1st Kanos

After arriving in Dhurghumlund by ship, Darius (and his dog, Jax), Dalrylshana Ni Linfada (and her cat), Morin and Jarek respond to the posting by Beryn Lock (apparently a priest of Pelor) in Pen Duras and meet him in the the Scaled Room at the Inn of the Wyrm. A brief discussion is had: you are to acompany Beryn to Stetterick to see what is amiss there and recover, if possible, a certain item that he is quite secretive about.

The item is in three parts; each has a different alignment. The piece in Stetterick's alignment is evil but the pieces, when together, balance each other to become neutral. The wielder's alignment is then the deciding factor. 

50gp per person plus a top quality steed are the payment, as well as the any other items that you may have the opportunity to plunder. Your destination, it is revealed, is also the resting place of an ancient vampire. And moreover, Beryn believes that the Emperor of Karubai, powerful and dangerous, is also searching for this item

2nd Kanos

Splendid horses are mounted; Hogun (who was guarding the Scaled Room the previous night) has gone ahead. Karnak is the additional member of the party - a barbarian and seemingly Beryn's bodyguard. Dalrylshana tests her steed with gusto and the party sets off without mishap or event, with one curious exception when Beryn coaxes what looks like a small owl from a crate in the cart, whispers to it and sets it on its way northwest.

That night, though, there is an encounter with dire wolves that the company would surely have lost but for the calling off of the attack by a werewolf, flanked by a worg ("These children are no threat, Beryn Lock. You are of no concern"). Beryn appears sorely troubled by this encounter, but his mood swings as ever and recovers fairly well.

Karnak (especially), Darius and Morin are wounded but Beryn reveals himself to have healing powers and mends the wounds with his staff. 

3rd Kanos

The party are joined by Hogun and Kin who were waiting at a bothy (a small stone shelter) near the woods, and the enlarged group head in to the woods as the weather is good and time can be made. That night's watch is thankfully eventless.

4th Kanos

The party sets of early, having made good time so far, and keen to arrive at Stetterick in daylight. Morin, Jarek and Dalrylshana go ahead to scout the town in case of problems, Hogun accompanying them to look after the horses. The rest of the group travel calmly, Beryn and Karnak in the cart and catch up the advance party in time, Beryn's owl's return being the only noteable event in the quiet woods.

Stetterick is a shell of a town with many, many dead. The advance party has ascertained that the church seems to hold the only obvious living souls. Beryn is in a foul mood, apparently having learnt that the Emperor of Karubai has nothing to do with the present state of Stetterick, but that he now likely knows of the search for the item. After some heartless words from Jarek, and a sad glance towards the orchard, he recklessly drives the cart to the church; the company fan out, caution and experience taking over. 

The town's centre is the church, an inn, a huge well and an iron statue of a dragon holding a sword and shield. Beryn greets the priest, Cornelius Harlack and the party learns that the town's problems began with a mining accident that revealed some old underground passages and released skeletons, zombies and cavewights - at the very least. Furthermore, the werewolf you encountered earlier is called Ghurzak (a name that Morin reacts with passion to) and he, his wolves and a sorceror destroyed much of the town before heading off towards the mines. 

The townsfolk have been stuck in the church afraid of undead and wolves since then; Beryn persuades them all to head to Pen Duras and Hogun goes with them.

The company strengthen defences and rest uneasily as undead wander the town during the night, unable to broach the positive aura of the church.

5th Kanos

It's not long after a rainy dawn breaks, having converted the church to a temporary barn for the horses and picked some provisions from the inn, that you arrive at the mouth of the mines, following Cornelius' map. After a couple of hours and a few easily dealt with skirmishes, the party arrive at the newly uncovered passages and pause to take water.

Easy advance is made until a door is encountered with magical iron letters that reformed themselves into the common tongue from draconic as Beryn read them; it's a riddle and it takes some head scatching and an almost an hour to solve, but Kin provides the crpytic clue's answer and the party move on, Dalrylshana a little worse for wear after some time-passing imbibing of wine.. 

Within the next room, a search is made by Jarek and Morin for anything that might lead them further as the room seems to be a dead end - a symbol (the alchemical symbol for air, in fact) is discovered on the floor slightly above it and having the appearance of smoke. A light banter descends quickly into fierce words and a disastrous fight almost breaks out between Morin and Jarek. It has been building for some time and is fortunately halted by strong words from Darius. Beryn is less than impressed but the party recovers composure and after Kin blows across the symbol, a ramp lowers to reveal an unseen route - unfortunately, and rather mysteriously, Beryn announces that he cannot go any further and the party must continue without him.

Passing through the doorway, the party is attacked by two Yuan-Ti, themselves disoriented after appearing out of thin air - the battle is quickly won, though and the party are victorious and barely injured. The in-fighting reduced, they appear more of a team for the first time.

Checking the bodies, some loot is found and identified by Beryn, who looks after for the slight wounds inflicted. The party regroups, Jax left behind with Beryn again and move onwards, armed with some healing potions and tanglefoot bags.

The party resumes its order, dusts itself off and heads back down the ramp and into the room, closing the door again and separating Jax from Darius.

As you walk across the room, there's a slight tension as you reach halfway but no more Yuan-Ti materialise and the door is reached safely. Darius takes a breath and opens the door. Nothing happens other than usual door-person interactions.

Finding the long corridoor empty, Darius leads the party along its length to the next door where Morin and Jarek quietly come to the front, check and find nothing untoward. The party falls back into its newly agreed order and Darius carefully opens the door. The room beyond is large. There is a door almost opposite and a slightly risen, arched and cobbled black stone path weaves its way from the door you stand at to the one at the other side. The floor either side of the pathway is thick with still dust but closer inspection would seem to show that there are many, many old bones amongst it. Near the door on thefar side, just off the path is a burly dwarf stood, clad in chainmail, one arm reaching out to the north, his body unmoving.....

The party enters the room and each witnesses a something intended to draw them off the path - only Karnak gives in and everyone is dragged back, including the dwarf. Jarek is particularly upset and heads to the door to get some air. The mood in the room clears as soon as he pulls it open.

After the briefest of interrogations, it is clear that the somewhat confused new ally, called Balin, knows nothing of these passageways or the werewolf; his sword may be of help but his knowledge will not. He is asked to stand near the back, beside Karnak. A small smirk, unusually, crosses Karnak's lips as he takes Kin's meaning and keeps a watchful eye on the dwarf. Better to keep an eye on him than let him wander off!

Shuffling into order, the party prepares to check out the steps going down - Darius leads with Dalrylshana and Kin flanking and just behind, then Jarek and Morin, then Balin and Karnak. There is the slightest pause from Morin and Jarek and then the party moves off. The mystical glow that has pervaded the rooms until now, seems to be fading but there is a light source form further on; it's soon quite clear what. After a descent of some 50ft, the corridoor levels again and quickly ends with a doorway. There's a palpable warmth coming from the end of the corridoor and a large, almost gaseous, triangular object is emitting ferocious heat. You can approach within 15 feet but after that the temperature escalates exponentially and you are quite certain you'd be killed before you could touch the door!

Kin and Dalrylshana glance at each other and almost simultaneously mutter, "The alchemical symbol for fire." On the wall to the right, at the bottom of the stairs is a strangely painted, slightly faded image of a fish with words upon it. The large red words below read "What will you have when all the words are done?" 

The "riddle" (a red [read] herring) is taken seriously for a while until, after a few moments, Kin is staring at the door contemplating when abruptly, everybody's attention is drawn to Morin who has serendipitously discovered something underfoot by the steps that might be of use. Leaning down, he carefully examines a 1ft square flat stone that seems to be fairly loose.

Checking the edges and with some caution, he turns over the stone to reveal a second version of the alchemical symbol. This looks very much like the symbol of air that was seen earlier, hanging mystically just above the actual rock surface, but is a deep orange and there are traces of oil and scorch marks on the rock The symbol points to the door, as good as can be surmised, the party retreats behind Morin on to the stairs as he prepares for action.

There is some trepidation and perhaps some momentary envy of Balin who, as a dwarf (and therefore short), and being watched by Karnak is least likely to receive any effects of any explosive side effects in the next moments.... Morin meticulously pours some oil over the remaining residue, making the triangular shape, point directed to the door. He kneels carefully and, with a quick look back and grim smile on a countenance dead like stone, he sets to lighting the oil with his tinder box.

irst the extra light was all that was evident then the air around the group lightly pulses. The hair on arms and backs of necks stands upright and then lightning crackles wildly from the burning symbol. Thin veins of white strike out almost randomly, dissipating as they fail to find their quarry, always forwards, always searching. Then the mark is hit and the large symbol before the door is caught on each apex by three reins of crackling, wild lightning. For a couple of seconds, this seems like a worrying scenario but then there is a low rumble through the air and walls and fire and lightning are gone. The door still carries a faint glow, but there is no excessive heat. The large symbol is gone and a little smoke rises from Morin's burnt oil beneath the second symbol.

The large room beyond holds a deep chasm, fire belching across from side to side and something blue vaguely discernable further down through the mayhem. Three bridges cross the chasm and three paths lead, splitting from the doorway acroos the bridges to the opposite side of the room; three doors await and on the wall opposite, daubed words read "choose, then mirror".

The party are confused as to what they should do and there is almost a verbal fight between Dalrylshana and Morin but finally they decide to stay together and cross the left-hand bridge. By this time, Dalrylshana's familiar, Sybelius has managed to ascertain that this is the route that the werewolf took and Morin has also found that there were traces of faerie dust by the doorway - so he and his companion/s may have floated across the chasm.

Eventually, the left-hand doorway is attempted after a search for traps by Jarek, only for Darius to be hurled almost into the chasm by an unnatural blast of lightning striking at him from the tiniest gap in the door. The door remains shut and Darius injured but soon healed by Dalrylshana's potion.

The noise from the fiery chasm seems to be growing louder and the room is getting hotter; the party attempts a two-pronged attack, opening both left and right doors at the same time Darius, Jarek and Kin move to the left-hand door whilst Balin, Morin and Dalrylshana walk across to the right-hand door. Karnak refuses to go back to the room entrance - with his usual very few words and a handful of glares, he stands by the middle bridge - ready to come to aid where it is needed most or stop someone being hurled into the cavern as Darius almost was.

Balin and Darius look across at each other and synchronise a count as Kin and Dalrylshana get ready to open the door. As they begin, they are interrupted by, of all things, Karnak's voice: "HURRY!". You thought you were of course, but you quickly appreciate his concern. The barbarian has taken a couple of steps back away from the crevasse: at it's edge, flames lick the floor as they are slowly condensing into the shape of large fiery hands. A darkness where no flames dance give the impression of dead eyes: something is forming at the edge of the crevasse.

There are a number of muttered curses as the temperature rises and everybody strains to stay calm; speed is only good when led rather than leading actions. "Three, two, one....NOW!" Dalrylshana and Kin simultaneously pull the doors open a fraction (which is difficult under the excited circumstances). Morin almost laughs out loud as the elf and dwarf near him drop their tensed shoulders. The door is clear. But the air is not: it cracks with the sound of unfettered lightning as Kin is bodily hurled across the room. Karnak makes good on his chosen postioning and catches Kin as he stumbles, smoking towards the crevasse.

The left-hand door is shut agin, the right-hand door is open and clear and there is no time to lose. With barely a glance back at whatever is crawling from the flames, Karnak half carries the injured Kin form the room, helped by Darius as the party finally makes their exit.

**********

The room beyond is much cooler: by the two doors on your left, fading from the moment the door was shut behind you are two small whirlwinds of dust. They crackle very quietly and sparkle with lightning, forks leaping and circumscribing the door at every second, dust flying in the miniature maelstrom. By the time you've caught your breath, they have faded completely although an odd booming from the room you just left has not.

The room you are in has the same dark red glow of previously and at the end of the room, you can make out a door, some rods or something in the floor and 5 figures, small as halflings, with flames for hair. They're clacking their teeth and making high-pitched whistles as they dance in loin-cloths and brandish large daggers, gesticulating at you. 

As the party are deciding what to do, the five impish figures have quickly formed a circle at the centre of the five rods and then started to move apart - as they do, you see that they are all juggling 5 small balls of fire each moving them through the air by striking them with their daggers, teeth still continuing to clack away as they slowly begin to approach.

Jarek, meanwhile has stepped to one side of the party for a good aim and is notching an arrow The imps approach slowly, chattering all the time whilst Jarek's arm is unwavering at the left of the party, arrow notched and ready to fly. Morin moves just to the right and begins to take up a similar stance. 

Darius is concerned about the curious nature of the impish figures - and so far lack of overt aggression - and calls out to them, seeking passage kindly but with an iron warning. Jarek adds his voice, a little more insistent that the imps halt their slow progress. The small figures begin to toss the balls of fire higher into the air, accelerating their juggling speed but before anybody can decide whether this might be good or bad, Kin suddenly hurls a small leather pouch at them - it falls short and scatters a sticky glue-like substance as it impacts onto the ground.

This is clearly a call to arms and it looks likely that the imps were intent on battle anyway as their very next move is to complete the arc of each juggling fireball with a strike of the dagger to send it hurtling toward you. Jarek releases an arrow almost simultaneously which pierces the air between two imps and Morin lets fly a moment later, his arrow missing the imps and striking the nearest iron rod. Dalrylshana has just enough time to loose an arow of her own; it strikes an imp in the shoulder and it squeals, falling to one knee, almost out for the count. Kin draws his sword moves slightly to his left as Balin comes charging from the back of the room into the gap made by Morin's deft sidestep and simultaneous removal of his backpack.

The chattering imps abruptly look less than either humorous or humoured as Karnak's bellowing fills the room; he was clearly not impressed by the fireball sideshow and hurtles towards the left-most imp, spittle and steel filling the space before him. The impending imp tosses a dagger at the barbarian, who deflects it and cleaves the creature almost entirely in two. There is a moment of macabre comic shock on the imps face before it seems to implode into ash, leaving only a small trace on the floor and what may have been its hair - a floating ball of flame, bobbing in the eddies of battle around it. Balin catches the edge of a dagger to his shoulder (2 damage) but his momentum is barely slowed and another imp falls, swiftly followed by the arrow-wounded imp at the right: distracted by its comrades demise and the barbarian's shouts it fails to notice the swift approach of Morin and last sees steel piercing its own chest from behind.

The battle is over almost before it's begun, to your relief: a parry and slash from Jarek and a couple of blows from Darius and Karnak complete the carnage before Kin and Dalrylshana can even get fully involved. All that remains is a little ash and five bobbing, fist-sized balls of flame floating in the air as Morin collects his scattered belongings. From the previous room , the booming sounds are still evident but less frequent and loud...

Morin quickly discovers that the balls of fire can be moved and starts placing them atop the rods. Jarek and Darius help out whilst Kin, Balin and Dalryshana keep their eyes open for any subsequent problems and Karnak just looks distinctly unimpressed by the lack of good battle. After a few minutes, four flames are bobbing atop the rods and only the final one needs to move into place; Morin, after a brief pause and glance around to see if there any naysayers, moves the final ball into place. Almost immediately, there is crackling at the base of each of the rods as they begin to glow; everybody backs carefully away. Within the next few seconds, the room is incandescently lit by thick branches of writhing lightning joining all of the rods to form a triangle, disected across its middle, like an upside-down version of the air-symbol in the first room. Dalrylshana and Kin glance at each other to confirm: this is the alchemical symbol for earth. The light show lasts only a few seconds before all lines of lightning suddenly coalesce at the centre and a ball of shimmering and crackling white rolls through the air to the double doors where it splashes against them and dissipates.

All returns to the previous quiet and red-gloom, except the that there is the slightest click from the double doors and they fall, just slightly ajar...

The party enters the next room to find darkness and a vast cavern, sloping downwards. Although there are still columns intact, most of what this place surely was has been burrowed away and it almost looks like a natural cavern at its sides, riddles as they are with passageways and tunnels.

After a brief check of the nearest area - and the discovery that there are at least giant rats here - the part decides to rest a while so that they will be sharp for any troubel; it's been 7 hours since they entered the mines. Beryn is contacted via Karnak and is told of what has happened so far - the party is also informed that there is some aid on its way through a second entrance to the caves. They organise shifts and get some rest, thankfully undisturbed. 

Morin and Jarek set off on a scouting mission to check out the rest of the area but no sooner has Morin, in front, discovered a pit than the pair are almost ambushed by two umber hulks. Charging back to the rest of the group, battle ensues and the beasts are destroyed surprisingly quickly - there are some bad wounds but nothing that won't heal and the only real loss is a lantern, crushed under umber hulk foot!

After a brief discussion and some disagreement, the party moves on and soon meets up with two new comrades-in-arms, Rhadogan and Karnak's brother, Jiriki, waiting at the end of the cavern near the door out. Brief introductions are made and it is explained that Jiriki and Rhadogan navigated their way here using a curious 'horn in a cage' item that beryn gave them. Unfortunately, they now realilse that they have no idea how it works! Still, the party realise they now have another way out and will not have to backtrack completely.

Before the door is opened, Jarek brings the party's attention to some curious marks on a cloumn in the cavern but after inspection and puzzling, nopthing can be made of them.

Beyond the door, the party is met by the alchemical symbol for water, blocking the corridoor. There are some tankards on a shelf and a scroll in a case beneath them - it reveals a riddle which Morin hastily solves and his strength is drained by drinking the wrong draught. Rearranging the tankards into the correct order, his logical now works and the party drink from the correct tankard and pass through the aqua obstacle unscathed to reach the end of the corridoor.

A door awaits them which seems to be unlocked and untrapped but is abandoned in favour of a concealed door found to its right: it's a half-door height and and is pushed in until it swings down on a hinge to reveal a ladder descending a square chimney. Jarek, who has been a little nervy since Rhadogan joined the party, sets off to investigate with Morinready in support and Darius keeping him safe by holding onto a rope tied about him.

Eventually, after, discovering that the bottom of the chimney held water, Jarek swims across it through the chimney exit and into the large room beyond. The water is filled with razorfish and swimming is not the way that anybody else would want to go so magical aid is required.

The party each remove their footwear so that they can benefit from a spider climb spell with Balin and Darius picking up the excess items from the about-to-swim Morin and those Jarek left behind. Morin is aided by a sanctuary spell from Rhadogan and the rest of the party clamber around the walls.

Dalrylshana waits by the opening for Morin in case of trouble but although his grim face shows concentration, it needs no signs of worry - Morin is in the water for only a few seconds, as Jarek was, but the fish he is aware of approaching him rapidly are somehow repelled, as Rhadogan had hoped. He pulls himelf out of the water, shivering and glancing around the dim blue lit room and collects his equipment. Seconds later, Karnak brings up the rear - he would not give up his weapons to anybody and is unprotected by magic as he crashes into the icy water. He disappears from view momentarily and then comes soaring out of the water onto dry land a few seconds later, sharp cuts covering his blood-washed body, one fish in each fist and a third clamped between his teeth.

Even small victories count, it would seem.... 

Rhadogan attempts to aid Karnak, who is having none of it but accepts some basic first aid from Dalrylshana. The four warrior statues in the corners of the room look on soundlessly as everybody takes the opportunity to apply a long overdue re-annointment of Beryn's Oil of Wightbane to their weapons.

After the darkness of the caverns and the annoyance of the chimney and water, there is something almost relaxing about the dim blue light that permeates the large room. But it's too cold to relax for long and the party is soon ready to move on. Gathering about the western of the three double doors, Jarek opens it and the party edges forward.

Beyond the door, the air is stale and there is a slight smell of something acidic in the air. A corridoor opens out almost immediately into a room that extends beyond vision. About thirty feet in, thick cobwebs drift from wall to wall. The party investigate, burning the webs away with a torch and find a small pool in the room. Tiny spiders in their 1000s are abruptly noticed and Balin spots something baleful above for a moment. This is looking bad, so a retreat is attempted.

Unfortunately, two now animate stone warriors block the route out...

With warriors in front, above Balin's sharp intake of breath beind the party, the unnerving clacking sound of the first of eight enormous legs touching down onto stone is heard.

A ferocious battle is swiftly entered, Darius showing tactical skill and leadership, Jarek outstanding with his bow whilst Kin slows a foe with magic and Rhadogan calls on St Cuthbert for aid. It's all needed. 

Soon, three foes are separately engaged - the monstrous spider's mandibles dart out at its attackers, its body swinging dextrously on its grim ebon legs. Twice Rhadogan fends off the fearsome teeth with his shield and then smites his foe with his mace. Jiriki takes a leaf from his brother's book raining wounds upon his enemy, but his defense is weak and he takes two major and vicious blows. Balin is fortunately almost too short to be hit but his sword strikes as well any other.

30 feet from the doorway, Morin can almost be heard to curse as, having got behind his foe, he fails to make a dent - these statues, it seems, have no obvious weakspot! Dalrylshana and Karnak are fending better but receiving wounds, nonetheless and the same is true for Darius and Kin. Darius, as ever battles well but it's difficult to tell how damaged such mystical opponents are becoming. They neither cry out nor slow but battle inexorably on.

But the tide of battle moves to the party's side and the spider soon falls, leaving Rhadogan with a vicious shoulder wound and showering Jiriki, Jarek, Balin and he with poison from a sac beneath its head. Darius needs a valorous move to save Dalrlyshana but, although the stone warriors are finally defeated, crumbling to rubble and dust, divine healing is needed to pull her back from the brink of death.

A rest is needed.

The party refil waterskins from the pool and a search within it by Jarek - to find the source of the light within - reveals a skeletal corpse. It has an amulet that Jiriki recognises as being that of a near-legendary warrior "Stoneheart", although whether the body is actually his is impossible to tell. After a morality discussion over what to do with the items, the chainmail goes to Darius, Kin takes the amulet, Rhadogan the orb, Balin the longsword, Dalrylshana the ring and Jiriki the greatsword.

And then finally some untroubled rest is had for six hours.

6th Kanos

Having eaten, rested and healed as best they could, the party move on, traversing the huge room to the double doors opposite. A search reveals no traps but the party is not ready to be ambushed by stone warriors a second time: the feet of the statues are tied and as Morin opens the doors and steps in the room, both statues animate and stumble to be swiftly dealt with by a well-prepared enemy. Dust and rubble are all that remain in seconds.

The room is identical to that opposite and also contains a giant spider - Jarek, Balin and Jiriki flee at the sight of it (an effect of the previous beast's poison, Kin surmises) and even a spell to sooth from Rhadogan has no effect on their terror. The party is undaunted, however, and Kin unleashes magics to harm and weaken the terrible beast. Rhadogan increases the odds of victory fruther by blinding the arachnid and then steel finishes the job, particularly that administered by Morin who had crept behind the creature and clambered onto its back to deal his fearsome blows.

After some discussions (where Dalrylshana reveals that the ring she has can fire lightning bolts!) whilst Rhadogan prays, the party are eager to press on, the room is left unsearched and the last double door opened: a huge room awaits.

It's at least as wide as the previous room but the walls stretch southwards and away from each other at a gentle angle. You would imagine that this was once a vast natural cavern that has had some structure hewn into it. The room is quite well lit by a combination of the eerie blue light you are now quite used to (reflecting pleasantly in quartz elements in the rock walls) and a red glow: it's source is a large crack in the disorientingly high roof from which flames lick down.

The light allows you to see to the other end of the room quite easily, where wide, doorless corridoors extend at east and west, southwards into gloom. Between the party and these corridoors is a wide expanse of blue water around 40ft across, beginning a scant few feet from the doorway and extending the length of the room and beyond. Tiny razorfish flit about in their hundreds in the mild current, but fortunately there are a number of pillars extending out of the water to form large stepping stones, each over a couple of feet square and the distance between each safely jumpable.

A blue "X" is discovered on one of the stones, only visible in the orb's (now held by Dalrylshana) light from 15feet. The stone directly north of the cross is the one radiating least magic and, as the party try to solve how to get a cross, Balin leaps out before anybody can stop him but chooses safely, thankfully, in his hurry to get out of the room, concerned about the heat from above that his dwarvish sense of direction has allowed him to realise is the room where a fiery beast was unleashed as you escaped it!

After more magical attempts at divination, Rhadogan suddenly recalls a pattern on one of the columns in the room where the umberhulks were battled and realises that it was a map of the route across.

Wasting no more time, the party advance to the other side of the river safely where the path goes left and right, both directions towards passages north..

Choosing to go left, the party moves on to see where they will be led. The corridoor opens into a huge room. The cavernous roof is so far above that the pale mist hanging in the air almost has the appearance of a dark sky. The effect is compounded by the fact that there seems to be no end to the room; it's quite disconcerting but the room seems to run off south as far as can see be seen.

The dominating feature in the room is a large building: its walls look like they are composed of a dark blue marble and at the front there is a large archway, which is filled with swirling golden shapes; you can still just about see within to what looks like an empty, dusty room. Above the arch are the four alchemical symbols of earth, fire, water and air and just above these a gleaming blue orb casts blue light down onto the area in front of the building. The whole structure is stood upon a huge copper square, slightly proud of the stone floor, coloured now with verdigris and on this, before the archway is a steel block that appears to have writing on it.

It reads:

"I connect earth and air and bring the other two

The blood of gods and storm’s sinew

Speak my name and step ye back

For each time you see me I enter with a crack!"

It is suddenly apparent just how many times lightning has featured in these catacombs and, standing at the edge of the large copper plate, Morin cries out "Lightning!" and then steps back.

The blue orb fades to clear then abruptly becomes blinding brilliant white - the mist above fizzes with motion and then jagged forks of energy leap between clouds to orb then copper. Lightning forks wildly about the place, momentarily surrounding the entire buildng, and you can feel heat emanating from the pummelled copper plate. Then with a crack! the dazzling light-tapestry is dissipated and silence and stillness returns. The orb has stayed white, but has returned to it's original brightness now and a couple of plumes of smoke rise where dust has been burnt at the edge of the copper plate. The golden swirling shapes in the archway, however, are gone and the way through is clear.

The party advance into the building............

Inside the building, the party is confronted by a dark shape that slowly seems to resolve itself into a number of black goblinoid shapes, almost fluidly linked together.

Eager by now for a battle to let off steam and tense as they approach tehir goal, the party attacks, Balin, Jiriki and Karnak particularly keen! 

It is Rhadogan, however, who strikes the first blow, even as other magic is prepared around him. Water appears from nowhere above the dark creatures' heads and crashes down onto them: the effect is both violent and astonishing. There is a noise like the earth howling - low and guttural and then the very substance of the dark creatures splits into globules and all at once in a brief, dark maelstrom, the matter that was humanoid-shaped and ready for battle is spread across the interior walls of the building like so much molasses, and apparently less dangerous. Exposure to the elements can be a dreadful thing...

Where the unelementals stood there can be seen doors, built into the floor. A careful check by Morin and Jarek then Rhadogan and Darius, cautiously wary of any reanimation of the erstwhile foe pull open the doors. The doors are laid carefully, rather than flung open with a boom, and it is evident immediately that no creature is behind them: stairs descend some thirty feet, two people wide, to ornate double doors; torches line the walls at 5ft intervals, cool flame impossibly burning from them. The ornate doors are visible from the top of the stairs - they are carved of white stone with sigils and markings of curious origin all around the edges and small brass handles. The right-hand door is ajar and a little light penetrates the room beyond. From what little can be seen, there would seem to be a short area of floor followed by water.

After checking the stairs and door, Jarek peers around the doorway for a second and then, after a pause, steps inside. There's a few seconds' silence and then you almost make out a voice that isn't Jarek's. It's swiftly followed by his: "Morin, get everybody down here and watch out for a pressure plate inside the door."

The party doesn't need a second invitation and in a few moments are gathered in a large room, spreading themselves out to fit in as the floor is only about three feet wide before there is a tract of flowing water. In the centre of this is a small stone island upon which is a large brass coffin, lid slightly askew, the body of what might be a mage at its base and a second figure sat atop it. There is a pressure pad on the floor is just to the right of the entrance.

The figure on the coffin has tousled dark hair and long nails. His pale skin is stretched too tight over his bones and his whole body, wrapped in tattered leathers and a long ebony cloak, carries a look of deep fatigue. But the eyes hold some nobility and it's clear that whatever is before you was not always of quite this appearance. His legs swing slightly as he looks across at you all and a resonant but quiet voice speaks up: "Nine this time? After centuries of solitude, two lots of visitors. Hardly a coincidence, I would surmise." There is little mirth in the voice but little malice either; more resignation than anything else. Regardless, you notice the teeth as it speaks and it's the final confirmation: this is a vampire.......

The vampire - a born vampire, he says - argues for his freedom by virtue of the pennance he has already paid being imprisoned here. He's an unusual character, for a vampire, and freely warns the party that the scabbard is already gone, taken by Ghurzak. But there was more to it than this and he can still help - in return for his freedom. A bridge must be extended by depressing the plate and he must be asked to leave the room.

No magic can be used within the tomb so the party move outside and a huge argument erupts over what is best to do. It essentially splits along the idea of honour versus the fact that this is a vampire and cannot be allowed to leave. 

Eventually the compromise involves wards being placed by Rhadogan to harm the vampire and everybody taking their place to attack him. The party will set him free but then he must battle his way out; a curious decision that may came back to haunt them as the vampire appears only interested in freedom and 

Morin takes the news to the vampire and then returns up the stairs to take a position opposite Jarek but closer to the intended melee point as he is armed with silver dagger and shortsword. Tension spreads across the room like a barbed net and balls of feet take balance, each person coiled and ready to strike and aware of the danger facing them. 

The vampire appears at the base of the stairs and begins to ascend; everybody waits for the triggering of Rhadogan's spells and Balin looks almost fit to burst with anticipation.

It speaks as it ascends: "I will take this quiet moment before you attack to thank you for my freedom; your items await, true to my part of the bargain. Should I survive, know that some of you make a patient enemy today, so fight well."

He glances at the doors and pauses slightly before he steps out from the stairway. The second he does, a beam of blinding light erupts from the right-hand doorway; it grazes the vampire, affecting cloak more than body and the beast flinches and then pauses momentarily as if clearing its head. The waiting party don't need any second invitations and attack commences, Rhadogan holding back for a moment and presumably, by his actions, casting a spell.

Darius hesitates for a fraction of a second as he realises that the vampire is unarmed but he will not endanger his friends in battle and this beast needs no weapons to be dangerous; he strikes fast twice but without affect. The vampire is swift and inordninately dextrous, clearly. Balin also misses but as he does so, the vampire howls, as one of Jarek's arrows appears under its shoulder tearing through the flesh and leather. The vampire grasps the head and tears the arrow out - his anger and some surprise are evident and it would seem that the Oil of Wightbane is having an effect. 

He lashes out at Balin whose face is slashed by long nails then delivers an elegant kick to Darius - the dwarf's face grows pale instantly and he stumbles backwards slightly. Darius is similarly afflicted. "You have some magics but not enough!" the vampire yells, having gained a little space, but as his form shimmers, he is evidently blind to the presence of Jiriki who slashes at the beast with his two-handed sword.

This is not just a weapon coated in Beryn's oil but also the holy symbol of Kord and Jiriki strikes with all his faith and might just as the vampire becomes a bat and Morin stabs at emtpy air from behind. The creature is swift and goes upwards and out through the archway as fast as it can and is gone past Dalrylshana and Kin's flailing attempts to stop it. 

Freedom was obviously more important to the vampire than winning this combat. Silence returns to the room. At Jiriki's feet lies the severed hand of the vampire, a brass and ruby ring on one of the gnarled fingers.

Darius and Balin are dazed from the encounter and the whole party feels the anticlimax of a battle sought and missed but they check the crypt over the bridge anyway and Morin discovers two gems in a secret compartment; the body of the mage killed by the vampire has long since been taken by the river current. The gems turn out to be elemental gems and are crucial to the operation of the Sword of Names: although Ghurzak may have recovered the scabbard, it is quite possible that he does not know the gems are also needed. A victory of sorts has been achieved!

After Rhadogan has blessed the crypt with spell and holy water, the party take some uninterrupted rest before beginning the ascent back out of the catacombs. Kin takes the time to identify the vampire's ring as a Ring of Freedom of Movement, which is pleasing to Jiriki.

The curious nature of this seemingly infinite room is ignored and after a rest away from the crypt, good time is made using spells to get back across the water and up the ladder in the 'chimney' and passage is uninhibited across the curious alchemical water sign in the corridor, even though Balin was more keen to investigate the large wheel he had discovered behind the previously unchecked door.

Returning to the cavernous area where the umber hulks were encountered, the party contact Beryn, who is a little annoyed they had bothered to rest, and find out how to use the caged golden bull's horn that Jiriki and Rhadogan had used to plot their course through the maze of tunnels upon entry. Concentrating on Beryn and navigating the maze, the magical item leads the party without fail upwards, upwards for four hours trek and finally starlight and freedom from the crypt!

Morin uses the horn, Darius the Illuminatus and Balin at the front with darkvision. No cavewights, zombies or skeletons encountered.

Although the journey upwards is essentially uneventful, Kin, Darius and Balin all feel as though something has been following - to the extent of glimpsing perhaps the ghostly apparition of an elf. It passes as daylight is reached; an explanation would only come much later.... 

Upon meeting the party, Beryn warns that there are militia and "others" in Stetterick, which is why he had moved away from his previous position by the mine entrance. He leads the party a distance west into the hills for a safer resting place; his cart is gone but he has the agreed 50GP for each member of the party.

7th Kanos

Gathering around a fire that Karnak has prepared, Beryn, in a better mood now, offers his congratulations and gives up some clarification. Shurudien El-Haroush disappeared into legend long ago and the items you have found are certainly is, three in particular - even if the skeleton wasn't. Dalrylshana's orb is identified as an Illuminatus - apparently the Mayor of Galent has one, too. 

More importantly, it is revealed for definite for the first time that the scabbard is the scabbard from the Sword of Names; it relies on true names for its destructive power. The elemental gems acquired are the means of imparting said name, for every name of power is bound in the elements of the world. The scabbard would transmit the name to the reunited blade and hilt but, Beryn adds, that would require something else, probably still on the scabbard. 

So Ghurzak has no complete victory.

[Neither Jiriki's ring from the vampire's hand, nor the gem that Morin secretly held at this point were revealed, which had later ramifications]

The elemental gems are not unique, so Beryn requests that the party head to the City-Between-Places to warn one of the potential owners. Since the werewolf (or rather his master) is also likely to realise the gems are not with the scabbard at some point, it is feasible it will also go there - this is enough to keep Morin's fierce search for the beast with the party. For now.

A number of conversations are had - notably between Morin and Beryn and Rhadogan and Jarek - then the party rest a little and are ready to move on. There is a rough path a mile further on into the hills which leads up to the partial ruins of an old castle. Here in one of the rooms is a Wayfarer's mirror ("you'll recognise it when you see it") which will take you to the City Between Places to warn a gnomish gem-maker of the likely danger he is in. From there to Galent where Beryn will hopefully meet you and check the second place where an elemental gem might be found. Beryn has great faith in your abilities but warns you to beware of others who are searching for the same item for their own dangerous reasons.

The horses are to be left behind as they are not suitable for the next journey. Each party member has 10 days' rations each from Beryn but there is no more healing salve after this last usage (everybody bar Rhadogan are back to full hit points; Rhadogan will need a "neutralise poison" spell - that Beryn is not privy to, unfortunately - to allow the wound on his shoulder to heal properly. For now he has clean bandages only).

Karnak and Beryn set of East after a couple of goodbyes (and a large ferocious hug for Jiriki from his brother) and, gathering their belongings, the party start to move out west, slowly taking advantage of the darkness as anybody in Stetterick will doubtless be otherwise occupied to see the light of the Illuminatus so far away as Dalryshana lights the way with Morin just ahead and Darius close by. 

It's still an hour or more before dawn when the party come out of a narrow walled valley and see the castle ruins, a few hundred yards away atop a hill lit by the half moon. It's small and more dilapidated than you were led to believe. And two rather large figures can be seen - it looks like they're partaking of food from a baking carcass set over a rough fire.

Balin bristles slightly and Darius moves to block him from charging past. Just in case.

"Hill Giants" he hisses.

Morin and Jarek set out on quiet recon, returning 20 minutes later; the giants look as though they are temporarily resting so the party decide to rest properly and see if they move on. Balin and Jiriki notice a large hawk circling during their watch (the last one) - tethers hanging from its feet indicating it is not wild. The giants have gone come morning, but rain has arrived. The party head up towards the ruined keep, Jarek hanging back with bow to keep watch for the hawk.

Amongst the ruins, stairs head down into a stone room with a couple of doors and a large broken mirror. Jarek joins the party as the last man descends, indicating no luck with the hawk.

Dalrylshana jumps into the room with the Illuminatus and checks it out: besides the doors and mirror, she finds the body of a recently dead hill giant, arrow wounds peppering its back and a shattered leg bone. It has not been merely dumped though and it would be a reasonable guess that it had something to do with the hill giants seen earlier.

Morin notices that scrawled on the wood where shards of mirror have fallen away is a phrase: "In the wizard's cloak"; he doesn't mention it at this point. There are no cloaks to be see, although there are a number of pegs for hanging them on: the easternmost of these would appear to be a switch!

When activated, a mechanism whirrs into action and a portion of the east wall opens to reveal a hitherto secret corridor - a ticking continues when the door is opened and it is found to be on a timer, slamming shut after a minute, with the investigative Morin inside. The party waste no time, splitting up temporarily and eventually finding that the secret corridor goes north and then east to another one-way door with a lever. This door opens into room with a clean, white marble floor, well lit by a white flame in a glass orb on the east wall which gives off a strange light making all shadows unusually precise at their edges.

There is a door on both north and south walls but as the north door is approached by Morin, an imp appears out of nowhere and begins to attack with impossible dexterity. It is a few seconds before Darius and Balin can get to the door to open it and join the fray, followed moments later by Kin and Rhadogan, also in the corridor as Jiriki and Dalrylshana guarded the route back.

Madcap battle ensues, the imp pirouetting and piercing, untouched by any strike made at him and moving at dizzying speed. all the while it giggles and taunts but does not respond directly to the vain attempts to persuade it to cease. As the room darkens, Jarek throwing his cloak over the glass orb, the party shadows return to their diffuse appearance - the whirling imp's shadow remains ultra precise edged, however.

A number of things happen at once in a confusing melee: Jarek prepares an arrow, Darius and Kin back up to the secret door and Rhadogan prepares a spell as Morin proffers the Illuminatus to Kin, believing there to be some illusion here. All at once, the room is flooded with light from Rhadogan's now enchanted forelock as the imp darts forwards and Balin and Darius engage. Balin stoops low to strike, his sword clanging against the imp's shadow as Darius flails and Jarek's badly shot arrow skims over the dwarf's head and then suddenly the impish figure stops stock still.

"Ah, bum - I was just getting warmed up," it says. "Oh, well - see you next time. Passage granted."

And with that, its body fades, the shadow rises out of two dimensions fluidly up into the body shape; for a moment, a dark mirage of the imp grins and gives a thumbs up and with a light 'ping' is gone. In the bright room, it's just barely noticeable that the light shining from under Jarek's cloak has turned a grassy green.

Jiriki and Dalrylshana join the party and she brings up the writing on the broken mirror, noticed earlier by Morin, and the fact that the party seems to have now effectively trapped itself as the only safe route back is now blocked by the one way door being closed....

The north door can now be opened to reveal an elliptical room. A few steps in is a large marble block with a number of coloured orbs resting atop it. In the centre of the room is a large silvery frame suspended and held by four old chains. The room is lit on the southern edge by two orbs, much like those in the room everybody is stood in, but shedding a white light, not green. There are no other doors.

7 crystal spheres stand before the suspended frame, each a different colour. Nothing can be discerned as to what to do and the party are about to 'just try something' when Morin goes to check the door in the other room. Balin takes advantage of the indecision and prepares to leapt through the frame, touching the blue orb first.

He barely has time to mouth "Shi....." when his body is surrounded in a coruscation of blue flaming light and he is tossed like a leaf in a hurricane backwards against the wall where his body clatters and comes to rest. 

"Ouch," mutters Balin quietly, and a ring of smoke rises up from his mouth.

His actions are met with much disdain but he his healed whilst being chastised and then Jarek, Dalrylshana and Morin set out on further reconnaissance through the checked south door in the square room.

Some sense is made of the layout of the keep and Dalrylshana stays at the corner to keep a visual chain between her and Rhadogan’s glowing locks as the two rogues move west along the corridor to investigate the door on the south wall; it opens into a square room which has a stench of rotting meat from rat and humanoid corpses. This was clearly once a kitchen but only claw-marks in the dust indicate any recent inhabitation – they look like ghoul tracks.

The party gather and the door in the room is checked – itopens into a dining room that now looks like a charnel pit. There is a stench of death here, strong and foul and the walls and floor are stained deep red. Huddled in  a corner arre five ghouls – as they react to the light the party bring and move towards the intruders, they revela the reason for their huddle – the body of the hill giant recently discovered was their lates feast.

Outside the dining area, Jiriki notes at the edge of the Illuminatus’ light that tow ghasts are approaching from the west end of the corridor.

Rhadogan reacts swiftly, softly speaking whilst concentrating on his words of divine power, as he goes - his own mace and, roughly, the persons of Darius, Morin and Jarek are splashed with holy water: these are undead and you will take the blessing of St Cuthbert willingly or otherwise! 

There is only just enough time for him to touch each of you, and though merely a tingle is felt you trust Rhadogan's word - by the sudden pause of the ghouls, it is clear anyway that you are now invisible to them. 

Whatever concerns Darius may be carrying over his ability to lead (or where he's put his hat), he is still most naturally a warrior born and is unsurprisingly first to his foe. Dancing lightly from his most guessable position he allows a moment for Jarek, the next quickest to react, to take position so that the invisibility ward will be most effective.

Jarek is less calculating at battle but no less efficient - he tumbles lightly and quietly past the ghoul coming towards him and in two swift strikes has cut it to the ground from behind, its tight flesh cleaved painfully and frightful ooze leaking from its damaged remains. 

Darius, some feet away, did not delay on his own actions - like a man possessed he becomes a pure fighting spirit: his first blow takes off a huge chunk of a ghoul's torso and his second cuts it almost in two. Even as it drops, he spins with the momentum and strikes a second ghoul with a vicious jab. His blade slices through its jaw and cracks through the back of its skull. As he draws the steel back the body of the ghoul collapses like a sick puppet. 

All are visible now to the remaining ghouls but it matters little - Rhadogan is not close enough to deal any damage as the nearest ghoul to him seems to be heading to the western door. Morin is not so fortunate but is unphased; he wields his armoury confidently and his opponent already has a light-enchanted dagger protruding from its stomach. He takes a scratch to the arm (5HP) but does not yield to the feared paralysis and in moments, even as Jarek rounds the table to lend a hand, his foe is cut down, head lolling from a flap of skin that still connects it to its body as it falls. 

At that moment, Dalrylshana bursts in from the other room, the battle having gone well with the ghasts and Jiriki’s newfound ring grainting his immunity to their touch proving very valuable, and is almost about to grin or applaud when the western door crashes open. She pauses.

In the doorway is a large beast, something you've never seen before - it's bigger than a hill giant and, though stooped to fit in here, does not look slowed or uncomfortable for this. Its body looks as though it is made of the tiniest grains of shale, ever moving and swirling, and yet, almost like a trick of the light, you glance a skeletal form of sorts within the mass. The eye sockets carry no eyes but gleam with a cold blue light like the sea in the moon's glow. It glances once at the body of the hill giant, laughs a short guttural laugh, reaches forward and tears the head off the last remaining ghoul and takes a bite before tossing it aside, as if it was some gesture of defiance, and advances on Darius. 

Rhadogan, momentarily, stops dead in his tracks.......he recognises this as a sand giant and warns the party that it is dangerous. Jirki, hurtles into the room filled with battle-lust and vaults a table into prime strike position.

Rhadogan, on Darius' shoulder, calls upon St Cuthbert to repel this undead beast but the sand giant is unperturbed by the divine invocation. Darius, seemingly takes a leaf from Rhadogan's book, glances briefly to Dalrylshana and mouths something then shouts:

"Rodasi, god of hellfire and lightning, you are called to destroy this beast by this summons," then surges forward to meet the beast. 

The sand giant is unperturbed as the almost foaming-at-the-mouth Jiriki is a more pressing concern; the barbarian's sword, symbol of Kord, smashes down wildly, but for all his rage, Jiriki is careless and the strike goes wide. The sand giant's huge arms hurtle like piledrivers through the air, a hiss like distant waves can be heard as the sandy form rolls, spills and reforms over the skeleton. Jiriki has the wind taken out of him by a fierce blow but does not stagger.

Darius also takes a strong blow but strikes almost simultaneously, carving at the figure twice; it staggers but sand swirls in to the seeming wounds and it's difficult to say whether much damage is actually done. A fraction later, as Darius' shout subsides, it is clear that some is: a lightning bolt crackles through the air, forking around Darius and Rhadogan and settling upon the giant. It roars with anger and small, jagged shaped pieces of glass crash and tinkle to the floor from its body.

