CHAPTER 7

e THE WORLD OF CERES ¢

TRIBES

In the First Age, before recorded history, life evolved
through various stages from the primordial ooze of a dimly
understood age. Untold ages saw the risc of mighty beasts
of feather, scale, and claw, and the weaker creatures who
emerged alongside them had to content themselves with
the scraps of their hunts. In time, however, as the climate
changed and became better suited to accommodate smaller
forms of life, humanoids began to appear, consisting of
three distinct species, who constantly warred among
themselves for dominance.

Known for their great intclligence and beauty, the fac
created the first fairy circles and the first bows; they ruled
over the peaceful plains and deep forests of the world.
Mythology looks upon them as impossibly elegant and
graceful—beings naturally superior in every way to their
more mundane kin—and most tales of ancient lore feature
fae creatures in positions of authority or as tricksters. The
fae were notoriously stringent with bargains, typically
outwitting all but the cleverest heroces, and always hewed
strictly to the letter of their words, if not the spirit thereof.
The fae were also notoriously atheistic, refusing to make
up tales of supernatural beings that had created their
world.

The dweor, on the other hand, took glory in their
great wisdom and skill with stone; they claimed the tall
mountains and wind-swept hills as their homes. Theirs is a
tale of industry and labor, of wisc but hard choiccs in the
deep darkness below the ground. They tended to take a very
careful, studied outlook on any decision. Mythology looks
back upon the dweor as hardworking, determined, and
plucky. In tales, a dweor is typically cast as the hero, albeit
usually a reluctant one. They tended to practice esoteric
philosophies and follow religions that were atheistic but
strictly codified in terms of moral and ethical standards.

That left the turgid swamps and broken badlands to the
orok, a people of great strength and bravery, constantly
warring amongst themselves and against the beasts of
Ceres. Indirectly, it was through their blood and sacrifice
that the other humanoid peoples persisted through the
ages, though the myths rarely credit them this glory. In
most tales, the orok are presented as brutish and stupid,
only a little elevated above the animals they fought against.
Most myths rcfer to the orok as, if not the actual antagonist,

at least as a lesser or inconvenient companion to a fae or
dweor hero. It is little wonder, then, that the orok grew to
resent the other peoples of Cercs, out of both jealousy for
their favored status and contempt for their weakness. The
orok were a superstitious people and followed animistic
religious practices.

The three built great empires in the early age of Ceres, the
ruins of which can be seen to this day. Ancient fairy circles
loom out of a deep forest, delvers find forbidden halls
buricd bencath the mountains, and tall barrow mounds
mark the sites of ancient battles.

None of these primitive people persist to this day. Had
they been left to their own devices, they might have wiped
one another out in an endless cycle of warfare, and likely
the orok would have emerged victorious in bloody fashion.
But something happened then, that would change the
course of history forever: the coming of the Vareene.




. ARRIVAL

w‘ha_ﬁ, would come to be known as the Second Age, a

¢ interstellar empire of the Vareene waged
r 3 ga1i'nst a galactic infestation known only as
he :Cor_lgr'e ion. These humanoid aliens sent their last
qé;aponfa ‘powerful artifact called the Catalyst-rocketing
cross the galaxy to their outpost on the primitive planet
e}es, where the Congregation would never think to
Lk for it.

T::Varceng:_ were not newcomers to Ceres. They had first
éﬁtabli§hed’ small outposts there a century earlier, in order
that they might study the planet and its indigenous life,
and potentially harvest it for resources. They remained
connected to their greater empire by way of galactic space-
time warping portals called voidgates. The Catalyst was
too delicate to be brought to the planet by means of one of
these gates, and instead it arrived by means of one of the
Varcene’s spacccraft.

The plan went awry, however, and the ship was damaged in
its escape; what was meant to be a safe and subtle landing
on Ceres turned into a terrible crash that damaged the
ship beyond repair. This is the source of the great crater
at the center of Ceres that would come to be known as
the Maelstrom, where leaking magical radiation has
causcd a permancent storm to rage uncontrolled within its
depths. Over the centuries, the crater was filled with water
coming down from the surrounding mountains and the
shipwreck now lies at the bottom of a lake with dark and
unfathomable waters.

The Vareene stationed on Ceres managed to recover the
Catalyst and store it away in a secret, safe location far from
the Maelstrom, so that they might continue with the plan.

They erected an interference shield around the planet that
scrambled sensor and communications technology and
blocked detection from orbit, and closed all the voidgates
but one, leaving it as their last link with the empire. And
thus they waited to be called upon either to return the
Catalyst that it might be used against the Congregation or
clse for the war to run its coursc, that they might return to
a wounded but surviving Varecene Empire.

