.

“You fools,” Brat whispered, his rich voice cracking under the weight of the failed summoning. “You mathematically illiterate fools. You have doomed us all.”

“You were about to sacrifice an innocent woman to summon a dragon of unimaginable destruction,” Pythagoras said, his voice a flat, cold line of logic. “The threat has been neutralized. The equation is balanced.”

“Balanced?” Brat laughed, a bitter, hollow sound that echoed off the damp walls. “You think my goal was destruction? My goal was salvation.”

“The Cult of the Square wants to level the city,” Craig interjected smoothly, reloading his dark-iron pistols with practiced clicks. “That is the stated objective in your own ledgers.”

Brat finally looked away from the altar, fixing his gaze on Pythagoras. The intellectual connection they had shared in the street earlier that day felt like a lifetime ago.

“The rank and file believe what they must believe to act,” Brat said, leaning slightly into Pythagoras’s blade. “They believe Popdoplin’s architecture is angering the cosmos. But I know the truth, Spymaster. And so do you. You know triangles don’t possess enough gravitational mass to pull the sun.”

“So what is?” Glezeta asked, stepping closer. He gripped his war hammer in one hand, tossing the inert dimensional artifact casually in the other.

“The Princess,” Brat said simply.

The silence that followed was heavy and cold.

“Linda?” Shamus squawked, his feathers ruffling in disbelief. “The lady paying us to stop you?”

“Princess Linda’s celestial choir,” Brat sneered, the name tasting like poison on his tongue. “It is not a prayer for deliverance. It is a tractor beam. A magical tether hauling the sun closer to our atmosphere.”

“Why?” Ronald rumbled, his holy aura flaring slightly, sensing the innate deception that had surrounded them all day. “To burn her own people?”



“To burn the Moon,” Brat corrected, his eyes wide with desperate fanaticism. “The ancestors of the Hotdoglandians. The shark-people. The moon is hollow, and its inhabitants have awakened. They are turning our people into resources—rice and beans. Linda knows they are coming. Her solution is a scorched-earth policy. She is pulling the sun close enough to incinerate the lunar threat before they can invade.”

“But that will scorch the earth as well,” Pythagoras reasoned, his mind racing through the terrifying variables.

“Precisely,” Brat said, dropping his chin. “She considers Popdoplin a worthwhile casualty to ensure the preservation of the rest of the world. It is a math problem she has solved, Spymaster. I thought my… dramatic intervention with Jeff E. Ender might force her to abandon the city and break the choir’s concentration. I sought to save my flock through a lesser evil.”

The revelation landed like a physical blow.

Pythagoras lowered his sword. He felt numb. They had fought through catacombs, infiltrated temples, battled candy monsters, and banished a dimensional dragon, all under the belief that they were the heroes saving the city from a dark cult.

Instead, they were the pawns of a sovereign willing to burn her own subjects alive.

Authority is a flawed construct. Shamus’s words from the campfire echoed in Pythagoras’s mind. The systems only protect those at the top. The math of the world was fundamentally corrupt.

“We need actionable intelligence,” Craig said, quickly pulling out his ledger. “Can the choir be stopped?”

“It is heavily guarded within the sealed palace,” Brat sighed, rubbing his throat where Pythagoras’s blade had rested. He looked broken, a man whose ultimate desperate gambit had failed. “I have no resources left. My cult is broken.”

Suddenly, the Cardinal paused, his eyes snapping to the glowing crystal in Glezeta’s hand.

“But you…” Brat murmured, a strange new light entering his eyes. He looked at the Hotdog Prince. “You hold the artifact. And you… you are a son of Hotdoglandia.”

“What of it?” Glezeta said defensively.

“The prophecy,” Brat breathed, struggling to his feet. Ronald took a step forward, but Pythagoras held up a hand. “A Hotdoglandian returning from the shadow… stopping the dragon… bridging the lineage of the Moon…”

Brat reached into his heavy robes. The party tensed, weapons rising, but the Cardinal slowly withdrew a small, multi-faceted crystal. It pulsed with a soft, silvery internal light.

“It is a map crystal,” Brat explained, holding it out. “It leads to the Tomb of the Moon. A dangerous labyrinth, but it holds the navigational data required to reach the lunar surface. To find the ancient spaceship hidden beneath Erebor.”

He looked at Pythagoras. “I surrender, Spymaster. My way failed. But your way… your chaos… perhaps it is the only variable left that can balance this equation. Take the map. Go to the Moon. Stop the ancestors from harvesting our people, and perhaps Linda will release the sun.”

Glezeta stared at the crystal, his heart pounding. This was it. The path to his people. The path to his destiny.

He reached out, but before his fingers could brush the crystal, Craig snatched it smoothly from the Cardinal’s hand.

“A moment,” the accountant said, adjusting his glasses. He held the map crystal up to the light, inspecting it like a suspicious promissory note. “We accept this asset transfer. However, the terms are non-negotiable. We are not executing this mission for you, Cardinal. We are executing it for the balance of the realm.”

“Agreed,” Pythagoras added quietly, stepping back to join his party. He looked at the diverse group around him—an accountant, a bounty hunter, a fallen prince, and a holy knight. They had all been betrayed by the authorities they once served or trusted.

But they hadn’t betrayed each other.