The air is crackling and vibrating with magic at work as Kin and Rhadogan do what they can - the sharpest of vision might perceive small cracks appearing in the underlying skeletal form as a loud ringing, focused at the sand giant's chest, echoes around the room. 

Still it comes: Jiriki recovers magnificently to deal a blow that would have stopped many creatures, the length of his sword running with wild flames at the instant he strikes. The giant staggers and Jarek takes his opportunity to strike, missing but then connecting brilliantly even as the giant pounds at him and Jiriki.

Again Rhadogan invokes St Cuthbert as he tries to force the weakening giant back by force of will. It's staggered now but the eyes gleam maliciously and brighter for a moment and it pauses but does not falter. Dalrylshana cries out. Darius continues to attack, striking once, and Kin hurls magic forwards again. 

Again Jiriki and Jarek strike the giant but the blows are not so powerful this time and the sand giant rallies, smashing Jarek and knocking him backwards across the room before turning to Darius and crunching a sand fist into his face. Rhadogan and Kin again unleash magic at the beast and it staggers, finally allowing the eager but weakened Balin to step into Jarek's position, protecting him and giving the dwarf a chance to strike: his sword, Millefang, rings true and where it strikes sand is slow to reform. 

The giant's body rocks: Jiriki strikes, screaming the name of Kord and all of a sudden, the giant collapses backwards, quickly followed by the exhausted and injured - but alive - barbarian. All that remains of the sand giant is a pile of shale and sand and some very old sea-worn bones. Suddenly revealed is Morin, who was behind the creature and is now spitting out sand. He looks frustrated beyond belief and just mutters, "I...just...couldn't...bloody...hit it!".

But for the heavy breathing of Jarek and Jiriki in particular, the room goes quiet just as the light on Rhadogan's hair disappears. Morin quickly pulls out his temporarily enchanted dagger. 

At the back of the room, Dalrylshana speaks up quietly: "Errr, by the quiet, I'm assuming we won.........sorry I didn't use another lightning bolt: I'm blind."

.....

Staying in the gore-filled dining room with the dead hill giant, ghoul corpses and a fearful stench, the party takes 5. Rhadogan is already praying with thanks to St Cuthbert for his aid and protection as Dalrylshana tries to get used to her current predicament by walking around the room, guided by Kin as needed.

Jiriki, meanwhile, has recovered enough to offer praise to Kord and has gathered all the bones of the sand giant together in a neat pile. The huge femur is left to one side and Jiriki sets about carving the symbol of Kord on the skull, set atop the pile, offering harsh prayer as he does so. Whatever detestable gods the sand giant may have worshipped or obeyed, from this moment it will be a cairn to Kord.

There is a room revealed where the sand giant had entered and a check by Jarek, Kin and Morin reveals it to be a library. A couple of magical scrolls are discovered and some works of fiction: Three Dwarfs in a Punt, Mordenkainen and the Philosopher's Stone, The Belgariad, The Sorcerors's Cape, The Silence of the Hippogriffs, The Dhurghumlund Falcon, Around the Planes of Existence in 80 Days and so on.

Morin makes sense of the message found behind the mirror and takes up the Sorcereor’s Cape, allowing to fall open to a well-thumbed page, where he reads: 

".....Sparrowhawk, having watched the Archmage Alodar before him from the shadows, approaches the red orb, touches it and whispers, "Grant Passage to a Traveller" before stepping forward........"

This must be the way to get past the Wayfarer’s Mirror!

Haste is abruptly needed as a check by Morin reveals that another sand giant and a number of skeletons, at the very least, are gathered at the entrance to the keep in the grim noon drizzle. The marble room is approached again but the imp reappears. Balin redeems his earlier folly as it turns out that his strike was purposefully at the imp’s shadow on the last encounter – his repeat of the trick dispels it again. 

Morin, leading by virtue of momentum, carries out his proposed actions: he touches the red orb and no explosion follows. There's a noticeable relaxing of shoulders and then he speaks: 

"Grant passage to a traveller"

The hanging frame suddenly comes to life, as if quicksilver was running from within it - but the gleaming fluid moves towards the centre of the frame and in a few scant seconds it is almost full, shimmering and quivering. A slim, silvery centre fills the frame, connected to it by irregular, random stretched strands. It's partially transparent but also reflects curiously - no colour, just warped mercury versions of what stands before it.

This must be the Wayfarer's Mirror.

Morin is cautious but decided: he glances round, shrugs and hops through the frame.

And is gone.

One by one, without knowing what will happen and trusting only that they have discovered the key correctly and that Beryn is the person they think he is, the rest of the party follow, Kin leading and simultaneously jumping with Dalrylshana.

It seems like the shortest hop - until the landing. 

There is a disorientation from the complete change of surroundings: the party are outside, on a hillside and it's light as it is just before dusk, although the sky is already full of stars. An island floats in the distance with a huge, gleaming city astride it and the ring of hills you stand upon surrounding it. A moat of pure, endless, starry sky separates the two.

Off to the right, the merest impression of a path eventually leads the party down to a meeting with a half-orc, Nilfract, who describes himself as a cook (evidenced by his offer of soup), and who seems to gently oversee a ramshackle group that gather on the mountains-side of the arched, transparent bridge that leads to the gates between of the City-Between-Places.

He offers a warning: “The City-Between-Places is a haven to all. And I mean ALL. That's why some folk change their minds about going in. A word to the wise - don't pick any fights in there. You don't think they'd send a 'free guard' like Bherrt out if they had less inside?' 

Bherrt is a large troll who lingers silently by the start of the bridge; he is replace by another, Ehrnie, and the party, after a brief rest head towards the city. A little cooked-up subterfuge, in the form of a fictional tale, allowed them to ask where a special gem might be found and now the party have the name of a gnome who must be he person Beryn referred to: Arn Basaltson.

It is clear,as the bridge is reached, why many change their minds about crossing it – there are no hadholds or protective barriers and below the transparent arc is only darkness and stars without end. The party are not so easily discouraged, however.

The City-Between-Places is a huge,  sprawling, walled city growing out of the very island it sits astride. The gleaming metal walls (brass perhaps, like the fabled cloud city of the Efreet?) stretch towards the heavens. Away from the hills it is apparent just how curious the entire place is: there is no sun in the endless sky but it's quite light nonetheless. It strikes you that there is quite probably never any night time here.

Dragging your eyes down to the base of the city, you see that the bridge ends with a small, flat cleared area and then two huge iron doors, the only obvious entrance. In front of them stands a large humanoid warrior, his race difficult to guess as he is covered in armour from head to toe.

As you approach, he clangs a chainmail fist against steel breast and throws out his arm in salute. When he speaks, his voice booms militaristically through his full helm.

"Welcome, travellers. I am Heimdall, Watcher and Guardian of the Great Bridge. You are welcome to the City-Between-Places. Here you will not draw a weapon in anger; should you break this decree, the City Watchers will be instant and final in their meted justice."

Then, with a slightly less authoratitive boom, adds "I would suggest you look for lodging in the Kallan's Shield Inn, to your right..."

With that, he hammers on the door, moves to one side and waves theparty forward as the massive doors creak open. Smells and sounds rush out to fill the air - trader's cries, laughter, argument and hubbub. This is a vibrant city and all manner creatures go about their business within the walls. 

The party soon find accommodation (free for the first night!) at the recommended inn with Hranff, its half-ogre barman, and gain directions to the gnome both from an unpleasant Drow town guard and a nervous friend of Beryn’s  - Randor of the Chaemites (and his owl companion). Randor looks after the tab and room costs and a number of the party settle in to a well-deserved session amongst the ever-changing inhabitants of the noisy and frenetic, smoky bar. 

The City-Between-Places is a bustling, never-dark place with a vast array of inhabitants, taverns and shops (all expensive). Morin and Rhadogan head off into it to find the gnome and pass the message as the rest of the party….party. Except for Kin, who retires early to his room to catch up on some much-needed study. And not too much later Jarek also reitres.

Suffice to say that their minor mission is succesful: more relevantly, whether it is the nature of the City or things just coming to a head, a number of personal details are uncovered and discussed. 

The most noteable of these is the change in Rhadogan who has dropped a disguise and now appears as his real self – Suva. He had been meant to take the scabbard for the emperor of Karubai but proved independent and questioning enough to make his own choices and has joined the party of his own free will now. It turns out that the Illuninatus had already allowed Dalrylshana to see that there was a disguise (and she had kept the Illuminatus away from other magic users since realising this). Evidently, he had shown enough promise and trust to allow himself the time to reveal himself on his own terms.

Jarek also shows his muddled colours as somebody who may have sold the party down the river at one poitn but who cares about them now and the task at hand. It is an intense time of soul-searching all about and Dalrylshana summarises it all as she descibes the party:

“Balin, a gambling dwarf and headstrong fighter. 

"Morin, of course, who's obsessed with the werewolf and driven by desire for revenge, and now at least we know why - sorry for your loss Morin. 

"Jiriki, who's quiet unless we meet undead and then beware his mighty weapon," she grins, "and who must be trustworthy because he's related to Karnak! 

"Rhadogan, who arrived with Jiriki, but isn't Rhadogan and is now rather lost. 

"Kin, the conscientious, who's upstairs studying and doesn't seem to have much of a past. 

"Jarek, tortured soul whose complex reasons for being here I can't even begin to properly fathom. 

"Darius the brave, who is also Darius the hunted. 

"And me with no great doom or madness in my past but a long-term interest in the Sword of Names; it's pure fluke that this is what we actually are searching for. 

"I think Jiriki's got the right idea - see you later, Jiriki - ,"she pauses to wave bye to Jiriki, who is clearly not overly impressed with the details coming to light and leaves the inn to go for a walk about the never-closing town. 

And then she adds: "And we're all led along by Beryn, whom we know little about. A mission of such seeming importance that we really should have been hand-picked, surely? 

I'm off to bed before this honesty session gets too much for me but I just wondered, does it occur to anybody else that this motley crew is a suicide squad. Expendable to the extreme???" 

Her words are faintly damning and preced an unusually glum mood for the elf.

After five days, it is time to leave and the party head to the Town Hall, other tasks having been accomplished – notably Suva having cured his poisoned wound. The only point of concern is that Morin had an encounter with the (now one-handed) vampire from the crypt, free and in the City. Apparently (to the surprise of Suva especially) it was honour-bound to bring a warning that the party had been followed due to Morin warning the vampire that he was about to be ambushed back in the cypt. Those following the party, however, had trouble getting past the shadow imp by the mirror.

More intriguingly, somebody specifically tracking Darius had been killed by the vampire, removing one concern, perhaps.

Some distance north through the constant buzz of the city, the party arrive at the huge windowless edifice that is the Town Hall. Steps lead up to the entrance, where the large double doors are presided over by a tall metallic Shield Guardian, holding a 10ft long chimaera on a three-collared leash. The black goat and maneless lion heads growl through clenched teeth whilst the dragon head merely watches, head slightly cocked, like a hawk watches a mouse.

It is at this timely moment that Morin informs the party that time here passes relatively quicker than outside; if this is the route out, ten days will have passed.

Unmoved , the party enter, passing 5GP a head to the Shiled Guardian as it holds out its large hand – the coins blink out of existence and the party are allowed entrance.

The inside of the town Hall is a huge, sterile, circular room some 200ft in diameter with the ceiling easily three times that above. It's entirely bereft of decor but for a plush desk and chair about 30 feet in. Two armoured figures, the City Watch presumably, stand either side of the inside of the door and at the desk is a curious looking person, possibly some sort of human half-breed. He has a long, pointed nose upon which his half-moon glasses sit and his greasy hair is swept back to reveal slightyl pointed ears. Long

fingers wrap around a feather quill as he enters information into a ledger, the other hand checking a stack of gold coins and filling the air with clicking echoes.

His voice is harsh and clipped when he speaks, barely looking up, "Good day to you. This all seems to be in order. What is your chosen destination and is it the same for all, please?"

‘Galent in Dhurghumlund’ is given as the destination and the odd bookkeeper, barely looking up, waves vaguely at the wall behind him with a number of doors..  

“Third hall from the right, 17th door down on your left, if you please....”

The party are not entirely sure whether these doors were here when they first entered but before they can discuss it, the third door from the right opens to reveal a long white corridor with a  multitude of doors on either side: Suva sets off.

Counting to seventeen doors proves unnecessary as the door is marked with a small brass plaque that reads simply, ‘Galent’. Suva glances about him in case of warnings or questions and then pushes the door open.

Fresh, cold air breezes into the corridor; the party have seem numerous strange and wondrous things by now so none is really surprised to see a grey drizzly morning on a green field outside the door. The doorway hangs in the air behind the party, as they step down, impossibly unsupported as it leads back into the hallway. As the last foot touches down, the door closes and with a light 

'pop' is gone. 

There is a farm nearby and a walled town to the east that is presumably Galent. It’s a couple of miles away but before movement can be made int hat direction, a voice calls out from beneath a gnarled tree.

It's Beryn wearing a broad-brimmed hat, with a slim companion, almost invisible in the gloom and shade - Hogun, the grim. He looks in a very bad mood as he strides forwards, leaning on his staff.

"Come on," he commands, gesturing at the farmhouse, "let's get you in to the warm and have some breakfast and you can bloody well explain who this ACTUALLY is..."

He jabs a finger at Suva as he spins on one foot to lead you all towards the farm through the increasing rain, and you'd almost swear it hissed as water bounced upon it..................

His mood, as it is prone to, soon changes – it turns out that the real Rhadogan, to Suva’s great relief, is alive and recovering from an attempt upon his life in Pen Duras. Beryn seems even pleased with Suva’s actions, aftrer a chat with him, coming forward voluntarily with the truth as he has. In fact his now marshalled ire seems more levelled at himself for being duped and having guessed incorrectly about the Emperor of Karubai’s involvement. Now, it seems, he has no idea who your real enemy – the employer of the werewolf – could be.

An extra day is allowed to recover some energy and the party are fed well before their next task awaits- the second elemental gem that Beryn knew of is now apparently in the hands of some orcs and ogres who interecepted the gem that belongs to the mayor of Galent.

Before the party leave, a number of questions are brought up – Jarek wants to go into Galent for an armourer and can’t see why the local militia can’t handle a few orcs; Morin, perhaps not alone,  has some questions about Beryn’s own motives and actions. 

Beryn deflects most of the comments and explains about the orcs:

"As to the orcs, the fact is, orcs and ogres were in this country before the dwarves came. An uneasy peace is maintained - mainly because the orcish tribes war amongst themselves so much. If the mayor sends the militia, it would be viewed almost as a declaration of war and Galent would suffer; the militia wouldn't be too keen to go either! However, if a band of adventurers

was to independently liberate the hijacked items..........

"Besides, you owe the mayor: the bull's horn that led you all out of the catacombs - and Rhado...sorry, Suva...and Jiriki in - was loaned from him. " [Morin is at pains to point out that Beryn borrowed this and it is his debt!].

"And one final reason of course: the mayor is not entirely aware of the nature of a certain gem amongst the stolen hoard. Yes, the gem was only part of a large amount stolen. He will have no reason to expect a full return of his treasure so this item at least can go missing. Subtly, I hope," he smiles at Morin and Jarek, "as there is a hostage to free as well. Somebody afraid of water, I am told, which is why the items being brought down from Rin Duras could be hijacked in the first place. They'd usually be sent safely by river."

"And I would rather you made do with what you have for now Jarek: a journey into Galent could jeopardise things at this point. You should have done all this in the City-Between-Places for goodness' sake. You had plenty of time!"

It hardly seems worth arguing the last point and as Morin tries to gather some information about the owls that Beryn frequently has about him (“”Companions, aids, messengers: they're very versatile creatures. These ones particularly."), the old man’s mood changes and he draws a line across the conversation and finds the party a map for their journey.

17th Kanos

It’s a day’s march to the ogre stronghold – horses are not a good idea as they increase visibility and there are known to be griffons in the area (which would see the horses as meat).  Besides, in the marshland you’ll be heading for, they would hardly increase speed.

The party leave at dawn in the cold, grey drizzle – Karnak is apparently in Pen Duras guarding Rhadogan Fleur and neither beryn nor Hogun will accompany the party as they have other tasks, so it is only the core party that set off for the rescue and recovery-cum-theft. 

North over the hilly landscape, a tributary of the main river is met, flowing from the west. This is the line to follow, the ground becoming gradually muddier. Hills are neared as darkness falls; through the low mist, a bridge can just be seen that leads over the water to the ogre stronghold. Off to the party’s right is a sodden, marshy route that leads to a promised second and safer route in. 

The journey has been safe this far but now, coming down from the hills, carrying what might be a very large pig on a pole, are a small band of orcs and possibly an ogre. They're about a mile ahead of the party and are heading towards the bridge: the party elect for the stealthy options, as it does not look as though they’ve been seen yet, and take cover rather than attack. This is a good time ot rest so they move a little away from the overly damp borders of the tributary and ake watches.

During the night, Jiriki has to battle with his desires to avoid attacking a party of five orcs carrying fishing rods but morning comes without incident and the party quickly head off to find the entrance they require and get out of plain view of the stronghold before it gets to light. 

The going is difficult as it gets quite swampy but with Morin and Jarek moving ahead as scouts, the party move on until the two indicate that soemthing has been spotted. As the majority of the party approach and are informed of a smoke trail, events suddenly move more quickly than decisions over approach: Morin's legs bend and his arms spread for balance as he takes up a hyper-alert balanced posture. Without glancing to anybody but keeping his eyes on the ground, he snaps, "Watch out!"

Jarek responds immediately as Morin tumbles to one side: the damp, fecund earth has more than vegetation dwelling amongst and beneath its watery channels. The soil swirls as if alive and then erupts in a shower of fetid, dank mud. As the remainder of the party begins to react, a long serpent's body rears up from the churned-up ground, it's body mottled like aged fruit. Three necks twist away from the long body and each ends in a slavering snake-like, but jagged-toothed, head, the eyes - green as death in spring - glowering and full of malice. Forked tongues lick at the air as this new prey is assessed and then the heads dart for attack as the worryingly swift creature comes forward, it's matted 40ft body zipping across the ruptured bogland. 

The party scrambles for position, Balin advancing as quickly as Suva steps back, so that the three warriors can face the serpent as it careens towards them. It is quick and has attacked before Jiriki, rage in his eyes, Balin or Darius can steady their feet but the heads are distracted momentarily by a magical flare created by Kin and all miss the mark.

Dalrylshana slips forwards and enchants Darius; with Cat's Grace bestowed on him, he gains his balance more easily and hacks valliantly at the swamp beast even as two arrows slam into its side, courtesy of Jarek. Jiriki and Balin follow suit: slipping in the terrible conditions, their blows nevertheless are true.

Suva stays back, carefully watching battle unfold, ready to lend a mace to the fray if needed but cautious of using magic that might draw attention, as Morin has noted in some earlier shouted tactics. Even if Kin has not.

The size of the serpent and treacherous underfoot conditions make it difficult to follow any barked plan; just keeping attacking seems the best ploy - particularly as it seems to be working: large fangs tear at Balin but miss the wild Jiriki, who flails at one of the heads and loses his balance in the mud, toppling awkwardly as his greatsword's momentum drags him over.

Darius and his dwarven companion drive steel home again and further arrows strike from fleet-footed Jarek, dancing at the periphary and staying in good range. The heads writhe madly as something like terror fills the green eyes and Morin adds to its predicament with a well-placed strike to its back, deftly avoiding the flailing tail. The mages and Suva cearly spot that they may as well save their magicks!

For all its ferocity, this beast would seem to better suited to more animal prey rather than skilled warriors. More blows land and the heads suddenly rise upwards and then with a hiss and a low, guttural cry like flesh ripping, the three heads plunge downwards and outwards to produce three smaller beast where seconds ago there was one. Two dive into the mud and away, one taking just a further nick from Balin. The other is too close to Jiriki: maddened and muddy, he dives for the beast, halting its escape long enough for Darius to fling his shield to one side and plunge his longsword, two-handed, through its brain and out the lower jaw.

Only minutes have passed. The bog settles and there is no further movement or sign of the smaller serpents; they would seem to have wisely taken flight.

The party regroup and notice that the smoke in the distance seems to have gone - but there is a figure at the point where the two hills join, under a mile away, clearly waving the party towards him. This is where the party intend to head, so it seems wise to investigate, although as the waving figure is an orc, Darius and Morin head off to check the situation first (Morin being particularly worried about Jarek’s self-confessed hatred of orcs).

The encounter is swift and the orc, refusing to give his name for safety but clearly an agent for the Mayor of Galent, ugly, battle-scarred and with a two-headed axe across his back leads the party into the valley. It’s discomfortingly obvious that this would be an easy place for an ambush but none comes.

After a couple of hundred yards, the orc comes to a halt by a small stream that runs along part of the valley before disappearing underground, presumably joining the main tributary, and turns to face the party but seemingly only looking at Morin and Darius.

"You're on your own from here. It's a short hike up to there...."

He points uphill along the route of the stream. Some 20 yards up there is a short waterfall, heaped with moss and slippy stones, where the stream has momentarily widened to drop over a hard ledge. It wouldn't be obvious unless you were looking for it but, assuming that a lot of the moss is either removable or quite pliable, there would seem to be a small recess behind the water.

"Step through the water and tread carefully a couple of feet behind it; there's a pothole that leads down and that will get you inside the stronghold. As long as you're sure-footed.

With that, the unnamed orc guide leaves; his words prove true: Morin and Jarek lead the reconnaisance and Morin returns after an almost agonising half hour. Behind the waterfall is a small recess from which a hole in the floor leads down (a rope has been set to make the descent into the tunnel - and swift escape! - easier). From there a tunnel runs directly towards the stronghold, ending in a trap door in the tunnel roof that opens into a small room. Curiosly perhaps, for an ogre strongold, the trapdoor is not big enough for an ogre.

Jarek is waiting there in the quiet, a torch lit to fend off the darkness, and the party soon approach, led by Dalrylshana’s Illumintus’ light. A rope remains fixed for swift egress, should it become necessary and Jarek has laready discovered a door in the small room, hidden more by dust than design. It seems quiet beyond the door, so, with the party assembled, he pushes it slowly open to reveal a larger room, dark and damp. The opposite side of the door looks just like the wall, so it's a safe bet that this passage was meant to be secret.

There are barrels, many of which are damaged, and boxes dotted about. A mouldy smell permeates the silent air and a door opposite beckons – Jarek and Morin head onwards to investigate as Kin voices concern about carrion crawlers and Jiriki’s curiosity has him opening a couple of the barrels (but finding nought of interest).

The door leads into a corridor running roughly north and south - Jarek puts out his torch and Dalrylshana hands him the Illuminatus to lead the way; the party moves out of the musty room and turns left (south) into the corridor. Jarek moves a few steps ahead, the better to scout and check, and is followed by Darius and Jiriki, Dalrylshana and Suva, Kin and Balin and finally Morin, a rearguard, and somewhat blind this far from the Illuminatus but reliant upon his ears and Balin’s darkvision. 

All move as quietly as they can and advance along the corridor. Jarek can detect no sound at the first door but it seems wise to get a slightly better overview of your situation before trying all the doors.

He advances a little farther as Darius and Jiriki silently ready themselves in case of trouble but all is quiet.

There are two nearby, quiet-seeming doors to try and the corridor moves south and then begins to turn west where at least one other door is.  The first reveals a hideous stench and a charnel house – blood and entrails, severed limbs and body parts litter the room. It is deemed not worth entering and the next door is approached – this one reveals, once the lock is picked, another small room stinking of faeces. Chained to the wall is a battered orc. The slight flinch of movement as the party enter the room is testament to the fact that he does yet live.

Jarek, the front man and only person with a light source is into the room before anybody can easily stop him, sword drawn and threatening the chained orc.

"Well,well,what have we here.You speak common?If so I suggest you tell me what you are doing here - and be quick about it."

Suva, Kin, Balin, Dalrylshana and Morin are momentarily plunged into darkness but Dalrylshana quickly casts light onto a coin and mutters something quite unladylike under her breath. 

Jiriki stands at the end of the coin-light's range, south of the rest of the party, listening and looking hard for any activity from the western corridor.

The orc's face is bruised and one eye swollen so much that it can no longer open. Lacerations cover its back and its right ankle is snapped at a horrific angle. Its one good eye moves constantly in its socket and the dry, cracked lips open lightly as it speaks hoarsely, a hint of madness clearly evident.

"Fuck you. I die at the hands of the Ghull. He'll be reading your entrails soon enough...."

Jarek reacts with a kick to the orc’s genitals, “Where is the prisoner taken in the caravan raid?”

The kick produces little sound from the orc, who is clearly very weak, but his body jerks slightly and splinters of bone crack in his ruined ankle. The one good eye flits with madness and fatigue and the wracked body coughs out a defiant laugh: "The dead aren't afraid of death".

Jarek is unmoved by an orc's plight and merely answers, "happy to oblige" before running him through with his longsword. The body stiffens slightly and then sags on its chains, silent oblivion finally reached.

Meanwhile, outside the room the corridor remains empty and watchful Jiriki has nothing to report. Neither has Balin at the north of the group, although he is now straining his darkvision after Morin's warning of some barking coming from that direction.

Dalrylshana has pushed to the front near Darius as Jarek comes out of the room to move on and try the first door in the west passage. She's fuming.

"Plunging us unannounced into darkness is forgiveable, Jarek but that was not. This is the sort of unilateral action that Balin was reprimanded for! I don't care that the orc is dead, before you get smart-mouthed, but do you think we can sneak around in here much longer unnoticed if somebody comes to tend the prisoner?

"I should have gone with my gut and left this bloody party in the City-Between-Places!"

The outburst says a lot about her recent moods and provokes first further argument and discussion in the party about the rights and wrongs of Jarek’s actions and then finally the decision to split the party into two groups to better and quicker search the stronghold. Dalrylshana’s motives seem as much about stepping away from Jarek as anything but valid reasons are put forth, too. By now, Jarek has checked the door on the western corridor and heard snoring somewhere beyond it but there is Morin’s barking sound to the north to investigate, too.

This seems as good a time as any if the party are to split up so Jarek, Kin, Darius and Balin pause a while witht the glowing coin whilst Suva, Jiriki, Morin and Dalrylshana head off north with the Illuminatus.......     

JKDB

Jarek carefully opens the door with Darius by his shoulder, silently waiting, and then moves inside, partially concealing the glowing coin so as not to alert anybody to his entrance. The room is already partially lit by two broad candles in a table in the centre. They look like they've been burning for some time and there is the remains of a light meal near them on the table.

Opposite the doorway, some orc-sized leather armour and some oversized studded leather gloves have been casually cast to the floor.

There is another door in the room, which is ajar and as light is allowed to creep into it, it reveals the source of the snoring: a very large orc. Large because he's overweight rather than a warrior's build. It looks like the leather armour in the main room will be an unflattering outfit.

Jarek signals silently, miming punching a clenched fist into an open hand and then raising a thumb; without doubt, a chance to subdue whatever is in the room snoring is a go! He enters quietly and quickly as Darius and Balin move in and Kin follows, lagging a little and ready to deploy magic should it become necessary.

As the majority of the party reach the door, Jarek is stood near the orc holding something in his hand and blocking most of the light from the coin from glaring into the room.

Darius and Balin move quickly and their strength and skill make this a straightforward task: the orc awakens muttering "it's not time to feed....OH!" but his cry is cut short by a punch from Balin that almost sends him back to unconsciousness. Darius forces him onto his stomach so that he can pin his arms, one of which is flailing in the direction of a lamp by the bed, and sets a solid knee to the small of his back. Balin clamps the mouth

shut and Kin is able to hold his magic for now.

The orc looks terrified as Balin slowly releases his hand from its mouth, the head hanging over the edge of the bed so its throat can be constricted by pressure on the back of the neck quite easily.

Jarek releases the glare from the coin and lights the lamp then threatens the orc into co-operation – it agrees with petrified nods. Calmyl, coldly, he asks his question:

“There was a prisoner taken recently,in possesion of some gems. I want you to lead us to them.......”

Darius eases pressure on the orc’s neck slightly and allows an answer:

"I know nowt about any prisoners....," it quickly continues as Jarek's eyes narrow and he runs a finger across a dagger with genuine menace, "but....but....if there are any prisoners, they're upstairs. I'm not allowed up there so I don't know what you'll find....really!

"W-w-well, a guard or two at the top of the stairs, I'm sure, but I don't know any more than that.

"I'm just the dog keeper. I just look after the dog!" he practically sobs.

The item Jarek was holding is a large-ish conch shell; it's not especially noteworthy to look at but it is clear that the orc's eyes keep darting to it involuntarily.

With the threat of Balin in full battle mode and a dagger point from Jarek causing blood to trickle towards the fat orc’s eyes, further information is readily forthcoming regarding teh conch and the orc’s duties.

"I use it for the Ghull's dog. It calms him. It's a big dog. Dangerous. I am honoured by my master to care for him. The dog. Care for the dog. Gauntlets and armour to help protect. Just protection. I'm no fighter. Really. Upstairs is left out of my rooms, next door on the right - I don't know how many warriors. I don't know. A lot lately but they're travellin' through or something, I don't know. It's nothing to do with me. The

Ghull's been very busy. I just look after his dog."

And in final tearful desperation, "Please don't kill me!"

It is decided to leave the orc alive for now (although Jarek almost reconsiders when Darius inadvertently uses the party’s names in front of it) but it is bound with bed sheets and gagged. Jarek muses as to whether the party have found the dog and Balin picks up the oversized gauntlets (which are heavily padded on the inside, so fit OK) then the party head out and towards the stairs as described by the now bound orc.

After checking the door, Jarek picks up the lantern and indicates that the door is safe and unlocked. Slowly, he opens it door and then points at the inside of it to draw attention: there are two deadbolts in the open position. The door would have been extremely difficult to unlock without sheer brute force had these been locked.

The obvious conclusion would be that either the locks aren't used, are only used if something needs to be locked in, or whoever opened the door needs to get back out this way and is thus still down here.

There is also a room beyond the door. It's clean but stark; there is a large stone bowl filled with water with a small scrubbing brush to one side and a towel draped near it. In the corner to your right as the party enter are a variety of discarded items - bits of armour,  a couple of swords, a pike, etc. They're all in a poor state of repair and covered in rust.

There are also stairs in the northwest corner, rising steeply upwards some distance to a barely discernible wooden door. The party head for the stairs, Balin pausing to search through the items, holding up the party but discovering an item that he passes up to Kin for examnation.

Jarek scowls and prepares to open the door.

After a thorough check and listen at the door, Jarek signals "get

ready" and opens the door slowly: there are two orc guards

either side of the door - they are guarding entrance rather than exit and thus face away from the partry but they are immeditately aware of the door opening.

Their first instinct is to stand to sharp attention but they then quickly react to the fact that whoever is coming out of the door is not who they expected it to be.

Not quickly enough.

Jarek slams himself flat against the wall to let the warriors pass and they do so without hesitation - Darius is through the doorway in a bound and the orc to the left has a blade driven through his throat before he can cry out or even draw his own sword. Darius spins, an arc of blood spattering from the orc's throat as it drops lifeless to the floor and his sword hacks into the second guard. This orc was quicker and partially blocks the

Blow but in doing so leaves a flank open. It is all Balin needs to send him on his way.

Mere seconds have passed and thankfully little noise has been made. The two corpses gutter out last wheezing breath and complete silence returns.

The party are able to take in their surroundings at last – the end of a corridor which runs off in a long straight line to the north. 

The party deicde to lightly cover their tracks and Balin unceremoniously boots the orcs off the edge of the stairs where they plummet and land with a sickening crunch and clatter of bone, flesh and steel. It was a little noisier than he might have intended – but little of the sound will have travelled out through the doorway the party stands at.

Then they continue onwards: after a distance along the corridor, it turns - at the turning point there Is a stand with a large number of unlit candles stacked in it. The north wall here has a large hole in it and an unlit torch in a holder to its side. The hole is not big enough to climb through but large enough to lean in. The flickering tops of a few burning candles on the other side of the opening indicate what the opening is for (i.e. lighting high up candles which are in the downsatirs room beyond the wall).

The corridor continues west but before the party can move on, there is a curious noise from somewhere below through the opening, like a howl; seconds later there is another noise - Darius looks at the conch with shock and realises that it is coming from it. There is a low drone that swiftly builds to a

higher pitch and fills the air with a note like a lament then the conch shatters into hundreds of fragments that skitter to the floor.

Deciding that moving on quickly is the best bet (the party don’t want to retreat back to find the others and end up locked away from here behind the deadbolt door), the party move west along the corridor, ignoring any further investigation of the opening for now and leaving the remnants of the conch.

Very soon the corridor comes to an end with two doors, south and north. A quick check by Jarek reveals no traps and all still remains quiet for now.

Jarek moves to the north with Darius in support as Balin heads to the south door, Kin watching his back. Jarek's lantern reveals a corridor and doors beyond the north door. The area is empty but there a few objects scattered about - a couple of lanterns,

torches along the walls, which are lit, a small battered shield in the north east corner, some scraps of food on the floor.

The overall feeling, with smells aiding the ambience, is that this area is much more populated ordinarily than anywhere else you have been so far.

The door at the south end opens into a room filled with boxes and crates and lit by a lantern just inside the door. There are candles and torches, oil, rations and other sundry items - a store room, with another door leading out.

This, too is empty of life at the moment and Jarek heads off to quietly check through the door and returns moments later to inform the rest of the party that there is what looks like a urinal beyond (the acid smell had already given this away!) but there is also another door with a grille. The door is locked but light snoring can be heard just beyond the door.

As Balin helps himself to some rations in the barrels, jarek checks the two doors in the northern corridor – ogres or orcs sound as though they’re behind one of the doors. As the route through the urinal leads to a sleeping impediment, it is decided that this is the better route to try, in order to maintain quiet for a little longer.

Darius and Kin stand guard with Balin at the eastern store room door to aid jarek if need be. As Jarek opens the new door, he rises quickly and lets off a dagger, calling "Balin" as he does, into the revealed room and then, following the momentum of his throw, he arches his body as he dives forwards just as an attacking dog pounces, missing him just barely.

The dog skids to a halt and attempts to recover itself but Jarek is already away from it; he rolls forwards and rises halfway to his feet, and then propels himself forwards with venom

His dagger was protruding lightly from an orc's chest - the aim of the throw. Clearly the orc had been asleep in a chair and was awakened by a sudden sharp pain; before it has chance to draw its sword, Jarek has driven the blade further in with the momentum of his lunge and the orc guard's eyes widen and blood spits forward from his mouth before he lolls, and sags, dead.

Jarek turns quickly, fully expecting the dog to have been tearing pieces from him by now. Standing in the doorway to the room is Balin, a grin on his face and the huge gauntlets he took from the orc dog-keeper's room on his arms. The dog  has no collar but Balin has managed to grab it roughly about the midriff with one arm anyway. It struggles impotently against his strength as the second gauntlet clamps its mouth shut, preventing any further barking.


SJMD

Morin pads quietly ahead, shielding the light from the Illuminatus a little, so as not to give away his approach too much.

There is an untried door just after the one that brought the party into the corridor and just beyond that, the corridor turns west and ends quickly in large double doors.

Both have a large black, iron symbol on them, 2 feet by 2 feet that Jiriki recognises as the symbold of an old and evil god of Dhurghumlund: the Unnamed, aka "The Beast of the Left Path".

Suva is also a bit disconcerted by a being he has heard referred to as “The Afterbirth of the Universe” but Morin is otherwise engaged with the door for a while.

When he finally returns his full attention to the party, he warns them to leave the door he has been checking as he believes it to be false and trapped, and then moves towards the large double doors to check them. 

There are no traps on the doors or floor and just a smell of incense leaking into the corridor from beyond them but the doors are heavy and it will be difficult to open the m with stealth.

Dalrylshana, her mood clearly improved since the party split, urges the group onwards:

“Come on, Morin, we have to beat Jarek to the gem! Let's push on and see what's beyond these doors."

Morin is cautious but Jiriki share’s the elf’s enthusiasm and Suva agrees for more pragmatic reasons – the party, after all, are not the only people searching for this gem, so haste would seem a good plan.

Dalrylshana steps up to Jiriki's shoulder for moral support and to provide a light source and the barbarian carefully leans his weight into the doors, grasping the edges of the large iron squares. Slowly, with a light creak, the doors open into the new room and the party stands in the doorway cautiously looking on.

Beyond them is a rectangular room. There is a weak but pronounced smell of earthy incense in the air that wafts lightly into the corridor. Opposite is another set of double doors, the same, practically as the ones just opened, and in front of and to either side of these are two columns from floor to ceiling. They are carved in dark stone and the middle sections have been

painstakingly sculpted to resemble humanoid forms, twisting about each other and writhing in agony as their arms snake upwards.

The place is still quiet, although there is a brief noise just as the door was opened, like a large creature shuffling and seemingly coming from behind the party.....nothing can be seen.

Morin is extremely concerned about this and urges Dalrylshana use the properties of teh Illuminatus for a better look at the room. She raises it to let more light through into the room and then suddenly issues a warning.

She drops to one knee and moves her hand to the floor in front of Jiriki......where it disappears into the stone.

She looks up. "Illusory floor across the area in front of the entire right door. Extends about 3 feet into the room and covers a hole that goes down about 20. that was close...."

The party will need to take the ‘left-hand path’ through door.

Dalrylshana enters the room to take a further look around, Illuminatus held aloft, even as Morin enters to begin to check the second set of double doors.

Suddenly she gasps, quietly and then whispers, "It's not just a pit - part of that wall over there is also illusion. There's an open passage beyond it....."

Even as she whispers this, she realises that light from the Illuminatus is flooding beyond the illusory wall.

A very low growl can suddenly be heard from somewhere along the unseen corridor.

Morin’s concersn suddenly seem justified.

“Considering the surroundings, I'd reckon we are about to be faced by some kind of hell-hound.  Do we make a stand?"

Before anybody can form a quorum on Morin's question, the sound of a large beast approaching from the direction of the illusory wall can be heard. Dalrylshana looks shocked as the only person who can see beyond the wall but Jiriki is already preparing for battle.

Seconds later, Suva, Morin and Jiriki can see why she had such a look on her face.

Bounding through the illusion wall into view and stopping dead and, with a deep growl, taking in the room's inhabitants, is a huge dog. It almost fills the corridor it came through and is as broad as it is tall. The muscular shoulders hold an oversized head whose vast jaw drools with saliva that hisses as it drops to the stone floor. Flames lick around the pulsating nostrils as the front legs tense, ready to pounce.

The party is frozen for a moment then each moves - Morin towards one of the Columns, Dalrylshana and Suva towards Jiriki who is ready with two-handed sword, feet balanced and face alight with the joyous promise of battle!

It's fortunate that he is: the huge beast suddenly springs with a growl; Jiriki manages to deflect some of the savagery of the attack but his flesh is still torn by the great dripping maw and charred by flames that have begun to dance around the teeth as he is thumped to the ground. Suva commands the beast to flee but it barely pauses before being buffeted off the prone barbarian by a tremendous crackling lightning bolt from

Dalrylshana.

Jiriki recovers and goes on to the offensive, dealing the beast a thrusting blow which buries into its shoulder, even as the length of his blade erupts into flame. A kin of fire the dog may be but it is not immune to this flame and it howls with pain as it lunges at Jiriki again, almost loosing the sword from his grip and ripping at flesh again.

Dalrylshana manages to give the warrior some magical protection before she is herself bludgeoned by the enormous head and then Suva improves the party's chances with another spell; a milky coating spreads across the beast's eyes. It is badly hampered but not helpless as it's nose takes over the role of finding its prey.

Suva draws his mace and prepares to enter the melee with Jiriki as Dalrylshana gets back to her feet and Morin, aided by his foe's visual weakness, finds he is easily able to get into a flanking position and attacks the soft belly of the dog for all he is worth, gouging out chunks of flesh with his dagger and piercing and slashing with rapier.

The dog staggers under another blow from Jiriki, quickly followed by a  crushing impact from Suva that shatters one of its teeth, all the while with Morin as a thorn in its side as Dalrylshana approaches from its other flank, hampered by having to navigate the pit carefully. 

Flames spill and dance about the dog's mouth but it can no longer withstand the continuous attacks from its four attackers and, though it deals a few final blows, it soon staggers and with a deafening and unearthly howl, collapses to the floor.

A few seconds later there is a low drone, like the sound from a horn, that swiftly builds to a higher pitch and fills the air with a note like a lament. It seems to come form above you somewhere, but it's difficult to pinpoint. It fades seconds later and silence returns.........

Jiriki sets about removing a couple of canines from the defeated great dog as Morin moves over to the illusory wall from whence it came.

With light from the Illuminatus and by poking his head through the wall (something that takes more than a little courage) Morin is able to see into the corridor that lies beyond. It looks as though it opens up into a room and there is a powerful acidic stench here that would seem to, fortunately, be blocked from moving beyond the illusory wall. There is evidence of some

detritus - perhaps leftovers over humanoid bodies, but it is difficult to say from here.

Suva, meanwhile, checks the columns, the figures upon which Morin had noticed appear to be moving, albeit extremely slowly, twisting and writhing in the slowest of dances. 

Morin feels that an alarm has been set off and that an attempt should be made to regroup with the rest fo the party – Dalrylshana shares the concern but feels that a quick check beyond the second set of double doors is warranted.

Suva, however, is lost in thought regarding the columns. He has been racking his brain as to what this movement could signify and is now convinced that these are souls trapped between death and final rest. 

They must be freed! But not yet – the vote is to retreat in case an alarm has indeed been triggered. Dalrylshana comes out of the room quietly, and lofts the Illuminatus so that Morin can

see what he is doing and reassures him that their doesn't seem to be anything extraordinary about the doors.

Tension mounts as Suva is forced to abandon what he deems to be trapped souls as Morin urges everyone out so that he can rig the door. Jiriki puts away the dog's teeth and stands watch.

After 15 air-crackling minutes, the job is done - and surprisingly quickly. The double doors are shut again but the left-hand one is almost off its hinges and loosely tied to the second. It stands upright easily due mainly to its own weight but will very likely collapse when the door is pulled open from the other side. A moment's respite one would hope, if it is needed.

Agreeing to try to find their comrades-in-arms, the party moves on, leaving the trapped door behind.

They move quickly but carefully south, discovering the bound orc and returning him, still gagged, to the bed he had crawled from. Dalrylshana’s wishes to interrogate it but it is felt there is not time.

Onwards the four move throught the next door, past two dead, broken orcs, which are assumed to be the work of the other half of the party, and upstairs to a lit corridor.

Northwards then to a junction turning west and ignoring the details discovered for now.

As Morin edges forward, Dalrylshana suddenly whispers - "Hold on, I think we've found them...."

She's pointing at Sybelius, her cat, appearing mysteriously as he always does, from her robes. He looks woken recently from sleep and for a cat, there's an extremely obvious look of disappointment on its face.

Dalrylshana points up the corridor. "I think Jax is very near!"

Sure enough, a few seconds later, a small tatty mongrel appears at the western junction, tail wagging. Darius is there a second later, a look of relief on his face.



In a few tense moments, the party is fully reunited and the situation appraised: Jarek comes out of the room beyond the store area quickly and quietly, a large key in his hand, to be greeted, to his surprise by Suva, Darius and Dalrylshana. It transpires that the door Jarek had found and unlocked at the end of the long, foul-smelling room had a dozing guard behind it; Jarek dispatched the guard and Balin took care of a guard dog, grappling the dog to a standstill with his ludicrously oversized padded gauntlets and then breaking its neck to silence it.

Jiriki and Morin are on temporary watch at the north door of the t-junction but the entire party is essentially back together again - Dalrylshana, Suva, Jiriki and Morin having come searching for their comrades because they feared that they had set off an alarm downstairs. 

Back at the guard room, still in his chair, an orc sits, a dagger hammered through his heart - Jarek takes this back roughly, wiping it down on the orc's tunic and proceeds to the west door, a barred metal gate. 

The large key he has fits it perfectly and he takes no time to check for traps - beyond the gate is a long narrow corridor which has a series of small cells coming off it to one side. It's damp and unpleasant and by the smell, it would be a logical guess to assume that as part of their 'induction', prisoners are dragged through the urinal.

Only three cells are of any interest, most of them being empty: one has a trunk, small chest and two bags in it, another has a dwarf in it, his eyes rolling with madness and his shoulders twitching and the other holds a tall human, laying on a small, uncomfortable stone bed and shivering, feverish.

The heavy iron doors are locked by a curious mechanism - a set of four tumblers in a row, each with the alphabet inscribed around them.

Kin suggests moving the tumblers to spell “open” but the lock doesn’t give.  Jarek finds only the semblance of some form of job roster in the guard room as Suva moves away from the gathered group and begins to fiddle with another of the locks.

