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Zellohar Keep is lost...
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Once the ancestral home of a glorious dwarven kingdom—a masterpiece of architecture, secure, secretive, impregnable—Zellohar is now prison to a dark evil. The dwarves used the might of the Cornerstones, conduits to the power of the elemental spheres, to forever seal the keep.

But the minions of the Dark Gods are not so easily imprisoned.

The squires of the Nekdukarr Lord Iveron Darkmist, a paladin of the death god, Mortas, have recovered the Cornerstones. The enchantment has been broken. The doors that sealed the chaos of the Nine Hells within the mountain under Zellohar have been opened. The powers of the Nine Hells have, quite literally, broken loose.

Iveron Darkmist has resumed the campaign he began nearly one hundred year ago—to devastate the surface world in a storm of destruction and death. And with Zellohar as his fortress, the Cornerstones to fuel his magic, and the Dark Gods’ favor, he will be invincible.

All that stands in his way are a horse farmer’s daughter, a superstitious tribesman, a defrocked priest, a demented dwarf and an elf cursed with lycanthropy. The unwitting companions stumble into the Nekdukarr’s plot, and are thrown into a conflict that threatens to obliterate all they know and love.

Pursued to the corners of the realms, the companions flee the wrath of Iveron Darkmist. But even death is no refuge from the power of the Dark Gods.
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deity~domain~area of influence~symbol
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The Gods of Light

The Seven Heavens

~The plane of Paradise above all~

Eos All Father (The Maker)~Nimbus~maker of all~circle of gold

Demia (Keeper of the Slain)~Eroe~usher of souls~feather

Oris (The Overseer)~Librum~knowledge~crossed scrolls

Tem (The Balancer)~Ordrin~justice~silver scales

Eloss (The Defender)~Refuge~warriors~a silver shield

Koss Godslayer~Korr~champions, knights~sword-point up
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The Heavens are separated from all by Purgatory
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The Gods of Earth and Sky

Earth Mother (Lady of the Forest)~life, earth~tree or gem

Thotris~beauty, fertility, vanity~a hand mirror

Puc (The Trickster)~luck, trickery~any coin

Bofuli~wine, meriment~a goblet

Odea~the sea, storms~the scimitar moon

Dorin (The Delver)~greed, wealth, gold, gems~crossed picks

––––––––

[image: ]


The Hells are separated by Limbo and the River Oblivion
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The Gods of Darkness

The Nine Hells

Pergamon (The Punisher)~Agonia~pain, torture~thorned chain

Seth (The Defiler)~Malorea~decay, poison, serpents~Ouroboros

Xakra (The Tangler)~Discord~plotting, deceit, chaos~spider

Mortas (The Deathless One)~Necrol~death~interlocking crescents

Phekkar (The Flaming One)~Hades~fire~a burning sun

The Lower Hells

Grund~Lair~orcs, ogres and trolls~clenched fist

~The Void~

Draco~Pytt~dragons~reptilian eye

~The Abyss~
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It's done!" the dwarven king bellowed as he backed away from the great slabs of rune-etched stone.  The piercing light of the runes' magic waned, plunging the alcove back into torchlight and hiding the tears that streaked the king's craggy old face.  The triumph and despair in the ancient dwarf's voice were lost amid the din of the battle raging behind them, but the sovereign and his personal guard all felt the gravity of what they had just done.  Without another word, they turned and moved out of the deep alcove and back into the clash of steel, wood, stone and sinew.

King DoZikell wiped blood from a gash just below the lip of his helm as he strode into the central corridor of Zellohar Keep, trying not to dwell on the doom he had brought down upon his ancestral home.  This was his final chance to make things right, to quell the evil that had boiled up beneath everything he held dear.  He formed his troop around him and waved them back toward the Great Hall and safety, shouting a few last instructions to the stalwart troops holding the line across the wide corridor.

"Hold this position as long as—"  His words ended in a gasp, for as he spoke, a towering rock troll swept its black, smoldering blade in a wide arc, felling two of the defenders.  The front line collapsed, three more dwarven soldiers falling under the rush.

In the span of a heartbeat the king's troop was engulfed in a raging melee.  Those in the main line fell frantically back or were cut down by the onslaught.  With their backs against the wall of the corridor, they struggled to keep their position.  The king fought with his great battle-axe in one hand and a small leather pouch in the other clutched to his armored breast.  Of the two items, he held the pouch much more dearly.

"FALL BACK!" he raged over the din, ducking under the wild swing of the troll.  Black blood sprayed over the blade of his axe as it slashed through the beast's knee.  He scrambled out of its reach as it fell, and yelled again, trying to rally his troops.

"Regroup at the hall!  We need reinforcements!"

The king and his comrades fell back, unable to make a stand or reestablish their shattered skirmish line.  Every time they tried, they found the passage too wide to block.  At each attempt they were forced to break formation and retreat, and each attempt cost lives.  Finally a hoarse battle cry reached the king's ear.  He joined the cry and rallied his remaining troops as a flight of thirty crossbow bolts whizzed over their heads into the enemy.  As the reserves joined his forces, the enemy finally melted back under the blows from hammer and axe.