Alas, such was not fated to pass. The galactic empire of
the Vareene fell, and no further communication came to
the outpost, save that the last voidgate—to the Vareene
home world—went inert from the other side. They lacked
the technology to leave Ceres and investigate, nor the will
to do so. For all the local Varcene knew, they were the last
survivors of their entire species.

Eventually, the survivors of the Vareene integrated with the
native peoples of the planet. The Vareene themselves rarely
bred with each other: during the Diaspora of their galactic
empire, fertility rates had plummeted, and the concept of
producing offspring drew many to the surrounding worlds.
There, their omnigenetics made them able to conceive
viable offspring with cach of the three distinctly different
humanoid species of Ceres, who were naturally infertile
with one another.

Regardless of which branch their ancestry climbs, children
born to this day may inherit genetic markers that link
them to the ancient technology of the Vareene, which
eventually became known as magic. Over centuries and
then millennia, the Vareene ceased to be a distinct culture,
and in time their origins and purpose became the stuft of
myth and legend.

The truth was forgotten, but the power of the Vareene
lingered in those descended from those original
extraterrestrial visitors, including the key to unlocking the
mythical Catalyst-which the folk of Ceres will need if their
civilization is to survive.

BLOODLINES

Unlike most planets in the galaxy, whereupon a singular
or perhaps two species emerge as dominant after having
crushed all the others, the influx of Vareene blood into the
populations of Ceres gave rise to a new era of cooperation
at best, or a stalemate of cqual power at worst. The Varcene
bloodline beats within all the most powerful peoples of
Ceres, and access to their technology—also called magic—
works as a kind of equalizer to permit such a balance of
power.

To all of these disparate peoples, the Vareene brought their
ideas of civilization, organization, and most importantly,
technology to varying degrees. Most of the tech they had
brought from their home world ceased to function when cut
off from the greater empire or broke down thereatter, but
the Vareene could teach various concepts and accelerate
their development to a particular phase.

THE ORIGIN OF ANCESTRIES

The Vareene had a unique sort of genetic makeup that
made them naturally fertile with practically any humanoid
creature, and their genes led to the rise of scores of new
peoples and ancestries:

eScience-minded Vareene often bred with the fae
(producing elves, sylvan gnomes, and other sylvan and
faerie creatures) taught them secrets of accessing their
technology and using the power of their genes as magic.
Their exposure to the magical radiation of Vareene
technology buried in the wilder places of the world blessed
them with long-life and a propensity for the magical arts.

e Mechanical Vareene were drawn to the dweor (giving
birth to dwarves, rock gnomes, halflings, and other
stout-hearted peoples), to whom they taught secrets of
engineering and mechanics. These descendants of the
Vareene tend to invent their own technology and disdain
the use of that which they don’t fully understand, such as
what modern folk call “magic.”

e Varcenc who felt powerless and cnraged at the downfall of
their empire often turned their back on the civilized ways
of their people and integrated amongst the orok, drawn
to their lust for battle and bringing a keen insight into
warfare to their descendants (orcs, goblins, and reptilian
humanoids trace their heritage back to such unions).
These children bred quickly and true, overwhelming
the lowlands with hordes of Vareene-blessed warriors,
but quick gencrational turnover meant that much of the
original Vareene heritage disappeared over a relatively
short time.

The Disappearance of the Forebears

Over time, though the Vareene and the original three
masters of Ceres persisted for generations (centuries, in the
case of the fae), their descendants eventually superseded
them and they vanished from history. By the end of the
Second Age, which lasted some four or five millennia, the
original peoples of Ceres had all but vanished.

In part, this came about due to a correlation between
inherited Vareene genetics and improved fecundity, but
the influx of Vareene genetics strengthened the peoples
of Ceres in many other significant ways. The hybrid
children of these disparate peoples tended to live longer to
reproduce more often; for instance, elves lived longer than

MONSTERS OF CERES

Not all the inhabitants of Ceres are humanoid beings. Powerful beasts have always walked the land, and under
the influence of leaking Varcene technology (called “magic” by the relatively primitive people of the world), they
evolved to become strange and fearsome. Dragons fill the tales of myth and legend, as do chimeras, hydras, and
countless other nightmare creatures. These beasts are the subject of the Bestiary.