Darius, meanwhile, tries to elicit some useful response from the inhabitants - it is unlikely from the design of the lock and thickness of the door that they would have a view of it (and thus feasibly a means of escape!) but regardless of this, fever for one and apparent madness for the other leave no response of value.

After a few moments, Suva rejoins the group a little annoyed - "I can certainly hear something..." he says, indicating that he has been listening at the tumblers and trying combinations but his skills are not up to the task.

Jarek smiles; this is his territory as much as Morin's and he relishes the opportunity to shine alone for a moment. He gestures for quiet and presses his ear to the tumblers, beginning to turn them when Balin indicates, rather absently, the scrap of paper with a large "four" on it, that he had found on the guard earlier.

Jarek pauses and sets back to work on the tumblers; armed with this information to aid and feeling, as much as hearing, the 'click' when the tumblers settle into the correct position, the door is soon opened – the word "open" is formed and then each tumbler moved up four places. A simple encryption.

Each door would appear to be set on the same mechanism and reveal their inhabitants with ease: trunk, small chest and two bags in one. The dwarf in the next is, perhaps, not insane but severely traumatised and in shock; he would appear to be a mountain dwarf, probably from the mines of Rin Duras.

The other occupant, shivering and feverish, is not entirely human on closer inspection: he has a partial short mane running down his back and his ears are slightly pointed, his eyes over-large and brown. There are no marking to his clothes of any note. He looks ill, whatever his species and is only vaguely aware of your presence. Somehow still in his hand, clasped so tight that blood now encrusts it, is a small golden brooch, seven tiny rubies upon it.

Suva gently heals the demi-human and offers some comforting words then begins to half-carry and half lead the feverish captive out of the cells. Balin, rather more harshly, picks up the dazed and shocked dwarf with his gauntlets as the other items are also recovered and the party head back through the urinal to the store room.

Returning to the store room where Morin has ushered Jiriki and Dalrylshana with a more than usually sour look on his face, the party unite again and Jarek, with barely a pause, digs out a flask of oil from the store supplies and starts to spread it around the room. He is perhaps almost psychic as Morin warns with a forced whisper:

"We haven't got much time- the guards are on the way.  We need to push back down the stairs.  Quickly!"

Morin has heard some orders being given to elicit a search but has bought a little time, perhaps, by locking the north door. It is time to leave the stronghold!

Suva, even with time pressing is still very concerned about the trapped souls and does not want to leave without attempting to free them but frustratingly does not know how. Events charge ahead without him – Jarek shouting orders as he prepares to burn the store room.

Dalrylshana chooses not to hide a very sour look at Jarek's barked orders but she appreciates the necessity for swift action. Realising the speed limitiations with the two extra bodies and the unchecked treasure trove, she conjures an invisible ally to hold the Illuminatus before her. With the source of light moving ahead of her, it is nearer Morin, so he can stop using his own lantern and concentrate more easily on hasty, but safe, movement.

Suva's get his charge to his feet with a little help and chat from Dalrylshana before she then grabs the foul-smelling dwarf with a curse and helps him move along: the dwarf's feet are able to support him but rather keen to wander of haphazardly.

Morin sets off east down the corridor, Darius a little behind with Jax and one of the bags, then followed by Suva and Dalrylshana and the two erstwhile captives. Jiriki and Kin have the trunk between them which leaves an arm each free in case of danger and then Balin comes, carrying the small chest.

As soon as everybody is out of the store room, Jarek begins the blaze and then brings the second bag. The fire catches quickly and surprisingly noisily, bringing a roaring end to the whispers and silence -  there is plenty of oil and wood to burn in the store room. Smoke starts to clog the air quickly and the party exits as fast as it can from the hot, nebulous clouds that belch into the corridor after them.After just a few moments a very angry voice from the western end of the corridor can be heard.

"Give me that key......Aaaargh. Damn this bloody door...Right! Break it down! NOW!"

At the corner Morin pauses momentarily, looking through the window at the turning. For a few uncomfortable seconds it is not clear what he is about to do but then, wordlessly, his hand drops from its halting gesture and he leads the party on along the corridor. 

Dragging and carrying their various items, they make their way to the south door and the top of the stairs. Morin stands past the door and waves everybody to go ahead of him; Darius leads the careful decent down the stairs, pausing to help Dalrylshana so that she can give some concentration over to keeping the Illuminatus ahead of her properly only to find that she is being aided by Suva, as the demihuman, still quiet and looking troubled, is clearly more recovered and is now making his own way, carefully.

After a couple of minutes, most of the party is almost down the stairs.

Except Jarek, who has waited to keep watch at the turning. With the torches at this end of the corridor and Jarek's lantern, Morin and he can see each other without difficulty and Jarek moves to join the party, pausing for one tantalising second as he hurries down the corridor.

The party charges onwards as best they can but their speed is severely restricted by the booty and dwarf. Even with Kin now marvellously levitating the trunk on a three foot diameter magical disc, you are at less then running pace. Dalrylshana has dispelled her magical aid in order to carry the Illuminatus, as the spell-born helper can no longer keep up.

But still you make it safely to the lower floor and start heading onwards to the way out. 

Moving as quickly as possible, the party hurtle towards the exit, made swifter by virtue of Suva picking up the demihuman as the corridor turns north and Kin's lightening of his load through magic. Morin, at the back of the party comes hammering around the corner to catch up with his comrades. The door on the south wall is reached and the party prepare to get through and then out of the stronghold - whether by luck or good planning, as Morin is the last to step into the room, nobody in pursuit has yet appeared around the corridor.

Just as you head for the secret exit there is a huge booming crash from the northwest and a dog-like howl echoes around the damp stone walls. Jarek is surprised as he thought he had heard the dog being killed when the party was split up – Suva, who has clearly been talking to the demi-human voices some information.

"Well, either we didn't actually kill it, or there is another one."

Gesturing towards the demihuman, he adds, "Our friend here may be able to provide some answers - he mentioned that we had to kill the dog to free the souls, and that they became trapped because they were killed by it. Thus we must be careful lest the same fate befall us. I suggest we rest, and we let him rest, then ask him some more."

As swiftly as the need for quiet will allow, the party move through the secret door into the small room beyond and then down through the trapdoor into the tunnel that leads out. Morin covers and confuses the tracks in the dust as best he can before shutting the door so that it becomes "invisible" again and then the party move along the long, meandering tunnel back to the waterfall - it is with great relief that they find the rope they had left still secured.

One by one, the rope aids them in getting out of the tunnel - Jarek and Morin are last to come out, securing the trunk with the rope so that it can be dragged up the simple climb and then bringing the smaller casket up between them.

Through the waterfall the day has brightened a little: it will be noon soon. The valley is as quiet as it was when first you arrived - quieter, since there is no orc here, and there is no sign or sound of pursuit yet.

Morin walks over to Suva and it becomes apparent why he called a pause at the corner upstairs, for he his intelligence to diseminate:

Whatever you decide to do, I'm with you, as I've already given my word, but the force we are up against may be stronger than you believe." [looks at the two newcomers] "Please also remember that our guests will likely as not perish, should anything befall us - we have to think of their wellfare too. Before I go and check back there, I'll let you know what forces I'm aware of.  In the temple

beyond the second set of doors, there was a figure, possible the priest to that many tentacled beast of chaos, to which the temple is dedicated.  We were chased by two ogres which were being followed by two other creatures, one was an orc, the like of which I've not seen before.  He carried himself with confidence and authority, and he seemed possessed of far too much intelligence for my liking. I know not what force he commands, but I would guess that there are a lot more than we have seen or heard."

Having shared what he had seen and knew with the rest of the party, Morin bravely sets off to make sure you are not just about to be found.

The rest of the party take a moment to recover their wits after a hasty exit and move a little way off from the waterfall, where a craggy outcrop offers a bit of shelter from the cool wind and cover as Suva begins to pray.Dalrylshana tends the dwarf, whose eyes are less frenetically jerky now but who is still no useful source of information.

The demihuman, however, is making a remarkable recovery in the morning's light and would appear to be capable of conversation soon as he points at one of the bags you have recovered and asks, croakily, "There is some elven bread in there, may I have some? I have not eaten for some time."

He is painfully prising off the seven-rubied brooch from his bloodied hand where he had been gripping it so tightly and Darius passes him some water to clean the ugly wound.

The demihuman chews on a piece of bread and offers the other five small flat loaves that were in the bag generally to the party. He takes a swig of the offered water and then steadies himself, sitting back against the rock and closes his eyes for a moment, concentrating.

"I must thank you for this rescue. My name is Calrhuvianne, cousin to the mayor of Galent and your intervention to halt my demise has been most timely. My companion here is Morth Greyhammer and he has fared worse than I. He was to be next, you see. When one is taken to be fed to the dog, the next is taken to watch it and dwell on the terror to come."

He pauses, composing himself with a shudder.

"The guards taunted us: all I know is that death from that dog would trap the soul and give the Ghull power. From something they said when laughing at us, only the dog could free the trapped souls. "Yer'll be alright: final rest will come, don't yer worry. All yer need is a big hammer......Made of the dog, of course!""

His impersonation of the orc guard is very poor but doesn't bring laughter.

"All we were doing was coming down from Rin Duras by cart  to Galent. We saw something odd - a large obelisk being carried by a team of ogres and orcs northwards. I have no idea what they were doing but we were obviously seen and the next thing, we were attacked. The cart ended up in the river. You seem to have got everything that survived. There are gems and platinum in the casket and magical things in that other bag but they were of no interest to our captors. They just threw everything in a cell.

And then myself and Morth and four others were tossed in the cells. Those four are dead now...."

Discussion follows as to what to do about the trapped souls that irk Suva so - it's been well over an hour since Morin went off to keep a watchful eye on the trapdoor; the quiet and fact that he hasn't returned suggests that everything is OK, so far. The feeling of the party, even from Jarek, who makes a comment that his attitude may not have been so only days ago, is to go back into teh stroghold and attempt to free the souls. Jirki, as luck would have it, has two of the dog’s teeth, taken as tribute to Kord, and Suva is eager to fashion one of these four-inch long canines into a weapon for smashing at the columns.  

Calrhuvianne looks a little uncomfortable and cannot help but add his own comment: "I am indebted to you all and offer all the treasures you have recovered with my blessing. But my duty is to get to the mayor of Galent with my news:  I cannot tarry here waiting for you all to complete some mission you have found - and I have to say, I am concerned that you are basing your entire strategy on taunts made to me by an orc guard!

"But I commend your bravery and wish you well. If you will watch over Morth, I can make my own way quickly to Galent." He pauses then adds with a morbid smile, "And if you succeed in freeing the souls, you could always leave the dwarf wagoner where he is. That bugger deserves it, ask Morth...when he's better."

Dalrylshana responds: "Sounds like a dreadful fate, whoever you are. I'm ready to free these souls, come on lads!"

Jarek tries to persuade Calrhuvianne to wait for the party, lest he come across a bog serpent on the way back to Galent but Calrhuvianne is steadfast, pausing only to indicate what some of the booty is, uncaring who’s hands it falls into as more important things a re clearly on his mind.

"My need is urgent: I have already been delayed and must speak with the mayor. The items in that bag?" he points at the two small leather pouches, two gems (both with blue and green alternate facets), two scrolls (in cases) and three small stone jars that Jarek has just emptied out from the bag.  

"Well, the jars are filled with a healing ointment, I know that - to anoint wounds. The scrolls I haven't read, the gems - hmm, there was another one, I thought?... - are magical but I don't know what they do. The leather pouches are Hawker Bags: drop an item in one bag, it appears in the other after a period of time. You can set the time but I don't know how."   

He pauses again, picking his words carefully.

"Anyway, you have whatever you have come for by your own words and none of you have answered my question: "Why are you here anyway and who are you?". I cannot help but feel, with my apologies, at least a little uncomfortable."

"I will leave now, and wish you luck, if you will permit me."

His recovery is as remarkable as it is complete. 

As Cahlrhuvianne sets off back to Galent, after a brief word with Jiriki, the barbarian showing the ring on his finger to the demihuman who looks very serious and a not little worried at seeing it, Jiriki then passes one tooth over to Suva and Jarek begins to lead the team back through the flowing waterfall, down and along the tunnel to the trapdoor where Morin waits on guard.

Balin and Dalrylshana bring up the rear, helping the traumatised dwarf along; although he is still incommunicado, he is capable of being urged in certain directions but he has to be strongly urged into the tunnel: whatever is still aware in his shattered mind certainly doesn't want to go back into the stronghold!

The eager Suva, trailing Jarek, meanwhile, heads along the tunnelway;  there is no light ahead where Morin might be expected to be but at the end of the tunnel his lantern is discovered – put out and placed to one side. 

Jarek signals a pause as he picks up a whispered voice from the trapdoor above: Morin. “Please don't touch the trapdoor yet, it appears to be trapped.  I would recommend going back for a little while - say an hour, as things aren't looking too good up here." 

The party wait for a while, as Morin asks, Dalrylshana taking Morth back towards the waterfall as he is becoming hysterical as he approaches the stronghold – divine magic from Suva calms him a little. 

Upon returning to the trapdoor, it appears that there have been masons working to fill in the area where the secret door was (a filling in that has been tinkered with by Morin) and now Morin is essentially trapped in the small room that the trapdoor leads into. The obvious solution would be to open the trapdoor – except that some sort of runes have been painted upon them. There is magic there certainly and Suva’s attempt to dispel it seems to fail as the runes remain and Morin’s attempts to physically remove them result in some magical energy side effects. Resorting to more earthly tactics, Morin had an idea: since the runes were ON the door, not around it, it might be possible to remove the trapdoor wholesale and avoid setting off any trap. The wooden door, reinforced with iron, is attached to an iron frame set in stone, the idea was simply to erode enough of the stone to make the frame removable. He began work on his side and then the work was aided, after some misunderstandings, from below - care being taken not to accidentally knock open the trapdoor.

After only thirty further minutes, the trapdoor is loosening in its fixings: Morin has been working hard but a lot of the unexpected speed of success has come from Balin, who - although he can't wield a sword wearing them - is discovering his gauntlets would appear to enhance his strength; he has been hacking bits of masonry and rock away from the frame area (as Suva cringed below at the seeming danger of it all) and is sure the whole frame is now loose. It would appear also, that the dampness and environment in the tunnel had weakened this side of the fixings more than Morin could tell from above. Fortunately.

With Morin helping make sure the door does not flap open, Balin, supported and steadied by Darius manages with a heave to remove the frame upwards. Morin quickly moves it to one side on the floor in the room; he looks something of a mess, even through the hazy torch-smoke of the little room: from head to toe he looks as though he has been dipped in an abattoir as his entirety is steeped with blood and gobbets of flesh still cling to area of his clothing, matted now with brick dust.

For all the work and hacking away, you haven't been overly noisy: there doesn't appear to be any alarm being raised and the only urgency is Morin’s fervent desire to get to the waterfall. Whether Morin’s supposition about the trapdoor or Suva’s magic are the reason, it is a relief that nothing explodes as he drops down from the room into the tunnelway; the cleric follows him to heal if needed. And the removed trapdoor remains magical and eerily cold to the touch – Morin clearly has design for using this perjaps later….

After a little while, Morin and Suva return, Morin looking considerably different now with hair rinsed and tied back and the gore removed from his clothes and a fresh cloak. He seems OK. Jarek is also returned from checking on and giving water to the dwarf (who remains tied up but is quiet at the waterfall end of the tunnel).

Neither Suva nor Morin spotted any battalions of ogres coming down the valley, so all seems safe still - at least for now.

In the small room above the trapdoor, a section of the newly constructed wall has had the thin layer of mortar or glue holding the bricks together almost wholly removed so that with a tug, the whole section will come away. The only difficulty is actually getting a grip, for which purpose Morin has dug away some of the brick so that you can get a sword or something in to lever the section out.

It won't be seamless and perfect when replaced if you manage to return this route, but it is essentially a basic secret door that could easily be missed.

Beyond the trapdoor and back in the stronghold, the trapped souls await, but they will wait longer yet – Morin needs to share what he has learned and beckons the party away from the trapdoor.

"While I was waiting for the builders to finish the wall, I overheard and witnessed some actions that may cast doubt on the justification of our actions. The one known as the Ghull appears to be a breed of dwarf - pearly-white hair and a little bit taller and stockier. He speaks a language that I couldn't understand - seemed to be like dwarven, but a dialect that I couldn't place or comprehend.  He wears the insignia of the 'beast of the left path' on his black chain-mail, he carries a large mace, so my guess is

that he is a dark priest.  The dog-beast is known to him as a Ceredophilus, and the Ghull has the power to restore the creature, which explains why it still walks after all we did to it.

They sacrificed someone to 'the master' while I was there - he went voluntarily, even taking some part by cutting his own arms with a vicious looking knife that the Ghull carries. There was a horrendous feeling in the air, an overwhelming unpleasant pressure, when the sacrifice took place.  They are well organised – they have masons, a shaman, a keeper for the beast and a Captain who goes by the name of Rugnath - this would imply that they have a large, well organised outfit.  They are also planning something, which i would guess that it isn't going to be a party for the local orphans.  He also cast some kind of augury which has highlighted one known as Harthus as betraying him - I guess that was the name of the orc that guided us here.

If after all of this we still decide that we are going in, then so be it, but I don't think that we stand any real chance, unless we can isolate the Ghull away from the rest of the them and destroy him.  The Ghull considered us to be common thieves and an inconvenience, nothing more.  I think that he may be in the temple at the moment, but I don't know how long he will be there for, and as a point should we be trying to rescue souls that are willingly given.  I'm not saying that I will not support such an action, but I'd rather that we were in agreement in acting thus."

Suva answers solemnly:

“Morin, you raise two points - each of which cast doubt on our mission, and each of which require a different response.

“I am not prepared to jeopardise the lives of any of you in order to satisfy my own interpretation of what my God would want.  While I am at liberty to risk my own life I am not at liberty to risk yours.  Only you, Morin, can make an assessment of our chances and your considered view is that we will not succeed, at least not without a defined and clever plan (which we do not have at the moment).

“For this reason I agree that we should not re-enter the bad place now.

“You say that you saw a voluntary sacrifice and that we should perhaps not rescue souls that were willingly given in sacrifice.  I cannot possibly resolve this issue without reference to divine scripture as the teachings of my religion are unclear on this point.  One thing that I know, though, is that our demihuman friend told us that all bar one of his comrades were taken away and given to the vile dog.  They were clearly not being sacrificed willingly.  It stands to reason, therefore, that there is a good chance that the trapped souls are those of good men - not given and are trapped because they were not given.

“For this reason I am duty bound to help them and must re-enter the bad place.

“Therein lies the dilemma my friends.

“I would suggest that we get a night's rest and sleep on it.  I must help these souls but it does not have to be now and there is no point in our deaths.  Maybe we should seek Beryn's guidance..."

[Raises eyebrows at Morin]

"...since we have completed this part of our mission.  Maybe he can give us some answers.”

At this point, a small revelation is made (as well as the party finally checking and happily discovering that they do indeed have the gem they came for – the ‘missing’ item Calrhuvianne alluded to had already been removed by Jarek and given to Dalrylshana for safe keeping). 

When the party was at Beryn’s farm, Morin was given a leather pouch – as he says to the party, he wasn’t sure of its properties at the time but it now looks as though it is one of another pair of Hawker bags. This should thus be a direct route to Beryn so the party decide to rest out in the valley and contact Beryn regarding their plan of action. After some conferring (Jarek would prefer to go back in immediately but some rest and hopefully advice is deemed more important), Morin drops a note into the bag, reading:

“B.  Freed C, he's on his way back, on his own.  Got item, do you want it sending!!!  Found something interesting, temple to unnamed one, highly organised force led by the Ghull (Dwarf of type never seen).  Their are some lost souls that S needs to deal with - thinking of going in with a stick and some ceredophilus teeth.  P.S. They are planning something big - any advice will be appreciated. We will be heading back in soon, so your immediate and undivided attention in this matter would be gratefully appreciated.”

Nothing immediately happens - not unexpectedly - and the party settles to rest, taking cover, as decided by the rock outcropping on the slightest of inclines near the waterfall. Watches are passed out and agreed, after argument, and the last talons of the sun surrender to the gentle dread of darkness.  Towards the end of Suva and Morin's watch, the bag abruptly becomes empty, with a tingle, and is passed on to await any reply to the next two. 

Jarek and Darius take over. A troop of orcs (perhaps orcs? probably 15 of them) is spotted vaguely at the end of the valley as they march past it  but they don't enter the narrow valley itself. It is around 9pm when finally the leather pouch is empty no more. Jarek takes out the precisely folded parchment, lightly smelling of lavender. As he carefully opens it, words become evident in an exquisitely precise hand and he reads:

“Hello.

Not sure who C is but I'm sure I'm glad he's 'free'. I'm fairly sure that B is that old fool C'yrk, though. Not actually there with my present, then, hmmm?

Oh well. He'll realise soon enough. This is the grown-ups game, you can tell him.

I do hope you have fun with your 'temple' and 'Ghull': sorry I can't be there, really, but I have some study to do on what this item you mention might be - I have a number of ideas. If it has anything to do with my son's death and that Sword, then I'm afraid I'll probably have to kill you all. Sorry about that. 

But that's for the future after all.

Do have fun freeing those souls - although I feel obliged to warn you that you'll need daylight on your side as well as Ceredophilus' teeth - there: that was lovely of me wasn't it?

Toodle-oo”

The parchment is (unreadably) signed and has 7 rubies as a synbol below the name. Jax begins to growl and leaps at the parchment; almost as he strikes it there's a stupidly gentle pop as it bursts into flames and is no more. The rest of the party is woken because events are clearly not as they might seem.

Jax, meanwhile, lies twitching, barely alive, his face badly burned – Darius is almost paralysed with concern and Suva helps Darius by healing his canine companion, even as he contains his own annoyance at this turn-up in events. Morin is equally jarred and broods for a little while before allowing the problems on his mind to be shared and the truth of what the bag Beryn had given him was for.

“Beryn gave me the pouch, not Suva, and he told me that it would conceal an item from detection, that item was the third stone of the scabbard [obained secretly in the vampire’s crypt with the elemental gems].  Sorry, but with all of the deceptions going on, I felt it best to only hand over two of them.  The third stone was different, and through discussion with Beryn, it was decided that I keep hold of it. Unfortunately, someone or thing else now has that item, and knows of the Sword.  As Beryn is our benefactor, and the only being of power that we have contact with, then I feel we must make tracks to get to him - he needs to know about this.”

He also reminds the party of the seven red stones on the parchment – very like the ring Jiriki cut from the vampire’s hand. Jiriki supports this: 

“Cal-wotsit said the 7 stones are a symbol showing allegiance to the Magrothir, he found a brooch that proved their part in other “events”. They're a group of mages and assassins apparently - nice combination.”

Clearly this information and the brooch were the things Calrhuvianne had to get to the mayor of Galent. The vampire’s involvement is less certain – although when the vampire was first met in the crypt, a mage was dead at his feet; it seems likely that this was the ‘son’ referred to and that the vampire had taken the ring from that mage.

Suddenly, the party feel the weight of being invovled in something rather bigger and more complicated than they realised. Suva offers a prayer and a promise to return to free the trapped souls and then the party decide they must head back to Beryn to confer.

They head back with their concerns and small amounts of treasure in tow, the broken starlight and glimpses of moon giving enough light to move by. The initial leg of the journey is necessarily slow as care is taken to look and listen for any patrols or bog serpents. There are none, however. It's remarkably quiet and there is no sign of the griffons that Beryn warned dwell in this area, which makes the desire for a horse even greater, particularly as the ground is so muddy. 

In fact, the more it is examined, the more it's quite evident that a lot of the ground has been heavily cut up as if there has been movement of sizeable numbers today in the stronghold's valley. 

Escape from the area is made without a hitch, there is an uncomfortable feeling that somebody is following - nobody is seen or heard, though. By early afternoon the next day, the party are heading confidently back to Beryn's farm, outside Galent.

19th Kanos

Tired and muddy the characters arrive to find an old dwarven woman waiting at the gate.

"Come along," she says in a kindly but matronly tone, "there's hot toddies all round to wake you up - have a wash and get yourselves tidied: Beryn's left me in charge and the mayor's invited you all to dinner, if you get back in time.

"Which you have."

She pauses whilst you all look at her, slightly confused.

"Come along, come along, not everybody gets this honour, you know!"

As the dwarven woman busies herself, cleaning, checking whether her guests want some more of the relaxing hot toddy that's on offer and generally bustling about in Beryn's fairly spartan abode, each member of the party takes the chance to stretch, ease out some fatigue and wash up.

Whilst there's some slight thoughts in the direction of muddied attire, this is soon hushed as a herald arrives from Galent, a portly dwarf, introducing himself as Homberg. He has a horse-drawn cart outside so that the party may arrive comfortably in Galent before it gets too dark and he adds, as tactfully as he can manage, that a change of clothes will also be available for honoured guests of the mayor and your rooms are prepared and waiting.

A second, old dwarf arrives behind Homberg: he looks weary but smiles and quietly approaches Morth to lead him away; he will look after the stricken dwarf, evidently.

Dinner will be at 8pm sharp and one of you will be called upon to recount your courageous tale of the rescue of Calrhuvianne 

Galent may be a small city by Wesland or Karubian standards, but it can, it appears, still do things properly.

The city is walled and has a number of gates, each defended by towers and the gate you now enter is no exception. Archers stand ready, but relaxed as you enter. At ground level, two armed dwarves stand to either side of the door to allow passage and, just to one side, almost hidden is another character - his curious eyes give him away to a few of the party: this is a Yuan-Ti, the part-snake people. There is a sudden flash of memory of two such, encountered early on the journey into the vampire catacombs, one of whom had a bull's head tattoo beneath his armour on his neck as well as scales, the other of which had a tail instead of legs.

Within the walls of the city, there are a number of people leaning out of shop doorways and windows to see what's going on as you are driven along the main road from the wall, to a junction which marks the centre of the small city. The city hall stands here with river to its back and you are led inside by an entourage of decorated dwarven guardsmen. Once within, the city hall seems quite palatial and you are made comfortable and offered sack*. Homberg informs you, itching to get away to other duties, that a change of clothes will be brought to you and there is an adjoining room where you can change - but you should be back in the main hall in 20 minutes so that you can be led in as guests of honour.

The mayor, it seems, is in unusually high spirits and has sorted the party out with rooms in the main inn near the city hall and wishes to honour them for rescuing his cousin. There will be food and drink a-plenty tonight and tomorrow you will be allowed the run of the city to restock yourselves and the mayor himself will pick up the tab before you head out on a boat in the afternoon.

Some of this catches you by surprise and, although you feel somewhat caught up in events, it is good to be treated well and you can't help but feel a smile creep as various dwarven dignitaries gather and point excitedly at the party.

A high archway leads you in to a vast dining room with tables set and candles alight already. Almost 200 people are gathered here - most of them dwarves - and you are politely ushered to a main table just forward of the head table, which is curved slightly and raised above others in the room. Calrhuvianne is already sat there - and waves a hello - and five other seats are also taken by characters you don't know. Only the main seat is left, a broad high throne, much bigger than any other seat. 

As you take your seats, three trumpets are sounded at the main door and quiet descends thereafter. Smells of cooked meat and spices waft through the air and then a large, looming figure approaches from the back of the room and clasps his hands on the back of the main seat, his feet clattering noise out across the room as he approaches it. He smiles at Calrhuvianne and, with a booming voice, announces:

"Today we have honoured guests to mark the founding day of Galent. They have rescued my cousin who brings us news of problems with our brethren in Rin Duras. But more of that another time! There are no worries today.

"There is much to say and honour but I will let our new friends speak first and tell us of their tale: it is good to hear adventure before the feast begins!"

He laughs boldly and loudly and takes his seat at the head of the table. Soundlessly, two very large guards appear behind him a few feet.

The crowd awaits expectantly but the party has paused for a moment in mute shock.

Nobody saw fit to tell them that the mayor of Galent is a huge minotaur.

Recovering quickly, Kin – the party’s volunteered and elected speaker - draws his tall elven frame up to its full height, glances once at the expectant throng and once at this comrades then begins his tale: 

"Ladies and Gentlemen, If I can have your attention for a short time I'll give you a brief account of the small adventure my companions and I have had recently. If you'll indulge me I'll give a quick introduction to the main players in this epic: Darius, a noble fighter, renowned for his common sense and no nonsense approach to life and as usual escorted by his noble canine companion Jax."

Darius blushes lightly and shifts awkwardly in his seat as all eyes drop momentarily upon him. Jax strains under his master's firm grip to get at a starter... 

"Balin, a sturdy dwarf, the bane of a thousand orcs,"

A welcoming rumble from the mostly dwarven audience floods the room.

"Jiriki, a fearsome barbarian, who is a worthy follower of his god Kord"

The barbarian smiles, looking around to see who's hardest.

"Suva, a healer and priest of St Cuthbert, the conscience of the party."

Suva remains quiet, looking to relax but still troubled.

"Jarek, a bowman and scout of some renown and one half of the greatest debating team ever known, Morin, an expert at ambush and tactics and the other half of the debating team."

There's a knowing gurgle of laughter - everybody's met people like that. Jarek and Morin, stay stony faced. Just.

"Dalrylshana, the loveliest member of our party and knowledgeable in the arcane"

She rises lightly and takes a quick bow to a few non-dwarven admiring eyes.

"Lastly myself, Kin, a humble storyteller who knows a few tricks.

"Now that you now know the cast, I'll begin. 

"The adventure began when we were asked to help rescue some poor souls held captive by a cut-throat band of marauding filthy orcs and their equally fiendish ogre scum."

There's an immediate round of applause at the choice of language.

"The party set off into the marsh and proceeded without too much incident until Morin shouted a warning cry as simultaneously the earth exploded and a 40 feet long serpent sprang forth. The party, whilst surprised, was too well honed a fighting unit to be at a disadvantage for very long. Magic swirled in the air as a blinding flash confused the would-be assailant and arrows peppered it from Jarek's deadly blow. The main fighting unit of Darius, Balin and Jiriki proceeded to then make short work of the snake with Morin adding his deft touches from behind whilst performing a merry dance, avoiding the serpent's sweeping tail.

"That humorous incident passed, the party continued on to its main destination, namely the orc stronghold. The party, by good fortune, found an unguarded way into the orc warren. The group proceeded cautiously with Morin and Jarek scouting ahead.

"It was not long before we found a prisoner but alas things weren't going to be that easy, this was an orc. There had obviously been a falling out amongst the rogues. It was at this point that we knew it was going to be a lot harder than we expected, the orc was defiant and even when threatened it didn't succumb but threatened us with our own future demise. We gleaned no information other than a certain Ghull was a foe to be taken seriously."

There's a slight murmur at this and a couple of the dwarves in the room stand quietly and leave. Kin continues.

"We left the prisoner and decided to split into two groups to quicken the search. Balin, Jarek , Darius and I formed one party, the rest the other party. Our little group found an orc dog handler and despatched a few orc guards to the after life but otherwise we found little. The other group headed off, and discovered a suspicious door which was rigged to trap the unwary. Ahead of that there was a large set of heavy double doors, with large handles, kind of a solid diamond in a solid hollow square. They sneaked in, avoided an illusory pit, and a large guardian beast. The beast couldn't withstand the might of Dal's magic and the weapons of Kord and St. Cuthbert, not to mention Morin's deft touches, although it inflicted serious wounds, particularly on Jiriki."

The barbarian grins proudly in his seat.

"This was obviously a vile dark temple to some evil deity. Unfortunately an alarm sounded before cleansing could begin and Morin's group decided to re-join the other party. 

"That said a few delaying tactics and diversions were still put in place despite the hasty exit. I wonder if that orc has figured how to get out of the room yet seeing as the lock was removed.......?

"The party then carried on and quickly found some cells, which were guarded, we rapidly rectified that. The prisoners were quickly released and then escorted from that vile pit to safety. Calrhuvianne hastened ahead whilst we escorted Morth Greyhammer at a more sedate pace.

"It is a tale told in brief and I thank you all for listening."

There's a moments pause and then the rapt audience bursts into applause. It seems the tale has gone down well and the feast begins amidst a loud hubbub of discussion. A number of times throughout the meal, members of the party are approached and their hands clasped and heartily shaken. Kin, as the story teller, is particularly focussed upon and one serious-faced dwarf introduces himself as a member of the Greyhammer family. "If ever my family can aid you, you need only ask."

It is a splendid evening and the first time you've all had to genuinely relax; it's very welcome.

A number of other tales are told at the end of the meal but it's clear that most of these are embellished rather than shortened and garner small arguments and laughter rather than rich applause. The end of the feast is abruptly signalled when the mayor stands and brings quiet by stamping his hooves.

"Good friends of Galent, we have tasted a goodly feast this eve and been blessed by the presence and tale of our newest friends," he points an open hand at the party and the (by now quite drunk) throng cheers loudly. The minotaur brings quiet again.

"If the wisest of you will steady the foolhardy on your way out, I will bid you  all good night!"

He turns to the party.

"A moment in my chambers if you will.......?"

He gestures behind the head table where the two guards have moved to open two double doors that lead out. Calrhuvianne waves you forward subtly and heads to the doors himself.

The party and Calrhuvianne move quietly into the mayor's chambers, a plush and comfortable almost circular room with plenty of seats and a recently lit, roaring hearth. He bids you sit down and offers a dark port and tobacco for those who wish it and then speaks in his impossibly deep voice.

"You tell a good tale, Kin, although curtailed somewhat of detail, I am quite sure. You're a cautious lot but you're friends of Beryn Lock's and that's good enough for me. He's a good man with his heart in the right place," and then he adds absently as he searches for a pipe, "if not always the brightest of sorts."

There's something distinctly odd about a minotaur smoking a pipe but he's such an imposing figure, giggles are well stifled.

"Beryn has told me something of your adventures and quest and it almost makes me long for my own younger days. He's very excited because he thinks," he pauses a moment, opens the main doors and dismisses the guards for the evening. "He thinks he's found the hilt and you are to join him as soon as possible. To this end I have arranged passage in a boat for tomorrow afternoon."

"My cousin tells me there is another problem that ails you," he looks at Suva, "and I know something of the Ceredophilus. If you wish to free the souls it traps, you need two things to strike the holding vessel: a weapon made from some part of the beast and daylight. Daylight must strike the vessel at the same time as the weapon. For this reason, it is probably deep underground. If you can get something of the beast, the Greyhammers will gladly forge a hammer about it. It will take some time, though - a week at least."

"My concern is what the souls are being trapped for - this is old, dangerous magic; the last time I know it was used, sand giants were able to walk the land and wraithkings moved in the shadows."

"But here - there are lighter things to do!"

He hands Kin a small wooden box which has an eyeglass in it - the Oculus of Ostmant, you are told. It will aid in the identification of any items you might find and can be recharged by casting an identify spell on it (it has 8 charges at the moment and can store 10 max.). 

"A modest payment for your splendid tale, the rest of which you have already taken, I believe."

He smiles and is clearly not especially worried about the loss of the items you obtained from the rescue.

Kin uses his new item to identify the remaining booty and then questions the mayor regarding other discovered details and cocnerns. Even as Jiriki produces his two trophies.

The mayor smiles at the production of two Ceredophilus' teeth, "As I said, 'curtailed of detail'. Well played, my friends - I will get these to the Greyhammers post-haste and work shall begin tomorrow on the fashioning of the hammers."

The smile fades a little as Kin menrtions the Ghull, however, and the mayor pauses thoughtfully before continuing.

"There are many tales that come downriver from the hardened miners of Rin Duras. Many become folklore and myth, some are true, others the merest shadow of something that was once true. But even words spoken of shadows can unsettle some folk.

"One such tale tells of a race of dwarves that were here long before Baltharak the Munificent, Master Stonemason and Lord of Mines led dwarves from across the sea. They were an old race and passed beyond the mountains long ago for unknown reasons. I happen to know that this is true, but it does not serve to make facts of whisperings and rumour.

"Like all races, they had their good and their bad. The Ghull was one of the worst, though, bent on evil and destruction a worshipper of the vilest evils. From your description, Morin, this must certainly be one of the High Dwarves. Whether it is the Ghull I have read of, however, I doubt – unless the longevity of the High Dwarves is greater than anyone could know. If it

is he, then I have work to do because surely this will mean war: whatever he is doing, he would want to retake Dhurghumlund such is his ego and resolve.

"I must speak with my, erm, informants on the morrow.

"As long as Hawksmoor hasn't returned with him, that at least is something."

Morin points out with a cough that he had heard the Ghull speak of Hawksmoor as clearly being his ally. The mayor’s mood instantly darkens as he ruminates on Hawksmoor.

“He's trouble. Large scale, all-encompassing trouble. I know little detail of him but the Ghull bows to him as master and

death and pestilence have only ever followed in his wake. He's a necromancer and a death-worshipper, a dabbler in the darkest of magicks, an architect of travesty with no ounce of pity or compassion within. A ruthless, violent bastard. Bugger.”

"Leave me now, I fear I have work to do and some of my contacts are late to report.......if you need to see me again before you depart, ask for me by name - H'ronmeer - and the guards will not quibble."

With the jubilant mood slightly soured, the party retire to rest for the evening and set about purchasing a range of useful items the next morning  before gathering to head out on a boat journey towards the next adventure – finding the hilt of the Sword of Names.

20th Kanos

Suva spends time in prayer with another priest of St Cuthbert and Morin has discovered from the mayor that someone in the House of Magrothir has strongs powers over water including scrying ability and urges the party to ‘dress down’. This is unfortunately too late for Jiriki, sporting a new, fiercely spiky haircut and a loose top intermittently revealing an imposing tattoo of a greatsword, symbol of Kord, taking up most of his muscular back.

A number of dwarves have gathered to see off the famous party and the mayor and Calrhuvianne are also here – the latter taking the chance to pass on a spellbook he had offered for purchase.

The boat is slow and the journey to Rin Duras long - but the party are not going quite that far; the captain of the ship has been instructed to drop the party off in a rowing boat about three days along the river where they should then row to the east shore.

There are a couple of cabins to share (to Dalrylshana's slight dismay!) and an easy chance to rest - the weather has unexpectedly improved and although not especially warm, it's bright and dry. But the wind slowly increases as the afternoon passes and the boat tumbles casually in the broad river. As daylight dims, the water foams about the edges of the bow and stern. Are there glimpses of faces here and there or is it a trick of the light matching paranoia of enemies...........?

The journey is uneventful and quite relaxing, except that a number of the sailors are getting spooked by the behaviour of the water: nothing happens other than curious swirling that lends the idea of shapes and faces to the eyes, but superstitions fan the flames of fear and there are soon whispers of serpents and leviathans. Concerned, but experienced enough to realise that there is little they can do but wait it out, the party stay out of trouble, praying, learning spells, helping with minor tasks, cleaning and sharpening weapons and such.

After three days in the boat the party is dropped off as promised, into a small rowing boat - to be safe, two trips are needed to get everybody and their belongings from the boat across the broad river to the north-eastern shore. Three days out from Galent, there are no signs of habitation obvious, although the rough terrain is a little hilly and dotted with enough trees to limit viewing distance.

23rd Kanos

Off to the north, the mountains of Lhandroth Yar beckon, whilst to the east the vast range of mountains that separate Dhurghumlund from whatever is beyond them fill the horizon, a delicate plume of smoke just visible from a distant volcano. It's a cold, clear day. A good day to adventure.

The quiet is only spoiled by a surprised yelp from Jiriki who feels the ring on his finger momentarily burn hot as he steps out of the boat on to land. Morin also spots something leaving the water – invisible but not spotted again. The party’s level of alertness is increased.

You have been told that from the point where you are, you need to track inland (north) about a mile - after barely a couple of hundred yards, though, grim Hogun, Beryn's companion that most of you met in the Inn of the Wyrm in Pen Duras, appears, almost from out of nowhere, and indicates silently that you should follow him west for a couple of miles to where Beryn waits. 

Hogun silently leads the party onwards west, parallel to the river - silence is happily accepted as there is some concern over possible enemies at the moment! Jiriki removes his 7-rubied ring and pockets it for now, happy to go along with party fears but unhappy to no longer be using an item that has already been very useful.

After half a mile over slightly hilly terrain, something quite odd happens: the ground slopes steeply downwards to an area that must surely be below the river's level but which also gets very warm. The vegetation changes rapidly, creepers spiralling up the lengths of trees which have huge leaves, sprouting out like canopies. Lizards skitter here and there and Hogun warns you to watch your footing in some of the nearby areas as the soft earth is water-saturated and can swallow you up.

Impossibly, this is a small, self-contained, tropical area.

A very large clearing opens, dotted loosely with curious shrubs, languishing vines and small pools of warm water, to reveal Beryn and Karnak, sitting on some large rocks. It is clear that these rocks are not natural and a moment to take in the perspective shows that here are ruins of something that was once quite grand, now fallen and draped with elements of tropical greenery. An arch stands here, remains of a wide wall there.

Beryn looks in excellent mood and smiles heartily as you approach, clapping his hands together before wiping a sweaty brow. 

"My friends, well met! Our quest goes well, for I have confidence you have another elemental gem and I believe I have found the resting place of the hilt!"

Morin soon removes some of Beryn’s levity by bringing him up to speed with recent events – particularly the Hawker bag and loss of the lightning gem, as well as the High Dwarves. Beryn's sits quietly, encouraging details out every now and then, his face first dropping into a grey promise of thunder before lightening with an almost accepting look and a shrug of the shoulders.

"I suppose the good thing is there are more players: as long as the item is not assembled, we are still winning," he says with a casual dismissiveness.

"It's annoying about that pouch, though."

It turns out that the pouch was purchased as it was meant to protect an object within it from scrying - it will do that, but was also a Hawker bag, as you had discovered. This was Beryn hoodwinked and he seems to think that Azal Magrothir (the curiously effete, hermaphrodite and no longer entirely human leader of the House of Magrothir) was the person who hoodwinked him, realising what he was looking for.

Beryn's main irritation is that you didn't mention the ring that Jiriki wears when you came out of the vampire's crypt - he would have been forewarned then as to who was involved. But it would seem that the House of Magrothir were themselves duped and one of their sons left for dead. Feuds are erupting and leading deadly characters to become interested in the Sword of Names - whether they yet know that is what they are interested in or not.

One good thing however, is that he is fairly sure that the odd effects on the water are linked to the ring - somebody in the House of Magrothir has strong elemental powers, particularly over water. They were undoubtedly able to follow your progress over the river by virtue of Jiriki having the ring; it should be alright to wear again now. This was the reason that Calrhuvianne travelled over land from Rin Duras when carrying the brooch he had. At some point, you will take the gem back that Azal has, he is happy that this will be a success.

The invisible creature could be anything - from Galent, from the ogre stronghold (were you followed from there?) from anywhere, really. Keep the Illuminatus to hand, but don't worry overly - whoever it is is unlikely to bother you for a little while.

Hawksmoor and Ghull are worrying, and although Beryn says little of them, his avoidance of the subject leaves the greatest chill of any comment he makes. He's afraid of Hawksmoor.

It also changes his plans: he must go back to Galent to talk with H'ronmeer, the mayor - he was happy to loan his labyrinthine device but now he might need to be persuaded to take a more direct role in things. And Beryn will need to look at the bag left with him.

This place is old and magical and you need to search it out: Karnak will keep watch out here, awaiting two of his friends who are due soon whilst Beryn and Hogun head back to Galent. The Search for the Sword of Names is still paramount but there is a worry that political or related events may get in the way of everything and the prime mover in the search for the Sword is still unknown. 

Beryn changes the topic finally:

"This is the place where Baltharak the Munificent first built a great building. It is an unusual place for dwarves but the magic in this strange area that allows this wonderful flora and fauna," he gestures about him, "frightened many of the beasts that lived here previously; it gave Baltharak a foothold for some time before falling into disrepair when the rich veins of ore in the mountains could no longer be ignored. I am one of few who have known of this place for a long time but have been unable to enter it until goodly Hogun acquired the Greenstone for me," he waves behind him and there is an absurdly small stone circle, centre point of which is a glowing green rock, the size of a small pebble.

Just beyond that, there is a very sudden drop as a harsh stairway heads into the earth, almost invisible until it was pointed out.

"Although as it turns out, I'm a bit stuck on the next step anyway......but I have faith in you all, you haven't failed yet! Well, not really."

Apparently, down the stairs, there is a heavily locked and magically trapped door and an alcove: the alcove has a sandstone half-column above which six keys hover lightly. They appear identical apart from the heads. And one thing Beryn's research has shown - if any key is touched, it is chosen. If chosen, the others will disappear and no second chance will be available until the light of the full moon has passed overhead again.

"Do you mind if I take the rowing boat?"

Morin warns the old man that Azal Magrothir was quite dismissive of him but Beryn is not cowed – he is more concerned that if Hawksmoor and the Ghull realise what was momentarily in their possession, they could cause much trouble.