"King's Guard, attend me!" he called to gather his group, then stared in shock at how few had survived.  The group had started out with twenty of his best warriors, including his sixth son; they now numbered seven.  His son was not among them.

The king whirled, cursing as he strode up the passage, followed by his equally grim attendants.  The battle still raged not a hundred steps down the corridor, but the clanging steel, war cries and screams of pain diminished as they neared a pair of massive bronze doors.  Through the doors loomed the cavernous chamber that was the main feasting hall; it now served as a base of operations.  The doors boomed closed as the ragged party approached an enormous table in the room's center where a larger and less battle-worn troop waited.  The king slammed his axe down, spattering congealing blood onto the parchments and maps that littered the tabletop.

"The others?" ventured one of the old dwarves at the table, a look of disbelief on his face.

"Dead," the king said grimly, "but not without sendin' a host o' those scum ta the very fires o' their damned demon-gods' dens!"  His eyes glazed over for a moment in rage, but cleared as he continued.  "They'll be time enough ta mourn later if we're successful; there won't be anyone left ta mourn, if we're not."

The small leather pouch he clutched so dearly, and three others like it from the hands of his remaining troops, fell onto the table next to his axe.  He looked around at his warriors and continued.

"The only thing o' any importance now is that these be taken as far away and made as safe as possible before the scum figure out what's happened, or, gods forbid, the beast returns."  The king looked into the eyes of the four youngest warriors at the table.  They stood with jaws clenched, hands gripping hilt or haft, certain of their duty but loathe to leave the keep at such a dire hour.

"Each o' ye will take one o' these and depart through a separate exit.  Now be careful!  The forest is probably full o' the scum by now.  Stay low and keep ta the routes as planned, and ye shouldn't run inta more than ye can handle.  Go now!  If all four o' ye're not killed or captured, the war is won."

Each of them took a parcel and departed with a small group of warriors.  Once they had gone, the king let a deep sigh escape his dry, chapped lips; a huge weight had just been lifted from his shoulders.  Turning with renewed vigor to his generals, he once again attended the battle at hand.

"I want additional squads deployed on the flanks ta ensure that the passages the messengers'll take are not overrun," the king commanded, hefting his axe.  He strode across the Great Hall to rejoin the battle then stopped as yells of alarm rose from the central corridor.

A great crash was followed by a deafening roar.  The warning yells in the outer hall dissolved into screams as the great bronze doors began to glow a dull red, then sag on their heavy hinges.  King DoZikell raised his axe and lunged forward into the yawning jaws of that which he had most feared.

The beast had returned.
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Furtive rays peeked through high clouds as if too timid to intrude upon the winter landscape.  Early snow draped the small bowl-shaped valley in a blanket of pristine white, giant drifts lapping at harsh walls of ice-shrouded rock, clinging like frozen waves to a rocky shore.  Along one of the cliffs, hewn out of the living rock, a virtually invisible path of smoothly chiseled stone clung to the cliff face.  Through some clever design, or perhaps some subtle enchantment, snow and ice did not accumulate on the narrow track, leaving the way clear and relatively safe.  Midway along the precarious trail a shrouded figure led its mount in a twisting, dogged ascent.

Curses lashed the air as the traveler's mount balked, jerking the reins.  The horse's eyes grew wide, the whites gleaming between the dark pupil and ebony coat.  Its master snatched off his cloak and wrapped it loosely over the animal's eyes.  The nervous prancing stopped, as though the danger of falling hundreds of feet onto jagged rocks was lessened simply because it could not see the drop.

Divested of the hooded cloak, the man's long, ebony hair whipped across his face in the biting wind.  He pulled his collar high to protect his neck, muttering more curses.  The dark cloaks and hair met a stark contrast against the deathly pallor of his skin and the icy white irises of his eyes.  His color might have passed as an aberration or some odd family trait, but the dark band of iron upon his brow with the stylized interlocking crescents of Mortas, the Deathless One, marked him as something else entirely.  This was a Dukarr, the squire of a Nekdukarr, one of the dark paladins of the Demon God himself.

The characteristic coloration of the Dukarr was not a curse, but a sign of the power of Mortas, Lord of the Undead, emanating from the iron band upon the dark squire's brow.  The power of Mortas was dreadful, earning the Dukarr a wide berth from strangers and respect from those who might seek to rob or murder, but it had not come without a price.  All facade of life and vigor ebbed from those chosen to become Nekdukarr.  They seemed ageless, but with every foul action they drew nearer to that which they worshiped.  Eventually, if their deity saw fit, they would descend to the depths of Necrol, fourth of the Nine Hells, where the Deathless One himself would place a Demon-Helm upon their heads.  That would be the last day the Nekdukarr's face was seen except through the visor of the dreadful helm.  That would also be the last day he would be welcomed by any of the peaceful folk of the world, for the Nekdukarr were shunned utterly, and by all.  They and theirs dwelled in the deepest, darkest caverns of the earth, among the warrens and caves of the foul and loathsome beasts that lurked only in the dark.