. fae, and dwarves outlived their dweor forebears. Orcs were
'naturally stronger and more robust than orok, leading to
rgence as the dominant force among their people.

il 'tl:).ehretically possible to come across a full-

ene or a member of one of the three forebear

h s_would require powerful alicn technology or a
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The Advent of Humanity
The descendants of the Varcene were not so very different
from their indigenous forebears. Elves and their sylvan
cousins continued to keep to the forests, though now they
practiced magic in its defense. Dwarves and halflings
continued to burrow deep into mountains and hills in
search of great treasures, though now they sought to fuel
their machines. Orcs and goblins were even better suited
to battle than their ancestors, and took to it with relish.

Eventually, these three general factions would have
destroyed one another, if not for the very same
mechanism that had given birth to them from the Vareene:
interbreeding. While the fae, dweor, and orok had been too
genetically distinct to produce offspring, their descendants
were often fertile with one another, due to the Vareene’s
genetic makeup. Millennia of this process gave rise to an
entirely new species on Ceres: humanity.

GODS FROM BEYOND THE STARS
The impact that the Vareene’s advent had upon
Ceres cannot be overstated, not just in terms of the
evolution of the peoples of the world, but also in its
eres itself. It essentially short-circuited
evolutionary cycle and forever altered
eir world’s destiny.

Or.her than their name and that they came from the

_-qkleq, ht_vh: is known for certain of the Vareene, and

- most of the truth that has endured the ages is steeped

rifi myth.and legend Some claim they were humanoid

| and women, just like most of the folk in Ceres,

ile \ptheri believe them to have transcended the

bo ds of physical form and gender. Most agree they
were divine in some way, and far above mortals.

Typically, when folk speak of the Vareene, they use
the term “Them” and “Their,” rather than give them
something as anthropomorphic as a gender.

Humans are genetic hybrids of various ancestries, heir to
none of the strengths or weaknesses of their forebears, but
also perfectly capable of adapting to almost any situation.
Versatility is their defining trait, as well as a general baseline
neutrality with most of the other people of Ceres. They are
extremely fertile, live a moderate life, and are capable of
conquering most challenges set before them.

Biologically, humans could result from a union between
people of various ancestries, such as an elf and a dwarf,
an clf and an orc, ctc, and humans tend to producc
more humans regardless of partner (the most common
exceptions being half-elves and halt-orcs, because both of
those ancestries often breed true). Consequently, many
orcs, goblins, and other descendants of the orok have a
slight antipathy toward humans, who they typically see as
a bastardized, weaker version of themselves, but humans
are generally able to prove them wrong in most instances.

Once humanity cmerged as a force in the world,
Ceres reached the peak of its development, culturally,
developmentally, and genetically. Thus began the Third
Age.

Humans were a stabilizing force that kept the other
descendants of the Vareene from lashing out at one another
in their natural drive to destroy one another. Of course,
conflict over resources and politics still occurs, but on the
societal level, there is no longer any concept of genocidal
war or an eternal struggle between different sorts of folk.

By the present year of 1500 VY, humans have risen to
control and rule many of the kingdoms of Ceres, and they
are widely considered the dominant people of the world.

The Shadowed

Somcthing very insidious and frightening has happened
to many folk over the course of history. Due to a genetic
anomaly, certain children born to any number of parents
may be born “wrong.” They look much like a human but
might have pupil-less jet-black eyes, an unusual number
of digits (usually three or six fingers on either or both
hands), or even more overtly unsettling features like
horns, a tail, or a forked tongue. Known most commonly
a “The Shadowed” but sometimes also as “devilborn” or
“fiendlings,” such folk havc abilitics unlike thosc of their
nominal ancestry and often manifest significant magical
talent. While not inherently evil or malevolent, such folk
often find themselves isolated from society and driven to
crime or shady alliances with less than upstanding figures.
The most notorious instance of a Shadowed is Kurse the
Harbinger, the ruler of the Maelstrom.

Ceres Today

The year is 1500 in the Third Age, also known as the Age
of Kings. It is a place of many lands and many peoples,
constantly competing by force of arms and political
machinations. The tribalism of past ages has given way
to nationalism and loyalty to small organizations called
factions that vie for increased power by varying means.

AGES OF CERES AND THE VAREENE YEAR
CALENDAR

The First Age of Ceres is known as the Age of Myth,
before the coming of the Vareene. It lasted many
thousands of years and culminated in the Calamity
from the Skies.

The Second Age of Ceres, also known as the Age
of Rebirth, lasted some 4,000-5,000 years, during
which the Vareene bred with the existing peoples of
the world to produce the folk we know today.

Most historians date the beginning of the Third
Age, the Age of Kings, measured by the Varcene Year
calendar, to when humans erected the great throne of
Astaeria. The present year is 1500 VY.