He looks gloomy for a second and then stands and stretches, cracking his fingers against the back of his staff.

"At least if you can get the hilt, I can begin to make plans to recover the lightning gem and then we are doing rather well, wouldn't you say!"

His sometimes irksome cheery glibness seems to have reasserted itself and he prepares to break camp with Hogun as the party prepare to head into Dhunok Grael..

Past the tiny stone circle, the earth looks as though it has been torn open - this is surely the result of whatever Beryn was doing here. Mud and vines tumble carelessly into the gap revealed where steep stairs descend quickly into darkness and mosquitos buzz about the unquieted earth. The stairway is blocked just at vision's edge by a sturdy door - to the left of the door, an alcove, as described, holds a two foot high sandstone plinth. Half an inch above this float six haphazardly placed keys, each identical as far as the key part appears but quite different at the head. 

The key heads are identified as being triplicate patterns of the letters G, D, A, S, O and K and although the region can be assumed as magical (since the keys are levitating!) the whole door and alcove area seems to be enshrouded by an antimagic shell and detecting magic produces no useful information.

The party are baffled for a while and ruminate upon the name of the place they are about to enter - although the ruins above ground may have been open to any casual adventurer, this place was obviously difficult to find without some prior knowledge; this makes some sense because, although "Grael" seems most likely to be a name, a "Dhûnok" is a large burial chamber for the honoured - usually hidden to keep it safe from grave robbers.

With inspiration almost slipping away, Suva at last spots the clue as the letters can be arranged to make the phrase “Ask God”. Unsure what this cryptic message means, the cleric prays to his god for guidance and recalls that a priest he has spoken to in Galent curiously stressed the letter ‘S’ at one point in his conversation. This seems too odd a coincidence to ignore – sure enough, as Suva begins to augur the value of choosing the "S" key, the sandstone atop the plinth fluctuates slightly, becoming fluid. Five of the keys drop and are gone like sandsnakes swallowed up in dunes, then the last drifts down the slight distance until it sits on the now solid-again sandstone.

It's the "S" key and it is the only key any longer available.

Dalrylshana reaches for and takes the key (after a deadly serious warning from the cleric to the party regarding anybody interrupting him during prayer in future). It fits the door with no problem and a satisfying click indicates an unlocking. The door pops slightly ajar as air rushes out with a hiss for a second, and then is still again. Kin collects the key – just in case.......

For whatever reason, the party are getting tetchy with each other and Morin, of all people, entreats them to be calm. Balin, meanwhile is perhaps rightly keen to establish the relevance of him being the only dwarf in the party in a place that is apparently a dwarven burial area. He steps forward and boldly swings opens the ajar door, stepping across the threshold into this new area.

Beyond it, darkness immediately looms as the surface is further removed and daylight can be swallowed up by the depths. But this lasts only seconds: like a trail of paraffin, sconces pop and bud into life along both walls as the stairs continue downwards, twisting as they go. Dalrylshana is able to put away the Illuminatus for now as you can see quite clearly the hewn rock and smooth granite steps leading thirty feet down to another very sturdy door.

This time, however, there is no alcove and are no keys.  There is one intriguing patch on the right hand wall, just in front of the

door about 2 and 3 feet off the ground, there are small areas of the wall that have been damaged as if hammered at, or an iron spike hammered into, perhaps. The door itself is locked – and protected with a lightning trap by Morin’s guess. 

After much arguing and guesswork, Dalrylshana, Illuminatus in hand supplies the required breakthrough – there is an invisible key hanging above the door. Sufficiently high up that smaller characters would probably have to climb up – perhaps by using iron spikes hammered into the walls, for instance...Since Kin can use the Illuminatus as well as Dalrylshana, it is expeditious for him to borrow it for a moment - a brief stretch on tiptoes later and the mission is accomplished. As soon as the key is removed from the hook it is hanging from, it pops into visibility. 

Taking the now visible key in his hand, Morin takes a breath and waves everybody back a little way - one full turn of the key later, he is still in one piece. He pauses, then turns the key again perhaps through a whim or by sudden inspiration, who can tell? But on the third turn a faint tracery of electricity scatters across the door frame and is gone and the key turns no more. As the key is removed, it disappears but is quickly located with the aid of the Illuminatus - invisible and back on its hook.

The door opens without further incident - or even a rush of air - to reveal the corridor descending and turning further into the depths. Balin is keen as ever to lead the way and steps forward. Sconces once again light up magically along the walls and a few more steps and distance winding down lead to a levelling, it seems - or perhaps just a very long step - and third door at the end of the levelled area.

This one is as sturdy as the others but the door itself has three keyholes, one above another, separated by a couple of inches. Above and below the keyholes are two locking clasps spanning from the door to hard stone frame and held tight by padlocks. A door that unsubtly says ‘no entry’.

After what seems like an age, checking the doors carefully, Morin pauses, brow wrinkled and a sour look on his face. Jarek thinks about suggesting he help out but decides to deflect any further vitriolic comments about "interrupting" and simply exhales, a little dramatically.

Morin ignores the light jibe and continues about his work, moving away from the door and checking the walls.

After another 15 minutes or so, he finally looks up triumphantly.

"I have something but be ready...."

Standing on the last step and leaning down he activates something that would appear to be in the step. There's a dull click and very quickly the level area of floor slides away to the right to reveal the a two foot drop before the stairs continue down and further round. It appears the entire door was a red herring and Morin drops down and heads off to check the route further, torches popping into life as he goes.

His voice can be heard moments later, requesting somebody with the Illuminatus to help out – Kin accompanied by Balin goes along and soon after, the quiet is butchered by the sound of movement from down the stairs and Morin bellowing for aid.

The party charges to assist, hurtling down the steps and around the corner - at the end of the stairs, they see the problem. The floor broadens to around twenty feet but this time there is no door, just an archway. The magically lighting sconces stop 15 feet before it and cast almost no light beyond. The archway is about 15 feet across and leads into a chamber or corridor that is entirely dark. To the right and left of the archway are alcoves that disappear diagonally away into darkness with just a hint of a crackle and a spark appearing from the depths every few seconds.

By now, Kin is getting to his feet, a little groggy, the Illuminatus on the floor a few feet in front of him. Morin is practically stood on top of him, toe to toe with a large creature and allowing teh mage to recover his balance; Balin faces another. The creatures bodies are a ghastly yellow hue. The mockery of a humanoid form is stitched at every joint and one of the hands of the creature that Morin faces is actually a large claw.  A smell of rotten flesh and old earth wafts forwards.

These are flesh golems.

Whether it is merely lack of very recent battles and an overly relaxing journey by boat is difficult to say but battle is entered like  a maelstrom. Morin and Balin more than hold their own as the initially fearsome-looking flesh golems flail impotently. Their much vaunted ability to ignore damage from warriors is of little consequence arrayed against so much magical weaponry. 

Darius glances about him to make sure everybody is involved in attacking these fell beasts only to see Jiriki hurtle past him, gobbets of saliva trailing in his berserk wake. Balin's golem hardly knows what hits it as the barbarian whirlwind crashes into combat, forcing it back towards an alcove.

Darius wastes no time by applauding but dashes to Morin's aid, even as the wily rogue stabs at his combatant with a flaming dagger, ducking around to flank and slashing at its borrowed tendons with a rapier as the biting flames slow its responses, and Kin recovers his footing with a fury in his eyes. There is more than magic to this elven adventurer and he returns the damage he has taken in kind. 

Meanwhile Jarek is eager to test his new sword and has already appeared at the flank of the other golem, hacking yellowed flesh as the creature tries to fend of the tidal wave of barbarian and dwarf attacks. 

Both golems are forced back and it gives the chance for Dalrylshana to retrieve the Illuminatus (before unwitting chaos destroys it) by darting between the two eddies of melee. Her sword is drawn and ready to attack but her steel carries no magic and the battle goes well; perhaps this is why Suva hangs back from the combat, watching carefully but, from his perspective, sure of victory. Jax and Sybelius are a little behind him and each calm in their own particular ways, sure also.

Victory is not long coming: the golems fight on with mindless drive but against the onslaught that awaited them they are as butterflies in a tornado. Quite soon, much of their joints are raggedly unpicked and the bodies lay untidy and unmoving on the floor. 

Jiriki growls and then begins to recover his calm.

The battle is won and remarkably no wound is sustained bar Kin's initial surprised hit. But before time can be taken to cheer, something odd happens: there is a sound like tearing paper. It is quickly noted as being above the arch - a tiny flame traces out silver filigree words in an overly elaborate hand. It's in elven and is a little difficult to read but can be translated as:

"Welcome cleric, welcome wizard, welcome rogue, welcome warrior!"

The nature and order of the doors encountered is suddenly more clear.

"You are congratulated for your efforts and given welcome to Karubiat Elesis, the city behind shadows, the walled city of light, the city of Morriaga Philantiri. 

"Enjoy your stay."

There's something a trifle unnerving about the last line.

But more than that is the quite clear fact that this is no dwarven burial ground after all. 

Moreover, the name of the city means nothing but the name "Morriaga Philantiri" means at least a little to most of the party. She is a fabled mage of extraordinary power: a sage and aid to her elven kin, so old as to be almost mythic. It was through her powers and wisdom, it is said, that the elves of Karubai were first united into a kingdom centuries ago.

Beyond the arch, a day-bright corridor awaits. In front of it, two small imps, with curiously sharp-edged shadows are pushing the remains of the flesh golems back towards the electrical alcoves from which they sprang.

Morin sets off to check the immediate vicinity - a broad corridor moving north to a t-junction, all of which is quite visible now via the light from beyond the archway. Meanwhile, the two alcoves begin sparking and crackling much more noisily than they previously were. Morin waves the party onwards and the alcoves are ignored – the light in the corridor has an unusual aource: even though the party know they are underground, there is no roof to the forty foot high walls that make the corridor. High above there would seem to be a glorious blue sky. No clouds, nor any sun that's visible, although the air is gently warm like mid spring.

Back at the archway, the flesh golems have reappeared whole, although they are not trying to follow the party. Balin checks a theory with golems, as the party impatiently waits, moving towards them and waving his sword at them. The creatures don’t flinch and are clearly no threat from this side of the corridor.

Onwards the party head, arbitrarily chosing to go west towards the lush garden, Jarek taking the lead as Morin feels less able in the approaching greenery. The room opens out into a large space and there are shrubs and plants and waterways all around - a garden of sorts, as the waterways are too precise to be natural. Walls still edge the room and the sky brightens the whole place; it's quite beautiful and there is an eddying sense of floral scents caressing the air. Three exits beckon, all open arches

The waterways are small streams and can be stepped across quite easily -  although it's warm here, it's not oppressively tropical and the ground is quite firm underfoot. There are fish in the streams and some of the areas of grass and leaves of bushes look gnawed at, indicating that there must be other creatures here too. In the centre of the room is a grassy knoll which has a flattened top upon which rests a worn metal (perhaps copper) plaque, fixed in stone. The words swirl momentarily, it seems, and it reads in all languages simultaneously, “Water, Above All, the Lifegiver”. For now, its meaning, if any, remains a mystery.

A very quick glance through the exits shows more and larger garden - although the west exit also seems to drop down to a narrow river of sorts. The room seems safe and the party prepares to separate, Jarek, Dalrylshana, Jiriki and Darius to heading east back along the corridor whilst Morin, Suva, Kin and Balin will further investigate this garden and its surrounds. 

The party looks around the pleasant room and Morin casually fills a water flask as he gazes about and takes a good drink. The room is as you had previously surmised as you inspect it in more detail -  a few small mammals scurry or burrow into hiding but it seems to be a fine garden, and well looked after.

The exits lead into further greenery and larger trees, glancing though the arches – there are three options (north, south and west). The western option drops down a little to a narrow river that runs through the garden beyond these walls. It would appear to go for some distance and there is a boat moored just through the archway. The southern route seems to be a small area where seedlings and shrubs are being nurtured and this joins smoothly into the 'main' garden

The northern archway leads to a second, much bigger garden. The four adventurers head this way and gain a better overview of the entire surroundings. The river runs all the way across the garden and keeps going beyond the walls, it appears. From the outer garden, it is a steep 15ft drop to the water. There is no bridge but  the smaller garden allows dry passage from one side to the other.

The outer garden has large trees and considerable density in certain areas as well as two exits heading further west and north. There are also three large statues standing tall on stone plinths.

The first statue is approached cautiously – the plinth is tall - almost four feet high - and atop it is a well-made, heroic stone statue of a human warrior, made to around 125% scale, wearing splint mail and postured dramatically with longsword thrusting forwards, left hand bent and pointing back and upwards to perfectly balance the lunging right arm. 

It seems to have the word “Edrun” in elaborate letters on a plaque set on the plinth. As Morin ponders the possibilities of wordplay on the first statue, Suva ambles off through the greenery, wiping a lightly sweating brow and approaching the next nearest statue. It is evident as he approaches that

this is also a heroic figure, in much the same design as the first except that this one is an elven warrior in leather armour, sleek and impressive.

He is leaning forwards with a bow and arrow notched, aiming somewhere towards the east wall, so that it looks as though he is firing forwards on the run.

There is a metal plaque on the cylindrical plinth but even as Suva is getting close enough to read it, there is sudden movement from the copses of trees to either side. What can only be described as lizard men – scaled green skin and long tails, alligator heads with sharp teeth - suddenly dart out of the trees and run, zigzagging quickly off towards and through the north and west exits.

It's all so quick that it's difficult to tell how many there were – perhaps 10? - but also because some effort is needed to defend yourselves from quickly flung spears. They're hardly cutting-edge design but they're thrown well and Suva does well to avoid too much contact with them. Still he is

caught and lightly wounded by three.

Balin tries hard to contain himself and the party make sure Suva is okay before checking the final statue. This one is a dwarf, chainmail-clad with a large helm. Both hands grasp a large axe, pointed to the front of the dwarf's body as if sizing up courageously to a waiting foe. This one has a plaque that reads “Lwfm” to go with the elf’s “Faha”.

With astonishing alacrity, Suva sees a solution:

“If you arrange the letters in the following way the meaning is revealed.

EDRUN

LWFM

FAHA

Read downward from top left and you get “ELF, DWARF and HUMAN”

What this means however,  is not realised until Morin notices that the plinth on each of the statues will actually rotate, given some effort. 

Balin, Kin and Morin take a statue each, corresponding to their race and Suva stands more centrally. Nods and glances indicate all are ready and then Kin begins: the statue is heavy but the oiled mechanism is in remarkably good condition and after a few moments the whole thing, statue and base begin to move on the swivel with loud accompanying noise. It's intense work but is soon accomplished; the elven archer has his arrow pointing, to the best Kin can judge, directly at the dwarf.

All remains still, so Balin takes his cue and eventually has the dwarven axeman pointing at the human warrior. Morin takes a breath, gives a sarcastic thumbs up to Suva and then sets about rotating the human swordsman.

No sooner is the statue pointing at the elven archer than there is suddenly a rumbling beneath the ground (and from the west, Suva notices) and a sound like iron teeth grinding; it's short-lived though, and in seconds, the garden returns to normal. Nothing appears any different, although, perhaps incited or attracted by the noise, a couple of lizard men did momentarily appear in the northern archway before slipping away again.

With the next step not entirely obvious, Morin heads off to gain reconnaissance beyond the western archway and returns soon after to inform his comrades that there are 20 or more lizard men waiting in ambush about 100 feet in at some ruins.

Beyond them in the distance is a jungle and mountains further still; the place is too vast for Morin’s liking!

This seems like a good time to regroup, so the party head back to the inner garden and after a little discussion, decide to move on to find the rest of teh party, rather than awating their return..

The party heads out of the curious tropical region into the more mundane corridors. As the t-junction is reached, decision of direction is made by the noises coming from the east.

Instinct takes over and the party moves swiftly on: Jarek would surely have checked for traps and this is where the sound comes from so it must be them?

The eastern corridor quickly ends with a widened room and an archway  - there is no time to take in the details, but you are aware that beyond the arch, there is still a perfect insane sky but it is dark, starry with unrecognisable constellations and moonlit. A hard crescent moon provides the light in this area, ample to see by, and clear enough to show a room cluttered with masonry and broken furniture. At the room's end a door is open and here the noises come from but are now less in volume. 

Swiftly, ignoring details, and with concern, the party moves on into the beckoning room to find, with some relief, the rest of the party. 

It's much, much colder here.

It is at the south door that the party stands. Darius is still leaning his weight against it as Jarek moves away, quite clearly having finished locking it.

Dalrylshana is trying to entice Sybelius over to her and looks a little hassled, whilst Jiriki looks furious. And is bleeding.


Moving off Darius, Dalrylshana, Jiriki and Jarek soon pass the turning to the corridor they entered by and reach another t-junction as their compatriots begin to explore about the garden.

North, the bright corridor widens diagonally until finally ends in large, ominous double doors. East, the corridor continues some distance before reaching a small room with an archway; the four move eastwards to investigate further.

The area beyond the archway is lit by moonlight. There is sky again above the high walls, but this sky has dots of unrecognisable constellations and a bright crescent moon which, ample illumination to see by. It is a very curious effect to see two entirely different skies, separated only by the width of an arch - all the sky above looks blue from one side of the arch but all the sky beyond it is moonlit. 

Through the archway is a long room. There are the remains of damaged chairs and a table here and there. Bits of masonry are scattered on the floor, suggesting that there were once stone bats or some similar creature attached to the walls. It looks unkempt and abandoned and a door opposite beckons.. 

Stepping through the archway carefully, Dalrylshana begins casually poking about a few bits of the detritus. Beetles scurry off into corners and dust lifts but no bat is animated nor beast forthcoming. The place is quiet and cold - the change in temperature stepping through the archway is quite pronounced.

Jarek checks the door and discovers it to be safe and actually very slightly ajar. Peeping through the small gap, the room beyond seems large and grim but empty of any obvious threat. It looks like a garden but is almost the antithesis of the one you have seen: moonlit as it is, it's quite clear that a number of the plants are actually black.

Stepping cautiously into the garden, the party advance. Sybelius and Jax are very quiet - there's something eerie on a level that concerns their natural instincts here. There are four pools, one at each corner, which balefully reflect the moonlight and stars: the clarity of the sky should make this quite pleasant but the cold is beginning to the bite and the ground-level surroundings are too bleak to allow relaxation. Doors are in the north and south walls. 

There are ferns and flowers and shrubs all about but every last one of them is black, from stem to leaf to petal. 

In the centre of the garden, there is a table with what look like a selection of bottles upon it - and perhaps a piece of parchment.

Unmoved and unafraid by the odd surroundings, Jiriki's cheerful demeanour lends a certain confidence to the party as he ambles into the black garden to look more closely at this table, followed closely by Jarek, ever watchful.

There are a number of glass tubes in a wooden rack, mostly empty now, and six small glass bottles, three of which are cracked and empty. However, one tube has a viscous liquid still in it and three of the glass bottles still contain some dark liquids, each one different.

The parchment is sat on the table with two of the cracked bottles at its corners. Some writings still remain, although damage and fading has removed most of it. The little that can still be read, reads as follows:

"....no matter what I try. The moon magic is sucking all the nature and vitality out of this subworld but however I bend it to my will, still the affliction remains, without remission. Perhaps the sun......"

"...more than just blackness; something lurks, waiting and plotting. I can feel its imagination, alien and fetid, pressing a.."
Leaving the glass bottles and the table for now, and urged on by curiosity and Jiriki's unfailingly light spirits, the odd ambience given up by the black garden is overcome in favour of pressing onwards through the door south, which Jarek has unlocked.

The door opens into a room which looks similar at first – black plants under the moonlight. But it is quickly obvious that there is more here. There are remains of bodies dotted about, a skeleton in armour leaning against a black tree over here, finger bones pointing up at the silvered crescent from an arm bone set in the soil there.

There's the hint of a breeze and it brings dry, dusty air.

Darius and Jiriki head towards the body of a fallen warrior (one more cautiously than the other) as Jarek and Dalrylshana head into the room to investigate other remains.

The party are but a few steps in when a sound makes them go quite still: it's like the clicking of cockroaches. A number of wisps of dark grass suddenly flip and reveal themselves to be the legs of four large spiders. Their bodies are thin and hard-looking and they clearly are about to attack from scant feet away, one to each member of the party.

Jarek and Jiriki both suddenly feel stabbing pain in their stomachs and a cold sweat beads across their foreheads - they remember the giant spider in the vampire's catacombs; its poison has not fully left their blood and they are struggling to quell an unnatural fear, particularly Jarek whose brow furrows harshly as he focuses his will.

A shrill but rasping voice drifts into the air like shattered bloody bones being dragged over stone: "Some of you carry spiderkin in your blood; we will honour you and eat you last."

The earth behind the four spiders moves and a red glow spreads into the moonlit room giving an eerie additional colour to the dark plant stems. A large body lifts effortlessly upwards to reveal a huge spider creature. Two humanoid skulls, glowing red, sit awkwardly at the front of the beast and glare eyelessly down as one of the skulls speaks again.

"My master will have your soulssssssss."

The second skull grins malefically as the teeth clack open and shut.

Jiriki's response to the situation is that which only one of barbarian blood could muster - freeing himself from fear that he knew he should not have (and aiding Jarek into the bargain), he leaps forward, eager for battle and revenge at being so humbled. The spider nearest him is almost attcked but at the last moment, Jiriki leaps across it, using it as a step, to battle its master.

As he steps on the beast a cracking sound gives up how frail they really are.

Dalrylshana has already reacted and magic dances around her arms as Jarek and Darius move forwards, weapons drawn.

Abruptly there is a sound to the left, like crunching breaking bones, an awful sound. The four spiders seem unaffected but by now the party are already starting to realise that they are little more than automatons. The main figure's speaking head moves momentarily but then snaps forwards quickly levelling itself at Dalyrlshana as the second skull changes from glowing red to ebony black.

Jiriki recovers its attention with a scything blow that has black ichor jetting across the room. Jarek and Darius have, with one blow apiece, levelled their own assailants, if momentarily distracted and bitten by virtue of the noise from the left. They are recovered and ready enough for their next move to see Jiriki fearfully struck by a vicious leg and

knocked 8 feet back.

Dalrylshana is still concentrating when the now ebony skull unleashes a bolt of darkenss, glinting in the moonlight, that staggers her backwards and leaves her coughing up bile.

Darius has seen enough and harshly orders a retreat – Jarek follows as Darius moves towards the door and Jiriki, though keen for battle, is not stupid and will not give himself up as the only combatant. Within seconds, the hissing of the spider beast behind, the party are back in the room with the pools, Darius leaning against the door as Jarek locks it again.



From beyond the looked door a hideous voice rasps, "Come back, come back, I was merely jesting. You are welcome here, my friends....

Clearly armed with many options, there is some discussion as to what to do next. Face the spider? Try the north door in this room? Go back to the other garden? Try the large doors in the central corridor? Test the liquids left in this room? 

However, once battle-fever has abated, it seems clear that the sunlight direction is preferred as something seems to have been genuinely accomplished there, even if nobody is quite sure what. The spider demon will have to wait it's turn, it seems.

Once Dalrylshana is checked to be OK and some healing salve has been applied where needed, the party head towards the garden. In the hope that the lizardmen had previously acted our of fear or desperation rather than true malice, Kin and Morin set off alone through the northern archway into the vast outer reaches to try to make safe contact.

As Darius and Balin wait purposefully visible by the other archway, to draw attention from the quiet approach, the rest of the party wait. And wait – it’s an agonising 20 minutes but then Kin and Morin reappear unharmed. It transpires that they managed to make non-violent contact with the lizard folk via a very old half-elf translator by the name of Fendriar. Little was given away as to the party’s purpose here but it was indicated that what can be said should be said ‘properly’. To that end, the party have been invited to an audience with the chieftain, Dh'Grazzi.

Further preparing the party, Morin also warns that the lizard folk are a bit jumpy and actually expecting some sort of evil that has been augured. They may not be especially capable but there are a lot of them. Also, the name they refer to Morriaga Philantiri by is Morg’Za – she is practically a goddess to these simple folk and the finale of her legend is that she went west to the hills to escape her shadow.

Thus is it, with a mixture of curiosity, caution and bemusement, the party walk through the archway into the landscape beyond. Walls with a sunless bright sky was one thing, but this is an entirely different league: the walls are still visible to the south and east but disappear so far that no north or western wall is visible. The whole idea that this is underground is practically unimaginable. It's certainly warm here and tropical greenery, once away from the relatively clear area near the archway, is all about. 

There are small ruined stone buildings arcing around the walls to the outer garden and lizard men can be seen, manning stations nervously there. More of them are nearby, forming a very crude guard of honour of sorts to lead the party on and Fendriar waves the way forwards whilst clearly placating some of the more nervy lizardfolk with soothing words.

Westwards there are some larger buildings beyond the ruined ones, some in partial ruins. Beyond them the landscape soon becomes a jungle with numerous hills jutting out from the verdant canopy at various points. It would be quite a beautiful place if it wasn't for the very disconcerting oddness of its entire existence.

Fendriar leads past the ruins, 'guard' to either side, and on towards a larger building, some 600 yards west. It's a partial ziggurat with the central section hollow a few steps up so that the steps of the ziggurat become large columns at the corners as they get higher. Vines drape all about and a large stone chair has been hastily placed between the two nearest columns. A huge lizard (overweight, not overbuilt) sits upon the chair eating some messy yellow fruit, his rough hide clothing speckled with purple seed and yellow pulp. To his sides are a couple of larger than average lizard men - their swords are still quite crude but these don't look nervous.

"This is my lord Dh'Grazzi," Fendriar says, "He bids you welcome and offers you to sit and make your requests, and he will judge your worth and aid if he deems it right."

Fendriar then says something in the guttural, crude language of these folk, to the gathered and growing throng who raise a light cheer. It is evident that the party are being asked to sit on the dusty floor, where grass has been worn away, and thus be in a supplicant position to the sat-on-high chieftain. They agree without argument, not prepared to give lose cool or give ground to such crass intimidation.

Kin speaks directly to the chief, humbly and elequently requesting permission to continue the party’s search for “a dangerous item”who watches him calmly as he does; when he has finished, Fendriar barks a few guttural sentences as the chief listens, still with his eyes on the party. The swag-bellied lizard shifts in his seat and pauses a little while, then remarks something to the half-elf, who considers and then turns to the party:

"Lord Dh'Grazzi would like to know what the item is and does.

"And whether it is something of the Lady's - Morriaga Philantiri - or not."

Kin loosely explains that the item is only one part of an artefact and Morin adds that the party are not the only group interested in it but are the only group whose motives are neither selfish nor destructivr, pointing out that no harm is meant to the lizard folk nor the lady Morg’Za.

The invocation of that name brings a rumble from the crowd. An exchange occurs again between translator and chieftain and then Fendriar speaks again to the party:

"Lord Dh'Grazzi feels you have truth in your words; you are granted freedom to roam and safe passage within the bounds of the Gh'rrud Dhath tribe. He has no knowledge of the item you describe, but will allow your search for it.

"But there are conditions: firstly, if you find anything of the Lady, you must bring the news to the chief and remove no holy artefacts. Secondly, to mark you as a friend of the tribe, you must carry this holy spear as a mark..."

Fendriar gestures at a couple of lizard men off to one side and they bring, on a stone platter, a fairly ordinary stone-headed spear that has been ornately and brightly emblazoned with lots of bits of coloured fur. Fendriar is about to give the floor, as it were, back to the party, when the chief interrupts him and he adds another comment.

"There is a third stipulation: you must rest here a while so that the chief's children may dance for you and you can eat and prepare for your further adventures." He leans a little closer and almost whispers, "It should only take about an hour and I think he wants to request something else..."

Morin manages to add an additional question regarding the noises in the garden as the party are overcome with a mild dread as to what the festivities might hold. An answer will be given but the spear is handed over and the party ushered to what is essentailly a large room - there is a low wall, about three feet high surrounding a stone base 100 by 40 feet, with a break in the centre of each wall for entrance. Large stone pillars support a roof some 25 feet high and there is a stone table at the centre; it is pleasant to be out of the never-ending brightness into a little shade for a change.

Food is brought, mostly fruit and small roasted mammals of some type and a heady liquor, which does not seem to be alcohol but is so strongly perfumed to nose and tongue that it makes the senses reel. As the party, guarded chief and Fendriar sit, the half-elf explains that the chief, now that he is away from his devoted tribesmen and can show concern, is worried about the augured evil that had been mentioned earlier.

It transpires, as best as Fendriar can translate that there is a young lizard woman in the tribe who has been cursed with visions. She has had a number which have come to pass as accurate after a fashion - once they had been forcibly reinterpreted to fit events. However, she has been having a recurring vision of late and it seems to be that evil will come to the garden and will be, in its nature, "akin to Morg'Za's shadow".

This has got a number of the lizards quite worked up and the chief's request is simply that, should any evil come, that the party aid his tribe in defending the Lady's realm. Before this can be properly answered, the table is interrupted by a lizard arriving practically on one knee and speaking to the chief with his head bowed.

Fendriar passes on the message that is brought in reference to Morin’s earlier question: the guards at the archways heard

nothing that was in the realm as was described, but after bravely chucking spears at Suva - for which they, er, apologise - a couple near the western exit from the outer garden did hear something a little later. But it was south of them - south of the south wall in the realm, that is.

And before any of this can sink in, 30 young lizards (the chief has prolific loins, it would seem) arrive and began wildly dancing to a strident drummed rhythm around the table as the chief smiles and eats with pride. The accompanying singing is a combination of guttural, cacophonous screeches and the non-lizard audience is quite thankful for the bliss of perfumed liquor.

After the finale, Morin manages to thank the chief for the entertainment without smiling and promises to aid battle against any evil if the party can – limited only by the time that they are here. The chief seems heartened but when  also asked about the great spider, he can unfortunately give no aid or information. Fendriar indicates (quietly, as if it may cause offence if discussed too openly) that none of the lizard folk go any further than the outer garden.

The chief seems sated and retires and the party are subtly persuaded out of having elders of the tribe recount folkore by Fendriar,as the tales are long and he would have to translate. Instead they take the chance to seek any useful information from the helf-elf, asking how he has come to be here.

"Morg'Za, as Morin says, is the lizard folk name for she whom you call Morriaga Philantiri. Curiously enough, it is partially because of her that I came here,” he begins, “I was searching for my brother Grae, who had years before disappeared in search of the great Lady. He was entirely obsessed with her and had searched for years when I finally received no further word from him.

"Having access to a scant few of his notes, I found the name of this place and after a year or so, I and four companions found a route to a great mystical city, I forget if it even had a name. But stepping though a doorway from the central building there, we found ourselves in the inner garden.” One or two of the party realise that he is talking about the City-Between-Places.

"This was a long time ago, although I am not sure that time even passes the same here - it's difficult to tell when the sun never sets - or at least the light never ceases.

"In truth, I was never a great adventurer, I just missed my brother and wanted to know what had become of him. My friends and I searched the darker areas of this place only barely as we realised we had overstepped both our abilities and our courage and moved back to the seeming tranquillity of the garden.

"We were trapped, we thought, for our route here was one-way only and we could find no way out that we could master. 

"The boat was our first hope for freedom but a massive portcullis blocks that route. And so we searched about the garden and Ra....Ralli.... 

"Hmmm, you know, I've forgotten their names.

"Anyway, we discovered that one part of the walls was actually fairly new and was really a bricked-up entrance. We feared for what might lay beyond but had not dared to scale the walls (it seemed too obvious to be unprotected, to our minds!) so we felt there was no choice. And even that Grae may lay beyond the walls, having found the Lady - what dreams!

"What we discovered was the place you have seen. We were attacked initially by a surprised and superstitious lizardfolk but I am a better diplomat than a warrior and managed to communicate and bring calm. They had been watching the arches since they were bricked up by somebody in the garden, had watched the open arches before, and watch them still.

"After that, it is simply the fact that I came to enjoy it here and worked on the language. I have been an advisor and aide to three chiefs now and will live out my years here, more content than I ever was beyond these walls. Sadly my brother remains lost to me and my erstwhile companions long-since disappeared into the jungles in search of the Lady or treasure or just adventure. But time does heal, as they say and I have a fulfilling life, believe it or not.

"These lizard men have been here a long time as far as I can tell. A very long time. It would seem that Morriaga Philantiri must have been here at some point, too, for them to revere her so but the tale about her fleeing to the mountains to escape her shadow could mean anything.

"I'm sure my brother would know!"

It would transpire later that these words were quite prophetic but for now the party picks up on the mention of the boat and realise that the noise that folowed the aligning of the statues in the garden could well have been the raising of the portcullis. Jarek, though, is more concerned about the augury and wants to know if it was augured at allacuurately as to ‘when’.

Fendriar can only indicate that it was soon as the garbeld information from the young girl is quite cryptic. "There was some impenetrable comment about it happening the same time as the arrival of the new faced - it's a little difficult to translate the

rantings - which we have taken to mean the time around now, which is when certain flowers, important to these people bloom,  the first three days ago. [but then Suva has arrive ‘new-faced’!].

"And the visions have never come more than a couple of months before coming to pass. They started a month ago.".

Suddenly Jirki, who has latched onto something else in Fendriar’s tale, pipe’s up, “Fendriar, your brother, did you say his name is Grae? Not wanting to bring you down but on the "outside" this place is called Dhûnok Grael”.

Fendriar wrinkles his brow and considers Jiriki's comment, clearly searching hard for words he has probably not used in a long while and then, eyes widening and face growing pale as he grasps his staff for balance, he merely says "Oh my...."

A couple of lizard men, previously unnoticed, come to his aid and begin to half carry, half lead him away, cooing gently in a manner previously unheard in their harsh tongue. Suva leaps to his aid quickly and the status afforded the party, having just been sat with the chief, means that he is allowed to approach. Fendriar is pale and weak and looks to have suffered a mild heart attack – he will be alright but needs rest.

Meanwhile an argument has broken out between Morin and Jarek regarding motives; Darius stands between them as it threatens to spill over into combat but Suva, still tending to Fendriar, points out in no uncertain terms how little help this is and proposes the next actions to tkae. A calm of sorts is re-established but Morin is becoming increaingly antsy about a his personal mission to track down ghurzak the werewolf, and wants to move on with the party’s own mission more quickly.

Following the cleric’s suggestions, the party agree to split again – Jarek keen to stay to defend the lizard folk, Suva wanting to keep an eye on Fendriar. Dalrylshana will stay with them whilst the rest of the party will take the boat in the garden and see if the portcullis is opened indeed.  They will stay in contact via the Hawker bags, which fortunately (as they had not tested them before) transfer an object from one to the other in 5 minutes.

The boat is a large-ish, fairly ordinary looking rowing boat and will sit the five adventurers. What is different about it is that there are no oars. There is, however, a handle, fixed to a swivel on the base of the boat that will obviously rotate. A quick and careful check by Morin reveals that there is also a sturdy chain beneath the boat and stretching through the water. Clearly this is how the vessel is propelled and at the other side of the river a wall and a slight amount of headroom into darkness beckons.

Turning the handle is fairly hard work but it draws the craft along the chain, link by link. At last the wall is reached the boat is moved on, the party ducking low to pass beneath it. Jiriki has a torch at the ready but it is soon seen to be unnecessary. Beyond the wall, the river has only a low ceiling above it – a fairly narrow stone tunnel almost like a large, clean drain.

There is a phttt and a slight sputter as the boat is moved into the darkness but then a series of dim torches pop into half-life along the northern wall.

After about 50 feet, the boat passes under a huge, strongly built portcullis, still dripping very slightly and very likely in the raised position due to the actions on the statues in the outer garden. The boat comes to a stop.

A glance into the water, even in the half-light that the water affords shows why: the chain goes no further - obviously it could not be used to draw the boat further if the portcullis was down and it would seem it was never designed to. There is another option, however. The boat has stopped just far enough past the great iron gate to be able to reach, by jumping, a pathway running now along the north wall. It continues a little way before opening out into a room of sorts, a recess, and what looks like a door at the central northern point.

The party disembark, Darius almost falling in has he struggles to hold on to a squirming Jax and the door is approached carefully. The route to the door is safe and made of hard stone with flecks of a sort of red marble beginning to appear in it; the door

itself is more unusual, sat a few feet back in a recess: it looks to be made of bronze and has a swirling pattern etched around the border (this appears merely a pattern rather than runes or language).

By the looks of it (a recessed quarter sphere where a handle might be expected and sign of runnels in floor and roof) the door opens by sliding from left to right.

Just below the handle is an odd recessed square with a bizarre undulating red material at its back and a blueish tinge and glow around it. Just to the right of the door in the wall is a recess with six small shelves on it. On each of these is what look like large green dice (almost exactly the right shape to fit the recess in the door, unsurprisingly) except that each has only one number. All six sides of the top one are 1s, the next has 2s on each side and so on.

The party are stumped – and more so when Kin detecting magic reveals three small marks on the door (an eye, a wing and a claw); he cannot discern anything else except that this is dragon magic. A few more heads are needed so, as it has been almost 2 hours, Morin drops a message into the Hawker bag he has indicating for the remaining three in the party to meet him at the boat and then sets of in the vessel. The reuniting of the party doesn’t bring any new ideas, though  (except that Dalrylshana recognises the claw symbol as that of an old dragon called Yandroth) and realising that they have been in action for some 14 hours now, it is decided to rest.
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Refreshed but still with no clue about the door, the party decide to investigate other avenues – the double doors to the north are chosen as the next destination and are approached without hindrance. They give some pause for concern: they are large and heavy but locked (though untrapped), however on the flagstoned floor before them is a message; like the plaque in the inner garden, it reads in all tongues simultaneously:

"Death below: the final arbiter for whom all are equal" and Suva also notices a trace of ash just visible and sourced from the other side of the door.

The party are less than happy about the riddles that seem to be leaping up all about them and are too wary to simply try the door, particularly with Dalrylshana being concerned that a dragon might be behind it!. Instead, they attempt a literal interpretation of the message on the floor and some water is retrieved from the tropical garden.

The entire party gather back at the original t-junction - a safe distance from any fiercely funnelled flames! The entire party except Kin, that is, who, having prepared himself with a protective spell, then created a shallow dish of mystical force that hovered

a few feet above the ground. The collected water was poured into this and then the elven mage waited for the party to achieve their safe distance, preparing to deposit the water on the stone slab in front of the double doors. 

Nothing happens.

Frustrated, the party decide to leave the door and face the spider beast, Kin rationalising that it must have been put there by its master to guard something. Dalrylshana looks less than convinced, havinf been shaken at her first meeting but soon the party find themselves unhampered back in the starry, moonlit sky of the black garden off the eastern corridor.

As plans are quietly argued out, Morin checks the north door at Balin's insistence. It's unlocked and untrapped so the dwarf opens it see what lies beyond. A corridor, still under the moon and stars but not covered in the ebony vegetation. Simple stone which leads to a room through an opening. Form the door, there seem to be various items and benches in the room and a faint, acidic odour drifts into the room from the corridor.

Morin closes the north door before joining the party at the southern one; Jarek undoes the lock and steps back whilst Kin casts light onto his sword and then sheathes it, hiding the glow until it can be dramatically drawn into the fray. After a brief conference between Suva and Dalrylshana, the party is ready to go: Darius takes the door and glances around at the eager faces of Balin and Jiriki and then pulls the door open. 

There is silence beyond the doorway and the large dark garden looks foreboding and eerie in the light of the bright crescent moon. There are bones and remains dotted about, as previously, but no obvious sign yet of the large spider beast or its cohorts. In the air, though, at first as unnoticeable as a very light mist, are many thin strands of webbing joining wall to black tree, skeleton to ebony plant, rock to rock and randomly scattered all about.

The party move in a little way to the quiet, black landscape. Morin activates his fiery dagger and raises it to one of the numerous webstrands. For a second nothing happens and then the web catches, fizzing lightly as the strands snaps and two points burn away. Most of the web still remains so it isn't highly flammable, but it has produced some acrid smoke that catches in the throat.

The burned shreds flutter ashen in the air but are instantly replaced by the seething bulk of a great beast: its two skull heads swivel nonchalantly, one glowing red, the other pulsating black as six steely legs move quickly, two more scythe through the air.

It seems to have appeared out of nowhere as Morin burned the web and the great beast strikes out at him viciously. Morin is quick enough, even surprised, to avoid some of the blow, but is still knocked from his feet and winded momentarily.

The dreadful voice speaks again, "Come then, flesh...." it hisses and turns to Darius and Kin.

As Morin is hurled to the floor, Darius and Kin are surprised as much by the spider's speed as its appearance and are both struck hard by the almost metallic legs, whirling through the air. Morin is struck again but this time by a bolt of black energy from the dark skull that knocks his winded body back to the floor and brings blood to his nose.

This party will not be taken so lightly, however, and Kin and Darius rally, Darius blocking blows as he moves around to his left, attempting to hold the great beast in the corner of the room where it cannot manoeuvre. Still he manages a strike, as does Kin, wielding his longsword 2-handed like a warrior born, but frustrated that the light cast upon it seems to have no effect.

Meanwhile, Balin starts to throw off the fear that coursed through him, even as he promises his kills to Kord, and with Jiriki's help, the three fear-affected heroes gain their natural courage back, Balin smashes headlong into the spider, splashes gouts of black blood about him as he purposefully tramples smaller spiders underfoot and Jarek moves west.

All around now, small, dog-sized spiders are appearing, clawing upwards form the dark ground but Jiriki has his sword before him now, as a symbol of his god and these lesser beasts crumble beneath his faith's might.

Dalrylshana, under some mental duress, weaves magic about herself and then Suva commands the beast to fall. His conviction is impressive but the spider is unmoved.

"Akkenophon does not bow to the likes of you, fool!", the red skull hisses and then the legs lash out again, striking Balin and then catching Darius so fiercely across the chest and beneath his shield that he his hurled 20 feet through the air and his shield snapped from his grasp.

Jiriki, having smote a way to the spider, unleashes his anger and cripples one of the fell beast's legs as Kin slashes directly at the heads. But Akkenophon is not done yet and the air is abruptly cold with a lightning of pure malicious black energy; it snakes instantly through air from the pulsing ebony skull and knocks Suva off his feet, catching Dalrylshana in its blast.

Suddenly the spider begins to shrink, it seems, but then there is a cry from Dalrylshana who holds her head and staggers, dizzied and the spell is broken, Akkenophon at full, awful size once more.

It is difficult to say how the battle lies but then Jarek appears behind the spider and strikes his steel home; it rears ferociously on four legs and Morin - dazed, but recovering, and never ready to shirk a battle - tumbles magnificently under its bulk and readies his flaming dagger. Suva is singed and staggering but can concentrate enough to call upon St Cuthbert once more. 

Suddenly the red skull moves uncomfortably on its madly swivelling neck but the black skull jerks slightly and an all-consuming darkness begins to spread out from the spider's bulk. Underfoot, the smaller spiders continue to appear, weak and easily destroyed but growing in number.

The darkness spreads terrifyingly quickly and Morin and Jarek, last noticed leaping atop the spider's back, are lost first in the inky black, soon followed by Jiriki, enraged and driven - and too focused to follow any plans from Balin who is happy to continue to remove large pieces of spider with his sword.

The small spiders are multitudinous and biting now, stinging with bites at ankles and attempting to climb onto legs but Suva, having looked to his own severe wounds momentarily, begins to destroy them in swathes, shattering their frail bodies with righteous divine ire so that he may concentrate better on a spell to defeat the true threat.

The problem now is in striking - with spell or steel - a beast lost in magical darkness.

As Darius, wavering and weak of leg, but stout of heart, charges back into the battle alongside Kin (still hacking for all he is worth) with all the might he can muster, Dalrylshana advances unsteadily, the Illuminatus raised before her, counteracting the darkness just enough to reveal the skirmish as if in a thick fog. 

Akkenophon is not yet defeated, though; crippled by Jiriki's blows on one leg and hampered by Morin's fire below - and worse with Jarek clinging atop the beast and stabbing at the skulls - still it musters attacks as it tries to move slowly south. Kin, also attempting to focus on the skulls, leaves himself open and is struck hard, sent hurtling backwards out of the melee, just as Darius crashes back recklessly into the combat. 

Jiriki, blocking the spider's attempted movement, is also hit but almost ignores the blow as his fury consumes him and he repays the blow with added vigour, his sword roaring into flame as he does, driving the spider backwards; it stumbles, spearing Morin with a leg as it does, but he brings more fire to its belly and now it begins to stagger.

Suva is about to direct a spell at it when Dalrylshana shouts "stand back" and jabs her free hand forwards - lightning zig-zags through the air with a crack and strikes the beasts' legs. Jarek, has just enough reflex to hurl himself off the top of the failing body and tumble to safety as Morin also tears part of his own trapped flesh to remove himself from beneath the crashing bulk.