Rounding a bend in the cliff, the trail led into a broad chasm where the Dukarr's destination finally hove into view.  Upon a massive abutment of buff stone loomed the walls of a keep.  The mumbled profanity halted in an exclamation of disgust.

"Only dwarves would be paranoid enough to build a city half way up a blasted mountain!"  Jerking the rein to urge his blind mount forward, he studied the structure in greater detail.

A gate-house sat snugly against the mountainside, flanked to one side by the unscalable cliff and to the other by the keep's outer wall.  Grim battlements overhung the wall, bartizans providing an excellent view of the narrow trail.  The death that could rain down on him from those walls prickled his pale skin, but he shed the idea as unworthy of his consideration.  Now was not the time to begin doubting the word of his master.

As he drew closer, he could see cracks marring the stone of the gatehouse; the portcullis draped from the archway in melted black icicles.  The hairs on his neck smoothed; the dwarven stronghold was, as he had been promised, dead.  The trespasser picked his way through the rubble to the main gates, huge black iron doors over twenty feet high that lay askew and warped; the heavy hinges had been melted.

The sudden absence of wind in the inner court only made the intruder realize how chilled he was.  Removing the cloak from his horse's eyes he donned it again, basking in the warmth.  Leading his mount to the relative shelter of one fairly intact building among the ruined outbuildings, he tied the reins to a charred beam and took a small leather pouch from his saddlebag.  He then turned and approached the keep proper.

The portal yawned dark and wide in the cliff face, beckoning with the promise of warmth and shadows.  Angular letters of dwarven script recapitulating the royal lineage of Zellohar were etched into steps leading up to rune-etched doors, forty feet wide and twice as tall.  The pride and love of the dwarven craftsmen who had shaped the metal and lent it their strength shone like the brush strokes of an artist upon his latest masterpiece.

The majesty of the edifice was wasted on the visitor.  He entered the timeless hall without a care whether this was the sanctuary of ancient dwarven kings or a brothel.

The Dukarr doffed the hood of his cloak as he entered the comforting shade of the keep.  Here in the dark, the gifts of his deity came into play: his eyes relaxed their squint, his pupils dilating as they adjusted to the darkness from which his deity's strength flowed.  A sigh escaped his lips as he drew away from the last rays of diffuse light.  With each step, he straightened his posture and grew more sure and fluid in his movements.  Many years had passed since he had returned to the underground, more years than most of the loathsome surface folk he had been forced to associate with would see in a lifetime.

Attuning his senses to the dimmer surroundings, the Dukarr tensed as he perceived several figures in the corridor ahead.  He had been told that there would be others awaiting his arrival, but his hand strayed toward the hilt of his sword anyway.  After all, only a fool let trust precede caution.  The silhouettes ahead coalesced into three human figures, garbed in heavy traveling cloaks.  The harsh syllables of his own language, almost foreign after being unheard for so long, were like music to his ears.

"Ware not, Dekhmaal, you are among your own once again."

"Well met, and may the Deathless One smile upon you and your clan," Dekhmaal answered.

The formal greetings were not necessary since all the Dukarr present were previously acquainted, but it had been such a long time, the custom seemed appropriate.  As etiquette demanded, they performed the traditional two-handed grasp, ensuring that no weapons were concealed.  At last, the four appeared to relax.

"By the Demon God's festering feet, it feels good to have something solid over my head again," Dekhmaal said.

"Yes," answered Vderryl, the one who had called the greeting earlier.  "We have all been under the cursed sunlight too long.  I thought my eyes would burn to cinders at times."

"Aye, and if I ever have to look at another dung-spawned tree, I think I'll be sick on the spot," said the second, Ghendal.

"All our suffering will be for naught, I fear, once we're in Lord Darkmist's service again," said Drixel, the most reserved of the four, intentionally loud enough for the others to hear.

"You should learn to curb your whining, Drixel," Vderryl cautioned, posturing as the group's leader, "unless you like the prospect of spending the rest of your miserable days as a toadstool, or something far less pleasant.  Besides, we're being offered enough to become lords ourselves once all is settled."

"What is wealth to a pile of sun-bleached bones?" Drixel asked; Vderryl had been one of Lord Darkmist's squires longer than he, but that earned no seniority.  "But worry not; you need not fear my dissension.  Once he's released from this dwarf-cursed mountain, I wouldn't bet a bent copper on anyone who stands against him.  And though I don't relish serving under him again, it will be much healthier than opposing him."

"You sound as if you are trying to talk yourself out of this!"  Dekhmaal was astonished at his kinsman's apprehension.  After all, they had been promised a king's ransom for this, as well as a chance to command a legion of Lord Darkmist's elite troops.  "If you fear wealth and power so, I'm sure the rest of us would be more than happy to split your share."