“We leave Popdoplin,” Pythagoras announced, the Spymaster making the first truly unified command of his new life. “We seek the Temple of the Moon.”




Chapter 10: To the Stars

The escape from the wealthy district was a blur of adrenaline and bruised ribs. The party didn’t speak as they navigated the labyrinthine alleys of Popdoplin, keeping to the deepest shadows the setting sun could offer. Behind them, the city burned—not with fire, but with the oppressive, smothering heat of a sun drawn too close by a chorus of holy voices.

They finally reached the rusted, corrugated iron door of DanDan’s subterranean workshop. Shamus rapped his beak against it in a complex rhythm.

A viewport slid down, revealing a single, paranoid dwarven eye.

“Shop’s closed,” DanDan growled. “Sun’s too close. The thermals are shot. Go away.”

“We require immediate exfiltration,” Pythagoras said, stepping forward so the dwarf could see him. “We have currency. And we have a destination.”

DanDan’s eye narrowed, darting to the massive Hotdog Prince, the dark-accountant, the armored bird, and the glowing Paladin. “You lot look like you just kicked the Burger King in the shins. And maybe Princess Linda, too.”

“A mathematically accurate assessment,” Pythagoras replied dryly.

The heavy door groaned open. DanDan’s workshop was a chaotic mess of gears, canvas, and half-assembled wind-surfer gliders. The smell of oil and sawdust was thick enough to chew. The dwarf himself was stout, grease-stained, and possessed a frankly spectacular braided beard.

“Exfiltration from Popdoplin isn’t cheap,” DanDan warned, wiping black grease from his hands with an oily rag. “Princess Linda locked the gates and restricted the airspace.”

“We have sufficient liquid assets,” Craig said smoothly, producing a heavy pouch of Princess Linda’s own silver and dropping it onto a cluttered workbench with a satisfying clink. “And we are highly motivated.”

Glezeta didn’t care about the haggling. He stood in the center of the workshop, staring at the small, silvery map crystal in his massive, scarred hand. It pulsed with a steady, rhythmic light, like a tiny heartbeat.

Ronald stepped up beside him, his colossal broadsword resting across his back, the holy light extinguished for the sake of stealth.

“You hold the fate of your people. And perhaps the world,” Ronald rumbled softly. “A heavy burden for a prince.”

“I thought I was just looking for revenge,” Glezeta admitted, his voice rough. He looked at the pink ‘Bad Man’ shirt he wore—a defiant joke he’d adopted when Hotdoglandia fell. It didn’t feel funny anymore. It felt like a responsibility. “The Burger King destroyed my home. But the Ancestors… my people on the moon… they’re destroying everyone else’s. I have to stop them.”

“We will stop them,” Pythagoras corrected, turning away from DanDan. The spymaster walked over, looking at the crystal. “The equation has expanded, Glezeta. Your problem is our problem.”

“We’re auditing the moon,” Craig said, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses. “The travel expenses will be astronomical, but the net return on investment—saving the planet—is justifiable.”

Shamus clicked his beak cheerfully. “And if we find any bounties up there, I call dibs on the salvage rights.”

Glezeta looked around the room. At the mathematician who refused to be a butcher. The accountant who valued life over ledgers. The bounty hunter who fought for the oppressed. The knight who found true light in the darkest of places.

They were misfits. Outcasts. But they were together.

“Alright,” Glezeta grinned, the ambition returning to his eyes, burning brighter than ever. He pocketed the crystal. “We go to the Tomb of the Moon. We find the map. We find the ship under Erebor.”



“I can get you out of the city,” DanDan said, slapping a hand against the hull of a large, ungainly-looking glider strapped to a steam-catapult. “It ain’t gonna be pretty. And it ain’t gonna be comfortable. But it’ll get you past Linda’s walls.”

“Comfort is an irrelevant variable,” Pythagoras said, climbing into the cramped passenger carriage of the glider. “Ignite the catapult, Master Dwarf.”

One by one, they piled in. It was a tight fit. Ronald’s armor scraped against the hull, and Shamus’s tail feathers were uncomfortably close to Craig’s face. But as the steam-catapult hissed and built pressure, a palpable sense of excitement filled the cramped cabin.

“Hold on to your receipts!” Craig yelled over the rising whine of the machinery.

With a violent, bone-rattling jolt, the catapult engaged. The glider shot out of a hidden launch tube, bursting through a camouflaged grate in the city wall and launching out into the twilight sky.

Below them, Popdoplin shrank—a beautiful, triangular city shimmering in the deadly, massive heat of the descending sun.

“Look!” Shamus squawked, pointing a wing out the reinforced window.

Above the horizon, rising opposite the lethal sun, was the moon. It hung pale and massive in the sky, a hallowed-out celestial body hiding horrors and history.

Glezeta stared at it, his hand resting over his pocket where the crystal pulsed. He was leaving the world behind, but for the first time since his kingdom fell, he felt like he was finally heading home.

“Plot the coordinates, Spymaster,” Glezeta said, his voice steady and strong.

Pythagoras smiled, his mind already spinning with the beautiful, terrifying geometry of the stars. “Course laid in, Prince.”

They flew into the darkening sky, a ragtag band of heroes leaving behind the broken authority of the world, heading into the unknown to forge their own.
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