The eight-legged horror is lit for a moment all over with a blue corona - and then there is a sound like a thousand dry twigs being crushed underfoot and it falls to the ground, the smaller beast crumbling to nothing as the darkness recedes and only moonlight remains.

The party has prevailed!  

Suva stumbles, looking dishevelled and hurt but mustering a comment "I think we have proved our worth as a party who CAN work together - I am honoured to know you all.”

As the party recovers, Suva goes about his exhaustive healing tasks with Morin, Kin himself and Darius. Jiriki is busy investigating the corpse and is preparing to make a small cairn of its remnants for Balin to offer up his thanks to Kord, a convert discovered! 

Morin discovers a spider hair attempting to burrow into one of his wounds and, having been alerted to the problem, a careful check of the party reveals that Darius, Kin, Balin and Jiriki also have one or two of the little blighters in wounds. A closer inspection reveals them to have a circle of very small teeth at one end and they are in fact some bizarre beast in their own right. Fortunately, they have all been caught before they could get deep into flesh and are easily destroyed. 

Rest is now needed and heavy prayer of thanks to St Cuthbert by Suva, and then the party is fit for tasks once more.

Morin has his kit cleaned and prepared, after his vicious encounter with the spider's leg, and Jarek has returned from a foray to search the room, awaiting all to be awake before nveiling the items he has discovered. They are identified as a Wand of Ice Storms, a Ring of Protection and something that seems to be a a Summoner’s Whistle.

Another detail is noted in the aftermath of the battle - there is a general aura of magic in the black garden (unsurprisingly) and

particularly on the south and east walls (which look translucent) which would appear to be a warding of sorts. 

After some discussion, Morin checking the door out, the party are gathered in front of the south wall, staring through its translucent

darkness to the bleak and vast lands beyond. Eager to move onwards, Suva gingerly tests the wall with a hand - it gives,

slowly. It's like moving through rubber, but movement through can be had and eventually his fingers break through to the opposite side where the air is cold and unwelcoming.

Moving his fingers back, test complete, however, he notices that his fingers catch on the wall from that side - he can withdraw his hand through the hole he has made but the edges around the hole seem solid from the far side. Stepping through would be one-way unless the party could find something like a large barrel to keep a way through open.

Morin and Jarek head off into the room with pools to go north and see what they can find.- they return emtpy handed after an hour but have found something else, as Morin explains.

“Oh, yeah, sorry got side-tracked.  We didn't come across any barrels, but we have discovered something else.  Dal, we'll need you to provide some mystical vision with the Illuminatus.  We have an invisible door with a lock and trap that might be useful to get past."

Morin and Jarek lead the party off to the new puzzle they've unearthed, going north from the room with the pools into a small cluttered room. There are a number of benches, stained and well-used, glassware in odd shapes, connected here and there into a trellis-work of intricate transparency, dark residues clinging to bits of the inner surfaces. Lamps remain, fixed at the edges of the benches but, like most things here, they are broken. The entire place is in disrepair and smells acidicly rank. 

There are two doors - one east and another west. The west door is actually to what looks like a cell and is in reality more of a barred gate than a door. The small room beyond is entirely empty; the bars are sturdy but covered in scratches. The door is the same and has one curious aspect about it - it is iron-framed with just a latch on the outside, rather than a key, and near the latch there is a square hole in the frame. Clearly, anybody of humanoid size could squeeze their hand through the hole and flip the latch to escape. 

Onwards the party quietly trek, into an octagonal room, through the east door which is slightly warped. It's considerably colder in this room, although no obvious reason presents itself.

The walls of the room are all plastered white, which is damaged in places and the room is empty except for a heavy stone pedestal at its centre. There are also three unlocked doors in the north, east and south walls, all of which are closed (and kept shut to by means of a simple lifting latch). In the centre of the room, there is a pedestal fixed in the floor; it's about 2 feet high, the base is a foot in diameter and as it rises it narrows in a curve a couple of inches before being topped with an inverted hemisphere, back to the full width. It seems to be made of dark stone with streaks of blue marble appearing here and there. There is nothing on it.

And finally, there is a fourth door in the northeast wall, one which was obviously hidden previously by its design - through this is a corridor (with a ceiling, unlike these other moonlit rooms) and the invisible barrier that has intrigued Morin and Jarek. Not to mention singeing them with some sort of fire trap when they first attempted to bypass it.

Jiriki, curious, heads back to the damaged lab and returns soon after, pondering vaguely on something; Jarek has carefully checked the southern door and opens it to reveal a small room. Dalrylshana, using the Illuminatus, points out that there seems to be an invisible, perhaps ethereal, key on the pedestal.

The small room Jarek has revealed has in it a stone pedestal of sorts, dead centre and similar in design to that in the centre of the room but lacking the hemispherical top. However, it makes up in intrigue by virtue of a secondary factor: there is a large brass or gold tubular fixing which wraps around a narrow recess going all the way around the pedestal. Two metal arms extend from this wrapping and hold a concave mirror atop the pedestal. Clearly this will rotate and swivel and at the moment the mirror is pointed at an interior wall in the small room. One odd thing is slowly apparent, too, as Dalrylshana approaches it and you notice the mirrored surface better. No stars, nor the Illuminatus but only moonlight is reflected in this mirror.

Suva suggests adding more magical light but the party first decide to open the doors – Jarek has theorised that each would contain the same curios item. His suspicion is entirely correct: the other two doors, after being checked, are opened to reveal another two small rooms with identical 'moon mirrors' in them, each facing a wall away from the door.

Jarek suggests that the mirrors should be aligned onto the pedestal but the party are temporarily averse to trying something so simple. The ruminating barbarian, meanwhile, conjures a thought that will have echoes later:

“Hmmmm, mirrors and moons, rings a few bells....  cells without locks, that can be opened from the inside if you have hands.

but something with big claws on the inside that couldn't get out.  Someone experimenting on something, perhaps themselves, built cells that they could get into but not out of until they'd resumed their more "socially acceptable" form?"..........

The thought is left to hang as Balin searches about, Suva scratches a frustrated head and Morin examines the pedestal with the invisible key atop it. After a while, he suggests that perhaps the mirrors have nothing to do with the key but could be refocussed at the pedestal and somehow used on the barred cell by somebody, as suggested, trying to affect lycanthropy.

There is a frustrating lack of obvious answer and Balin even vainly swipes at the key – proving, at least, that it is indeed ethereal. Meanwhile, Suva is wielding his divine magics and is the essence of concentration whilst Darius feeds Jax and Jiriki taps his greatsword against the plaster on one of the walls, dreamily hacking tiny pieces away as he muses on what beast was kept in the cell. Jarek stands patiently, ready to swivel the first mirror into position as Kin scratches his chin.

Dalrylshana looks a little uneasy, however, glancing from Kin to Darius to Balin and then Suva reveals the result of his divinations – “aligned and alone, your aid will be sure”; he remains unsure what this specifgically means.

With various more and more elaborate theories arising from the party’s musings Jarek rather testily suggests that the mirrors should just be aligned to see what on earth happens but before anything can be done, actions are curtailed by Dalrylshana who shouts, 

"No - stop!!!  Don't align the mirrors - we're not alone!!"

Morin instinctively draws a silver dagger he had discovered in the curious cell as Suva is called over by Dalrylshana. The priest takes the Illuminatus and looks around the room before asking Morin to bring the dagger over and the three mutter as they examine the weapon and set it upon the pedestal. Morin request’s Kin’s amulet and it would appear something intricate is going on when it abruptly turns out that this was a ruse to check something: by the light of the Illuminatus, Dalrylshana had suddenly noticed that three of the party appeared to have some sort of 'spirit' echoing an identical form about their bodies like a ghostly corona.

The three in question are Kin, Darius and Balin and a consideration of past events lead to a rationale that this 'ghost' was somehow due to the items they carried - Shurudien's longsword, amulet and armour, items known to be strongly connected to one another, as Beryn had revealed some time ago. Morin momentarily wearing Kin's amulet seemed to further prove this as the corona passed immediately from Kin to he.

Thus, since the three items united offer even stronger protection than when used separately (and particularly against undead attacks), it is felt that they may be of use here. Following from this and Suva's divine inspiration the plan is to give Suva the

three items to wear and then the rest of the party will retreat to the relative safety of the corridor beyond the Black Gardens, ready to hurry back once Suva has aligned the three mirrors onto the pedestal. The Hawker bags will be used to communicate that the party is ready and then that the deed is done – although Morin insists upon a time limit, just in case.

Suva passes his chainmail to Darius and puts on the warrior's armour with Kin's amulet already  about his neck. The party prepare to leave through the west door and bid Suva a temporary farewell and good luck. Suva adjusts his new chainmail and mentally readies himself for his task ahead, rolling his neck and stretching a little before taking hold of Balin's offered sword.

And then suddenly, as soon as he takes the weapon, he is surrounded by a blue corona of light and his body goes rigid. It lasts but a few seconds and is gone, Suva recovering unharmed, but stood before him is a figure.

It is a chainmail-clad half-elf with a tower shield, two daggers fitted on the inside, a longsword in hand, amulet about neck, greatsword strapped across his back, a hand axe strapped to his thigh, a gleaming ring on each hand and an ornate belt about his waist. His body is transparent and ghostly blue and flicks at all its edges as if about to burst into flame. The face stands out however: the eyes are bright red, and flame at their edges continuously and the grin is wide and manic.

A couple of members of the party have a feeling of deja vu as they vaguely recall the shape of a figure seemingly following them out of the vampire's crypt.

When the voice speaks, it is hollow but compelling.

"Ah, at last! The last person to take my items, I helped into a well, ha, ha! But you," the ghost glances around the party, "I shall allow to continue. You have had my aid already" - you suddenly oddly recall a blow landed here, resisting a wraith there, a door being locked here, three turns of a key there - "and you have finally freed me." 

The figure looks around as the party are momentarily dumbstruck.

"And here of all places! In a dragon's own lands. Had you taken me to Serestius' lair I could not be happier! Ha-ha-ha!. Shurudien Dragonslayer shall rekindle his quests and the Mogradjinn shall fall!"

And with that, the crazed spirit figure simply vanishes, leaving nothing in its wake nor any sign of spirits any longer about the wearer of the three items. The room remains cold and as it was.

The party react with staggering calm (with the slight exception of a gaping Dalrylshana), Kin merely commenting, “Well he might get past the dice and sort out the next opponent for us,” and then decide to move on with the plan as discussed. 

The party leave the room and head away, Suva remaining behind to await a signal of readiness from Morin via the Hawker bags – it comes soon enough and a return pebble is received almost as quickly as the bags’ pause-before-sending will allow. 40 minutes or so of separation and the party are reunited in the octagonal room.

Suva is looking quite pleased, as the party reunite, and clearly holding a golden key, whilst the room itself looks a little more dishevelled than it did previously. Ice is sliding slowly from the walls as it melts and more small pieces of the plasterwork are thus coming away. It's as cold as it was but the floor is damp with melted ice.

Balin asks what on earth happened and the cleric explains with a smile that it was fortunate nobody was in the room as, upon aligning the final mirror, a great explosion of cold spread like an expanding diamond from the centre of the pedestal and crashed against the walls. Suva himself, remained safe in one of the adjoining rooms beside a mirror and in the wake of the magical explosion, the key was revealed and solid. His augured words are now understood – as is the reason for the doors being warped and the walls losing plaster.

Onwards the party press, through the ‘secret’ door into the corridor with the invisible barrier – the Illuminatus reveals a keyhole as does lightly striking the barrier, which causes a mild gong-like sound and makes the keyhole visible for the duration of the sound. 

Kin has the key and edges forward, wary of setting of the fire trap –  after a few moments his body slouches forward slightly as resistance is removed: the key remains in his hand but the doorway has simply ceased to exist; no impediment now exists to further passage north and the door that awaits there.

There is something else, though: a buzz fills the air - it was vaguely noticeable before Kin used the key, you realise retrospectively, but now is louder. It takes but couple of seconds to identify where it is from: the ornate, garish spear that Jarek is carrying is vibrating. 

The buzzing is slowly increasing in volume and it seems irrelevant as to where Jarek moves the spear. Unable to discern what its purpose may be, the end of the passage is at least investigated and reveals a small room with a single door; it's

altogether annoyingly identical to the door found by the waterway, except that the "dice" are marked with triangle, square, circle, pentagon, hexagon and octagon. No other symbols can be seen on the door, nor traps or panels revealed by roguish investigation. 

The problem of the doors seems intractable without actually trying something - and there is sufficient respect for the magics here that nobody is overly keen to do that. Meanwhile, the buzzing becomes more irritating. The lack of its change regarding position leads Morin to postulate that perhaps something is this place in general that it is reacting to. Jiriki looks up - "Or maybe it's arrived at the lizard folk's village?"

Suva's eyes widen at the thought and within moments the party have decided they must check: after all, not so long ago, they gave their word to aid the lizardfolk. As they edge back along the corridor, the spear becomes ominously silent after a sharp cracking noise - a hairline fracture extends along its length. A brief check at the cleric's behest reveals nothing within the spear and he then mends it back to one piece. Suva has elected to stay behind whilst the party head back to the tropical garden as he needs time to contemplate and stops in the room with the four pools to take prayer as Morin carefully leads the rest of the group on.

Progress is safely made to the edge of the corridor where the party first entered and then Morin scouts onwards to the entrance to the inner garden. After a few moments, he returns silently with worrying news: an ogre guarding the exit from inner garden to outer. He suggests that Jarek and himself try to take the beast out quietly as its back will be to them - Jarek airs his concern (if the ogre is near others on the other side of the arch, it will be impossible to take it out without them noticing) but agrees to try and the two set off.

Scant moments later, Morin and Jarek return at pace from the inner garden and wave the party to step back into the entrance corridor our of sight; then both take up positions pressed against the side of the corridor by the entrance archway to the garden where just enough shadow should keep them from view. Most of the party are not entirely aware of what has transpired but it is clear that plan A has been dropped and they dutifully step out of direct sight. After a little longer, Morin visibly stiffens and then hurries quietly back with Jarek, his face full of steely resolve.

"OK, we have a number to deal with, but we may be offered some advantage since two of them are heading down river to the Dragon door.  There is an ogre guarding the north wall, and someone hiding in the corner near there. A third is nearby, and I reckon is wounded or heavily fatigued.  They have wolves, too.  There may be more, but if we can take this lot out swiftly and reasonably quietly, such that those down by the river don't hear (there is some distance, so we might have luck there), then we could turn the statues and drop the portcullis.  Alternatively one of us goes and does that while the rest fight.  This could trap those down by the river..."

He pauses, controlling his passions and looks to Balin, ""...and that might just prove useful to us, 'cos one of them is Ghurzak, my friend."

A number of hushed arguments ensue, Morin glancing down the corridor every now and then (it is clear that Suva has been called via the hawker Bags). The priest - to Morin's agitated sigh of relief - returns safely from the moonlit area, moving as quietly as he can, close to the walls. He is quickly briefed on the fact that Ghurzak and a number of others are here. There is some evidence that they have already been in battle and Ghurzak and a warrior have moved through the Inner Garden and taken the boat towards the first 'dice door' encountered. By now it's likely to have got there. 

With Balin and Jiriki champing at the bit, it's all that can be done to move quietly into the inner garden; Jarek heads south at swifter pace as his destination, the statue on the south side of the water, is the place that appears to be least inhabited by ogres, werewolves and dire wolves!

Darius, Balin and Jiriki ready their weapons with resolve and prepare to be the direct edge of attack, Suva and Dalrylshana bringing support and Kin and Morin attempting to reach the other two statues with celerity.

Morin leads the way north, checking as he goes but feeling the need for haste to take the damnable werewolf out of the battle. The inner garden is unoccupied and a quick glance - all that can be chanced, if surprise is to be a weapon - into the outer garden reveals a little more information: there are two ogres, one of whom is holding a bloodied, limp, humanoid body. A female Drow elf sits on the grass, quite happily relaxed, a small bandage about one arm. There are 2 Dire Wolves visible, sat near the elf. there could be more.

Glancing south, the party sees that Jarek is indicating the nursery to be clear and that he should have no problem getting to the south statue. He awaits the signal to move as there is a moment of pause; it is given and with a last glance at each other in case of final details, the party advance, driven forward by Suva's quiet prayer to St Cuthbert for blessing in battle.

Jiriki, Darius and Balin head straight for the ogre, stifling any desire to cry out in fury as Morin and Kin move initially northwards and Dalrylshana and Suva wait a few necessary seconds for their own chance to enter the outer garden. Suva notices with mild surprise that Jax, following some quietly given comment from Darius, is hanging about near him, tale wagging chirpily.

Within moments, the whole scenario is viewed more clearly: the ogre begins to turn as it is approached but is slow-witted and lethargic of movement and stands barely a chance as it finds itself outflanked and surprised. With no weapon drawn, it is a matter of moments only before the ogre is quickly slain and a second to reconsider tactics is given amongst the noise.

The noise?

Of course! Across the river, Jarek has turned the statue and with the three now out of alignment, even as Kin turns the second, there is the sound of rumbling movement as the portcullis descends. It does not sound a swift descent, however, so whether Ghurzak and his companion are trapped or not is unknown as yet; Morin need not move the final one though, it's apparent. Meanwhile, other details have revealed themselves: from behind the northwestern statue, a Drow woman, mage by garb, has got to her feet and is glancing about somewhat worriedly but with concentration building. Two dire wolves stand before her, growling and protective but advancing with taught, powerful limbs and yellow, spittle-bubbling fangs as two more ogres appear from the north to join the melee.

The first ogre lies dead, the limp humanoid body it was carrying now quite clearly Fendriar.

Across the stream, for a second it looks as though Jarek is about to leap across to quicker join the melee but then he stops and bellows something about worgs, waving at the bank opposite him and the boat returning, then draws his bow.

After a moment's pause as both parties react and consider their actions, the full fury of battle is mercilessly unleashed. As honed steel approaches violent fang, Kin is the first to strike with a conjured magic that skirts unerringly through the air to strike the Drow - without any noticeable effect. A second later, Kin himself is struck by a blurred body hurtling through the air as if from nowhere - a wolf, it seems to be, but shimmering as if only partly there. It's impact is fully real, however, and Kin is staggered but stays on his feet and reaches for his sword as the beast tries to drag him over. He is unable to strike his foe, however but continues to be struck.  

Meanwhile, the warriors engage the dire wolves, Balin staring one beast square in the eyes before striking at it ferociously - the wolf snaps at only air but recovers quickly, tearing at the dwarf's flesh.

Darius faces the other dire wolf and tears a huge chunk of fur from the beast's body and almost entirely severs a leg with an almost perfect strike with his keen sword. The beast howls in fury and manages to sink its vengeance-seeking teeth, drawing blood but already looking close to death. 

Jiriki has moved north to try to get round to approach the Drow but finds he must engage an ogre in his path - he relishes the challenge and though he is smashed by a ferocious blow from the ogres enormous club, he pays it back in kind with his greatsword and his foe, perhaps not fully fit anyway, staggers backwards. Suva approaches it with mace raised and righteous anger in his eyes; Jiriki steps aside from the holy whirlwind to continue after the Drow and the ogre is duly crushed by the priest's mace.

The second ogre fare's no better: sluggish and late to the battle, the last ogre suddenly arches its back in pain and drops to one knee. Morin, flaming dagger blazing and rapier dripping, grins at his stricken foe and finishes his prone target before it can regain its footing.

Dalrylshana, advancing forward as Kin embattles the shadow wolf to her right, curses lightly as her spell seems to have no effect upon the southward-moving Drow; the Drow mage herself has recovered from her momentary surprise and weaves a spell from the air, surrounding herself for 20 feet with impenetrable darkness. Dalrylshana contemplates a second spell but Kin is in trouble against the unsuspected adversary and she moves to his aid.

Across the river, Jarek has managed to release a couple of arrows and badly injured one worg which is scrambling up the side of the bank. The other two have already landed on the same side as Jarek who has his sword drawn ready but alone.

Morin shouts ""Jiriki! aid Kin; Suva sort out the Drow" and then sets off at full pelt to aid the outnumbered and isolated Jarek who has backed himself against the statue to prevent being outflanked by the worgs; his tactic works well enough and he strikes hard at one of his foes but still the two fresh beasts can get at him as the wounded one looks carefully for an opportunity.  

In more immediate danger is Kin who moves quickly to escape his dread foe, sure that he cannot harm it and blessing his magical protection as the beast just fails to tear at his injured frame.

Jiriki has reacted to Morin's plea and is making his way to Kin's aid, as is Dalrylshana, closer to him as she conjures forth a magical badger to take on the shadow wolf! The wolf is blocked from its pursuit, at least for the moment...

Meanwhile, the two Dire Wolves are finished off quickly by Balin and Darius, although the dwarven warrior is bitten before his killing blow is made. He stumbles but recovers as Darius glances around to see who is needed most, just as Suva throws a small stone ahead of him - blazing as it is with divine light, the region of darkness is counteracted.

The Drow, however, is nowhere to be seen.

Until a second later when she suddenly becomes invisible, having moved east 40 feet from her previous position; the reason for her sudden visibility is the awful dull roar of an engulfing ball of fire that erupts about Balin, encompassing Darius in its range. The dwarf, blackened and smoking, drops to the floor and moves no more.

Meanwhile, Jarek battles valiantly against the worgs - his defence is sound and another of the beasts is sorely wounded but suddenly he is struck and tripped; he keeps hold of his sword but will be prone now. Morin speeds his approach, and leaves the ground gracefully, leaping across the river to bring aid. 

Suva moves towards the Drow, who inconveniently disappears whilst Dalrylshana's badger hampers the shadow wolf without harming it; Jiriki on the other hand brings the faith of Kord and mighty steel in a perfect strike at the shimmering beast. His sword bursts into flames along its length as it connects and the wolf sees that it is outnumbered and turns to run for the northern exit and escape as Dalrylshana looks around for the Drow witch.

At the western edge of the garden, a werewolf clambers onto the northern bank of the river. 

As the battle heats up, many swift decisions are needed and the various members of the party shout encouragement, requests and orders. Morin is torn by his conflicting drives but continues selflessly with his original attempt to aid Jarek. The worg still carrying an arrow in its hide has spotted his approach and looks to flee with the odds now tipped but there is nowhere to go and it meets its maker at the edge of Morin's flaming dagger. Jarek struggles to his feet blocking claw and teeth but still taking some damage as he strikes out at the worgs upon him, catching one across the stomach and sending it howling to oblivion in arc of crimson.

These are not stupid beasts and the remaining worg, still quite healthy, bolts towards the nursery; Morin and Jarek let it flee, failing to strike it as it turns. A single worg is no real threat and there are more important matters to attend to...

On the other side of the river Kin, whilst concerned for his own ailing health, moves to Balin's aid to stabilise the fading dwarf - Jiriki has also sprinted across and bids Kin save his healing salve as Kord will grant the stricken warrior respite this day. There's a curious lull for an eternal moment as conflict is halted whilst the party await the reappearance of the Drow. To the west of the room, the forgotten shadow wolf skulks back from the northern exit towards Ghurzak who has stood his ground and is helping a sturdy (but armour-less) warrior onto the bank as he surveys the situation. 

Darius has started towards Jarek but realises as he approaches that he is safe now after Morin's intervention and instead stands his ground, warily following the movements of the werewolf, ready at any moment for the Drow's reappearance. Dalrylshana and Suva are more actively searching for the Drow - Suva has called upon his god for protection and has his mace ready as Dalrylshana conjures her own magics.

She gazes around her intently and then mutters, "There you are you, witch.."

Just as she speaks and raises Shurudien's ring, the Drow appears, unleashing her own magics but looking around in panic as her companions do not rush to aid her. She is too near Suva to be calm and her spell fails as her concentration falters, flames exploding above the heads of the prone Jiriki, Kin and Balin before a sharp crack in the air connects her to Dalrylshana by a ragged filament of electric doom. She staggers and starts to recover but Suva bares down upon her with an awesome fury, striking her across the face and shattering her skull as it lolls atop her neck with recoil.

The Drow falls to the ground, dead and Suva wastes no time, wiping fragments of skull from his mace and then rushing to Balin’s aid and healing him back from the brink of death.

Staying at the river bank, the werewolf signals the shadow wolf with a wave if his arm and the beast trots quickly towards him as the warrior companion draws a large scimitar and stands in protective posture, his back to the werewolf. 

There is a pause in conflict as Suva drops himself into prayer, Darius keeps his eyes on the remaining grouped foes, Balin gets back to his feet and Dalrylshana edges forward to get within casting range even as Morin leaps back across the river. Jarek has his bow at the ready as Morin approaches Ghurzak calmly and simply says, “Hello father”.

Suva almost speaks but then lowers his shocked face back into prayer as Darius moves towards Morin to present a united front. 

The werewolf replies, surprisingly well-mannered.

"Pleased to meet you. Perhaps I should have killed you all when I first had the chance."

Adding nothing more, he touches Hahkht, the warrior beside him, on the shoulder and simultaneously, he and the warrior utter a strange word then each grab the fur of the shadow wolf as a shimmering blue disc expands silently just behind them.

"I'll look forward to seeing you again, son," the werewolf adds, looking directly at Morin, and then all three step backwards through the disc and fade from view. Morin reacts with desperate urgency as his face descends into a portrait of despair. Hurtling forwards and diving at the last, the disc shrinks away back to nothingness but not before Morin's body slips through the last vestiges of the sapphire gateway.

The bottom of his boot is sheered away, the only thing to miss the trip, and drops lightly to the ground.

As a stunned Darius, unable to react quickly enough to stop him, looks on and then around at the party, it is clear that Morin and the trio have disappeared.

Suva gathers his faculties quickly and, remembering that Morin has one of the Hawker bags, scribbles a note to him and drops it into the bag. It’s a painful 5 minutes waiting for the note to disappear but the party use the time to discuss what else they could send if Morin proves to be alive wherever he is (and able to reply, of course).

Jarek, meanwhile, heads towards the lizardmen village to see exactly what his befallen it – Dalrylshana becomes agitated at how the party will know it is Morin if a reply is received and begins to follow Jarek, just as something appears in the Hawker bag: some grass and a couple of leaves. It’s similar to the foliage about the party at the moment, although nobody picks up on the relevance of this detail. 

Balin and Kin set off towards the inner garden, attempting to track down the lone worg that escaped death before it can cause any mayhem as Jiriki tends to the body of Fendriar, setting it into a restful, respectful posture, armed and honoured.

Jarek moves into the outer lands of the lizard men as Dalrylshana arrives in support, leaving Suva and Darius in the outer garden, Suva a little bemused at the lack of ideas regarding a message for Morin and feeling direly in need of giving thanks to St Cuthbert for supporting him throughout the trials of the day. 

Soon, Jiriki catches up to Balin and Kin, carefully searching, and the three head off east along the corridor leaving Darius to watch over the fatigued cleric, who has received no reply from his second message to Morin.

Some 20 minutes later, Kin comes hurtling into the outer garden at full speed. In staccato phrases as he gulps back warm air, he indicates that he and the others have just stumbled across Morin's body and might need Suva's help, seeing as his lips are green. Suva moves quickly, Darius pausing for a moment, wondering whether to stay to tell the absent Jarek and Dalrylshana what is afoot - but then moves out.

A little later, the party is fortunately reunited in the garden, Dalrylshana and Jarek looking somewhat downhearted and depressed – it becomes clear that many of the lizardfolk have been slaughtered, including the chieftain, who had been carrying a gaudy spear like the one given to the party. Like the party’s, it too was broken.

Morin is OK: he looks fatigued and a little unsteady on his feet, his armour's gone and he's unarmed except for a silver dagger that he grips unconsciously hard; he still has a backpack and some of his belongings, though.

Dalrylshana brightens a little, surprised to see him alive, and so soon. There is a great need for rest and a decision as to what to do next but Morin offers some small explanation of what has transpired first, as he sifts through his remaining equipment, double checking what he has lost.

“I have devoted almost 12 years of my life in training and tracking the murderer of my mother.  The records of the crime,

which I managed to get a look at, named Ghurzak Khan as the likely perpetrator.  The culmination of all of that time, effort and desire for vengeance could not allow him to get away so easily, so I had to follow him when he vanished through that portal.

He bargained with my life to show them the way out, but I tried to delay him here; it was really touch and go, as to whether he would have Hahkht cut me in half, but I obtained some personal information, and also some insight into Khan.  I don't now believe

he is responsible for my mother's murder, but that can now wait while I plan something more suitable for the one named by him. More puzzling (although I'm not complaining as such) is that he didn't kill me.

He had ample opportunity to, but didn't and with being unconscious, he could have done so silently - he also left me a silver dagger, which is a little odd too.........by the way, the magic here stopped him teleporting further, making us all appear in the first garden, and he mentioned a 'wayfarer's gate' as though there must be one here - I think we need to do some thinking.

Good thing is that he probably didn't have time to get the artefact.”

After some more conversation, it is decided that the party should attempt to find where the werewolf and companions had gone. Morin remembers the shadow wolf was standing at the turning to the northern double doors and feels that he has found his wayfarer’s gate beyond there. 

As the need for someone with tracking skills becomes apparent, Darius suddenly looks down at a cheerful hairy face and

wagging tail. Visible clues may be cleared by the imps but smells........? Taking Jax through the inner garden to the worg corpses, he is able to pick up a scent; it's leading, not unexpectedly into the westbound corridor, where Morin and Kin are about to set off, anyway.

Jiriki stays behind to keep guard over Suva and begin to collect more trophies from the defeated ogres as Jarek resets the portcullis into the ‘up’ position and retrieves the boat.

The werwolf trail leads unexpectedly to the route the party took to enter and thus provides its own problems: should the party proceed when not at full strength? Morin and Dalrylshana return quickly to the inner garden (where a soaked Jarek has recovered Hahkht’s armour from the boat and Jiriki has recovered the Drow’s spellbook, her elven chainmail, a necklace of fireballs and some gems) to speak to the priests of the party. 

Whilst there, Dalrylshana uncovers the probable reason why Morin was left with a dagger – it has been magically marked to allow it to easily be found or scried, and she negates this magic, leaving it a normal silver dagger. 

Much discussion ensues that effectively leads nowhere and then Morin and Jarek return to the rest of the party, leaving a Hawker bag with Jiriki, determined to head upwards and out to see if Ghurzak can be found before any more time is lost.

The flesh golems do not react to the party’s egress and the distance is swiftly covered round the spiral staircase, up through the sliding panel (Morin, knowing what to look for, swiftly finds the hidden lever),  through the unlocked door that had the invisible key and back at last to the initial door that the choice of many keys. 

This door is locked and Morin cannot pick it. Advance seems halted but shouting for Karnak brings a swift response - perhaps the

barbarian was expecting something or perhaps he just has very good hearing but no hammering on the door is needed before his grunts the other side of the door can be made out.

Karnak is not one for lengthy or erudite conversation but through short answers and annoyed growls you manage to establish the state of affairs at the moment: the three 'guards' (Karnak and his two comrades) were slightl surprised, not expecting a (very) sneak exit from Dhunok Grael (the name Karnak still knows for this place). The party exiting were almost completely away before Karnak himself sensed something and roared to the attack.

The exiting 4 were almost surprised by the sudden attack but an odd wolf they had seemed to lend them silence and shadow which allowed them to melt into the jungle and effect an escape as a worg ran interference and held up the pursuers. The worg was killed and a strange dagger-loaded harness recovered where it was dropped but the other three escaped. That was about three quarters of an hour ago, he would guess.

Karnak's two compatriots are trying to follow them but Karnak, desirous as he is to follow battle, has stood his ground as he was bid. As it also becomes clear that there are no keys on the other side of the door, Morin suddenly reminds Kin that he has the key with him ("Let's take the S key with us you never know the S might stand for skeleton and open every door.").

The mage remembers as the key is mentioned and the door is soon opened and the party gather outside in the warm tropical evening. Morin takes back his harness but a brief leading about of Jax indicates that surprisingly (or perhaps not, given the shadow wolf’s apparent abilities) there are no scents to track further.

It seems fairly unlikely that Ghurzak has somehow managed to get the hilt and his fleeing suggests that his chance ot teleport has gone. Thus, the best option would be for the party to retrieve the hilt themselves before any retrun can be made by the werewolf – they return to the rest of their companions to rest and then press on leaving Karnak on guard, as he was.

25th Kanos

There is a feeling that there is something of a need for a little haste and a respectful burial within the river for Fendriar is soon enacted. Any similar concerns for the lizard folk or their chief need to be tempered against just how long any efforts might take and so, sadly, they must be left as they fell, with the hope that returning members of the tribe will be able to pick up the pieces.

Perhaps they have had enough involvement with outsiders for a while, anyway!

Fendriar is carried from his dignified repose, as placed by Jiriki, down through the inner garden and out a little way on the boat. As Suva utters a prayer to St Cuthbert from the mooring point, Jiriki holds his greatsword over the body and Balin gently rolls it out of the boat and into the water. Weighed down with Hahkht's chainmail, it sinks out of view...

After a minute's silence, the party look around at one another and gird themselves; it is time to move on!

Suva has divined that using the “die” with two spots on he door past the stream is a good option; convinced of his divination's clarity, the party are ready to return along the river to the door there. Jarek gives his armour to Morin and takes up the elven chain from the drow for himself, which is a good enough fit, fortunately.

30 minutes later, after two separate journeys with the boat, Suva takes the cube with two spots and places it in the recess in the door. A light tingle fills the air but Suva's faith is strong and he follows through with confidence on his own divination; grasping the door, he slides it to one side. It opens with barely a sound to reveal a corridor beyond - it has a steely floor and ceiling, smooth and hard, and the walls continue the overly intricate red marble that began on the other side of the door.  A few feet in, there is a narrow gap all the way around the corridor which seems to drop away into blackness.

Further on there is some sort of magical barrier filling the corridor; it is translucent and would seem to indicate a second such barrier beyond it and then perhaps something else beyond that, but it's difficult to say.

Morin heads in to check but finds no traps or mechanisms and the Illuminatus reveals no extra clues. 

After around five minutes as the party deliberate about the newly revealed corridor, the sliding door abruptly slides shut of its own accord, quietly but very quickly. In the blink of an eye, the die is back, sat with the others; Morin was trapped inside checking the lay of the ground, Dalrylshana having been enticed away by the lure of Jiriki's necklace (which she has now recognised as a necklace of fireballs).

But he is not gone for long this time - placing the die back in position allows the door to open again and reveals a slightly surprised Morin. Evidently there is a timer of sorts built in to the door and from Morin’s observations, that is not all – the gap along the corridor was filled with a wall of force when the door was shut and disappeared again when it reopened.

The party ponder and Morin suddenly has an intuition that cracks his face to laughter: what if all the dice open the door? 

After some discussion, the door is opened and Morin steps inside; after minutes have elapsed and the door has closed again, Suva takes a breath as Dalrylshana hands him the Illuminatus to scan the area under its light for any extra clues that may appear.

Summoning an invisible servant, Dalrylshana places the 'three' die into the receptacle on the door and then Suva, having seen nothing unusual, slides the door aside......to find Morin, unchanged, unharmed and the corridor looking as it had when opened previously. Emboldened by the harmless effects of experimenting with the door, the party test out the remaining cubes, each time Morin observing events from within the corridor.

Some 20 minutes later a bemused feeling descends as each die gives exactly the same result within and without. It would not seem to matter which cube is used - although the way forwards is still blocked..

There is a feeling that the door through the Black Gardens is perhaps related so as Morin ponders orders with which to load the dice into the recess and other possible variations that might help, Suva, Jiriki, Kin and Jarek head off to the other door, detouring slightly so that Jiriki can leave his newly obtained trophies with the Akkenophon cairn. Their journey is made quickly and without hindrance, the Black Gardens now ominously quiet.

It takes a few communications by Hawker bags and lots of trial and error but the party soon figures out that the choice of cube seems unimportant on either door. A cube at the river door removes the first barrier and a cube at the moon door removes the second barrier.

The third barrier, at the point when the other two are removed, is clearly the final one and seems to lead into a room but remains of course, impassable. Unless there is a specific sequence or pairing, the key to this barrier must be elsewhere – the untried northern double doors beckon and the party are soon gathered there (once they’ve remembered that somebody needed to take the boat back to those at the ‘water door’).

From the end of the corridor, Kin unlocks the doors with his magic and then Morin advances and opens them. Not traps seem evident, nothing booms nor bangs and none of the dragons feared by Dalrylshana leap forth!

As the door creaks opens into a room, a waft of air smelling of charcoal and decay fills the nostrils. The room is roofed and unlit - no magical torches here - but enough light seeps in from the corridor to be able to make out detail. There are sarcophagi lining east and west walls, perhaps 25 of them in total, built of metal which has aged and tarnished but all appear whole from here. Further into the room there is a stone table, built into the floor; nothing sits atop it and it seems unmarked.

In the doorway there are three bodies - skeletal and burned to almost crumbling carbon, this is clearly the source of the ash you had espied under the door earlier. The bodies still have remnants of armour, damaged and charred as it is but the only thing that stands out (by virtue of being relatively undamaged or burned) is a pair of metal gauntlets on one of the bodies.

Opposite ,at the far end of the room, is another door.

No traps are apparent but whether, as Morin suggests, three characters have clearly barely entered the room before being incinerated, or as Darius offers, were burned attempting to flee, the party are less than keen to move on hastily. The obvious are left alone as being far too obvious and then, with Jiriki and Darius hammering iron spikes into the floor to keep the doors open, Morin heads in. He gets to the other end of the room safely and then quietly indicates for two more to come to him – Kin and Suva are at the front and advance, Jarek and Dalrylshana advancing into their positions and looking alert. 

Morin points out that he has heard a muffled noise that seemed to come from within one of the sarcophagi; it is heard again and one other thing is slowly noticeable: the sarcophagi are tarnished but, this much closer and staring at them, it seems there is a

little more than that. There are small darkened patches here and there on all of the sarcophagi that look akin to tarnishing but reflect no light. None. And as one stares at these points, there is just the lightest of headaches that begins to well up behind the eyes and a hint of dread in the gut.

The remainder of the party advance and Suva brings his divine powers to bear to bolster the mood as Morin pases Kin a torch and the corridor revealed behind the checked door is entered. The wizard lights the way for the rogue to check – there are two doors on the east wall, one on the west and one opposite - each unlocked but closed.  

The two return quickly, Morin whispering “shadows”. Some of the dancing shadows from the torchlight seemed to move  the wrong way.With the mood that this place engenders, it’s enough to cause pause but Suva soon has a plan: he can cast invisibility to undead on Morin, Dalrylshana, Darius and Jarek which will last over an hour and hopefully give chance to explore this area better before any engaging with the enemy is needed, since that would break the spell. Meanwhile, the remainder of the party are visible and able to deflect any problems, with luck, two of them able to turn undead. The cleric has already ascertained that there are indeed undead in this area.

The plan is agreed and the spell cast. Morin looks at Kin and indicates the first door on the east wall and then steps away and allows the mage to approach the door and open it – holding his torch high and glancing around, a room is revealed but no undead come charging out. The room seems empty - it is a solid stone room with no other doors but is unusual in that the walls, floor and ceiling are covered in a complex pattern woven of gold, red and green lines. It seems to be just an elaborate pattern, rather than any language or runic symbols, however.

Further into the room, at the edge of the torchlight, it looks as though there is a small circular stone wall, within which is a pool of water. More detail cannot be made out from here.

With the duration of the invisibility already almost halfway through, it seems a wise idea to gather as much information as possible and still retain a possible surprise for any undead that may be lurking. Thus, Morin directs and Kin opens each door in sequence, standing in the doorway and observing as much as he can from that position by torchlight.

The second door on the east wall opens into a small room, empty and dusty. Here and there a couple of old brown bones, the long-decayed remains of some hapless adventurer, perhaps. It is dark and quiet and appears empty.

The north door opens into larger room, its full extent not revealed by the torchlight, although a door opposite is evident. For a moment Kin tenses and something is seen to move; it's dark, without full form and is glanced for but a moment before it glides out of the flickering light through the doorway and is gone. It did not seem to react to the door being opened.

Pausing momentarily, the party move on, Suva keeping watch for the return of any shadowy creature, and open the final door, the one on the west wall - this is very different from the others. It is unlit again but is clean and carpeted; sweet air gently creeps across the threshold and there can be seen within some furniture and a bed.

Kin brings the light source into the large room as Morin drives the party ever north, checking the area for traps. None are found in the room but two more doors are - the first is in the west wall, unlocked and untrapped, the second is found by Kin. Intuitively reacting to some feeling, he indicates the east wall to Morin who discovers a locked secret door, neatly hidden into the stonework but clearly a door once it's been spotted.

The north door is more unusual, it turns out, when chance is taken to check it more fully - it is more sturdy looking than the other doors and has three metal forms, flat shapes on the hard wood decorating the surface. They are each similar and quite stylised but are obviously dragons, heads pointing up.  They do not move and appear to be no more than decorative. No keyhole is evident but the door does not budge on first tests.

The erstwhile secret door has a long-since defunct trap on it but Morin is unable to open it. Kin supplies magi to do the job and his  spell immediately brings dividends; Morin silently applauds with a grin and dramatically waves the mage on to the door. It opens easily, with a couple of clicks and creaks to reveal a very small room beyond.

Small but intriguing.

In the centre of the room is a large, ornate golden arch, held a few inches off the ground by thick brass chains. In front of the arch is a round-based, tapering stand atop the point of which, about 5 feet off the ground, rests a crystalline ball. This is surely a Wayfarer’s Gate! The one the werewolf seemed to know was here but clearly didn’t find.

Eager to establish as much short-range reconnaissance as possible, Morin and Kin move on, temporarily ignoring this new room as the corpses at the entrance had also been. Perhaps with what has been experienced so far, it is wise to check all points of attack before relaxing!

Waved on by Morin, Kin opens the west door to reveal a corridor. For a moment - but perhaps it is just the spluttering light of a newly lit torch - there seems to be an amorphous shape amongst the cast shadows that disappears off through the north wall. But nothing remains and nothing has yet leapt forth from the sarcophagi, although these are watched less as the party is drawn northwards.

West the corridor runs, with a door on the south wall a few feet along, and it seems at the edge of the torchlight to be opening out into a room. Meanwhile, the invisibility to undead, after all this careful checking, is about to fail.

It’s at this point that it is remembered that the party have an unusual item known as a mapping scroll. Dalrylshana is carrying it and makes the unilateral decision to use it. Kin's torch flickers and dims for a moment as the air crackles around the scroll and lights dance across its face, whisps of smoke spiralling up from the magical paper. After a few seconds, the scroll has a map and details

emblazoned across it, a range of about 150ft radius from where Dalrylshana stands; it carries some intriguing annotations.

“Oracle” is written on the room with the pool, “restroom” where the bed was, “3 Dragon barrier” in the large northern room and “Wayfarer’s Gate” seems to confirm the party’s thoughts.  Worryingly, two unchecked areas are marked “dragon room” and, simply, “evil”. There are also a couple of small dark shapes marked on the scroll which may correspond to where shadowy movements were seen.

The room with the sarcophagi has a label reading “gaunts” which worries Suva – a gaunt is a potent and dangerous undead. Rare, they are created by bad magic (or good magic gone awry) - trapped bodies that are kept intact beyond death, the soul unable to escape. 

The cleric gathers his concerns and suggests that the party head back through the corridor to the restroom and then himself heads to the oracle room to pray, lighting his hooded lantern. Morin heads the same way soon after to keep an eye on him. 

The restroom is air is scented and relaxing and there is a comfortable bed, a couple of chairs and a soft carpet underfoot. It's spartan by a bedroom's standards but is luxury for what you might have expected here.

The source of the sweet smell is easily found - by the bed there is a small dragon statue, sat up with its head curved languidly over a bowl. From the bowl a faint tracery of smoke spirals upwards; it seems to be some sort of magical incense burner and the smell is relaxing without being hypnotic, bringing positivity and calm. The party relax a little and Kin brings up the idea of retrieving the dice from the two doors so that nobody else can open them whilst you are searching here – the Moon Gardens door is the quickest option to try, there being some agreement to the plan, although Jarek voices warning about splitting up too much when you know there are undead about.

Jarek and Kin set off as the remaining four rest a little.

Some time later, there are some odd noises from the direction of the Oracle room and as Darius, Dalrylshana, Jiriki and Balin stir themselves, Morin and Suva return from the very room, a strange look about the pair of them. They glance at each other and smile at some secret experience as they enter but before they can put forward any explanation, Jarek and Kin also return - lit by lantern light but bereft of any of the dice and with Jarek checking behind him constantly, and staying guard in the doorway.

The air remains scented and relaxed,  but heavy now with the urgency of explanation!

It turns out that the dice cannot be removed any further then the edge of the corridor where they reside without simply disappearing and reappearing back at the door. Meanwhile there was a strong feeling of something amiss developing in that entire area.

Suva, looking unusually grim and a little distracted, describes the experience of he and Morin and it is apparent that the room marked on the mapping scroll does contain an oracle.