"Truly Drixel," Vderryl added, enjoying the other's discomfort.  "If you are so fearful of him, why did you answer his summons?  It's not as if he held you at sword-point through his scrying mirror."

Laughter echoed through the ancient halls at their reluctant companion's expense, but stilled at his scorching reply.

"Very well, all ye merry money grubbers," Drixel said with a dangerous glare.  "But we shall see, when the blood ceases to flow and the wounds begin to fester, whom Lord Darkmist sees as more valuable, one who works for a reward, or one who would sooner march into Necrol itself than risk his displeasure."

Silence hung heavily as the reacquainted squires measured one another anew.  They had fought side by side, killed together, plundered together, and prayed to the Demon God together.  And none trusted another more than he would a rabid rat.

"Come, kinsmen," Dekhmaal said, interposing himself between the others.  "Let us not argue further while our liege awaits our arrival."

The open glares of distrust eased and the small troop moved deeper into the keep.  They kept to the wide central corridor that bisected the upper level until they reached a deep alcove shielding a set of immense doors.  These doors differed from others they'd passed only in the runes etched into the stone, and the fact that they were closed.

As they entered the alcove, each withdrew a small parcel wrapped in soft leather from a pocket or pouch.  A faint glow emanated even through the thick wrappings.  As Dekhmaal drew his covering away, sharp rays of green light pierced the gloom, glittering off of the silver tracings on the doors.  Gasps of surprise escaped the pale lips of the Dukarr.  The others held their parcels tensely, both unnerved by the intensity and, although none would admit it, the beauty of the light from the palm-sized emerald.

"Has it always glowed like that?" Ghendal asked, his voice quavering with a hint of nervousness.

Dekhmaal tore his eyes from the spectacle and regarded his companions.  He had almost dropped the gem; now he held it as if it might burn him.

"No," he said with a tremor in his voice, "it glowed faintly, sometimes brighter, sometimes dimmer, but never like this."

"It must be the doors," suggested Drixel, squinting at the runes covering the massive portal.

"Possibly," said Vderryl, trying to put a ring of courage in his voice.  "If so, all the others should glow the same radiance.  Ghendal, remove the wrappings from your stone."

Ghendal looked at him through eyes slitted against the glare of the emerald.  He briefly considered refusing the command simply on the premise that Vderryl had no actual authority over him, but saw no profit in confronting him now.

"Very well," he said, tossing the leather wrappings aside with a flick of his wrist and thrusting the gem toward Vderryl.

White light flooded the alcove, blinding all save Ghendal, who had closed his eyes before revealing the stunning diamond.  He squinted cautiously to see the reactions of his companions.  They had all thrown up hands to shield themselves from the ghastly light.

"Cover the blasted thing!" Vderryl snapped, scowling from behind his hands.

"Very well," Ghendal said in the same calm tone.  He wrapped the gem, leaving only the green light of the emerald.

"I think we can assume that the others will act similarly.  It must be their proximity to the doors."  Vderryl managed to keep his voice even this time.  "We will place the diamond in last so we do not have to endure that blinding glare as long."

The others shot looks of astonishment at Vderryl, then questioning glances at one another.  Finally one of them spoke.

"Lord Darkmist was explicit," said Dekhmaal, holding the glowing emerald to one side.  "The gems are to be placed in the doors in the order dictated by the runes.

The others murmured agreement then looked to Vderryl.

"Of course," he said, trying to recover his composure.  "I merely meant that we should delay unwrapping the diamond until it need be."

The others shrugged off his explanation and began examining the inscriptions.  Many of the symbols were runescript, which would require magic to decipher.  These, however, were part of the enchantment laid upon the portal itself, and had little to do with the inscriptions in plain dwarvish around four small recesses set in the center of the doors.

The instructions were straight forward, directing the order and placement of the gems.  After reading the message, Dekhmaal stepped forward to place the emerald in the right-hand depression.  As the stone seated into place, new runes flashed onto the door's surface.  These gave off a green glow, seeming to draw light from the emerald.  Dekhmaal stepped back, glancing around to see who held the next gem.

Vderryl stepped boldly forward as he removed a glowing ruby from its wrappings with a flourish, drenching the alcove with light the color of blood.  He placed the gem in the lowest depression, and was rewarded with another change in the runes.

Ghendal presented his gem and the alcove was once again flooded with the pure white light of the diamond.  However, once the jewel was placed into the highest socket, the light mellowed and took up the red and green of the other gems.

Finally Drixel moved forward, studying the new patterns on the door before withdrawing a sapphire from its soft leather wrappings.  The deep blue of a pristine ocean washed over the corridor, adding an icy chill to everything it illuminated.  The sapphire clicked into the left-hand socket, heralding a flash of blue runes.

A deep thrum of power, starting lower than audible but rising in pitch, emanated from the very stone surrounding them.  With the rising tone, the light of the gems dimmed, and the runes flared.  A resonant boom shook the mountain, extinguishing the runes and returning the gems to their previous glow.