The folk of the Maelstrom follow the same calendar,

but they mark the beginning of the Third Age as the

founding of their own country, after their exile from

Astaeria.
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Every nation is different, be it in terms of their government,
their magic, or their culture. The folk of Ceres are a vibrant,
diverse lot, varying widcly in ancestry, skin tonc, and facial
features. Though they may be very different, what unites the
people of Ceres is a clear, common ancestor: the Vareene.
Some folk view these ancestors very differently, however,
and that has led to a number of significant squabbles over
the centuries, in addition to wars over land, resources, and
influence.

Though the realms of Ceres vary widcely in power and
influence, none towers over all the others. Astaeria has a
well-deserved reputation for a cosmopolitan culture and
is widely known as the oldest human kingdom, founded
at the very beginning of the Third Age, but the nation of
Unauwin attracts more trade and religious factions, and
its cultural institutions are unmatched in their variety
and power. The star may have faded somewhat over the
elven realm of Arendaniel, often called “The Blessed,”
and Ancient Olocri, the strongest dwarven kingdom, with
its emphasis on trade and craft, but they are both nations
to be reckoned with that have stood the test of millennia.
Far-flung lands like Derarin and Ocia maintain significant
power on the outskirts of civilized Ceres, and the island
nations of Galear and Rao guard the western flank of the
continent.

The great Barrier Veil has hung over the world of Ceres
for millennia, and most assume that it is a constant and
unchanging part of the world. It paints the skies with
myriad, shifting colors, particularly late in the day or early
in the morning, as the sun’s light diffuses through the veil
at varying speeds, setting it to gleaming.

And beneath the ground, buried deep below the political
intrigue of courts and the march of armies, ancient secrets
lic in wait.




In -Ceres; “conflict and competition are commonplace,
and’ few people, from any walk of life, have escaped the
dread of war. Death is a daily companion in many parts
of the world, and Ceres is a world of struggle and striving.
Above and beyond the threat of fellow folk, a great number
of monsters infest Ceres, despite attempts in the more
advanced and powerful kingdoms to cleanse them from
the land.

Two great perils loom over the world of Ceres, one widely
known and dreaded, the other hidden and inevitable.

Kurse the Harbinger, Lord of the Maelstrom

The darkness of Kurse, also called the Great Betrayer,
is a common theme of dark tales and suffering in Ceres.
Rarcly docs a gencration pass where the dread lord docs
not attempt at least one invasion into the lands of light,
thirsty for power and dominance over all the land. Kurse is
the subject of fireside whispers, bardic tales after midnight,
and countless nightmares across Ceres. As long as anyone
living on Ceres has been alive, there has always been a
Kurse ruling over the Maelstrom.

No one can say for certain whether Kurse is man or woman,
ncither or both: cqually as many tales cxist that cast Kursc
as any number of genders. What the tales agree upon is that
Kurse is a tyrant, a trickster, and a manipulator working
behind the scenes. Kurse definitely has some degree of
magical talent, with the inherited power of the Vareene
strong within their blood, and they have access to a huge
host of Vareene artifacts kept safe within the ever-swirling
Maelstrom. The Harbinger has worked for 1,500 years to
accumulate power, both political and magical, and stands
upon the brink of achieving their goal: subjecting the lands
and folk of Ceres to a great purge, so that they might clear
the way for the world’s inevitable doom.

Over the centuries, Kurse has attempted to exert power
over many rulers of various nations by coercion through
blackmail, the promises of power, influence, or revenge, or
outright seduction. Kurse is the world’s “bogeyman”—a
haunting figurc that will swoop down and consumc

# THE MANY VARIED FOLK OF CERES

olk of Ceres do not use the term “race” to define themselves, for they are all one people who share a common
ahe Vareene In fact, they consider the concept of “race” to be quite rude; they prefer the term “ancestry”

h m'age ” On occasion, there have been attempts by vile folk grlpped by murderous hate to wipe out one
01 a'do'thcr, but if one value unites r_hc disparate peoples of Ccres, itisa cclcbratlun of their diverse heritage.

A.key m to recall is while Ceres folk have cultural tendenaes—elves tend toward atheism and magic, dwarves
: toward engineering and mountains—not every individual member of a particular group bears out that tendency.

"‘ lumans a‘rc the most diverse of all, preciscly because thcy arc born of many anccstrics. Also, no group of folk
kS n‘@eres is inherently good or inherently evil. All of ehem are merely people, with their own wants, desires, and

naughty children and weak nations with equal relish.

Scratch the surface of many of the conflicts and disputes
among the various realms of Ceres, and one can find
Kurse’s agents exacerbating already fractious relations to
make them boil over into full-blown war. Kurse takes great
care never to unite the realms against the Maelstrom, as
that might spell the end for Kurse, but rather to pit them
against cach other and sprcad chaos. Dynastics have riscn
through Kurse’s influence and fallen just as quickly, when
they no longer serve the Great Betrayer’s will.