"We spoke to the Oracle.

This is what he said.

'The sword once called Khaath is your quest

And its hilt is beyond yon dragons door

Past beasts described in Calliope's fists

Two doors you have ope'd, now here is one more.

Three doors so similar, this last will part the mist

And the dragons door is no barrier

If three heads are rightly fixed.

The final barrier echoes three again

The number of dragons, you see

Two clues are seen but unknown already

And the last is the curse of milady.'”

Morin adds that they should have been of dragon blood to have been able to speak to the oracle so doesn’t think they will get away with any further attempts. He also suggests that the “three heads” could relate to the statues in the tropical garden and he and Jiriki set off to see if the statues’ heads are moveable in any way. They return soon after, having discovered they are not.

However, Morin had the most discomforting feeling as he glanced towards the Moon Gardens upon his return, much as Kin and Jarek had earlier felt. It is his intent to head back towards the darkness and attempt to secure the area so that nothing that lingers there might advance. 

As the party are discussing tactics, Suva suddenly has a brainwave. There is a dragon statue here in the restroom and there was one other in the oracle room. If a third abides in an unsearched area, then perhaps these are ‘three heads’ from the oracle’s rhyme. It’s a good plan and so the party splits again – Jarek starts to check for traps on the other door in the restroom as Morin, Dalrylshana (lighting the way) and Jiriki head to the Moon Gardens, Balin following just behind.

Jarek finds the door to be unlocked and untrapped and is ready to open it when Balin reappears, closely followed by Jiriki and then Dalrylshana and Morin. From the gauntlets cradled in Balin's arm, these four clearly didn't get as far as the Moon Gardens, as the impetuous dwarf could barely resist the items held by the burned bodies any longer.

However, tucked inside one of the gauntlets is a small booklet and it is this he is waving attention towards. The Moon Gardens and 'dragon room' will wait a few minutes.

The author was perhaps vain or just had spare magics to so grandly title and illuminate such a small tome but titled it is - "The Last Journal of Grae Calliope"

It occurs to the party that they never did get to know Fendriar's last name – this is his brother’s journal and so it would seem that both are sadly claimed by this place. It even turns out from the journal that it Grae who erected the barriers to the lizardfolk’s land that Fendriar and his companions later tore down. It has other information within it, though, that brings some small compensation to this tragic news.

Firstly, the journal indicates that there is a fourth area accessed through the other three (tropics, moon gardens and the halls the party stand in), each route “requiring an alignment of objects”. The alignment of the three statues in the tropical gardens opened the portcullis which led to the dice door, the alignment of the three moon mirrors released the key which led to the dice door there. Suva’s idea to align three dragon statue heads here sounds more compeling, with the number three being a repeating motif, apparently relating to “the three dragons”. 

Secondly, the theory in the journal is that Morriaga Philantiri fled Karubai with something akin to lycanthropy and worked on a cure in the Moon Gardens. She succeeded only in separating the disease into an entity in its own right, en entity so evil that as the journal warned, “Everything that comes from that dark garden is or will be cursed now that it has been infected by the thing that was spawned there.”. Thankfully, however, this entity apparently had none of Morriaga’s knowledge.

Thirdly, this entity, Morriaga’s shadow, is named the Mogradjinn but neither it nor Morriaga were anywhere to be found when the journal was written. However, as the Mogradjinn had grown, it had sloughed its skin and these remnants reputedly wandered with and animation all their own.

The information is quickly digested and then the party moves: as Morin takes a torch and heads off to check the (seemingly empty) room just north of the oracle room, not wishing to leave anything unchecked, the rest of the party stay together – after all, the very idea that the large room about to be entered might have a dragon in it is reason enough to band together with some degree of worry!

Or glee and expectancy for Jiriki and Balin.

At the edge of the large room, as the 7 strong party crowd into the corridor, the room appears dark and voluminous. A few markings, perhaps indentations, can be made out on the floor but it's not very clear from here. All seems quiet.

Jarek moves slowly into the room as Dalrylshana edges forward to provide light and warn of anything invisible, if need be - all at once, the entire party step back involuntarily; as soon as Jarek crosses the threshold into the room there is a low booming noise and the large room is filled with blue-tinged light.

As sight is recovered, a hoarse cry is heard and somewhere off to the north, floating in mid-air, a shadowy humanoid shape is suddenly rent to dark fragments that dissolve to nothing in the onslaught of the blue light. The party flinch but feel no ill effects themselves.

The room is huge and the markings on the floor are indeed impressions in the flagstones; they form the pillow-embossed shape of a stylised dragon, very much like the ones on the door, except that this one is enormous!

As the party reel at the sudden change of scale and illumination, more details quickly sink in: the room is high, extending perhaps hundreds of yards and appearing to expand in area after around 50 feet up, too. A dragon could fly here unhindered!

The source of light is also evident - in each corner of the room is a tall silver statue of a dragon, rising 60 feet high. The heads are each raised slightly and from the fanged mouths, bright blue flames continuously shoot forward, the jets extending 20 feet into the room and lighting the entire place but without warmth or smoke.

No dragon does fly though, thankfully.

The only other item in the room is almost missed at first, so close is it. Just to the right of the entrance into the room, a couple of feet along and fixed to the east wall, a small steel and bronze statue of a dragon juts into the room. It looks similar to the incense statue but this one holds only a bowl of clear water.

At which point, a message arrives with Jarek in the Hawker bag that says, “Found trapdoor and corridor, checking out.  M". Minutes later, Morin himself appears, somewhat out of breath!

"Nasty....black...cloaked fu**er...it nearly had me.  It wont...enter the restroom,...though."

He takes a moment to recover but the party have more important items on the agenda – they have found the third dragon statue to support Suva’s theory. They head back into the nearby restroom, taking heed of Morin's gasped warning, even if Balin, now sporting his new gauntlets, is champing at the bit!

Looking at the dragon incense statue and testing it, it doesn't move to the right or left - however, enough careful testing is done to realise that the elegant curves of the head nicely conceal the fact that it does lift so that the head can be made to point upwards. As it is so moved, a tiny ball of blue light escapes the mouth of the dragon and flits away through the ceiling.

It is only a few yards back to the dragon room - the flames are still active there but are slowly fading until the room is entered and they burst back to full intensity, splashing cool blue around the vast atrium. The dragon statue here is easy to figure now that one has already been moved. Again, its head will not rotate but tilts into an upwards-staring position and again a small blue ball of light is released.

Balin and Jiriki stand guard all the while in the corridor but no beast as Morin described is seen.

Two down.

There is a pause over which route to take and then the party moves, as one, through the restroom back past the first dragons statue to be adjusted and then carefully out into the corridor. 

Again, there is no sign of any shadowy beast but Morin gives a look that is difficult to discount and the party moves on into the oracle room. It is highly patterned, as had been noted at first glance, and just on the far edge of the pool of water, unnoticed by most who had only glanced form the doorway, there is a statue which holds forth a silver cup.

Suva stands on no ceremony, eager to move on, as he has been (rather severely) since his first encounter in this room.

As would now be suspected, the statue's head moves with a little pressure into an upright position and releases a third ball of blue light which darts away like the rest.

The party moves on north past the next room, Morin giving it a very careful glance but staying quiet for now, and into the room with the three dragons door. It looks similar to the way it previously did.

Similar, except that the three dragons glow a bright pale blue.

Morin checks the door and finds it to be untrapped and now also unlocked.

Despite Dalrylshana's second fear of releasing a dragon upon yourselves, it seems wiser to move on - after all, you already know that the hilt you require is beyond the dragons door, so what choice is there? An according to Grae’s journal, the dragon that dwelled here is long gone.

The door is opened carefully to reveal a corridor, as had been indicated with the mapping scroll. What the mapping scroll didn't show was the darkness here. It's cold and even the Illuminatus penetrates the gloom less well than you are used to. There is a dark grey, lightly swirling mist coming up above knee height and filling the width of the corridor, which heads north a few feet and then branches east and west.

A low, quiet hum seems to fill the air.

Slowly, cautiously, but with determination and courage, the party move onwards to the t-junction, Morin leading with torch and silver dagger followed closely by Suva then  Jiriki, Dalrylshana, Balin, Kin, Darius and Jarek quietly maintaining the rearguard.

The corridor branches east and west and is empty but for the damnable dark mist, chilling the flesh and leaving the nerves a-jangle.

Either way looks as good as the next and from the mapping scroll, they would seem to go to the same place anyway. Morin arbitrarily chooses left and edges forward. His caution was well justified. After about six feet there is a hole in the floor. It's easy enough to step over but allowing Dalrylshana and the Illuminatus through for a minute shows that it still drops some 20 feet onto rusted spikes. The other direction hides a similar trap.

Suva marks the wall above the level of mist to indicate where the pit is and thus the party can advance safely, if slowly.

The corner is reached without further mishap and on the party move, northwards; the humming in the air becomes slightly

louder and it can just about be deciphered not as, in fact, humming but as a chant. A quick, deep, resonant and repetitive chant.

"Mogradjinn..Mogradjinn..Mogradjinn..Mogradjinn..Mogradjinn.."

Just up ahead the corridor widens and something lifts out of the mist – a hooded shape, an amorphous darkness, and then it is gone again. Further north, there is the briefest glimpse of something baleful and red moving and then it, too, is lost in darkness.

With no option but to move on, the party press forwards grimly determined; aware that something clearly lies in wait - but ready to face it.

As the corridor widens the party allows itself more space but before they can split into two distinct teams there is a sudden movement in the mist. It ebbs like ink on water and then from floor and through walls, three shades loom silently, long, taloned arms raking the air as their black, featureless shapes, dragging trails of ebony behind, reach forward for their prey to envelope them.

Jarek's reflexes save him from an initial grasp but the shade is hampered by neither walls nor blades and difficult to evade in the corridor's confined space. It's form surges at him, entering the space his body occupies and surrounding him with a dark corona. Jarek's eyes roll, redden but then he drops to one knee, retching hard but recovering as the corona dissipates with a hiss and no sign of the shade remains.

At the centre of the party, Kin steps away from the apparition rising out of the mist but Balin advances at it, raising his longsword to strike and blocking the thing's advance with his gauntleted fist. There is no need for his steel as the shade dissolves away with a hiss and a screech as it touches the gauntlet.

At the front, Morin and Suva react quickly, edging out of reach - but the way forward is unknown underfoot and the way back blocked by their comrades. As Jarek was, Suva is caught even as Morin moves to knock him away from danger.

Crashing to the floor under the rogue's momentum, Suva and Morin come to a stop, the cleric sat upright but silent, eyes glazed with blackness, body quivering lightly. There is no sign of any other beast but the low chanting changes cadence for a moment - then continues unabated.

Balin reacts to a shout for help form Morin and hurtles forward to aid the fallen, lightly quivering cleric whilst Morin holds Suva fast, glaring into his face and shouting, "Take me, you bastard, and see what my soul sees!"

Suva's darkened eyes don't even flicker but as the dwarf arrives and lays a gauntleted hand on him, his back suddenly arches and his mouth opens to let out a dreadful, gurgling hiss as something unholy escapes his frame and disappears through the west wall.

He seems shaken, as Jarek had been, but similarly recovers quickly. It is beginning to look like there is a good reason why the gauntlet carried by Grae Calliope had not been taken by these beasts!

Rising on unsteady legs, Suva spits away a foul taste and manages a weak smile, reassuring his comrades that he is OK but that he also felt the presence of the creature trying to take his soul before it was chased away by Balin’s touch. Grae’s journal was right – this was some sort of remnant of the Mogradjinn and there are a number of them but thankfully the beast itself is not here.

Alerted by a warning from Jarek's about a sound behind the party, Morin leads the them forwards, worrying less about traps underfoot than beasts behind; he is fortunate to find none. Jiriki grabs the rogue and pauses him for a second, touching his readied silver dagger. "Now Kord will grant that magic is no shield!" 

As the party begins to move into the wider section at the north of the room, their enemy shows itself - in the dim light and dark mist, 4 small figures bob about, waiting a few feet away. They are similar to the shades already encountered but seem somehow more substantial.

Behind them, a larger figure sways, orchestrating their movement. It speaks, and for such a shapeless, featureless foe, the voice is strangely ordinary if unintelligible.

"You hurt my kin. They will repair. Delayed you. Sprung. Die."

The four dark misshapen beasts start to come forwards.

From behind the party where Jarek and Darius face, a beast comes about the corner and moves forwards. This is the most substantial looking of all the creatures here and has more form and detail to it. It says nothing but it's long neck curls and droops and the large, fanged mouth at the end drips liquid fire onto the floor as the wings beat slowly.

Suddenly finding themselves flanked, the party wastes no time in going into action, Jiriki and Balin heading directly for the large, fire-dripping, winged beast as Darius begins a dash past them to the other group of foes. Jarek drops back a step to engage with his bow and Dalrylshana brings out her ice wand found in the Moon Gardens.

Morin has already disappeared from view as Suva calls upon St Cuthbert to banish these darklings and Kin weaves a spell just behind him. 

But it is the winged beast that strikes first - its head draws back and then jerks forward, the wide jaws distending and an eruption of liquid flame, like hot lava, hurtling and spattering through the corridor. Darius is not quite out of range but manages at least to shield Jax, already burned almost to death once. Jarek and Balin take the main brunt of the attack, though - Jarek dodges some but the dwarf runs straight into the flaming barrage.

He is barely fazed, such is his desire for battle.

The four small dark figures advance but Kin has finished his incantation and they walk directly into......a blast of tiny poppy seeds, which skitter off the walls. If shock was registered on their faces, it’s impossible to say and they are similarly unaffected by Suva's divine powers, although all four paused momentarily.

Darius meets two as they advance, and his keen blade makes his accuracy bring better results - both beasts he strikes flail under his attack but make no sound. Darius' shield and armour are enough to fend off their blows. The other two head towards Suva but they are fortunately slow moving.

The larger creature has advanced no distance, however. Instead, arms form and reform from it's globular mass and then something zaps like ebony lightning from it and strikes Suva. The cleric reels, stumbling backwards towards Kin but recovering as smoke rises from his chainmail.

Meanwhile in the corridor, Jarek has released two magical arrows already - the first judders into its target but the second goes wildly astray and Jarek almost loses his bow altogether.

By now, Jiriki and Balin are toe to toe with the winged beast and about to engage.

Dalrylshana, wand still outstretched and pointing at the winged fiend, is stock still like a statue, however.

Darius continues to battle his two foes, striking both even as they flail at him, unable to get past his stout defence.

Kin looks aghast at the outcome of a major spell but draws his sword without pause and enters the fray, attacking the two shades that approach Suva but acting perhaps too hastily as he loses concentration and almost drops his weapon. The cleric draws his mace and enchants it, then places it on the floor to enable further magic use.

Behind the large beast, Morin appears from the mist. A nasty grin crosses his face as he attacks the larger creature, plunging his silver dagger into its body. The beast has so little actual form that it's impossible to see a weak spot but the dagger has an effect, nonetheless, and the beast heaves upwards, letting out a screech that chills to the bone. 

Jarek moves quickly, dodging past the winged beast as it strikes out at him, hoping to flank it and pepper it with arrows as Jiriki and Balin take care of the frontal assault.

Jiriki administers a protective spell to himself and the dwarf but Balin barely notices as he strikes at the creature with his sword, Millefang, slashing the dark hide. The beast retaliates with fury, seemingly now ignoring Jarek and venting its mute rage on the two warriors, pounding at their armoured bodies with fierce talons. 

Suva's divine powers show themselves in a beam of light which bursts from his hands and strikes one of the shades near Kin; for a moment there is only an outline and then it is silently destroyed, tatters of its being floating to the floor and then disappearing. Kin strikes at the other shade but misses again; it does not. Darius' two opponents have fallen now and the warrior steps towards Kin to aid him as Morin strikes the large beast again. It continues to writhe in pain and seems unable to focus even as it lashes at the rogue causing it so much harm with a mere dagger. But then it is a silver dagger and if this Mogradjinn is the result of some kind of lycanthropy affecting a dragon…..

At the other end of the battle, Jarek's close-range arrows hit home hard and protrude from the beast's back; suddenly it reacts leaping into the air and turning simultaneously. It's wings beat furiously and although it clearly cannot stay aloft, they afford it an enhanced and surprisingly agile leap. It lands hard as the two warriors turn to continue battle but they are met by the gaping maw and a blazing attack engulfs the corridor with red, dripping flame. 

All three comrades are staggered and Jarek's bow catches fire along its entire length; he drops it, draws his sword and moves to flank the beast again even as Jiriki, burned and furious, curdles the air with curses as his steel hacks at the beast. Balin follows suit and it's the creature's turn to stagger now. 

As blows rain down on it, it tries to leap again but is too weak. Still it tears and smashes at its enemies and tries to muster another flaming attack. Jarek stabs at its back, avoiding the beating wings, as Balin, ignoring his own dreadful wounds, slashes at its stomach.

And then, with a mighty cry, blood running down his angry face, Jiriki strikes the head, just as the jaws widen and the air warms, cleaving it open with a huge gout of blood and the creature collapses, dead.

Its body quivers once and then glows momentarily before the glow seems to be sucked away into Jiriki's sword. 

The shade attacking Kin seems to have latched on to him and he battles but cannot escape its clutches; Darius hacks pieces from it as the room is suddenly filled with bright light that sears through the mist. It's coming from a dagger in Suva's hand, a dagger abruptly let loose at the large beast as the cleric strides past Darius and Kin. It flies wide of its target but the beast embattled with Morin flinches at the bright light and then, unexpectedly, as Morin, covered in spatterings of a black ichor, strikes it once more and it suddenly screams and then collapses in on itself, settling like oil until only a residue remains on the floor. 

A voice fades from the room. "We will repair. We are bound. You will die.........."

Silently, frozen, Dalrylshana looks on.

The party check their wounded and healing is administered quickly – no easy way to help Dalrylshana is evident. She is paralysed but has a good pulse and the annoyance in her eyes suggest that she is conscious. 

Morin, meanwhile, heads off to check the door on the south wall here and discovers a corridor running south, as had been indicated on the mapping scroll, just as Jiriki has a moment of inspiration and slips his ring of freedom of movement on to her finger. Dalrylshana is released and puts her wand away.

As Dalrylshana recovers both her movement and her mood, concerned about her wand, Suva impatiently uses his brightly glowing dagger as a source of light and steps a few feet into the revealed corridor past the battered door which Morin has opened. Meanwhile, Jiriki eyes up the dragon-like beast’s head as a possible new trophy…

The mist seems to have settled a little and fades quickly within the corridor; Suva's approach is all that is needed to see the corridor's end, where a door stands.

It's a door whose style is recognised immediately as it is almost identical to the door by the river and beyond the Moon Gardens.

However, the main difference with this door is that there are two recesses for placing dice. And also two sets of dice to the side of the door – one set identical to the river door, one set identical to the other.

Dalrylshana, meanwhile, contemplates her wand in one hand as she brings the Illuminatus along with the other; it reveals nothing else out of the ordinary.
After some banter, Morin and Suva simultaneously place the triangle and "3" blocks into the recesses, then the cleric steps aside to give the rogue room and he duly slides the door open.

Behind the door is a corridor, akin to those seen before – but perhaps more unusual in that there has been no down or up slope. From the way the corridor being viewed maps out, it can't possibly extend north as far as it does. But there it is, a barriered corridor.

A plan is quickly mooted as the door is finally understood with the third one seen – as the oracle had said, “Three doors so similar, this last will part the mist”.

Darius takes the Hawker Bag and five of the group head off to the other two doors - there is a moment's pause as Jiriki stands over the body of the defeated dragonesque beast and with one deft stroke of his greatsword, removes its head. Hacking off a portion of rope, he threads it through mouth and neck aperture and fastens the bloody trophy over his shoulder.

And then it is time to move on, leaving Suva to his quiet prayers, Morin to his own contemplation's and Dalrylshana to her beautification.

Jiriki, Darius and Balin head to the ‘moon door’ seeing something vaguely on the way and feeling the air is now much colder there.  Jarek and Kin head through the verdant green gardens and take the boat trip to the door that awaits there.

After a half hour or so, all three doors are attended without mishap and it turns out that with all three doors opened, the "5 minute timer" does not seem to apply. Triangle and 3 are the selected dice and are placed in their respective niches; when the doors are opened, the corridor is no longer barred by the strange barriers but reveals instead a room of some type at its end.

Within it, from everybody's perspective, there would seem to be two walls, set at a diagonal to the corridor and as Morin tests by shouting, it is discovered that communication can be accomplished without recourse to the Hawker bags. 

Morin and Jarek find no traps in their respective corridors and then Morin also finds the room beyond to be safe. More than safe, it's preternaturally clean and stark, the floor a bright, white and blue-veined marble, invisible sources of light brightening the area.

The walls and floor are smooth and hard, the inner orange wall also, and from the three entrances to the room, Balin, Jiriki (Darius having sensibly stayed behind when the his two companions could barely control themselves), Kin, Suva and Morin enter. The fourth corner of the internal room is missing, however.

Walking around the outside of the inner walls, Morin checks carefully, cringing every now and then as less nimble footsteps echo through the hard chamber. If there are any traps along these smooth surfaces, it is likely beyond even his abilities to find them.

The "missing corner" is an opening to a square room. Peeping carefully around, it is clearly empty: the first thing that strikes is how garishly bright it is - all walls are made from the blue-veined marble and are quite taxing on the eyes, lit as they are by sconces on each wall, each holding a nearly invisible source of white light.

The second thing that is noticed is the centrepiece to the room: there is a large patterned block on the floor but it is so transparent as to be rendered almost invisible. On top of this are three concentric stone rings that appear to have symbols of some type on their upper faces.

The room is cool and silent and looks never to have been touched...

Extremely cautiously, Morin steps in to the room, checking all the while. As he enters the room, the whole party have a feeling. It's like hearing a word without sounds, a meaning implanted directly into the head - and the word is "exchange".

A little perturbed, Morin moves further in to the room, followed slowly by the rest of the party. The three stone circles are identical but for their size and have a number of symbols on them. The centre of the stone ring seems to be a hole into the odd transparent block, but nothing sits within it.

Jiriki, Balin and Morin commit the puzzle to memory and then swap places with Dalrylshana, Darius and Jarek to give them chance to ponder it, too.

A quick test reveals that the stone rings do rotate – independently and fairly easily, the centre glowing briefly with a blue hue as each 30 degrees is passed through.

It's not obvious at first whether there is a particular position where (or indeed if) the rings should be aligned but a careful search by Jarek reveals a slight marking on the transparent tableau that could certainly be taken as a marker point. If patterns are being followed here, as they seem to be,  then alignment of symbols would be intuitively the right thing, having already aligned three

statues to each other, three mirrors to the same point and three dragon statues to face upwards in the process of arriving here.

Working almost simultaneously, Kin, Suva and Morin recall the clues from the oracle:

“The final barrier echoes three again

The number of dragons, you see

Two clues are seen but unknown already

And the last is the curse of milady”

Realising that the two odd clues they have seen but not used could be the writings on the plaque in the greenery and before the doors to the north corridor. “Death, the final arbiter…” and “Water, above all…” have corresponding symbols for water and death on the three wheels so could be placed in the top and bottom positions. From the oracle’s words, the curse of Morriaga would seem to be lycanthropy which would have a viable symbol in a crescent moon shape also on the wheels. The details are coming together fantastically quickly and only the meaning of “exchange” seems to be a problem.

Placing some item in the centre of the ring seems a sensible idea and a quick argument ensues over what to use – Grae’s journal, the lizard chief’s broken spear. It seems a fitting resting place for the journal since Grae was obsessed with the Lady (as Morin asserts and Jiriki agrees) so the rings are aligned and the journal placed at the centre.

Once the journal is placed there, the hole glows blue again and slowly the journal begins to decay, gaps appearing as if invisible bookworms worked at a magical pace. Less and less there is of the journal until it is on the point of oblivion and then suddenly it begins to reappear.

Slowly, as if time were running backwards, it rebuilds from nothingness but as it does it is soon apparent that this is no book that is forming here. Silvery twirls and twists of metal appear here, leather grows there.

And after a few minutes, unmarked and fairly ordinary-looking, the hilt of a sword sits at the centre of the stone ring.

Cautious still, Suva reels slightly as he casts his first spell – detect magic. Not surprisingly, there is a lot of powerful magic here. But the most powerful, nearly blinding aura, is that of the hilt.

He waves away offers of aid and then calls upon St Cuthbert to allow his divinity to shine through Suva once again: the hilt is not evil – the three parts of the hilt having separate alignments, this would seem to fit as the scabbard was apparently evil.

It may not have had the perfect climax of battle for some of the party but nonetheless, the goal is achieved: this can be none other than the hilt of the Sword of Names and Morin deftly removes it from the centre of the stone rings as Suva gives thanks to St Cuthbert.

It is with some relief that it is noted that no traps are triggered nor doom beheld as the item is taken up.

As there is still a desire to be gone as soon as possible before a certain werewolf's return (or the remnants of the Mogradjinn), the party reconvene back in the misty corridors of their last battle. It is not entirely safe there, there is a feeling, but the Moon Gardens have had oddities spotted too frequently of late and the tropical gardens require the frustrating sloth of the boat journey from the door.

All that needs to be decided now is whether to leave the doors opened, how exactly to leave and whether there is anything else here that should be explored or done before departing.  The Wayfarer’s Gate is an option but then should the party return to Karnak? And to add to the options, Morin brings up the fact that the area he discovered whilst the rest of the party were in the enormous dragon room seemed to have potential treasure – and it is on the way out.

Morin and Suva (as before - taking no chances) remove the dice blocks from their respective positions and the door begins to slide slowly shut of its own accord, blue walls of energy filling the gaps in the corridor as it does.

Balin and Jiriki quickly head off to finish their cairn to Kord - most of the extra additions are already collected together in the Moon Gardens so barring any unforeseen problems, it should not take them long.

As this is a matter of divinity, it's also not worth persuading them out of it for the sake of haste. Anybody adventuring here in future will surely know that Balin and Jiriki have passed this way by their glorious wake!

With a little time to fill, then, Morin leads the way from the misty room (carefully avoiding the pit traps on the way out) back towards the room between the Oracle and the Wayfarer's Gate. Inside the small room where only dust and bones was glimpsed previously, Morin lifts a 2ft by 2ft trapdoor in the floor to reveal a rusty iron ladder descending down about 6 feet to a corridor which runs east, Morin explains, into a trapezoid room.

This is quickly confirmed as he descends the ladder, followed by Suva and Dalrylshana, providing light. At the entrance to the room, the edges of the corridor glow a pale green, shedding dim light back along the corridor and into the room beyond. In the room itself (no doors or other visible exits), obvious as it is approached, are three very large wooden chests, each with a padlock on the front.

The Illuminatus is revealing nothing else of interest, except that the padlocks seem to be invisibly  marked with some symbol.

It is intriguing, certainly, but Suva, at least is impatient and merely wants to leave – none of this seems necessary.

This feeling is not yet shared by enough of the party; approaching the edge of the corridor, the green glow seems to be a source of mild, if eerie, illumination as much as anything - no bad feelings or barriers are encountered. Kin finds that magic is flooding the room - the glow, the chests. It's too blinding for any specific observations, except that the green glow perhaps contains a warding of sorts. Whatever it is, it is affecting none of the party as the they move forwards, Dalrylshana casting a spell upon herself, Suva fidgeting at the back and wanting to get going.

The chests are identical in every way, except for one small detail: each of the padlocks has a different symbol on it. The three symbols are, from left to right, a claw, an eye and a feathered wing. Symbols seen before and understood by now to be those of Yandroth (the claw), Mogria and Serestius (the eye and feather, although which is which is unknown), three ancient dragons.

Suva casts a spell to bless the area and give some warding in case of unwanted intrusions from undead. Morin cracks his fingers and then shrugs and gestures everybody to move back as he huddles over the middle chest, preparing to carefully open the lock

with the eye symbol upon it. After a few minutes of trying, Morin stands up, hands on hips, looking at the lock and then turns to the party and indicates with a sour look that he can't open the lock.

A gesture with his hand also indicates that he figures the other locks to be of similarly difficult vein; the chests, it seems, will stay locked. It’s enough for Morin and he heads to the back of the party with Suva. 

There is still interest from others and magic to try, though.

The keys Kin holds are very clearly far too large to fit the padlocks, so, having checked, Jarek hands them back and then allows Kin to work his magic. Focussing his energies on the chest with the claw-marked padlock, the mage weaves his spell and magically forces the opening of the lock. It clicks, audibly, and falls open - a fraction of a second later, there is a sound like approaching thunder which gathers to a swift climax and then ends in a whoooomp as an arc of white light bursts out from the chest.

Thankfully nobody is injured, but as dazzled eyes recover, the first thing of note is that all three chests are gone.

The wrong chest opened, perhaps? There seems little to do but get out and with perfect synchronicity, as Morin, ahead of the rest of the party, climbs out from the underground passage in the otherwise empty room, Balin and Jiriki appear in the corridor looking rather content, if mildly gore-covered from arranging trophies in honour of Kord. They are unscathed although there was disturbing movement in the Black Gardens, hints of it from beyond the translucent walls.

Morin is worried where the Wayfarer’s Gate may lead when the party is carrying the hilt – if Beryn was previously worried about a gem from the hilt being scried (which he was) then surely this would be the case with the hilt?

A frustrated need for a little more urgency forces the decisions and the party set off to join back up with Karnak again; first, though, the heads of the dragon statues are reset so that the door through to the mist-filled corridor is locked again. Dalrylshana has a brief look at the crystal sphere by the Wayfarer's Gate but nothing overly useful is gained: it is solidly fixed and magical but she neither touches it nor discovers any hidden detail with the Illuminatus.

The route back out is unhampered: past the alcoves where flesh golems had waited, up the spiral staircase and through the various doors to the bright light of a sunny afternoon and the impossible jungle outside - although bearing in mind the experience of Karubiat Elesis, this is not such a grand league of impossible!

Karnak is still here with his two comrades: they failed to find Ghurzak and Hahkht but did come across a large boar-like beast, whose carcass still smokes lightly on a spit, plenty of meat left for anyone who is hungry.

Carrying an air of victory, Karnak seems to sense what you may want of him. Absently, perhaps as if to hide from himself the use of magic, he twists the thin iron ring on his finger as he has before; his eyes glaze and shoulders sag. There is a long pause and his companions eye the events suspiciously. Finally, though - quietly and with Beryn's words -  Karnak speaks.

"My friends.......? Apologies for my delay. An awkward moment. What transpires? It has been a while. Has there been success in Dhunok Grael?"

“Success of sorts,” is the reply and after a concerned Beryn has indicated that it is safe to talk, Morin adds, “OK, Dhunok Grael is one name for that place, there is another.  Karubiat Elesis!  We encountered strange creatures, and the last remnant of the group, for which the name Dhunok Grael was born, but we also encountered Ghurzak and crew, and many creatures of darkness."

He pauses a moment.

"Oh, before I forget, did you know what Shuriden was, and the danger that that represented?"

There is a long pause and you can almost hear tapping of fingers, it seems.

"Karubiat Elesis.........Now we start to have some sense made. I see now...........Baltharak was a genius: hide one secret place by spreading rumours of another place that is truly only a name. And this is why I could not get to Dhunok Grael via the City-Between-Places.

"I'm not sure what you mean about Shurudien Dragonslayer. He disappeared long ago and you found his body beneath the mines, we assumed.

"But, Morin, for goodness, sake" - Beryn's voice sounds a little strained - "is everyone OK and did you get the hilt?"

Morin continues to Karnak/Beryn, “Yes, Beryn, we retrieved the hilt, but it seems that each time we go for part of this artefact, we also release something undesirable on the world."

"Shuridien's spirit was released inside Karubiat Elesis - it was bound to the items that we carried.  He seamed more than happy to be released in Dragon Lands.  Also, as I mentioned, the place was filled with darkness, Mogria's shadow occupies the place, and although we battled and defeated her minnions,  we have only weakened the evil, and it will grow again.  The Mogradjinn is a awake and filled with spite, Beryn, I don't now what binds it to the place, but we may have opened certain doors that let it out.

There were three chests, one with the symbol of the claw, one the eye, and the third, the feathered wing.  We opened the one with the claw symbol, according to Dal, that would be Yandroth, right? Energy was released, and now all three chests are gone."

There is a pause in reply and Suva takes the chance to request a personal moment – Morin is initially not keen but then leads the rest of the party away for a moment to give Suva a little time to deal with something personal.

Having exchanged a few quiet words, Suva, looking serious and troubled drops himself into heartfelt prayer.

Meanwhile, Karnak, still a conduit, begins to drool slightly from the corner of his uncontrolled mouth as his companions sharpen their weapons and look on with distaste. It would be thoughtful, polite and probably wise to not take too long about filling in Beryn with the events in Karubiat Elesis as he awaits more detail.

After the pause as Suva steps away, the blind voice of Beryn speaks:

"Morin, are you there? You have a cautious interpretation of victory! It seems to me that much has happened and you are keeping a large part of it to yourselves. So be it; you are the questors, after all.

"Shurudien was obsessed with dragons after the loss of his family. Unfortunately, he was also insane: all dragons became his prey, not just the guilty beast, if dragon it was. There are many paths combining here - Shurudien was desperately searching for some unheard of undead dragon when he was last seen. And I have heard of the Mogradjinn but never thought it real. Damn it. They must be the same beast – the Mogradjinn is this supposed undead dragon. And that would mean the Mogradjinn was released long ago.

"If Shurudien's released spirit has any power on the mortal plane, I will hope that it may aid us, although it will no doubt be unpredictable.

"I would not worry about the chests; you have failed a test and lost some treasure, that is all. Yes: Yandroth the claw, Mogria the eye and Serestius the wing - I have a communication approaching from Serestius himself that will cast light on many things, I am sure, when it finally arrives. We will discuss it when I see you. I am puzzled though - how did you get close enough to these chests? Was there no warding around them?

"And what of the werewolf? Is the wonder of Karubiat Elesis truly poisoned?"

For Karnak’s sake, Morin rattles off a reply briefly outlining the events below ground..

"Hmm, there is much to ponder - and best to do it face to face,” Beryn replies.

"As to getting to me, such arrangements are not so easy - I had intended to be with you or outside with Karnak all this time but for the problem with Azal Magrothir and the old dwarves that you brought to my attention. And I forgot to leave you a scroll, of course.

"In your present position, I'm not sure what to do - I think you have earned some rest and we could all do with time to properly plan our next move, so perhaps you should come downriver back to Galent and stay at my farm. I am in Galent.

"Later, we can use a gate to get quickly to Rin Duras, where I think we may need to go.

"Yes, that seems best - I should find the river and follow it back to Galent. It should take four or five days, I suppose, assuming no problems."

Jiriki moves towards Karnak but Kin suddenly interjects. "Hold on - before you go there is more. We can afford a few minutes if it might clear things up. I don't want to have to come back here again."

Suva looks on with no sign of listening but Morin is alert and poised as Kin blurts out quickly a few snatched details about the Pasha of Oracles, the plaques, moon mirrors and the Wayfarer's Gate. It is the last part that catches Beryn's interest.

"We can talk more of this and other things soon. Clearly there are details that I would like to know but for now stop there, Kin. If there is a Wayfarer's Gate, then we can meet quickly - it is a Wayfarer's Gate scroll that I had meant to leave you. All gates lead to the City-Between-Places - did I not mention that before? If you go there and make quickly for the Town Hall, you can be at the farm in a few hours rather than days. Excellent! 

"I suggest you take that route but I must end this now before it becomes dangerous for Karnak. 

"I hope few of you spoke to the Pasha of Oracles - legend has it his information is traded at a high price. See you soon."

With that, the party are left to ponder their new option.

At least most of the party are - Jiriki finds himself tossed playfully against a tree. Karnak, having come out of his reverie face to face with a grinning, recently dead dragon head, is exacting humorous fraternal revenge upon his brother.

Jarek wishes to speak to the oracle but Morin is warily against it and most of the rest of the party simply want to get going and get back to Galent for rest and answers to some questions.

The Wayfarer’s Gate is the next port of call.

Karnak and his companions stay where they are; they will make their own way to Beryn and have other tasks besides. 

There is a stutter at first as the party don’t know how to activate the gate but after what seems a long while, a neatly scratched phrase, “Canrhulle Harn” is discovered on the underside of the bed and touching the orb whilst uttering this activates the Wayfarer’s Gate.

One by one the party leap through to the eerie sight that is the ring of mountains floating in space about the City-Between-Places. The arrival point is not the same as before but bearings are gained from the bridge leading to the city and soon enough the party are heading to it. 

Nilfract the half orc is at the camp and recognises most of the party (Suva of course, looked different the last time he was here!). But there is no time to chat – the party move directly onwards and respectfully past the guardian of the bridge. Through the gates, the city bustles as ever but the party ignore all temptations to pause, remembering that time spent here is double the time back in Dhurghumlund.

Yomping down the road, the journey is soon made to the Town Hall and transaction is completed to travel again to Galent and a magical doorway found to lead the way towards Beryn’s farm.

26th Kanos

It is mid-morning on Kanos 26th as the farm is approached. Excellent time has been made and finally rest can be properly had. Beryn is not evident but his housekeeper, in an odd mood, grumpily leads the party into the main house. Beryn is trying to collect information at the moment, a variety of sources and a variety of reasons, and will only be available to the party in a day or two’s time. It’s clear from the housekeeper that he’s been in a stressed mood of late, however calm he may have seemed when talking through Karnak. Hot food will be brough anon.

Inside the building, it would seem that none of the rooms are as they were before according to memory, as the party are led into a large windowless room. A fire burns cosily at the far end and a robed figure stands by the side of a large armchair, back to the party.

“Beryn will not be able to talk for a day or two as he is gathering information, I assume you have been told. I have formed an unexpected alliance for now and will share what knowledge I have,” the quiet, steady voice says, prickling hairs on necks.

“If you will just keep your cleric calm……”

The figure turns and a metal hand glints in the firelight.

It’s the vampire from the crypt.

“Hello again.”

Uncomfortable discourse ensues as it appears that Moebius the vampire, as he names himself, is a temporary ally of Beryn and thus the party - he has an interest in where the Sword of Names ends up and has a shared enemy in Azal Magrothir, the wizrd whose son he murdered and who wants him dead.

27th Kanos

When morning comes, Moebius is found holding Beryn who looks a little odd and is showing signs of his true self, revealed later in the day to be a half dragon - a Dragon Knight. He seems to be just exhausted and Dalrylshana and Kin are persuaded to enter the room he just came from whilst he is tended to; they return in an hour, exhausted but unharmed.

The housekeeper tends to Beryn and Moebius narrates teh history of the Sword of Names:

"It's the Three Dragons and the Beast of the Left Path that begin the Sword's history."

"Centuries ago when dragons were more common, there were three who stood above all others - Yandroth, Serestius and Mogria, almost equals in strength but not in their nature. Serestius was a watcher, wise but not interfering, flitting about the world often as a simple bird, observing with interest. He left across the mountains long ago for peace and solitude, and if what Beryn says is right, he is not interested in changing that.

"Yandroth hated humanoids and their thirst for gold and power - probably because it conflicted with his own desires. It has been rumoured that he forged his own kingdom but where and over whom he may rule is unknown.

"Mogria loved the humanoids, and elves especially. But you know something, I think, of what became of her. Her fate, especially, is wound around the Sword.

"Merely 600 years ago or so, the three identified a concern for all life, something which would unite them, in the form of the great Unnamed. This antithesis of nature and life sleeps an eternal sleep and is worshipped as it sleeps but its worshippers after centuries were now growing more bold - they feared what might happen if its worshippers could wake it.

"They feared and thus schemed, as dragons are wont to do, and using their own great powers and drawing upon nature herself, they forged the sword, Khaath, a weapon so powerful it would destroy the god, and be destroyed itself in so doing. Thus a deterrent of sorts was achieved and the scattered worshippers of the Beast of the Left Path would use its power for ill but would not chance waking it for fear of its utter destruction. With that threat averted, lesser concerns, like the followers of the Beast themselves, could be left to others.

"However, scant decades later, the true power of the Sword was realised. Unmeant, it was far more dangerous than had been intended. If a name - a true name - was bound to its elemental force, it could destroy ANY being, god or otherwise, without, in this instance, being destroyed itself. This was a curious side effect of the power needed to be able to destroy an unnamed being (all powerful beings have true names, you know). And thus the rumour and legend of the Sword of Names drifted into the world. The dragons hastily but quietly separated the artefact into three pieces and it is these you are searching for. You have the hilt and elemental gems.

"Azal Magrothir has the lightning gem and the scabbard is in the possession of the Mogradjinn, I believe. Beryn, H'ronmeer and I think that Mogria hid the hilt in her own city and that her shadow does not share her knowledge, so that it could not guess how close it had been. Especially after Baltharak's obscuring of the city. This Mogradjinn is the secret adversary here - it has bided its time since entering the world and has learned manipulation and use of pawns rather well."

"All we have to figure out now, if we can persuade Beryn to think positively, is where the blade is. Or where the Mogradjinn is. Or perhaps we should retake the lightning gem - we know where that is." 

The party are left with arguments about the trustworthy nature of the vampire and when they all meet up later in the evening, this flares up between Morin and Suva as Beryn himself seems despair-ridden and caring not at all about the Sword of Names any longer.

Later the same evening, H’ronmeer, the minotaur mayor of Galent appears with concerns about Beryn. A bracer affixed to his arm quickly returns his normal mood and it turns out that there is some sort of magical malaise affecting Galent that Beryn has been particularly susceptible to due to recent exposure to powerful magics. With his nature restored, he indicates nevertheless that he will no longer lead the party but just advise. They must make the decisions now as they are powerfully entwined with the Sword of Names’ fate.

Further still, although Serestius will not directly aid, he has given information to Beryn regarding this point. As Beryn explains:

"Although the dwarves were the first to settle here from Karubai and Wesland, such a relatively short time ago, other places have fed Dhurghumlund's populace for a long time. I wonder if any of you had considered the fact that Shurudien el Haroush, whom you have heard of and met - in spirit - in fact, is a half elf from Dhurghumlund, from some time before your own dwarves came here?

"The most relevant peoples by far to come to these shores were the Lost Peoples of Heredwaith. A small armada of ships set sail for new lands hundreds of years ago, forced to abandon Heredwaith as it fell victim to dark forces. Little is known to me of Heredwaith but they were surely an old folk, gifted with magics and ways not seen before or since. And yet they were marooned - driven by storms, the ships were forced unwillingly onto the Haunted Straits where sand giants fell upon them, ruining their fleet and taking many lives. 

"Of the depleted numbers that survived, most of the humans took to the barren lands around mountainous areas of Dhurghumlund. The dwarves were mostly - mostly - assimilated, for want of a better word, by the High Dwarves that already dwelled here. The elves, as they always seem to, managed to forge small areas of their own in which to dwell and in which to grow, without expanding. Azal Magrothir, for instance, is a descendant of some of these elves, although I had thought he had been human. As is - was - the half-elf Shurudien Dragonslayer. Many others, including some of the races less numerous, made their journeys across the mountains north and west or took time to build boats of lesser stature than they had arrived with and discovered for themselves the lands that you all call home.

"The Lost People had initially all wanted to return to Heredwaith and free it from the dominion of evil it had fallen victim to but the thinning of their numbers, destruction of their fleet and hardship of Dhurghumlund and time that followed with the adventures, discoveries and diversity that this brought, lessened the importance of that desire for most. They did, however, maintain this desire long enough to have a huge effect on the fate of many here.

"You see, it was only because of their arts and knowledge that Khaath, the Sword of Names was ever forged. The routes to the weapon were meant to be a way to reclaim the empire of Heredwaith but were usurped.....perhaps more accurately 'redirected'... by the dragons when the threat of the Unnamed became pronounced and the Lost People had already become, at least as a people, less driven to reclaim their lands.

"One especially curious fact comes out of all of this: whilst the Sword of Names is an artefact of enormous power to any who could wield it, armed with a the true name of a foe to battle, to those of the blood of Heredwaith it would be a powerful weapon anyway, without the Naming. And there is more: it would appear that whilst the Sword is indestructible but for one specific and rather dangerous route, the lightning and elemental gems can be destroyed. Replacements could also be made, of course, with effort, time, money and power, but the point of this means that for at least a while the Sword of Names could have its most violent sting removed. A useful option, I think you might agree - at least to buy time.

"And the crowning fateful element that has brought you all this far, I am sure, is this: all of you have the blood of Heredwaith in you."

The party are a little stunned and some are further disoriented by personal details that Beryn adds to each of them.

3rd Ranedil

After 7 days at the farm, Beryn is keen to allow you to move on as Jiriki and Balin especially are becoming antagonistic after staying in one quiet place for such a relatively long time after recent adventures. Kin and Dalryslhana take time to recover their energies and then Kin busies himself about some magcal task.