A fissure appeared in the center of the portal and the doors began to swing inward.  Light cleaved the darkness beyond, revealing a wide stair.  Warmth wafted up from below, bringing familiar scents to the Dukarr.  Pale eyes flickered to one another, then back into the depths before them.

"Well, do we wait here for Lord Darkmist to rise prophetically from the depths, or start down and meet him on his own ground?" Vderryl asked with a scoff.

"His orders were to wait," Dekhmaal said, staring, astonished at his companion's boldness.

"We wait," added Drixel.  "I shall not start out our new era of service to Lord Darkmist by disregarding his orders."

"I agree," said Ghendal flatly, shooting a disapproving scowl at Vderryl.  "I shall not risk my lord's displeasure before we have even been reunited."

Vderryl gave a derisive snort and turned his back on the others, a terrible insult in their society, for it showed that you consider the other no threat, and not worthy of your attention.

"I wonder if Darkmist knows what kind of Dukarr he has in his service?" he mumbled loud enough for the others to hear.

Hands strayed toward sword hilts and spell components, but froze as a voice from behind them split the silence.

"Actually, I know a great deal more about those in my service than you may think, Vderryl."

The four whirled, gaping at the figure that had appeared at the head of the stairs.  He was shrouded in a long black cloak; silver tracings glittered along the hem, the pattern writhing under their gazes.  Under the garment glinted dark armor, its ebony luster absorbing light, except along the edges, where the plates were worked in silver.  The great broadsword Anol Arath—Doom Giver—hung at his hip, the demon-skull crosspiece set with cut-obsidian eyes that devoured the gaze of any that beheld them.  The helm obscuring the man's face was wrought in the shape of a demon, its bat-like wings folded back, the ruby eyes and toothy visage forming the crest.

"Lord Darkmist," they stammered as they dropped to one knee, arms spread in the traditional position of subservience.

"Arise, my squires," Darkmist said, his dead blue-grey lips smiling as he stepped forward.  "You have served me well, and I owe you much for my rescue."  As the four rose, he moved among them, clasping shoulders in greeting as he spoke.

"To show my gratitude, none of you ever need kneel in my presence again.  And as my vengeance for eighty-seven years of imprisonment scours the surface world, you shall ride the crest of that wave, and reap the wealth of an entire continent."

The squires smiled at his praise, but quelled shivers of fear and revulsion at his chill touch and pale, pupilless gaze.  They knew his pleasant moods were brief, and doubted that his long confinement had improved his temperament.

"But first," the Dark Lord continued, "we have much work to do.  If you would all recover the gems you placed into the doors, I will give you your instructions."

As the Dukarr moved to obey, Darkmist outlined his plans.  When they stood before him once again, he withdrew three small leather bags from beneath his cloak.

"Each of these contains enough wealth to raise a small army, which is exactly what I want you to do."  He handed one of the bags to Ghendal, one to Drixel and the last to Dekhmaal, leaving Vderryl waiting expectantly. "When I bid you return, do so with as large a force as you can muster.  But your main concern will be to protect the gems you carry.  Whatever it takes, you must ensure the return of the gems, for they are critical to my plans."

"But I don't understand, my Lord." Vderryl shifted uncomfortably.  "Why not just keep all the gems here safely in your possession?  And what is my task to be?"

Darkmist's smile dissolved, his shoulders stiffening as if a sudden pain stabbed him.  The others sensed his building rage, but before they could speak or move he gave a slight toss of his head and smiled once again.  Reaching out a gloved hand he clasped Vderryl firmly on the shoulder in camaraderie.

"Trust in your commander, Vderryl," he said, seeming to relish the shiver that raced up his underling's spine.  "There are good reasons for separating the gems that need not concern you.  As for your part, you are to stay here with me and fill a position that suits you better than the others."

With this, Darkmist turned and bid the others farewell.  Then he turned to Vderryl, spoke a few syllables, reached out and touched him.  They vanished with a popping noise, as air rushed into the spaces they vacated.  The squires stood for a moment, then bid each other farewell and proceeded out of the keep.  When they were gone, dark shapes rose from the depths of the stair and fanned out into the upper keep's gloomy passages.
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In a dimly lit chamber in the depths of the mountain, Lord Darkmist and Vderryl materialized.  The Dukarr stumbled, but recovered quickly and turned to his master, only to find Darkmist staring at him from behind the gruesome helm.  Vderryl's skin crawled under the scrutiny.  He tried to mask his uneasiness by inspecting the dwarven stonework, which had been gouged and chipped, giving the overall appearance of a piece of art that had been rudely violated.  He squared his shoulders and masked his discomfort.

"Welcome to Zellohar, Vderryl," Darkmist said in a voice like volcanic glass, sharp and dark as death.  He turned and started down one of the cavernous hallways, beckoning his squire to follow.  "I apologize for bringing you down here so abruptly, but it would have taken several hours for us to reach this level, had we walked."