It is possible that, without Kurse’s influence, the nations
of Ceres would have united long before now, but who can
say for certain?

Rise of the Harbinger

The exact nature of Kurse the Harbinger is a mystery. It
is commonly agreed that the creature who would become
the Great Betrayer was born a Shadowed citizen of what
is now Astaeria, and in time rose to become a powerful
necromancer known for darker-than-dark magic and the
theft of priceless Vareene artifacts, often involving murder,
treachery, and perversions of the natural order. A union of
heroes banded together to overcome and defeat the traitor,
who was then cast into exile in the Maclstrom at the heart
of the lands of Ceres.

Always in the past, people condemned to the vast crater
had perished in the high winds and scalding magical
storm that constantly rages over the Maelstrom, but
the Shadowed exile did not die. Indeed, the lingering
radiation of the Vareene artifacts the traitor had used in
Astaeria called to the Macelstrom, and it answered in kind,
destroying and rebuilding the Shadowed’s broken body
into something stronger and more powerful. Magic flowed
easily to the Shadowed traitor, who perceived in the depths
of the Maelstorm a quest to prepare the world of Ceres for
an incvitable purging from beyond the stars.

The traitor took the name Kurse, in order to be a curse
upon the lands of Ceres, and also Harbinger, in order to
honor this impending destiny.

THE BETRAYER’S DESTINY

Kurse is intended to function as an archenemy for all
of Ceres. No one kingdom can oppose Kurse alone,
and even a collection of realms stands only a marginal
chance of defeating the Great Betrayer. Only with all
of Ceres united under a single banner can victory over
the great villain be assured. Kurse knows this, and
subtly manipulates one land against another, then
aggressively exploits the resulting weakening of either
or both realms. The folk of Ceres are notoriously
afraid of Kurse, and turning them at one against the
Maelstrom is no easy feat: it can only accomplished
through ingenious diplomacy, conquest, or a miracle.

A climactic confrontation with Kursc is idcally placed
about 75% of the way through a SOW campaign.
The players should have some time after to finish
preparing for the advent of the Congregation scouts.
Perhaps Kurse is in contact with the Congregation
and defeating the Great Betrayer causes them to
descend upon Ceres, or perhaps the destruction of
Kurse’s physical body unleashes a wave of energy that
shatters the Barricr Veil once and for all, allowing the
Congregation to return. Do whatever works for your
campaign!

Vassals of the Shadowed Tyrant

The tyrannical Shadowed master of the Maelstrom has
annexed a number of subservient kingdoms over the
centuries to supply the bleak nation of the Maelstrom, fuel
their armies, and serve as buffer states against the goodly
folk of Cerecs.

The people of these lands are not necessarily evil in and
of themselves, but they are sufficiently oppressed and
controlled so as to remain absolutely loyal to the Kurse.
Rebellions from within and attempted coups inspired by
foreign agents have sought to throw off the power of the
Shadowed Tyrant, but inevitably, all of these uprisings
have only left the Maclstrom in tighter control over these
vassal kingdoms.

More detail on Kurse and the vassal kingdoms that make
up the Maelstrom can be found in the kingdom entry for
the Maelstrom in Chapter 5.

The Congregation’s Return

Between fractious political relations, border disputes,
the incursion of monsters, and the omnipresent threat of
Kurse and their agents, the folk of Ceres have plenty to fear
already. Their greatest threat, however—the doom almost
certain to spell the end of not only their civilizations, but
all life on Ceres—comes from a far-flung source.

For you see, the Congregation has not forgotten about their
old enemies, the Vareene. In fact, their greatest weapon—
the Catalyst—slipped through the Congregation’s net,
and its absence has unsettled the great empire for all
the millennia since its disappearance. The Congregation
long to possess this greatest weapon of their vanquished
enemies, and so they have been sending scout ships to the
countless planets across thousands of star systems in the
greater galaxy, seeking sign of their old enemies.

Their sensors cannot breach the Vareene’s established
protection, for now, but this statc of affairs will not last.
Finally, after millennia of operation, the Barrier Veil has
begun to lose power: it flickers, dims, and goes out in
patches. By the year 1500, it can only last another dozen
years or so, if that, and when it goes down for good, there
will be nothing to stop the Congregation locating the
omnigenetic markers of their old nemeses. The Vareene on
Ceres lacked sufficient strength to repel even a single scout
ship, and considcring how far their technology has fallen
since, the world as we know it stands little chance against
the highly advanced Congregation.