Suva is quiet for most of the rest period, praying and pondering. He is not the only one with concerns on his mind - Morin, particularly is unusually quiet for the most part. At least he and Suva seem to have healed their rift and as the time to leave approaches, you are more assuredly a party again.

True to the promise, there are two hammers for the destruction of the columns of souls. They are a little odd looking, the handle being more like a bat than the usual weapon of war, and probably best used two-handed. The construction is a mixture of bronze and steel, wrapped with leather and white cloth for gripping the handle. The impact point of the head has a recess and the tip of the Ceredophilus' tooth can just be seen protruding from the centre of the head, but below the outer edge (so that the full initial impact is not on the tooth but on the rather sharp risen ring surrounding it - it's quite a mean weapon, other than its specific purpose).

"Remember," Beryn cautions, "these must strike the colums whilst they are exposed to daylight or they will not work. And beware the stronghold; it is likely not as you had last seen it from reports of grim creatures spotted in its vicinity. And the lack of sighting of ogres and orcs. I fear the dark hand of Hawksmoor is at work here."

Moebius is not accompany the party. He is best used in retrieving information in places where Beryn would be less than welcome. And this is not something that he has any stake in. He will still concentrate on the sword.

Jiriki and Balin test the weight of the fanghammers and grin at each other, finding them to be very well balanced and of excellent craftsmanship. Strapping them across their backs (which is a little cumbersome for the dwarf - but manageable), they join the rest of the party who have come to their strong resolve and all head towards Ghorak Lan, the ogre stronghold to see if this revisit may result in the freedom of the souls trapped there.


Beryn has no more healing salved to give out but hopefully will have something more soon - perhaps upon your return. From within the farmhouse as dawn approaches, a dark figure watches with interest as the party moves out.

The day is harshly cold but at least it's dry for now, the ground beginning to freeze underfoot. As night brings a descent in the temperature and frosty breath leads every spoken wood, the party arrive safely at the solidifying marshes visited over two weeks before.

There have been no encounters so far and there is no sign of life hereabouts. Remembering the patrol that almost spotted the party, it is decided to head towards the 'secret entrance' immediately and perhaps rest there rather than risk discovery. The stars and thin sliver of moon and though you are careful, it would seem unlikely that any bog serpent could move easily beneath the feet in this frozen earth.

Through an eerie quiet the party heads to the entrance they used, the temperature dropping again - but something feels unnatural about it now and the starlight seems to penetrate the darkness less well as the stronghold is approached.

The place seems uninhabited and a quick check by Morin and Jarek reveals that the route underground seems to be intact and as it was, even down to the trapdoor, dug out of the ground, frame and all, and left behind, still closed.

It looks as though the wall that Morin rigged should be useable - but you need some rest now and this will best wait for a few hours in the icy silence.


4th Ranedil

As the whispering party discuss what to do next, Morin and Jarek use their skills to quietly work on the wall, inching the rigged region slowly out, aided by Balin, temporarily donning his oversized gloves to give him the

extra strength to make sure everything remains steady.

As the wall section is finally pulled away from the rest of the wall, wispy tendrils of mist curl around the masonry in the light of the Illuminatus.

The room beyond is deathly silent and utterly dark - none of the barrels that were previously here are present and the walls look as though they have been blasted by some magical destructive force. The whole place is purged.

The dark, colour-tinted mist rises almost two feet high. It is not so dense as to make the floor invisible but adds an eerie quality to the icy cold room. The door into the corridor is closed and Morin makes his way very carefully across the room.

Finding no traps, the door is soon opened and it is quickly established that the state of the room is mirrored in the corridor, down to the mist.

Still no sounds or movements are noted but one other major change is apparent: to the right, the corridor ends abruptly in rubble. Huge quantities of masonry and stone have, accidentally or purposefully, collapsed to fill the corridor and it now looks impassable.....

It is deemed that more reconnaisance is needed and Morin and Jarek take the Illuminatus and set off.

By approximately 8am, they return having found little other than some wights that were once dwarves and a body nailed to the top of the stairs with a metallic object visible inside its ribcage. The stairs are chosen but Jiriki and Balin cannot allow the blasphemous dwarven creatures to exist and bring pause to advance whilst they swiftly destroy them.

Morin, checks ahead again and finds that there are two ogreish zombies further along and round the corridor, although they do not react to his lantern's light. Furthermore, he is convinced that there is a concealed door on the east wall and is quickly proved right as the party advance forwards - it is only barely concealed upon inspection.

Balin keeps his darkvision keenly trained on the quiet, lolling shapes of the zombie ogres further up the west turning. And Darius keeps a cool eye trained on Balin, Jax tucked in quietly and obediently at his heel.

Suva, unusually focussed and quiet since arriving here, whispers a prayer from the rear of the party and waits to move on.

A door swings away from the corridor to reveal an unlit passage. It runs east and turns almost immediately north, narrowing to five feet and no longer having a supporting wall to its left, dropping instead into the large, pitch black room below. A walkway, rather than a passage.

Morin investigates alone for 15 minutes, shutting himself in so that he can better listen for anything unusual. When he rejoins the party, he reports a faint whispering like the sea and also a grille in the roof above the huge statue which dominates the temple room. 

Setting out carefully, Morin moves ahead, Jiriki lighting the way with the directed beam of the hooded lantern as the rest of the party edge into position, staying back for now so that Morin's eyes and ears can go more efficiently about their work.

Glimpses of daylight from above and flashes from the lantern indicate, as night vision settles, a reasonable idea of the size of the room - as well as allowing the party to take note of the large, 80ft high statue, the focal point of the chamber, without doubt. It has a humanoid shape, although there seem to be tentacles at the lower abdomen and the head, directly across from the ledge, has something of a canine appearance. 


The walkway is solid enough and Morin and Jiriki eventually get across far enough to realise that it eventually becomes enclosed before ending, apparently opening into a room, down a step.

Of some interest before that though is a ladder. It is set on the wall at the side of the walkway and from there moves up onto the roof and along overhead to the daylight region where there appears to be a metal grille, just about directly over the head of the statue. The ladder is split in half, each half fixed separately and there is a long metal rail following along in between which only seems fixed, solidly though, at the floor. If this is the only fixed point other than at the grille end then clearly this allows for something to be attached round it so that the ladder can be crawled along upside down with safety.


Morin attaches a length of rope and sets about investigating up the ladder as the rest of the party check out the covered region into the room at the end of the walkway. The room itself is clean and bereft of detail but not as the rooms downstairs were. There is
a desk and chair, leather and rather elaborate. There are bookcases along the right-hand wall and marks on the floor where other objects, long-established, have clearly been moved. But the bookcases are empty and the desk has all its drawers pulled out and
cleaned out. The place has been emptied - but not ransacked.


Jarek heads into the room to check the doors and other points of interest, Dalrylshana scuffing her feet impatiently.

Whoomph!

As Jarek drops down the step, there is a quiet detonation of flame across the length of the opening. But though the explosion is subtle in noise, it is not subtle with its effects: flame engulfs the party and expands out along the walkway, channelled by the enclosed region, before fading back to nothingness. The room is unaffected but the party is injured by the triggered trap. Somehow, Jax and Sybelius remain unharmed, though.

Morin rejoins the group to let them know that the presumed grille was in fact the bottom of a cage, suspended over an opening in the roof. The opening leads outside to where a large figure seems to be standing guard. It would appear that the cage was used to lower and immolate sacrifices of some sort.

The party continue into the room, the trap now ‘defused’ and Morin notices some small marking fading on the inside of the step. There are two doors here – one on the south wall through which a faint sussuruss can be heard and thus which presumably leads to the temple, and one on the west wall. A third door of sorts is found, also on the west wall; at the northern edge there is a faint tracery, a slightly recessed line which describes the shape of a door but no actual door is evident. 

Kin detects magic and as suspected, it is.  An object, trigger word or something is needed but none is found and after some healing, courtesy of Suva, the party open the other western door, Morin in particular reluctant to head through the southern door at the moment.

A bedroom is revealed through the door – there is a four-poster bed, blankets still made upon it, but the place has been stripped again and bedside tables and cupboards are all opened and bare. A wash basin sits by the side of the bed, a small dagger (unusually) beside it.

There is another door opposite which is barred from this side, preventing access from the other side. Morin soon discovers that there are couple of poison pin traps on the bar, easily avoided once discovered. The one stand out object in the otherwise seemingly bereft room is a dark, silken cloak draped over the bed, a red marking just visible in its folded state.  

As Dalrylshana heads in to investigate, Balin, momentarily losing interest in the agonisingly slow progress of the party and, sighing, has taken out a silver cylinder from his pocket, a metal chain still attached to it. Having unscrewed the top, a roll of parchment has been found within which appears to have some writing on it.

It’s the cylinder from the corpse nailed to the door that Balin, unseen by Darius, for once, could not resist. It appears to say “I commit my being to the Unnamed's maw, All that I am shall be no more” but the light of the Illuminatus reveals hidden words:

“I pray to all the gods that my soul will be spared the tortures that it has so surely earned.

"I have never been the best of people but I had not realised the extent of the evil of the Ghull and Hawksmoor. My duties as a scribe leave me privy to much that transpires about me but I fear the Ghull is aware of my change of heart.

"Nobody knew why the obelisks were being built but it is said that Hawksmoor's plan came to him from a dream dragon, a dark beast that breathed sinister plots. The mark of the Unnamed is to be used to fuel and focus dark energies, with pyres at one set of points and the obelisks at the other. Pestilence, war and destruction will surely follow. When Galent falls, Hawksmoor will blight the world and then remake it in his own dread image.

"The lower levels are to be purged soon with hellfire as part of the ritual to honour the Wraithking who is summoned to guard the Ceredophilus' unholy pillars whilst all others leave, war to plot and armies to gather. I fear I will be the focus to unleash the unhallowed flames and must leave some warning if I can, for my life is now forfeit.

"To any who find this message: leave this place now and warn the people of Galent. Ghorak Lan will be a cathedral of undead in a few weeks and any that survive the plague will only become part of Hawksmoor's black army. Better to flee across sea or mountains.

"I can only urge my death forward to end this unendurable guilt

"Farigon, lowly, cowardly scribe"


A lot of discussion follows regarding whether to get a message to Galent or not and eventually – remembering that Beryn may be protected from magical communication at the moment – Suva contacts Moebius and ascertains that the wraithking may not be as formidable as the party had assumed but that there is likely to be a sand giant here, too. Hawksmoor is the real problem, he is told and the party decide they must move on and do battle.

Morin finds an armoury of sorts beyond the barred door and hears sounds presumed to be more zombie ogres at the door at its end. Jiriki grabs a spear and the party hatch a plan to return to the ladder to the roof and take on whatever guards above the opening. Darius, meanwhile, borrows Kin’s amulet and Balin’s sword to be better prepared for the eventual facing of undead as the three items of Shurudien together give greater strength against such foes.

The party gather on the walkway and Kin calls upon his arcane prowess to cast fly upon Darius and Balin, touching them both and imbuing them with the gift, whilst Morin sets off up the ladder followed by Jiriki, Suva and Dalrylshana as Jarek loads his bow and with a solemn face awaits any potential violent distraction. Jax and Sybelius sit at Kin's feet, curiously at ease together. 

The hooded lantern is fastened to the ladders to give some line-of-sight and understanding of what might be going on as battle is aimed at. 

Darius and Balin tentatively step off the walkway and get used to the idea of flying as Morin moves up towards the top of the ladder and within moments it is time to act. 

Morin signals he is ready with a hand movement, trying to imply to Balin to be quiet as possible and then the dwarf, wearing his oversized gauntlets of strength, quickly levers the cage up and to one side and then is through; Morin pauses to allow Darius, charging upwards with sword pointing the way, to get through and then hauls himself up and around the opening. This is not meant to be a means of egress, so it's quite difficult, but he is more than up to the task and is soon out onto the outside above, ready to help Jiriki out in the light of a cold day. 

Meanwhile, the beast in the daylight seems to be like an ogre but is some degree larger. Initially, the feeling would be that it is very slow-witted as Balin and Darius are both out of the opening before it has fully reacted. However, a second thought is probably that it is extremely obedient and has been told to watch in one direction. When it finally reacts to the sounds its movement is worryingly swift as it raises a huge wooden club, studded with iron spikes. 

Balin is already attacking and catches it a little surprised with a fierce uppercut, the dwarf grinning with glee as the ability to fly allows him to attack high for a change, but as blood spatters from the ogre-beast's mouth, its arm follows across the flight path and smashes Balin across the open hill. 

Darius lands, steadies his feet and faces the beast down as Morin cuts Jiriki loose.

Darius attacks without fear, striking at the huge olog-hai and hacking through its loose chainmail but the foe is awakened to battle now and hurls its enormous club around to great effect, smashing Darius across the shoulder. 

Morin is already trying to help Suva get above ground safely but is slightly hampered by the fact that furious melee is afoot very nearby. Furious all the more now as Jiriki hurls himself to the attack - the olog-hai falters momentarily adjusting to the new combatant and Darius takes full advantage, driving Balin's sword through its side and bringing a howl of pain to accompany the gout of blood. The olog-hai reacts, a warrior in its own right, and aims much of its blows at Jiriki, an indication that it is not as stupid as it might look as it has surely noted the barbarian's lack of armour. Nevertheless, both Darius and Jiriki feel the might of the hefted gruesome club. 

Jiriki allows his flesh to tear, seeing an opening to attack that is more important than feeling pain and delivers a fearsome blow with his greatsword, the length of the blade glowing upon impact and leaving a trail of burning fluid ichor in the wound that brings awful screams of pain form the beast.

Suva is finally pulled up and out but it looks as though his own skills will not be needed - the olog-hai strikes both its adversaries again but is weakening and is then finished under a slashing strike from Darius and a crushing coup de grace from Jiriki.

It is all over swiftly and after a few moments, a mildly dazed Balin appears, rubbing a sore temple and looking very annoyed to have missed the fray. 

Given time now to notice, the fighting area is a position carved out of the hillside and holds a large winching mechanism for lowering the cage into the temple room. Various burned pieces of bodies are scattered about the opening, showing that tidiness at least has not been especially important. 

Northwards is a narrow, winding stony path which leads down steps through another cutaway portion of the hillside - between you, it is easy to figure out that this would very likely lead to the magical, unopened doorway found in the room you next to the bedroom below. Westwards, the hillside rises a little further but will soon drop over down towards the 'proper' entrance to the stronghold. 

Meanwhile, beneath, Kin and Jarek await the return or summons of their comrades - all is still quiet and safe with them, Jax and Sybelius, who are soon brought up to the daylight by Darius before the spell upon him wears off.

The olog-hai is found to have a couple of unusual items as well as a little gold; an eye-shaped amulet, which Morin fears may be some sort of scrying device, as it is later identified to be and an emerald-encrusted ring whic is taken by Dalrylshana.

The wind is increasing and dark clouds will soon be overhhead; with the last vestiges of the "fly" spells still active, Darius and Balin are able to move Jax and Sybelius to safety easily as well as helping the remainder of the party carefully clamber back on to the upside-down ladder and head back into the darkness.

Dalrylshana is relieved to be reunited with her familiar again and is quite pleased with her new jewelled adornment; as the step is (with slight trepidation) crossed again, she gets out the Illuminatus to light the room.

Morin has placed the amulet in the pouch with the few gold pieces and dropped it in his backpack for now; he re-checks the south door in the room and when all are ready, opens it carefully, an unconscious shiver rattling him for a moment. Through the door is a spiral staircase that descends into the temple room, edging south as it spirals down.

Half way down, lantern light reveals that the spiral straightens up to descend directly and becomes an open staircase with no banister or barrier, about 5 feet wide, heading down into the north edge of the temple.

It remains dark and quiet but for a faint whisper that ebbs back and forth across the ears like waves on distant shores.

Morin heads down the spiral staircase, slowly disappearing from view.....to return a few minutes later, scrabbling back up the staircase, apparently unharmed but a little rattled.

He explains:

“OK, two sand giants guarding the double doors and a scarey sonofabitch undead thing, which I'm hoping is the wraithking and not his pet dog." He catches his breath, and finally has a torch lit that he has been juggling with. 

"The other thing is that the floor is covered with a layer of oil." 

Holding up the torch up over the edge of the stairs and grinning, a slightly rattled and maddened look in his eyes, "Shall I? If so, you may want to step back....”

After an almost instant knee-jerk reaction to set the fire, discussion ensues and a plan is entered into, as the party wonder why the floor is covered with oil..

Jarek first confirms that the route back is still clear, no ogres or other creatures and no sign of the route in having been found or tampered with.

Morin secures himself to the ladder and heads up to close the trapdoor, something readily accomplished - although a little nervously now, knowing what lies 100 feet below. After almost an hour, most of the party are heading along the corridor that leads out to the valley with just Morin and Darius staying behind, Darius standing at the top of the stairs, awaiting Morin and ready to help against any undead, armed as he is with Shurudien's items.

A flask of holy water is hurled in first then Morin gives a signal to Darius, glancing once at the undead ogres (further along the corridor and still uninterested, it seems). And then, as most of the party taste fresh air and daylight again, he lets loose the torch...

The two of them join the party shortly afterwards, unharmed and with word that the oil is ablaze - but Morin has pause for concern, too, something he needs to share as the party decide how long to rest and what next to do as the smoke hopefully clears..

"The sand giants opened the door to the pillars," he announces, "went through and closed the doors behind them. In that action, I would assume that the flame affects them. As for the other adversary, well that is another matter. He stood arms outstretched in what appeared to be total enjoyment of the flames. I just hope we haven't made him stronger."

Regardless of the omens, there seems nothing to do other ran rest. Morin and Jarek scout out the area and bring even more unsettling news - in the area at the front of the stronghold, the correct entrance the other side of the hill from the party, a colossal beast is forming, seemingly built from hordes of zombie ogres that are drawn to its undead nexus. At the pace it is growing, it will take some time to be fulfilled so the party, in need of rest, ignore it for now.

After resting a little and praying a lot, Suva carries out a Herculean divine channelling of energies and uses up all but his weakest spells taking care of the various injuries in the party. Afterwards he feels fatigued but mildly elated, and settles to further prayer for the remainder of the day and night. He has earned the right to take no watches!

The party move up the hill a little way where they can gain shelter but not easily be seen and Morin sets off to keep an eye on the colossal undead beast, later to be relieved by Jarek.

Turns are taken to keep a look out form the party's position but all stays quiet through the night.

Ranedil 5th

It's bitterly cold but although the wind is stronger, the clouds have blown over and as dawn approaches, it looks, thankfully, as if it is going to be a clear, bright day.

Jarek returns form his lookout position: the progress of the strange creature's construction is slow (it must have been going on for days already) but it is nearing completion - Morin and he agree that there now seems a gap from the last zombie back to the stronghold from which they issue. If that means that the remaining zombies are the last to be amalgamated then the thing will be finished by the end of the day, most likely.

It's worrying news but the soul-columns, sand giants and the wraithking await. Suva stretches and offers a quiet prayer in the face of the dawn and the party look rejuvenated - some even restless - and ready to go.

As warriors flex and belongings are gathered, Morin draws attention to the valley below, where the party initially entered.

Running at half pace into the valley, making no effort to hide, a leather-armoured figure bounds along gracefully towards the waterfall. At first the temptation is to stay hidden but as the first lights of day stretch shadows all around, the figure becomes recognisable: Calrhuvianne of the Northern Host, the very demihuman rescued from Ghorak Lan, cousin of the Mayor of Galent.

Morin relaxes and allows himself to be seen; the party move down to the waterfall and stronghold secret entrance.

Calrhuvianne's over-large brown eyes shine in warm welcome and his slight mane plays in the breeze. He catches his breath.

"Oh the sun, at last! I'll recover soon. Give me a minute."

He smiles and gulps air, resting his hands on his knees a moment.

"I volunteered to come along after your message was received about the wraithking. I am fortunate to find you so easily! Have you battled it yet? I can join you if not, or take information back, as you prefer. Everybody wishes you well - the situation in Galent is worsening, though and Beryn is in the process of moving so that he can avoid the influence of the foul magics.

Oh, and he suddenly remembered that he hadn't told you how to set the Hawker bags - it could be useful apparently!"

The situation is dscribed to Calrhuvianne and he checks on the construct over the hill, a Dreadnought, having read up on as much as he could after his previous encounter with the High Dwarves.

"That looks like something I read about the destruction of a city by High Dwarf necromancers. It's essentially a siege engine; it's only purpose is to lay waste to its given target. And I would imagine that would be Galent. You might be able to burn it - but it would take a lot of fire.

"By Pelor's light, It would take a lot of anything, it's enormous!

"It must have a source of necromantic power somewhere that binds it and fuels it..."

He looks pensive, for a moment, then adds,

"I think I'm going to have to go back and warn the town. We might have to evacuate with the state things are moving towards.

"And before I forget: the Hawker Bags are easy to adjust - drop two identical items into each bag simultaneously. Empty them out after a chosen amount of time and that amount of time is the new delay for transfer from one bag to the other.

"One thing - anything under 2 or 3 seconds results in zero delay, which cannot be reset. Zero delay in transfer means that a dimensional portal is held open and as a consequence, the bags are likely to become unstable and collapse away to nothing after a while. Well, that's what I was told - and Beryn seemed quite strong on this point. So be careful with them!"

The information is digested and the party suspect that the columns of trapped souls would be the obvious source of necromantic power - something that Suva can vouch for - and that the Hawker bags being set to "zero" could be the way to bring true sunlight directly to them. Unfortunately, Calrhuvianne has very little extra information in repsonse to Suva's query:

"Alas, my friend, I read but one account wherein two of these Dreadnoughts were used to besiege a city. The dwarves employing them were the victors and levelled the city, so little clue to their defeat there. Once the walls and buildings had been torn down, the account said that the Dreadnoughts simply stopped and slowly collapsed into hundreds of ravaged corpses; where they fell disease would spring up and the razed city was left to rot in pestilence for one hundred years.

He shudders.

"From what I can ascertain, Hawksmoor seems to be a necromancer of some sort - and a powerful one. The Dreadnought being created would support that. What little else I have read so far indicates a ruthlessness beyond compare: this place was not littered with undead when I was kept here which seems to tell me that Hawksmoor happily sacrificed a small army of ogres, reducing them to undead before transforming them into the Dreadnought.

"The only thing of small hope - but I will keep trying to uncover more - is that most of the major dread magicks I have read about all reply upon some source of power. Like the columns you have come to destroy. Finding Hawksmoor's sources may be a better way to defeat him than leading a battle against his undead hordes and faithful worshippers." 

Very soon the party decide that the best way to defeat the Dreadnought is to continue with their original plan and destroy the columns - so the wraithking and sand giants are to be face and they head back into to Ghorak Lan. When the time is right, Calrhuvianne will take one Hawker Bag outside to provide thelight source as he heads back to Galent, armed with the note Balin had found, but for now he accompanies the mission.

All is much as it was, so progress is made carefully but quickly. At the top of the steep stairs, tendrils of smoke still roll across floor and lantern light reveals the walls to be sootied - but the 18 hours since the pyromania have worked well, it seems. Although the stench is foul, this was never a perfumed abode and it is easy to ignore.

No ogre zombies stand at the western corridor as they had before but this is a minor concern with the ultimate fate of the zombies now witnessed.

In double quick time, the party are assembled at the top of the spiral staircase and ready to descend into the huge temple room where wraithking and sand giants await. Quick checks enroute have not revealed any changes of statue, lighting or any other major detail, and a brief - and extremely cautious - check ahead by Morin indicates that, although the temple room is still a little smoky, there is no new oil, just dark residue where the original layer has been burned away. It is safe to enter and rage war against the unholy guards!

Jiriki blesses his brother in arms in the name of Kord as Suva adds St Cuthbert's protection to Darius' array of party items, and thus readies him further for the task ahead. The party head down the spiral stairs into the temple and move slowly towards the double doors where a very faint dull glow can be seen through the remaining few trails of sooty smoke. As a little of the distance is covered, Jiriki and Morin move out slightly to one flank as Balin and Jarek move to the other. 

Suva mutters something, preparing a spell or a blessing as he draws his mace, and Darius takes a step forward, eyes trying to pierce the partially lit gloom to find the wraithking.

The two sand giants stand, hulking, at either side of the double doors, their moonglow eyes giving them away. The doors are open now - beyond them is the room that houses the columns of souls and between the sand giants and the columns are four skeletal archers, arrows notched and ready to fire at anything that might enter their eyeless sight, bones slightly luminescent and producing the faint glow.

Nothing moves towards the party as their eyes strain to adjust and they take in the situation.

And then, from somewhere near the base of the stairs, a figure glides silently towards the party - Suva somehow senses its approach and hisses a quiet warning in time for the party to be aware of the shadowy form. A pinpoint glow of red eyes mark out its position and there is the hint of a shape, a caped and armoured body. Every now and then, there is a glint above the eyes where a thorned crown momentarily seems to sit.

This must be the wraithking and a whisper in the air like gentle waves indicates that the sand giants have also stirred.....

As the sand giants begin to move, the skeletal archers step swiftly into the room, advancing as one with a 'clack' of bones. One of the sand giants steps back behind their line as the other advances forward and this falls perfectly into the party's plan.

Even as a volley of arrows lets fly, Kin conjures a fireball at the group of skeletons and sand giant whilst Dalrylshana hurls one of the trinkets from her necklace; it's bang on target and explodes almost at the same point that Kin's magic does. Calrhuvianne moves to protect the two spellcasters from the wraithking as the fireballs detonate with a boom; the sand giant is pushed backwards by the impact and the skeleton archers utterly destroyed!

The second sand giant has moved into the room, Jiriki, Morin, dodging gracefully into position, Balin and Jarek all dashing to intercept it as Suva slows it with a divine invocation that has fearful cracking sounds emanating from the hulking creature. Even so, it barely slows.

Meanwhile, Darius steps up to attack the wraithking as it advances with silent pace.

"With St Cuthbert's blessing and Shuridien' steel, I will end your presence here Wraith," he cries, and launches himself into battle.

The wraithking makes no sound as Darius slashes at it. There is no indication that any harm has befallen the incorporeal foe but neither does its touch slow Darius.

Kin and Dalrylshana pause, their eyes misting momentarily; "not this time" mutters Dalrylshana as she throws off the oh-so-nearly affect of a blinding spell and prepares a counterstrike; Kin is not so lucky and reels, eyesight gone.

A lightning bolt erupts from Dalrylshana's hand, zigzagging through the air to strike the sand giant, now exposed since the archers have fallen. It twists under the ferocity of impact, glass shards tinkling to the ground at its feet, but keeps barrelling forward, slamming into Dalrylshana with bone-crunching force.

Across the room, the other sand giant is attacked by a raging Jiriki who in turn is hammered brutally by the giant's fists; Balin is already there to aid him and Morin and Jarek also hack at the undead giant for all they are worth - it staggers under the blows and shudders as Suva's magic cripples it again, even as he avoids the crashing, flailing arms of the sand giant that has attacked Dalrylshana.

Darius fails to harm the wraithking again but this time his own defence is not as stout and his face pales as his life energies are sucked away.

The archers are down but the speed of the sand giants has separated the party unexpectedly, as Calrhuvianne rallies to Dalrylshana's defence, there is still some battle left to be had.

All at once, the party flow and rearrange their position: Dalrylshana lurches unladylike out of the way of the sand giant, regaining her balance and unleashing a second bolt of lightning at it. This time, the bolt has less effect but slows the approach enough to allow Calrhuvianne chance to oppose it, steering Kin out of the way as he goes. The demihuman strikes as best he can but the sand giant's massive fists turn to him without pause and he is lifted from the floor by the ferocity of the blows and the way through to Kin and Dalrylshana is cleared again.

Jiriki dives out of battle to recover himself and then sets off after a brief pause, a magical glow about him now and the name of Kord on his lips, to come to Calrhuvianne and the mages' aid; he will be there in scant seconds...

Meanwhile, the other sand giant's eyes glow momentarily and Balin has an aura about his head for a moment; whatever was intended, the dwarf battles on without flinch or pause, hacking at the giant foe as its sandy form swirls and reforms around each strike. Jarek is there, too, fighting for all he is worth and taking advantage of his flanking position and allowing Jiriki and Morin to escape without harm but both warriors are struck hard for their endeavour.

Across the room, Morin has sped and tumbled to assist the battling Darius, arriving in time to witness Suva's searing light surge forth from his upraised hands; the wraithking recoils and its shadowy form rolls like ink on water for a moment and it fails to strike Darius who turns a second later towards Suva.

Morin screams out "Suva -watch out! Darius is charmed!", and Suva notes the dim red glow about Darius' eyes as he approaches the cleric and Morin charges at the wraithking, slashing at shadow.

Kin is struck, the blinded mage's half-prepared spell lost to the ether, but Calrhuvianne just manages to block a fatal strike on Dalrylshana as she struggles for her greatsword. The demihuman strikes the giant, grimacing through bloodied lips and then suddenly at its flank, Jiriki appears with devastating effect to strike the sand giant. It staggers noticeably and piles of sand shed from its form.

The other giant is fairing better against Balin and Jarek, but slowly they are reducing its threat, even as its great fists batter them. Suva ignores Darius' approach for a moment, the warrior clearly battling the sapping of his will, and unleashes a second bolt of searing light at the wraithking which shudders and fades for a second under the onslaught but still manages to strike at Morin, who fortunately is unphased and strikes back.

At the middle of the room, Jiriki, Dalrylshana and Calrhuvianne finally destroy the sand giant they are battling but one more and the wraithking, though wavering, still stand.

As Darius approaches Suva, the cleric weaves a spell and commands "sleep"; the warrior rocks lightly and the battle against domination goes out of his eyes - with a smile, he slumps to the ground. 

Nearby, the wraithking is suddenly moving very quickly - however hard Morin tries to block it, the incorporeal undead can pass through objects and his efforts fail as it passes right through him, his body snapping rigid for a moment before he collapses to the floor, unconscious.

Jiriki, barely pausing after the defeat of the first giant draws upon Kord's strength and summons a magical greatsword which hacks at the wraithking as it glides through the gloom, clearly harming it now, by its avoidance.

Dalrylshana sheaths her sword and turns her attention upon the wraithking also, as it speeds in the direction of the sand giant, pausing it for but a fraction of a second.

The remaining giant is still battling toe to toe with Jarek and Balin; the dwarf lands one useful blow, as does Jarek, but the sand giant - fighting now for its existence - summons all of its fading strength: Jarek has a great fist strike him across the chest, sending him flying into the edge of the statue where he slumps to the floor and lays still. Balin takes a perfect blow straight to the face and reels backwards, choking on sand that swirls about his lips and throat, unable to concentrate and falling to one knee, dazed.

Dalrylshana suddenly drops to the floor unconscious as the wraithking flows effortlessly through her body but then the undead beast pauses as Suva calls upon St Cuthbert with all his faith. The cleric has made up ground as best he could as spiritual weapon and spells slowed it slightly and now he drives it back, away from its impending meeting with the sand giant, sweat beading his face.

But now there is nothing to stop the sand giant advancing itself.

Nothing except Jiriki.

Weakened but enraged, the spiritual sword hovers near him as his attention changes to the giant and with one blow the chamber echoes to the boom of steel shattering old, sea-worn bones as the great beast collapses under the impact.

He turns to the wraithking as Suva holds it back but Kin has been concentrating on sounds of movement as best he could and unleashes a spell. Blind as he is, by some miracle, the arcane magic strikes its target and finally the dread wraithking dissipates..... 

Jiriki and Suva act quickly to stabilise Dalrylshana and Jarek, who are almost fatally wounded, and then the party can pause and relax a while. Silence reclaims the temple room. Half the party are unconscious - although already Morin and Darius stir - but the foes have been vanquished!

Like a walking panacea, Suva moves about the room, healing Balin and restoring Kin's eyesight without a word other than to call upon his god.

The three spellweavers then head over to the doors, at Morin's behest as Morin keeps a lookout for any unexpected movement in the room with the columns. He indicates the edge of the doorway and Dalrylshana brings the light of the Illuminatus up for a closer inspection.

After a few moments conferring, it is agreed: these are powerful wards, powerful indeed - the mages are sure of that. And Suva recognises some of the symbols specifically. It seems that this is either some sort of hybridised magic or it is an interweaving of arcane and divine spells but whatever it is, the outcome is certain - only the undead may cross this boundary safely. The wards seem severe, promising energy drain, curses, flames and destruction of magical items.

The boundary is checked quickly by hurling an enchanted coin through it; the coin lands, less it’s enchantment and momentarily alight but the wards remain in place.

The doorway would seem impossible to pass but another option presents itself as Morin discovers a secret trapdoor leading beneath the floor to  a narrow, red-glowing passage. The passage leads to a short lava pit across which the area opens out into a chamber. Sat in here is a large red dragon and the party move back to consider their options.

Morin, confident that he will be the most able to avoid a breath attack, volunteers to speak to the dragon and returns shortly after, unharmed but unhappy.

"It looks as though the beast is tied to this place until tomorrow. It agreed to leave at dawn, but that is too late to prevent the dreadnought from being created out there. Short of that would be us going in and trying to destroy it or force it out, but the layout down there would not allow free combat for all."


Dalrylshana, feeling that she may have more luck with the creature, heads down to talk to it herself as the party decide which of their seemingly impossible choices to pursue.

Morin and Darius set off to retrieve the trapdoor from the secret entrance to the stronghold; they return with it some half hour later, as noon approaches, unharmed and without extraneous adventures to tell. They have been careful not to open it of course, and this is why it has taken a while. Meanwhile, attempts to dispel the magic on the wards has failed and then the party suddenly realise – underscored by the wailing of Sybelius – that Dalrylshana has not returned.
 

She is found sleeping by Jiriki and Morin, a small dart stuck in her neck. The dragon is nowhere to be seen )nor is the gold it was atop) but there are two unconscious olog-hai (swiftly and mercilessly dispatched by Jiriki), also later found to have darts stuck in them. Morin in particular is concerned as to why a red dragon would be using darts and whether some of what they have seen has been an illusion – Jiriki is confused as to why Dalrylshana’s assailant didn’t just kill her. 

Worse still, the Illuminatus us missing from her belongings.

When Dalrylshana finally comes to, she can unfortunately, recall very little - she stepped around the corridor and was preparing to
speak to the dragon; she remembers it moving...oddly...and then consciousness simply faded away. She doesn’t recall taking out the Illuminatus upon approaching it, which is odd as it suggests that whoever took it somehow knew she had it – or was very opportunistic. She is very upset about its loss!

“The red dragon probably wasn't a dragon at all... That's probably why it knocked me out - it knew that I'd be able to tell... The question is, why did whatever it was tell you, Morin, that it couldn't move until tomorrow??? Was it just trying to buy time - or..." [looks instantly sullen] "...did it just want the illuminatus?? And if so, then why?? - could it be that there are more illusions here than we have thought??"


Meanwhile, Calrhuvianne is getting a bit antsy - he's been underground a bit longer than he would like and requires sunlight to heal himself well. And he also wishes to get going to Galent to take the information he has. He leaves with the blessing of the party.

Wishing to try all options, and having made the effort to retrieve the trapdoor, it is rigged to be opened across the warded threshold from a few feet away by means of some cunningly fixed ropes. The remainder of the party edge further out of the way, ready to aid if need be, and then Morin lets the trapdoor unfold across the threshold...

There is a flash of light as the frame is engulfed in flames and the wooden parts begin to burn; there is also a crackle of light filling the entire doorway and a burst of dark energy pulses out from the trapdoor and then snaps back; for a moment, there is a dark, bat-winged shape framed in the doorway but then it is gone. The doorway remains intact and the trapdoor burns, its own magics exhausted.

The wards along the threshold still appear to be in place. With tuts of disappointment, the party head down the trapdoor and
into the erstwhile dragon's lair.

Two olog-hai lay motionless and dead, despatched mercilessly by Jiriki; he grins at Balin and marks a "one to me" in the air at him.

Moving into two groups, the party prepare to search out their quarry but it becomes quickly evident that the two routes initially noted, whilst open and accessible, are probably no the route required. Directly past where the dragon had been stood (the party having no problem navigating the jump over the short lava pit) there is another, narrow passage which ends abruptly with a trapdoor in the roof.

It doesn't take Balin's underground directional sense to tell you that the trapdoor comes out to one side of the columns in the room; it is locked but is not warded. 


Carefully, and half expecting a fire trap to explode in his face at any moment, Jarek moves the trapdoor and sets a hand through. Nothing.

Next a shoulder, his head. Still nothing.

Pretty soon, he is in the room and all still remains calm. The dead olog-hai do not stir, nor does anything else below ground and the room is not filled with new enemies to face. The columns await, and victory awaits, too, it seems.

As Suva prays, the rest of the party wait anxiously for light to stream through the Hawker Bag that Jarek patiently holds open; as long as it seems to take, there is only a short while to wait and then daylight does indeed gleam through into the hellish dark of the room. For perhaps the first time. Under the light alone, limited as it is, the twisted shapes that make up the columns seem to turn and move quickly in the stone - but the movement is as tortuous as it has always looked.

Mesmerising as the stone bodies' flow might be, this is no time for voyeurs. Jarek holds the bag steady, leaking light onto the column and continually adjusting the position of his hand as they tingle uncomfortably on the destabilised Hawker Bag. Balin and Jiriki grin at each other as Dalrylshana watches with intrigue, stroking Sybelius, and then the barbarian's hammer strikes pulls a full swing and then hurtles in hard on the spot of light. Splinters of stone fly through the room and a low moan resonates.

Balin follows with a second strike and Jiriki is already swinging again when he stops and notices the column - already a series of cracks have spread about it and the moving forms have receded like wet clay, leaving the columns smooth but for the breaks. The moaning is rising in pitch and the part react instinctively, feeling the omens in the air: Suva releases himself from prayer, still speaking quietly to his god as he blesses the changing column. Dalrylshana checks the trapdoor to make sure nothing has blocked the route out as Jarek moves the light source to the second column.

Balin body checks Jiriki to slow him down and make sure he gets first strike this time and then the second column soon follows the fate of the first; the first column is shaking now and the moaning is rising to a deafening pitch. Instinct drives the party the trapdoor and just in the nick of time – the first column factures at its middle and begins to collapse, exploding fragments whizzing through the air. Dust and shrapnel inhibit the view but sounds indicate the second column is following suite as the party get below the floor to safety. In the cacophonous roar of shattering masonry, the moaning, escalated now to screaming pierces the ear-drums more and then is gone.

Only the sound of tumbling stone is left now as the shaking subsides and then a whisper rides onto the air beneath the booms. Back and forth the sound darts, dizzying the senses with its pace and gathering to a crescendo. With a swooping rush, pale ghostly forms suddenly appear from the trapdoor, moving down then up and in all directions. Many glide effortlessly through the party but no harm befalls: there is only a feeling of release, of enormous relief. Patterns of thought dance across the party's minds - impressions of people long dead, not all good, nor bad but all with their souls incarcerated for a long, long time.

They leave a lingering feeling of thanks and an aura of magic before at last searching out final rest and then silence and dust begin to settle again - the trapped souls are free....only a low, slow, distant booming can be heard moving above ground. Morin’s voice, shouted through the Hawker Bag, soon explains what it is:

“It did not destroy the thing - it just stopped any further undead from being added. Suva, you need to get word to Beryn to warn them. It may not be complete, but the dreadnought is heading towards Galent with immense speed."

The party move quickly to reunite and decide their next move; Suva does not have chance to send any message yet as his efforts are focussed on keeping up with his comrades! Up they plough through the trapdoor and then the spiral stairs, past the bedroom and up the step onto the walkway.

Jarek pauses as Dalrlyshana, Suva, Jiriki and Balin head onwards, with the Hawker Bag still tingling in his hand and a loose thread hanging through it, following a plan shouted through teh bag by Morin who has fastened the other end of the thread to the drawstrings of his own Hawker Bag. Jarek draws back his arm and in one swift movement pulls the thread sharply through, dragging the second Hawker Bag through the first and hurls it towards the statue. The bag seems to stop only inches from him and the air shimmers and glows all about it - this curiosity will be its own only observer, however, as Jarek catches up with the others.

Minutes later, having rushed along corridor, down stairs, through secret entrance and then along long tunnelway to the party are reunited outside in the cold afternoon air by the waterfall, Morin, Darius and Kin having jogged downhill from the opening in the roof.

The booming walk of the vast Dreadnought is already distant as its huge gait takes it on its journey at enormous, impossible speed.

Jarek laughs as he exits the waterfall last and the party turn to look at him - he has a very odd expression on his face, beads of sweat trickling down his forehead. And then it becomes suddenly evident that his right arm is missing, severed at the shoulder, a perfectly cauterised amputation. He is in no pain and there is no blood but he is suffering from the shock of the loss!

Morin is wracked with the guilt of his chaotic plan but knows there is more at stake yet: the Dreadnought grew no further but something that fuels it still remains and the party must yet again enter the stronghold.

Suva sends a message to Beryn, 'Vast undead Dreadnought heading to Galent. If destroyed it will bring pestilence. Too fast for us, you must stop it before it gets to city' - and then in they head again.

It takes but 15 minutes for the party to head back through the secret entrance, up the stairs, along the passages and onto the walkway, looking down into the temple room with the statue; it's enormous and will take some effort to destroy. There is no sign the Hawker Bags, nor Jarek's arm.

However, as a curious artefact left by the destruction of both, there is a gap, a small tear in the air about two inches in diameter, hovering at the edge of the walkway. Light leaks through it, hardly blazing but giving a little illumination and the outside (probably where Morin had been) can be seen through it.

Jiriki stares curiously at the rift letting light through, head moving about to check the different points of view available, but then gathers himself with glee at the thought of heading back underground and claps Balin on the shoulder in encouragement. The party head back across the step into the room with the magical door and the bedroom beyond and down the spiral staircase into the temple room.

Then they split up: Jarek, Dalrylshana, Darius and Suva remain in the temple room as Morin, Jiriki, Balin and Kin head underground to the chamber where the "dragon" was met.

Investigating the statue is soon given up on as it is clearly too sturdy to move and does not seem to be the source of necromantic power - and besides that, Jiriki appears to indicate that his half of the party have found a third column. Unfortunately, it is warded like the first two with no obvious way to get to it.

Swiftly the party is back together, Balin in guard position using his darkvision to advantage and Kin is already pondering the impassable. Morin is scouting out the other possible routes for anything that might be of help and returns 20 minutes later.

“Back yonder,” Morin indicates the south east corridor, “is where they dump their victim's corpses, and there are too many to count...far too many."

He takes a breath of air, and expels it slowly, pushing the memory from his mind’s eye.


"Down there," he adds, indicating the eastern route, "appears to be where our disguised dragon and user of darts is hiding out.”


The rogue hands over a few grains of tobacco to Dalrylshana.  "He or she either likes to inhale from the leaf, or uses it for some 
other  reason...is it a known ingredient for a spell, do you know? The corridor narrows dramatically, which would make it difficult to get through, but possible - although it would give our opponent an ideal opportunity to hit us with darts, I reckon."

Dalrylshana does not recognise the tobacco as a spell component but she is keen to find the character that used it in order to get the Illuminatus back. A mild argument breaks out as some of the party want to find this “dragon” whilst others try to remind them that their primary aim is to stop the Dreadnought. Inevitably, the party splits up, Morin initially showing Jarek to the point where the passage narrows – Jarek is keen to do something useful, a tint of madness edging his action following the loss of his arm. Morin returns with Jarek’s equipment, Jarek having insisted on searching beyond the passageway unhindered.

As the rest party head back to the room with the two original columns in, Darius decides he cannot leave Jarek by himself almost at the same time that Balin, moving easily with his darkvision, dashes off to aid his comrade........and search out a battle. Dalrylshana joins Darius, hoping to regain the Illuminatus and the remaining four find that there is no sign of the pit discovered here on the last visit, which was previously covered with illusory floor - the area in front of the east double doors is entirely solid now.

The doors themselves are tough to open but eventually give - after being checked for safety. There is only a couple of feet of room beyond them and then the entire corridor is collapsed, much as the other side (where the party entered Ghorak Lan) had been. However, a little lantern light shines through the northern wall, where it has been partially destroyed, and half of the party suddenly remember that the Ceredophilus came from behind an illusory wall into the room with the columns. 

A quick check reveals that the illusory wall is still there; nothing solid blocks passage. More relevantly, the corridor beyond is intact.

The corridor leads around to a room which holds stairs leading down and although these seem to end with a wall, this is soon shown to be illusory in nature and a safe route to the third column has been found. Unfortunately, although Jiriki stands poised with his hammer, there is no daylight here.

It seems that the entire column will need to be removed and taken to daylight but surely this would be impossible. Time is passing dangerously and no solution seems obvious – Jiriki sets off to bring the rest of the party back to help solve the problem. Morin fidgets and checks the room for anything that might be useful but coming up empty and frustrated, then sets off to find if there is actually anything left of the Hawker bags, or any way to reverse what has been done to them.