After a few turns, they reached the end of a corridor and a huge portal set with doors of solid onyx.  Darkmist approached the ebony slabs and made an intricate sign with his hand.  An immense locking mechanism squealed as it opened, and the doors began to swing outward.

"This is where you will be spending a great deal of your time, Vderryl," Darkmist explained, motioning him forward.  "I would like to introduce you to a close associate of mine, who will explain your position quite thoroughly."

As the two entered, Vderryl squinted into the gloom.  A sulfurous reek not uncommon to some deep caverns assailed his nostrils, and the temperature rose with every step.  As the air became hazy, Vderryl began to sweat under his heavy garments.  The room had a sense of power to it; he could feel it.  That power would be his, he knew it.  He thanked the Demon God for giving Darkmist the ability to recognize his talents.

As they continued, a glow illuminated distant walls, giving him a better view a natural cavern with a wide trail cut into the floor, which they followed.  The glow brightened, resolving into a great chasm from which torrents of super-heated air rose up around a bridge of cut stone.  When they stopped about twenty paces from it, the dark squire gave his master a quizzical look.

"This might seem a rather harsh environment," began Darkmist, "but Phlegothax finds it rather soothing."

Vderryl froze, his jaw dropping as he recognized the name.  His paralysis vanished, however, as a huge clawed hand reached over the lip of the smoldering chasm.  He looked once more to his master, but when he saw the maniacal grin beneath that helm, he knew he had been betrayed.

He leapt away from Darkmist, drawing his sword and bringing a spell to his lips, but as he spoke, a huge hand crushed the air from his lungs.  He swung at it, but his sword only skittered along the armored scales.  A harsh scream escaped his lips as the grip tightened.  He felt several ribs snap under the pressure, then his vision began to dim.

"The gem is in his cloak, Phlegothax," Darkmist said as he turned to leave.  "Please don't eat it."

As the Nekdukarr's dark form receded into the gloom, the iron circlet once gracing Vderryl's pale brow clattered to the cavern floor.  The dark metal squealed as it bent in on itself, transforming into its true shape, a long black snake-like creature with glowing red eyes.  A crackling noise and a light shower of its former master's blood startled the small demon, and it slithered into the shadows.
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Sweat rolled down Avari's shoulders as she heaved another bundle of hay onto the lift pallet.  Straightening, she rubbed her fists into the burning muscles of her back to score away the pain.  She sighed as she surveyed the work that still awaited her.  More than half the fall haying lie in neat bundles on the floor of the barn.  By the end of the day, it had to be loaded onto the lift, hoisted into the loft and unloaded again.  She twisted her back sharply to help alleviate the ache of fatigue, and thanked the goddess of the harvest that haying only came once a year.  As she leaned to pick up another bundle, however, a knife thunked into the post that stood less than a hand-span from her head.

She whirled and dove, catching up the pitchfork she had been using.  Righting herself from the roll, she caught the glint of another thrown dagger, but managed to intercept the deadly missile with the haft of the fork; it tumbling harmlessly into the haystack.  Her adversary was not visible, but she did not expect him to be standing in plain sight.  She moved again, looking for both a better weapon and her opponent's location.  The barn was still.  Slowly she crept closer to the barn door, holding the pitchfork slightly in front of her, until she could see the yard.  Nothing.  That must mean...

"Oh no!" she gasped as she realized the trap, but it was too late.  Something heavy hit her squarely between the shoulders before she could turn toward the open window behind her.  Her attacker smirked at her as he leaned through the window, resting his forearms on the sill.  The amused expression on his face slowly turned to sorrow.

"I'm sorry, Avari, but you're dead."  He shook his head.  "You've got six-inches of steel sticking into your back, and you probably won't last much longer.  It was nice knowing you."

Avari sighed as she picked up the rock that lay at her feet, and rubbed the new ache in her back.

"Father, you have wounded both my back and my pride.  But how do you expect me to finish pitching this hay if I'm dead?  I guess you'll have to take over, though I'd like to see you climb the ladder to the loft!"  With her last words, she hefted the stone and flung it at the window.  He ducked, cursing profusely.

"Child, you'll be the death of me yet, not to mention the ruin of the barn!"  He fingered the gouge that the rock had put in the window frame.  Looking up, he caught a big grin on her face, which she quickly replaced with a more solemn mien.

"Ahh, what'll I do with you?" he said as he made his way around to the barn door, while her laughter rang from inside.

As he entered, he took stock of his only child leaning against the towering bales of hay.  Nearly his height, she was both taller and broader at the shoulder than most men.  Years of hard labor had built muscles capable of tossing those bales of hay or restraining the wildest green horse in their corral.  His training had granted her the grace seen in those who know their own strength.  Her rust-streaked sandy hair and green eyes she had inherited from her mother, but there the resemblance ended.  Her mother had been a petite woman with pale skin, gentle manners and a soft voice.  And here stood their daughter, her hair damp with sweat and clinging to her face and neck, her sturdy muscles evident through the thin leather of her leggings and in her tanned arms crossed over her chest.  Her big white teeth gleamed from under sharp features liberally sprinkled with freckles that had not faded with womanhood.  Not a beauty in the usual sense of the word, with milky skin and a fragile air, but she was strong and healthy and spirited, and he loved her more than life itself.

"Well, that's the biggest smile I've ever seen on a dead person," he said, scowling at her.  "And you would be dead if that stone had actually been a dagger."

Avari looked at the pile of hay she was pushing around with her foot.  "I know, father.  I just wasn't thinking straight.  But who else is going to attack me in the barn in broad daylight?"

"How do you know when or where an enemy will sneak up on you?  Do you expect all attacks to come from a charging orc, screaming to let you know he's there?"  Her father's voice had turned rough and his face red.  "It's that kind of thinking that lay half my leg on a barroom floor!  And it's that kind of thinking that put your mother in her grave!"  He sat down on a bale, his face in his hands.

Avari stood quiet, startled at this rare outburst, not knowing what to say.  Finally her father looked up, his rage gone, and smiled at her.

"Forgive my ranting.  I only want you to understand the importance of self-defense in this world.  I've taught you all I can.  I know you think these little ambushes of mine are bothersome, but trouble always seems to come when you're not expecting it, or when you're weary or unprepared.  I just don't ever want to lose you the way I lost your mother."

Avari went to him as he stood and gave him a hug that made even his ribs ache, tears glinting in her eyes.

"I'm sorry, father.  I do understand, and I appreciate all your lessons.  I'll do my best for you, I promise."

"That's all I can ask."  He turned to go back to the cabin.  "Finish stacking the bales and come in for supper.  I've made a stew from the venison you brought back yesterday."  He stopped and looked at her sternly.  "And don't forget to retrieve my daggers."

Avari quickly recovered the dagger from the post and returned to the barn door as he crossed the yard to the small house they shared.  He was tall and hugely muscled, evidence of a long, hard life as a warrior.  Both his long red hair and beard were braided, and now sported more than a little grey.  The only element that destroyed the illusion of a warrior was the wooden leg extending from his left knee to the ground.  His legging was tied close to the bottom of his stump, exposing the false limb as if it were a penance.

Avari hesitated, then took careful aim and flung the dagger at his retreating back.  It thunked into the wooden leg.  Her father stopped and slowly turned.  He looked at her, at the dagger, then back to her.

"Good throw."

"I've been practicing."

They stared at each other a moment longer, then both burst into laughter and went about their respective tasks.
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The sun's daily demise had painted the sky in a blaze of crimson by the time Avari had the last of the bales stacked away.  The tall pines to the west stood as stilettos against the sky, their edges tinged with the blood of the day's last light.  Avari shivered as the cool breeze blew over her skin and clothing still damp with sweat.  It was autumn, and the warmth of the day disappeared with the sun.  The horses fidgeted at the corral gate, nickering as their mistress neared, nipping at her clothing and hair as if admonishing her for delaying their dinner.

Avari swung herself onto the back of her favorite mount, a dove-gray mare.  The weary young woman lay along the animal, her arms wrapped around the sturdy neck, her face nuzzled into the silky mane.  She loved her charges, and her most joyful hours were spent riding through the woods and fields.  Avari would do anything for her horses.

With a start, she realized for perhaps the first time that this was precisely the way her father felt about her.  When she disciplined an animal, it was for its own good; when her father got upset at her, it was for her own good.  Avari thought long and hard on the subject as she stabled and fed the horses.

Her father...  Her sole guardian, teacher and parent for seventeen of her twenty years, since that dreadful day her mother had died.  Her father had been absent, as he often was.  He led an order of warriors who were charged with the protection of the lands around the town where they lived.  But to protect a resource is to make enemies of those who would have it for themselves.  He had thought his wife and daughter safe within the confines of the town, an assumption for which he had paid dearly.  Men had come in the night, men intent on hurting Avari's father the only way they could.  Her mother's screams had torn the peaceful night to bloody shreds, ringing through the quiet village for more than an hour before falling into deadly silence.  Her screams had been heard, but unheeded by fearful neighbors reluctant to invite death into their own homes.  

Upon his return, Avari's father was met by the death of his wife and the disappearance of his daughter.  Only by virtually tearing down his cottage was he able to find Avari, still hidden, still keeping quiet as her mother had begged her to.  Yet the loss of his beautiful wife was too much for the man.  He spent the next several days in a tavern, drinking to ease the pain, blaming himself.  And the men struck again, seeking to kill a besotted drunk.  But years of experience, and his rage at those who had killed his beloved, took his assailants by storm.  Four of the seven died in that barroom, the other three died later on gallows, but he had been horribly crippled in the melee.

When months of healing had eased his sore heart and maimed leg, Avari's father packed up what few belongings he had, sat his daughter firmly on the saddle in front of him, and disappeared.  They settled in a vale in the high country of one of the isles well off the mainland coast, and here Avari had grown up, strong and without worry, never caring that there was more to the world than their little ranch and her horses.