Kin and Suva stand considering the options with the third column: the stairs down through room beyond the illusory wall where the first two columns were has given access to it but the problem remains of how to get sunlight here, now that the Hawker bags are gone. Their contemplations are broken by the return of Jiriki, leading a swift entrance of Darius, Balin, Dalrylshana and finally Jarek, who collects his temporarily abandoned belongings and tends to the remains of his arm, causing him some small pain every now and then and clearly having been bleeding a little (which it had not been previously). 

Before pleasantries can be swapped, the final member of the party returns from his own searches: Morin. And he is carrying an arm. 

He rushes to Jarek

"The portal is fading, and when it does, I think your arm will be permanently severed. At this point in time, I think that it isn't, just displaced. Stand still and relax your body, and if possible, imagine and focus on the fact that your arm is hanging at your side. Suva, Kin and Dal - If I'm wrong then this may need your help - healing and mending skills, possibly."

Jarek stares at the arm,a look of disdain on his face.

"You sure its mine?"he says, his nose twitching slightly.Sighing,he looks away and closes his eyes, trying to focus on being 'whole' again. Suddenly he spins round.

"Bugger the arm. Is there still light in the portal and can we get it here Morin? We must save the city!"

Morin replies, “I have tried, but it is insubstantial, just a rift in space. I had hoped to find the thread still attached, such that I might re-invert it, but there is nothing but the hole. As I watched, the hole almost closed, and the arm began to bleed - as did your shoulder, by the looks of things. There is no way to return the bags, and little enough time to fix you up. Once it goes, you will likely begin spouting blood, risking your life, so we need to fix you up now, so please stand still and do as I've asked, otherwise this might end up being attached backwards. Once we get you back whole, we can discuss the column."


Suddenly, he pauses, face and body stone still.

"Bugger!"
 

"Clarity of thought returns. Hold your arm in place - Suva, stand ready to heal. Kin, Dal, follow me, I'll explain as we run."

He turns to sprint from the room as the baffled party do as he asks.

Much happens in the next few minutes. Morin, Kin and Dalrylshana leave at pace - the "rift" hanging in the air near the walkway, Morin has suddenly realised, is mobile, as he had subconsciously noticed the second, connected rift (outside where the second Hawker bag had been) bobbing in the air with the breeze.

It has nothing to grasp on to but somehow is moveable just through air currents, at least, and Dalrylshana's conjured Unseen Servant is perfect to give her unexpected control over it. Meanwhile, with Jarek's arm held in place, Suva cast his divine spell. There is a crackling of the air about shoulder and arm - Suva's raised eyebrow indicates this is not normal with the spell.

Suddenly Jarek screams and blood erupts from the limb and shoulder; a limb that was somehow displaced and had caused him no pain previously now feels severed. But Suva's magic is strong and blessed and the bloodflow is stemmed almost instantly as the arm is miraculously fixed in place, painful, bruised and weak. But whole.

The remainder of the party return as fast as the unseen servant can propel the rift - a hole in reality looking out to the outside above the stronghold and being driven through the air invisibly. An odd sight! However, whatever strange magical connection separated Jarek's arm but kept him unharmed has been affected by the mending and the floating rift is clearly very unstable. Four or five times a second it pulses, shrinking to almost nothing and then back to a few inches wide, a diffuse aura about it. There may be only seconds to act but there can be no question what to do: Dalrylshana positions the rift so that the strobing light from outside meekly bathes an area of the column and Jiriki is swiftly in attendance with hammer. The first strike lands with a crack but is mistimed with the pulsing rift. The second misses the mark and tension mounts but Jiriki breathes deep, watches the changing rift and strikes true. 

There is a boom throughout the cavern and Jiriki drops the hammer under the sonic impact as the rest of the party clutch their ears. 

As the echo fades, a crack runs the length of the column and white forms pull them selves through the widening break. The column begins to crumble and lose pieces but even as the entire cavern seems to rumble, it pauses, held without increasing volume. A ghostly shape condenses out of the ether, its form never settling but a voice slides into the air.

“Released.”

“My thanks. I have seconds before I am granted my wished-for rest. Speak quickly your wish and I will grant the boon if it is in my power." 

The rumbles in the cavern continue, held on a brink, it seems for now. 

Suva reacts quickly and turns to the rest of the party.

"Surely we must ask that the dreadnought is destroyed?"


Jiriki agrees and Morin adds that the disease its destruction would carry should be removed  - whilst also attempting to ascertain the being’s name.

"Your own actions have destroyed the construct - but I will remove the disease it would leave. You choose with honour, when you could have taken more. Fare well, and good luck."

Noticeably failing to leave its name, the shape fades to nothing and then the rumbling increase in magnitude all about.

Suddenly, the column explodes but in a fraction of a second the fragments slow to almost zero velocity and transmute to powder before speeding out again in harmless cloud.

But this not the end of matters: the stronghold seems to be collapsing about the party.

Suva casts a prayer spell, hoping it may give some aid as some of the party begin to head towards the temple. Darius shouts out to the party, “Weve just come from another exit, lets head to that as its much closer......”

Darius leads the way and Balin, much as it pains him, realises that retrieving the cloak and dagger will take him in the opposite
direction from the rest of the party. Impetuous he can be - but not suicidal.

Swiftly, checking Jarek is alright (and remarkably, but for a very, very sore arm, he is) the party exit under Suva's blessings. The whole place seems to be falling apart so there is no time for anything but a hasty exit down the shuddering passage, slowed momentarily as the passage narrows, then onwards hastily into a newer portion, past the corpse of an umber hulk and finally to an exit point. All the way, the grand symphony of destruction fills the air with a cacophony of booms.

As the party clamber out of the rising passage and back into daylight and onto solid ground, dust and splinters of rock billow out of their exit point, the final death-cough of Ghorak Lan.


The valley remains empty and the thunderous noise starts to subside as dust rises into the air from over the hill. Getting their bearings, the party realise they are only yards across the valley from the waterfall that marked their own secret entrance.

The way to Galent lies out of the valley.

It's a difficult wrench but the party decide to leave the missing Illuminatus, the vanished Hawker bags, cloak, dagger, dimensional rift, unchecked olog-hai guard bodies, "dragon" and other small and unexplained details to the ruins of Ghorak Lan and the tomb of the wraithking. The minutes of discussion have produced no dragon climbing to freedom and there is only trust and hearsay that the Dreadnought is destroyed. 

Setting an even pace and staying alert (although if any reinforcements had arrived to protect the stronghold, they would surely have shown themselves by now?) the party head back towards Galent, following the river initially as the large tracts of cut up and smashed landscape indicate in no uncertain terms which way the Dreadnought went. 

............ 

Ranedil 6th

Thankfully, the journey, whilst tiring, is uneventful and is halted about 15 miles from Galent. The party have travelled through the night and made excellent time, keeping hurrying on as more distance was passed without finding the Dreadnought. It's after dawn on 6th Ranedil and fatigue is fairly high but victory is clear: a vast area is covered in hundreds and hundreds of bodies of ogrish zombies. The Dreadnought seems to have utterly dismantled itself mid-step and many of the unmoving zombies are torn to pieces where that have landed harshly. 

And then it strikes the senses that there is no smell other than that of the hills and grass. Whatever the spirit freed was, it has cleansed this area, good to its word and no disease will sprout from this congregation of death. 

The Dreadnought is gone, the stronghold is in ruins: certainly a victory! 

And then the party see Beryn: he's crouched, tired-looking, at the other side of the field of zombies, contemplating, it seems. Calrhuvianne is with him and waves the party to join them through the carnage. 

Close up, Calrhuvianne doesn't look too well but he explains before any question can be brought: 

"This...thing," he waves his hand over the vast area of scattered zombies, "It overtook me on my way back here - I heard it coming from miles. I was bowled to one side by it and have contracted something but I think I'll be OK; it's easing off already. 

"Although Galent isn't really saved............Beryn?" 

Beryn stands and straightens, stretching his back, and sighing. 

"It's been a tiring few days!" he begins with a slow smile. "It's good to see you all looking well. I received Suva's message, of course, and I've been looking at the note Calrhuvianne had and it leaves me worried."

"I should tell you first of all that we have given up on Galent; it is abandoned. Most of the townsfolk have left as the mystical malaise got worse and rumours and gossip abounded. Moebius is in hiding, as a cleric in town knew of his presence at my farmstead and would not stay quiet about it as he began to panic.

"Dhurghumlund is effectively at war. Hawksmoor's plans were much more advanced than any intelligence the mayor had gathered suggested. The Dreadnought was a declaration of it - he did not need it to finish Galent; it is merely a show of strength. The pyres and obelisks marking out the symbol of the Unnamed were enough to finish the city and the river link from sea to mountains is broken. Even now, boats leave Pen Duras for Karubai carrying those who fear the catastrophe of war. The great stone halls of Rin Duras are closing and the dwarves are gathering their men from the mines. These are dark days, indeed. And we have no idea what Hawksmoor will do next.

"But that is not my worst fear." 

He waves the notes from the cylinder that Calrhuvianne had been carrying, "Hawksmoor's plan came to him from a dream dragon, a dark beast that breathed sinister plots," he reads. "It is my feeling that this is the Mogradjinn's claws at work - it has set the country to war by planting a scheme with Hawksmoor. But it's motive, I am sure, is to keep him away from the Sword of Names by occupying his other ambitions. The Mogradjinn must have somebody who has infiltrated Hawksmoor's inner circle."

"The Sword should remain our main thought, though I am unsure where to pursue it next." 

Easing away from his doom-laden comments, he adds, "By the way, I assume that the stunning destruction of this Dreadnought is down to you? If the situation was different, I am sure the mayor would hold another feast in your honour!"

Morin replies as Suva rests and prays.

"With hammers and light through the hawker bags. There were two columns for it's creation, and one to maintain it. The final column held within it some spirit, which granted us a wish once it was freed. We chose to dispel the disease from the dreadnought, which probably explains why you are getting better Calrhuvianne." 

He pauses a while to take in everything that has occurred.

"Do you know where Moebius is hiding?"

“Hmm, that was very good of you all. I wonder who that spirit was.......?,” muses beryn, “And what else you might have chosen........”.  He seems lost in the possibilities for a moment and then recovers his concentration. 

"No matter.  Moebius is in the City-Between-Places. He can walk safely there, although it means that communication and organisation is a little strained, to say the least.  But you need rest - there is camp a couple of miles from here where some of Galent's folk have gathered, deciding on their own fates. There are enough there for us all to be safe for now and rest easily, I think."

It's not too far, even for tired legs and the warmth of a campfire is welcome. Dozens of carts are gathered, crammed with belongings and there must be 200 people there. It's about lunchtime and a rough and hearty stew is prepared and the party are welcome to partake - there is a communal atmosphere born in friendship but stretched to its limits by suffering, loss and argument. 

Many of the predominantly dwarven folk greet their heroes with the best smiles they can muster, recognising them well, but there is a serious discussion at every cart. Many want to head to their brothers in Rin Duras, others argue that the way is too dangerous now and that Pen Duras would be a better option. Still others that whilst they have been forced out of Galent, they have not abandoned it and should seek out and destroy the magic that has attacked them. 

The party settle and discuss what they should – there is a strong feeling that battle should be taken to Hawksmoor and Galent returned to normal.

A couple of younger dwarves rather meekly - clearly impressed with the elven sorceress' stature and looks, mildly dishevelled as they are - bring over some strong brandy in a hard leather bag and then scuttle off, whispering. Bowls of hot food and bread are easily had - for now, whilst rations are plentiful - and welcome. Soon the party has naturally found its own space in the caravan and are gathered to discuss what to do next.

Beryn answers Morin’s questions about Hawksmoor as the rogue opens his backpack to fish out the amulet from the olog-hai guard he placed some time ago..

"I think Hawksmoor will be annoyed but no more than that; the stronghold was already abandoned by the Ghull, which suggests it had achieved its purpose to me. Hawksmoor's larger plans are already in motion, whatever they might be.

"But my concern is still the Mogradjinn: whilst you are right to have concern about the people of Galent and war that looms, that is entirely playing into the Mogradjinn's plans. Even Hawksmoor has been manipulated, I am sure of it; if we push our energies towards defeating the High Dwarf's plans, then how far will the beast's plans have come by then? What problems might the werewolf have caused in that time? How much closer might the Sword of Names be to being made whole?"

Beryn pauses as Morin passes over the amulet, checking the inside of the pouch it was with interest as he does – it is singed, presumably by the amulet.

"Hmm. Some sort of scrying device? I'll have to look at this later........," Beryn says and slips the amulet inside his robe.

"And do not think your actions have been in vain; whilst Galent is still uninhabitable, you have avoided its destruction and the unleashing of a plague upon the ruins. Many of these people and many more besides would be dead if the Dreadnought had reached its target.

"And do not also think that the search for the Sword is paused: we have the hilt and elemental gems. The Mogradjinn has only the scabbard. And we know where the lightning gem is. And I am also very sure where the blade is, the trickiest of the items to retrieve. I will not say where out in the open, however.”

Beryn’s previous comment about being ‘unsure where to pursue it next’ would seem to have been about which option to choose, rather than a lack of options! 

"As ever, your fate is bound up in the Sword and you must decide: hope that having some part of the Sword creates a stalemate as far as its reunion is concerned, be a hero to the people of Galent and risk the Mogradjinn closing in on the Sword.

"Or , leave Dhurghumlund to fight its own wars and protect them from an ongoing and greater threat.

"You all must decide. I will take this amulet over to my cart for study....", he rises to his feet and heads in the direction of one of two large covered wagons he has indicated as his.


Discussion, laced with quantities of dwarven brandy, ensues again, this time with the party thinking more that they should go after the blade – the blade and hilt reunited is a powerful weapon in its own right, to those with Heredwaith blood inn them. As all the party have such a lineage, its acquistion would be of great benefit in combating both the Mogradjinn and the  Hawksmoor.

The afternoon passes into the evening as the party get in to full swing, drinking, relaxing and throwing off the tension and difficulties of the last few days. It's a whirlwind of motion with dancing and singing.....most if it not very good...but appreciated nonetheless by the dwarves, as the entire camp momentarily forgets the brink that it stands at.

It's a good feeling.

And then dawn approaches and reality with it.

It seems that most of the party have ended up crammed in or around Beryn's wagons. There are also a couple of the hardier dwarfs that had lasted well and as sunlight wreaks its painful havok, they stumble off to find their families with a vague grumble and muttered salutation.

Beryn has some water and a strong-tasting, warm, watery, savoury concoction which gives life back to tongues and deadens the pain behind daylight-stricken eyes. A little.

Taking advantage of the situation, he presses for a decision by the party:

"The lightning gem or the blade? Moebius is elsewhere for now and you all seemed quite keen to get the blade last night. It involves a trek to the mountains of Lhandroth-Yar and likely the most difficult of the three tests; Serestius' hiding place. And it's barbarian country.

"So," he says, matter-of-factly and in an irritatingly good mood, "we ride in an hour?"

......

Sluggish at first, the party soon gather themselves and start to shake off the hangovers and focus on the serious business ahead. The party are heading to the mountains of Llhandroth-Yar where a barbarian tribe, the Zeres-Kai, whom Beryn usually refers to as the Dragon Clan reside. It is they, he believes, who have the blade of the Sword of Names. 

Calrhuvianne bids his farewells as he feels he should stay to help Galent, once he has found the mayor, who is conspicuous by his absence. Leaving behind the caravan of dwarves, still all deciding what next to do, the party set off. 

The first part of the journey is the most awkward as it requires the party to travel through the town to get across the river. Beryn explains that the centre of the town seems the worst affected by the magical malady and leads you around the outskirts, over the river and out the gate at the other side of the walls.  As quick as the crossing is made it is not quick enough to avoid the malaise - you can feel doubt and despair crossing your minds.

Too many enemies, we'll never get the Sword of Names, Hawksmoor is too strong, the Mogradjinn is too strong, better to give in. 

Beryn is protected by his bracer, though, and aids when needed to move you all along. Safely out of the streets and minds freed once more, there is less danger of the horses panicking under the magical influences destroying Galent, so it is time to mount up and head out. Beryn has a cart with him with some provisions for the journey and each of the party has their own steed. It's a cold morning, sharp enough to paint breath and it feels good to be moving. 

It transpires, as Beryn explains, that some time ago, Beryn himself had interceded in a tribal war over land between the Zeres-Kai, a dragon god worshipping barbarian tribe, and Jiriki's tribe. He elicited a truce by virtue of finding Jiriki's tribe splendid lands to take as their own. Beryn benefited from befriending both Jiriki and Karnak through this but his motive was to stop any attention being drawn to the Zeres-Kai if the battles spilled onto the plains. 

He had reasoned that it might be a fair guess that the icon of worship for barbarians might be a sword, as with Kord's own symbol. If it had been brought by a great dragon......well, the possible conclusions are obvious. The Zeres-Kai might hold the blade you seek. How to get it is another matter, although Beryn's manner seems to suggest that all-out war will not be necessary! He has a map with the route to follow laid out - it's a little tortuous but he is sure it is the best way to avoid problems and get to your destination without bringing any undue attention to your quest. He has marked on the map the apparent position of Hawksmoor's pyres and obelisks, extrapolated from a couple that had been scouted out. The scale is impressive and it is no wonder that they were not spotted before the magic was complete! 

North and then east and then north and then east again, the party travel onwards through days. There is one early and friendly encounter with a dwarven party who are searching out straggler orcs from a recent battle and it is clear that quite a number of dwarves have not given up and are attempting to reclaim their city. Little other than that distracts from the journey - Suva takes plenty of time to pray and Morin is particularly quiet, soaking up the scenery and relaxing.

By Ranedil the 14th, the party are making good time and are just less than halfway to their destination. Rest for the evening is taken on a direct line between northernmost obelisk and northernmost pyre, according to the map. Although it must be a day and-a-half away, the cool, quiet evening allows the hint of battle to be heard from the west, where the obelisk stands. It's difficult to resist going to join the battle but Beryn pleads for the party to resist their urges. 

The night will be long.

The party move onwards again, travelling more or less north in a slight arc and avoiding any confrontation. There is no road to follow and as the terrain changes, only animals scatter clear - neither bandits, nor mercenaries, merchants nor adventurers have their paths crossed. By Ranedil 27th, the weather is closing in and snow is in the air, especially as the land starts to rise. A bitter and strong wind slows progress and more care has to be taken to keep the horses healthy and the cart in good repair as the ground underfoot becomes stony and treacherous.

North of the east edge of the Llhandroth-Yar, beyond the haunted stones known as Ereband, lie the harsh climes where Jiriki's tribe now resides in peace. The party's route, however, takes them first into a wide valley and then upwards into the high mountains. Horses will need to be led by hand by the time you get there but Beryn assures you that no mountaineering will need to be attempted before you reach the Zeres-Kai.

A problem presents itself as you enter the valley, however. Light snow whips about in small eddies from the valley floor. A couple of tough, weathered-looking barbarians step up from beyond large boulders, unheard in the howling wind. They adjust their furs to clearly show they are armed and one of them looks about theatrically - you get the message: there are more of them in the valley. 

Jiriki moves to step forward but Beryn stops him quickly - they are of Jiriki's tribe. Or were.

Beryn whispers quickly before they get to close. 

"Damn, I was a little afraid of this: these are likely a nomadic or bandit breakaway from Jiriki's people. I'm not sure what they want but I may have to head back here and leave you to it. I expect it's about me and anything I say will likely make things worse. Or we go the long way, or..." 

Before he can add anything else the two barbarians are in range, unmoved by the wind and snow, immune, it seems, to the cold. 

"You're not welcome here Beryn. Not everybody was happy to leave our home of decades. Turn away from here and take your friends."

Though tension mounts, bloodshed is avoided by Beryn leaving but insisting the rest of the party are allowed to move on. The party presents a fearsome force and the barbarians are no fools, so an agreement is reached.

Beryn gives brief directions and is fairly sure that Zeres-kai scouts will probably already have seen you all. He also gives a snowy owl feather to Morin, rather than a spare set of Hawker bags - it is a token to remind the Zeres-kai chieftain of a promise. There are three potions of healing for Balin, who has been persistent in his requests and is mollified a little by the gift. And finally a scroll to Suva. It is a portal bringer; a route to the City-Between-Places and it's the only one he's got so use it wisely, if at all!

Wishng you the best of luck, Beryn starts the awkward task of turning his cart around. If you manage to retrieve the blade - or even of you don't - you have two good options for where to head to. Either back to Galent and the fight for the city, where some resistance will hopefully have been mobilised by Hogun and Karnak. Or to the City-Between-Places, where Moebius and Beryn will be attempting to find either the Mogradjinn or Azal Magrothir.

If you have not returned in a week, Beryn will come looking.
................

There is a pass part way down the valley and a stony route that leads higher into the mountains. The horses need to be lead by hand here and although you are walking into a very obvious place for an ambush, there seems little option but to press on. After an hour, there is no sign of the barbarians that had begun to follow a little - although the snow is falling thickly now and you would be gifted indeed to make out much!

Foraging to get a fire going takes up a large portion of the freezing evening before rest can be had. The following day, after removing excess snow from beards and locks where appropriate, you are pleased to find a clear morning. Sharp and cold but bright and no snow falling.

28th Ranedil 

 The route (which sounded shorter in Beryn's description) leads the party slowly, ever upwards until the ground levels out a little. There are some impressive views but as you stretch and catch breath, almost on perfect cue the day is
disturbed by the approach of six barbarian warriors, moving with grace and ease over the rocks, feet barely crunching in the fresh snow. They are clothed in hide and furs but metal clasps on clothing and weapons are noticeably claw-shaped.

Jiriki has to hold himself back as a momentary burst of anger almost overcomes him; no doubt this is the once enemy, the Zeres-kai.

The first barbarian to speak is surprisingly chirpy and well-spoken in his manner.

"Wotcher. Got up the hill okay, then? I'm surprised you've brought horses!

"Now then, are you passing through or do you want something. You're on territory that is guarded by the Zeres-kai and you're free to pass through under our protection."

There is a slight pause and a tightening of the smile as the last comment is made.

"As long as your actions are friend, not foe and bring no ill to the mountains."


Morin speaks up and tells the barbarian that the party have no wish to pass through but rather have business with the chief. The barbarian in a curiously good mood, they are led to the chief.

With no obvious other option, the party follows the friendly barbarian. It's only about 30 minutes before the ground finally stops rising and drops into a shallow region, vast and partially sheltered from the elements, though still very cold. Although there is something of an impression of these mountain barbarians making their homes as they need them, this area seems more permanent.

A great granite sword with a dragon wrapped all about its length is the striking visual centrepiece of the entire area, a large fire burning in front of it. There are strong tents spread across the area and a couple of small stone buildings that are probably stores of some type. Children are playing, indicating the familial nature of the gathering, and they are shepherded away as the party approach. Other characters, men and women, all armed, close in slowly on the statue area and from a large leather tent an aged barbarian steps. Pulling himself to his full height he strokes his greying beard and strides to meet the party, followed by a wild-eyed, tousle-haired barbarian who is painted head to foot in bright red and wears a number of unpleasantly gutted bodies of small animals about his person. He is later discovered to be called Sanguine and appears to be a cleric or shaman of some sort.

Although old, the chieftain is fit and well and his eyes are sharp and focussed.

"Chief Rann," announces your escort, pulling a small dagger from his side and holding it handle first towards the chieftain as he speaks. "My greetings and blood are yours. Apparently this band have some grave news and wish to see you about some pact. They have tried nothing on the way here."

He steps away, the last line rather odd put presumably indicating some sense of trust, replacing his dagger. The chieftain drops to his haunches, casually tidying the edges of the fire at the base of the large statue as he speaks calmly.

"Well.......?"


Morin leads the conversation again – when asked to produce an amulet to indicate he is truly from beryn, he only produces the feather he was given and it turns out that the “amulet request” was merely a test. There are a couple of misunderstandings as each party dances around the subject (both seemingly ill informed by Beryn!) and then finally, when it is realised that the right to enter the Dragon God’s Eyrie is likely the main objective, the chief makes a decision.

Rann ponders for an interminable while and then says, "No: Beryn Lock alluded to things, it seems now, without actually saying very much." 

"However, it seems to me that the right to enter the Eyrie is what this will all be about. All explanation and discussion can come afterwards. If you do not survive, the words will have been unnecessary." 

Sanguine jumps to his feet quickly, his words rushed and passionate, "N-no my chief, it is forbidden!" 

Rann reacts quickly, drawing a dagger so fast you barely see the movement. In a second, he has nicked his own palm and smeared blood onto the chest of Sanguine, where it loses itself in the blood-red daubings. 

"It was agreed and thus it is so. This is your chieftain's word and you are now bloodbound." 

There is a light rumbling in the encampment for a moment as Sanguine glares at the chief; some of the larger warriors take a half-step towards their leader but then, just as it seems you may be witness to a rebellion, it is over. Sanguine bows and says, with no trace of malice nor sarcasm. 

"Forgive me. My passions overcome me." 

With a gesture and an obvious parting of gathered warriors, it is clear that Sanguine intends to lead you across the encampment and then higher still into the mountains.

It seems that there is little the party can do but follow the erratically moving Sanguine as Chief Rann steps away and begins talking to one of his people.

The horses have to be left behind as any route from here is impossible for them. They are passed to a group of barbarians, some of whom look interested, others of whom look rather uncomfortable with what to do with the beasts other than make lunch.

The path higher is narrow and steep, climbing quickly away from the encampment into the colder and rarefied air. Sanguine moves quickly and its an effort to keep up with him and keep footing safe with all the ice and snow patched about.

Eventually, though, after an hour and a half of solid climbing, the party crest a peak and descend slightly. It's a perfect moment to catch breath and water is taken as the view is feasted upon. The mountains continue onwards, domineering the skyline, snow patches speckling their hulking, dark shapes. A short drop down there is a tarn, the water iced at the edges, low clouds drifting across its surface. In the brightness of the day, it takes a moment to notice the main feature of the view, though: a huge stone is floating, some distance away, further into the hills. There seem to be three rope or steel bridges of some sort connected to it - though surely not holding it up - and these stretch all the way back to a position right and above you where Sanguine is already waiting to lead you as you take a short breather.

Something golden glistens atop the island and a number of large shapes can be seen circling and swooping past it; it's an impressive sight and difficult to grasp the scale.

Sanguine notices where your eyes are drawn and smiles, his right eye twitching.

"The Eyrie of Zeres, do you see it?"

Sanguine surveys the party as they comment on the sight, impressed or dimissive, as their nature dictates, and then clacks his tongue. He seems somehow satisfied about something and then mutters "come on" and lollops off quickly to where the path heads ever upwards again.

As the party ascend, they move amongst vast stony outcrops such that the eyrie is blocked from view and then, after a sudden, swift and brutal descent to a plateau of sorts, surrounded on three sides by harsh mountain, dropping away thousands of feet on the fourth, they meet more of the Zeres-kai. 

There is a vast expanse of stone, through which have been carved three archways. Each archway has two huge barbarian warriors standing before it and they block the view beyond, even as the stone does (although there is little doubt that these archways must lead to the three bridges that join to the eyrie). The party are canny enough to note that each of the barbarians is a little more than he seems: at least one at each arch seems to have a small bag at his side that would likely be for magical components. There is something about their eyes that holds an intelligence and a calm, unlike the other Zeres-kai.

Sanguine speaks.

"The mighty Dragon God Zeres came here long ago and built his eyrie. Much later, we became the guardians of this place, worshipping His splendour and His might and protecting His sacred place. All those that stand here have entered the eyrie and lived, now you have been granted the opportunity to try."

It's noticeable that he's much less twitchy when he's being 'official'.

"All of you or some of you may go; it is up to you. However, I will warn you twice.

"Firstly, if any of you might be able and try to fly, beware: anything that flies near the eyrie is game for the wyverns and their kin.

"Secondly, each individual who attempts to enter the eyrie may choose only one path. If you attempt to change your mind and select another path, my brothers will block your way as best they can. Fatally."

"There is no more. You are free to choose your path or paths."

The parry prevaricate for a while, unable to discern any difference in the choices and therefore finding no clue as to which choice to make. Suva wonders aloud whether there is some connection between these three choices and the many trinities found in Karubiat Elesis but in the end, Darius arbitrarily chooses the left-hand option and the party all follow, Sanguine looking on with an oddly smug look on his face.

The rocky path beyond the arch is steep and treacherous and leads down quickly, barriered on each side by a transparent but very sturdy wall of force. The other two paths can be seen but not accessed from this side of the arch; all three lead down to the bridges, as you had guessed. The bridges themselves seem to be made of a toughened rope and, not obvious before, are actually enclosed, four rope barriers forming an extended box which stretches out across the void to the Eyrie.

It will not be a pleasant crossing, but it does at least look fairly safe. Slowly, Darius clinging onto Jax tightly with one hand and rope with his other, the party begin the crossing, stepping from rope rung to rope rung, the entire bridge swaying and bobbing gently as it takes the strain, a deep, rocky valley, opening out beneath you.

The Eyrie can be seen a little more clearly from here and it is apparent that whatever clouds may be natural about the impossibly floating rock, there are also some that seem to cling and obscure it constantly. Through them, pale forms of winged creatures can be seen swooping and light glistens off golden forms atop the Eyrie. But there is more, unmentioned previously and perhaps not seen by most, obscured by clouds and light as it was: there seems to be an enormous translucent sword piercing the Eyrie!

Slipping once or twice and feeling stomachs reel, the party nevertheless approach the Eyrie, an opening in the rock (and solid ground!) marking the end of the bridge. To the right, you can see that the other two bridges terminate at similar points, not that far from your own, so as yet, there is still nothing to suggest whether this choice is right or wrong.

The party pass into the shadow of the Eyrie; the wyverns - which seem rather large for wyverns that you have heard of - swoop near the bridge for a closer look, shaking the rope as they pass close by, their wings thrumming at the air for lift. The gold forms are no longer visible as the great mass of stone takes up the full view.

At the end of the bridge, a corridor carved into the rock awaits; the bridge is fastened to top and bottom of the opening but the sides of it extend much broader than the bridge, around 25 feet or so. Consequently, as you step onto the stone surface, there is an alarmingly vast drop either side of the "safety" of the rope causeway.

The corridor is lit by a blue-flamed stone torch, fixed to the wall and continues, similarly lit by other torches, into the Eyrie. 

Morin leads the way, checking carefully for traps as the party advance into the cool stone. After 100 feet or so and no traps found, the broad passage ends in a hard wall with a narrow door at its centre. It is untrapped and unlocked but has a curious feature on the front - set into the bronzed door, there is a long obsidian panel, marked, it seems, with stars. A swirling steel-like mirror is recessed into this in an oval shape and, sitting perfectly and impossibly over the surface, not fixed to it, are a number of dark, black shapes.

Much time is spent assuming that there is a solution to this visual riddle but in the end, with Jiriki scuffing his feet impatiently, the party simply enter through the unlocked door. The room beyond is enormous and lightly lit by more of the blue torches. There are three other doors here, two on the same wall, which are clearly likely to be connected to the other two bridges and openings to the
Eyrie.

The final, bigger door is opposite at the apex of the triangular room. With Morin checking the way and finding the cool stone to be featureless and free of traps, the party head directly to it

As it is approached, it becomes apparent that it may not even be a door: there is a huge wood and banded steel block, somewhat akin to a door, except that there is no lock, handle or even hinge to indicate that it would open. A faint glow traces around its edge and the door is bounded on either side and on the floor in front of it by faded black dragon symbols.

At stomach height in the centre of the "door", a large marbled stone plinth protrudes from the wood with a shimmering and swirling blue orb fixed into it.  A word is written in small letters beneath the orb which reads, simply: "speak".

One after the other , the party try words and ideas, speaking in to the orb using dragon names, greetings and other varied guesses. Each time the only response is a slight crackle of electricity from the orb which scatters and runs off the plinth like vanishing quicksilver.

Meanwhile, Morin has checked the room and found no obvious traps – however, he has found that the way to the other two doors is blocked by some sort of invisible force 15 feet from the door.

As much scratching of heads ensues, Suva divines that opening of both of the doors would be beneficial. Obviously the invisible barrier presents a problem and though it is one that could be circumvented by a battle with the barbarians and approaching along a second bridge, it is dwarven madness that finally shows the way: Balin charges one of the doors head-first! 

There is a curious "bonging" noise as the dwarf is brought to a standstill by an invisible barrier some distance from the door; the air ripples like a heathaze for an instant at the position where the barrier stands and for a moment, just a moment, there seem to be faint cracks at the point where Balin's head collided, before the barrier is invisible once more.

As the party look on mildly bemused, Balin dusts himself off, strides back then turns and charges the barrier again, this time more purposefully but with just as much mania. Jiriki, impressed by the direct nature of the action, speeds to join his dwarf-ram comrade.

The dwarf strikes the barrier hard and is sent to the floor again for his efforts but this time the momentary view of cracking is like a spider's web and it is evident that the barrier is weakening. Jiriki, roaring in defiance, strikes next, crashing through the shield and stumbling to the ground. There is a tinkling sound as the barrier ruptures and shatters to the floor, fading to nothing as it falls.

The way to the door is clear.

The remaining barrier is soon also broken through and the doors are opened to reveal similar plaques to the first – there are differences in the arrangement of the floating black shapes, though and after careful study, it seems that an idea touched upon by Dalrlyshana and expanded by Morin is true: overlapping the three patterns gives an odd word: “Alorkastra”.

Morin suggest that Balin take the honours and, grinning like a clear crescent moon, Balin steps towards the unopenable door
and speaks at the orb.

"Alorkastra"

It is a word that seems to mean nothing to anybody, and perhaps it is only word, but it has some force here: Balin steps away from the orb as it erupts into electrical life, three prongs of lightning bursting out and anchoring to the dragon shapes on walls and floor. It dances its crackling spastic white dance for a moment and then is gone.

After a heartbeat of silence, the orb and protrusion of stone simply fold themselves away into the door which shimmers and judders and then, silently, lowers to the floor.

Beyond, still lit by the eerie blue light, is a broad corridor which leads some hundred feet or more to another large door - this one, however, large though it is, looks like a more 'normal' entrance.


Morin silently responds by moving forward carefully, checking the way to the door for traps; it turns out to have been a good idea!

Part way along the corridor is a pit in the floor, dropping 40 feet onto iron spikes but not especially well concealed. Fortunately, Morin takes nothing at face value and continues to check. It seems that the pit, dangerous as it is, is perhaps a diversion, as there is a pressure pad to the right of it, above which is a very well concealed spike, recessed into the roof.

The way to the left is the only safe route and easily navigated once the pit and trap have been discovered.

The rest of the corridor is clear and the door, checked and found to be clean and unlocked is soon opened to reveal an enormous triangular room with three doors and odd shapes painted on the floor, familiar after a moment to recall as the alchemical symbols for earth, fire and air.

Although there is no obvious water symbol, Darius soon realises that thie room itself is in the shape of that symbol.

Discussion eventually reveals the plan: open all three doors at once.

“I’ll vote for three at once, but there’s a little worry in the back of my head that says 3 times the trouble all at once”, Darius says prophetically with a grin..

The dim blue light of the magical torches is just enough to allow the party to co-ordinate their actions. With Jiriki and Balin champing at the bit for action, weapons are drawn and the three doors are simultaneously flung open.

The view through each is very similar: water seems to surround the room, flowing quickly anticlockwise, through a great cavern. Approximately 50ft across the moat and 15feet higher up than the doorway is a recess in the stone wall opposite; a corridor, it would seem, three in total. The water clearly has occupants - razorfish, at least but other, larger shapes flit and lurk here and there.

However, as the party quickly assess the new addition to their surroundings, they are aware of another problem and Darius' recent words suddenly take on profound significance. In the centre of the large room, the floor undulates, fluidly but with barely a sound. The air shimmers and crackles with fire and lightning - the party flinch slightly as the entire room seems to instantly drop into negative and then snap back again.

But when normal vision is restored, there are creatures at the centre of the room, elemental beings, summoned in a moment.

2 fire elementals move north towards Suva and Balin, bright blue eyes sparkling in the red flame body, two earth elementals rumble towards Kin, Morin and Jiriki and two air elementals, almost invisible, speed at Dalrylshana, Darius and Jarek.

The air elementals are almost upon Darius and Jarek, who has managed to get himself between them and Dalrylshana, dropping back to use her magics. Suva has already called upon St Cuthbert once, and prepares to do so again as Balin heads unphased at the advancing fire elementals.

The slowest adversaries, the earth elementals, are engulfed in flame as Kin's magic detonates with a boom about them; but still they keep coming, as Jiriki and Morin advance to meet them.

Suddenly the air is filled with a piercing screech - Jarek has pulled the Summoner's Whistle he found in the Black Gardens of Karubiat Elesis from his pocket and blown hard on it. The shrill note fades as, 40 feet from Jarek, 5 hell hounds pop into existence with a burst of flame and stench of brimstone. Their maws slaver as they advance towards their Summoner, their intent clearly not good!


The whistle drops from Jarek’s lips and he can be seen to mouth a ingle word: “bugger”.

With an unconvincing manner, he points at the air elementals whilst looking at the hounds and shouts “Attack the air elemental!”. The beasts waver not one inch from their course.

Dalryshana weaves magic into the air; the swift air elementals pause for a moment, however, reacting to a voice carried in the air near them. The cloudy shapes, hang still for a moment, dark swirls where eyes might live giving an impression of confusion. It is
all that Darius needs to take advantage of and he strikes quickly, his keen sword tearing through an elemental form and filling the air with a screech like howling wind as it repelled under the onslaught. The second elemental comes out of its delirium and moves at Darius with astonishing speed, striking once and simultaneously leaving the way clear for the pack of Hell Hounds to almost surround Jarek.

He is ready for them though, the delay of the air elementals having bought enough seconds to ready himself for the new opponent and he dodges one cone of fire, and strikes hard at two of the beasts as their slavering teeth tear at him.

Meanwhile, Suva catches up to Balin and touches his back as he blesses him in the name of St Cuthbert whilst the dwarf reaches out with his vastly oversized gauntlets to grapple with a fire elemental! Astonishingly, the elemental is held and Balin begins to turn it and force it back towards the door and beckoning water. With his back exposed, though, the other elemental attacks with crackling ferocity, striking at the oblivious dwarf with animate flames.

At the third corner of the room, the earth elementals have lumbered forward through Kin's flames to be met by Morin, dodging swiftly and leaping onto one of the elementals backs, clinging to it like a crazed mountaineer with one hand and striking at it with a dagger in the other. The elemental reacts slowly but having a foe on its back does not restrict it quite as much as it might a humanoid and stone arms thrash powerful at the irritant rogue.

Jiriki's attack is more standard but effective as his greatsword rings out, clashing against stony hide. The rocky foe hammers at the barbarian even more effectively, shrugging off a bolt of magical energy that strikes it courtesy of Kin, two more bolts harming Morin's foe.

Darius continues his attack against both elementals, vaguely aware of his canine companion keeping well out of the way. His sword is like quicksilver in his hands and the first elemental is dissipated by a merciless strike. He follows through fluidly to the second elemental, slicing at cloud with the same success* but is smashed hard himself this time.

Dalryshana calls magical armour into the air, draws her sword and advances on a Hell Hound that has broken away from the crowded melee about Jarek, avoiding both its bite and worst affects of its breath.

Meanwhile, Jarek himself evens the odds a little, slaying one of the hounds and avoiding three wild bites and, more spectacularly, avoiding the direct strike of three blasts of fiery breath.

At the north door, Balin advances further, pushing the fire elemental ahead of him as it struggles to break free from the massive gauntlets, striking at the dwarf with flaming arms that reform outside of the incredible grip. All the while, a second elemental strikes at him. Suva watches, mildly amazed, but preparing his own attack: from nowhere, 16 gallons of water appear above
the combat. Both elementals hiss and writhe - then Balin, drenched, takes one further step as the held fire elemental is forced past the boundary of the door, and it simply vanishes.

Unfortunately, this has the effect of causing Balin to fall head first into the water beyond the room and the area begins to foam with movement of razorfish....

In the battle against stone, Morin is struggling to make an impact on his foe, aided as he is by Kin's missiles, unerringly striking it, and is finally thrown from it by a fierce impact. Jiriki is having greater success, slicing boulders from the earth elemental but his defence is not good enough and the power of the creature almost overwhelms him.

The last remaining air elemental is beginning to spin into a dizzying whilrwind but Darius is unperturbed and his terrific attack continues, slashing at it twice and dissipating the coming tornado on the second strike, before it can achieve full motion. Unfinished, he takes one step north and slashes at a Hell Hound about to jump at Jarek. The flaming beast is felled in one strike.

Another of the hounds abruptly finds itself at half of its original size thanks to Dalrylshana and it fails to harm her as she begins to run past it towards the north door. Jarek strikes at one of his remaining foes, slicing its side lightly but also avoiding and damge from the snapping jaws, the frenetic stamp of his swiftly adjusting feet echoing about him.

At the north door, as Dalrylshana heads to it, Balin is clambering out of the water, his huge gloves awkwardness being balanced by the enhanced strength they give him. Suva faces the remaining fire elemental as it attacks him, abandoning Balin to the water, but the cleric is ready and creates a downpour of water over the flaming spirit again. Suva seems immune to the effects of the fire but still the impact makes him reel.

Meanwhile, Morin, realising his direct attack is innefectual, dodges and ducks around the two earth elementals, attempting to draw their attacks from Jiriki whilst defending himself as best he can. Kin focuses his full attention on Jiriki's opponent and three magic missiles strike it; the elemental shudders, crumbles and the rock melts away into the floor. Jiriki, wounded and clearly about to step back is suddenly inspired by the decrease in opponents and surges forwards again, hammering at the remaining earth elemental and shattering it into debris with two stunning strikes, lava from his greatsword lighting up the areas of impact. Grinning with delight but still calm, the barbarian calls upon Kord to heal him as Kin draws his sword and heads towards the fire elemental.

In a flurry of motion, the battle is abruptly over: Dalrylshana arrives at speed, helping Balin out of the water with a levitation spell that gives him just enough extra strength against whatever was holding him back. The dwarf, legs covered in cuts is nevertheless keen to get back to the battle but his aid is unnecessary. Suva, calling upon St Cuthbert as he hurls his mace into action, is more than enough for the fire elemental and it is dissipated before the dwarf is back on his feet.

To the west of the room, the conclusion of melee comes just as quickly as the fearful hell hounds assume no greater threat than mangy dogs and are sliced down in seconds by a whirling Darius and Jarek.

As healing is administered, it comes to light that Kin’s initial ball of fire seemed to produce no heat. Morin recalls a passage from the journal of Grae Calliope and the party realise that Kin’s ring, Dalrylshana’s wand and the Summoner’s whistle (obvioulsy!) are probably all cursed. Remembering a previous failure of Kin’s magic and his inability to remove the ring back this up and Suva’s aid is needed to enable him to take it off. None of the items are discarded, however, in case their very cursed nature could become useful in future.

Choosing the middle, northern door, lumps of the hellhounds' carcasses are gathered up and the grim bait is hurled into the moat as Suva prepares a waterwalking spell; the bait seems to have effect as the water foams lightly where the meat sinks.

Moments later, the benificence of St Cuthbert is called upon and Morin, slightly tentative at first until feels himself safely on to the water, but then quickly afterwards is dashing across the moat, feet safely staying above water thanks to Suva's spell. More hellhound is used as a diversion as others in the party watch Morin's progress carefully - the water stirs about his feet and something, a watery tendril, slaps at his toes. But he is too nimble and evades it with ease.

Whether it is a water elemental of some kind seems fairly likely – whether it can't or won't move out of the water is less sure. For now at least, it does not and Morin is safely across the moat and clambering up the short, sharp incline to the safety of the opening opposite.

He catches his breath, has a quick check about for any obvious surprises and then gathers up his rope and waves Jarek across.

Jarek takes a breath and sets off on his way, too: his experience is similar to Morin's although he is almost caught, the watery creature flailing twice at his feet but he is nimble enough to avoid it and scurries up the slight slope, speed aided by the offered rope.

Whatever the beast in the water is, it is growing either more daring or more desperate in its attempts to catch water walkers!

Still, plenty of time remains of Suva's spell .But meanwhile, Morin, grinning at Jarek in an odd way, as Jarek steadies his posture and glances all about for enemies, is indicating something else of interest.

“That was close," he says to Jarek, then shouts across to the party, “Might be safer if the rest of you take the bridge!”

Knocking his hand on an invisible ledge near him, face all innocence, he adds, “I reckon it starts just to the side of the door near you, there.”

Jiriki gathers dust form the earth elementals to scatter on the bridge and allow it to be seen more easily; it is only six inches across and at a slight incline but with combination of the water walking spell and bridge, the party manage to cross without too much mishap.