A nudge from a warm nose brought Avari back to the present.  She smiled and scratched that favorite spot behind the soft ears.  The past was the past.  She was happy, her horses were happy, and she thought that even her father was happy.

"Well, he'll have no more complaints about me from now on, will he?" she questioned the horse whose face she held close in both hands.  "As he takes care of me, so I'll take care of him."  She planted a resounding kiss on the horse's nose and a departing slap on its rump.  Laughing, she dodged the gentle kick and ducked out the barn doors.

Across the dark yard, warm golden light glowed from the small cabin's windows, promising warmth, company and food.  Avari quickly drew a pail of water and doused her face, arms and shoulders, rubbing vigorously with a hard bar of homemade soap.  The shock of cold water washed both the dirt and her weariness away.  Rinsing herself off, she poured the rest of the bucket over her head and scrubbed at her long hair, which had come unbraided sometime during the day.  Done, she set off toward the house, and the aroma of venison and fresh pan-bread set her stomach instantly to rumbling.

Her father stood by the fireplace stirring a bubbling black pot.  "Supper is ready, so hurry and change before it cools."

"Yes, father."

Pulling aside the curtain, she ducked into the little alcove where her bed and a small chest stood.  She drew the curtain for some measure of privacy and quickly peeled out of the sodden shirt and pants, toweling herself dry with a rough cloth.  Flinging the cloth over a line strung by the bed, she threw open the chest and pulled out a clean linen shirt and newer, softer buckskin leggings.  She hurriedly pulled them on, not bothering to tuck the shirt in.  After quickly brushing her damp hair, went out to join her father at the table.

Avari smiled as he spooned stew into their wooden bowls.  He wore an old apron—now much mended and stained and a little too tight—a gift from Avari as her first attempt at sewing.  Time had not improved her techniques much, so he made most of their clothing, using both the soft leather and furs reaped from her hunting, and the white linen that they bought in bolts once a year.  But no matter how many times she saw him in that apron, it never failed to bring a smile to her lips.

He noticed her grin and snorted, wheeling around on his peg leg to replace the heavy pot on the hearth hook.  He removed the apron and sat down, trying to suppress his own smile.  Snatching up a knife, he sawed slabs of dark bread off the steaming loaf.

Quelling her stomach's ravenous howling, Avari waited patiently, knowing better than to begin ahead of him.  She may have grown up on a horse farm, but he had taught her proper manners.  After placing several pieces of bread on both plates, he finally bowed his head for a brief blessing.

"Bless the Earth Mother for yielding her bounty so we may grow strong in her service.  And bless Eloss the Defender for keeping us safe and healthy in our devotion."

Avari murmured the blessing along with him, then picked up her spoon and sampled the stew.  It was mostly meat, with a few vegetables lurking in the thick gravy.  The first mouthful silenced her stomach and set her mouth tingling with its spiciness.  She mumbled her approval around the next mouthful.

"You'd best enjoy it.  I salted the rest of the carcass down and barreled it up, which means that it's back to beans and salt pork after this."  Tearing off a hunk of bread, he soaked it liberally in gravy and stuffed it in his mouth.

"Just once, I wish we could have a nice roast instead of salting it all down for winter," Avari said with a slight pout.

"I'll bet you a week's worth of chores you'll change your mind after the first snows come and all the game runs to the low country," he said, shaking his spoon at her for emphasis.

When winter struck up here in the highlands, the snows would pile as high as a man's head.  Consequently, hunting in the high country during the winter was notoriously poor.  In the past, many an ill-prepared family had been forced to slaughter valuable livestock to survive until spring.  Fortunately, Avari's father was adamant about keeping a well-stocked cellar, so they had never been in danger of going hungry or having to kill any of the brood mares they kept through the winter.  In fact, aside from an occasional mountain cat or wolf pack, the only danger with the onset of winter was of going crazy with boredom.

But before winter there would be the harvest festival.  Avari and her father would make the four-day trek to the lowlands to sell their stock.  Memories of last year's festival sent a thrill of anxiety through Avari.  She enjoyed the bright colors and merriment, but in the last few years these pleasures had been overshadowed by a sense of alienation.  As a child Avari had neither noticed nor cared about the not-so-subtle stares of the townsfolk, but with budding womanhood she had become more aware.  Later came the realization that people thought she was odd; a woman living in the wilderness, raising horses, wearing masculine leggings and boots.  Avari had never known any other way, and was more disturbed that others' opinions bothered her than in knowing she was different.

"Have you decided yet which horses to sell at the fair this year?" Avari asked, as much to change her own train of thought as from honest curiosity.

Her father's spoon stopped halfway to his mouth, his eyebrows raised, as if surprised at her subject.  Then his gaze drifted back to his bowl.

"Actually I hadn't given it a great deal of thought.  After all, we still have half a moon before the festival."

"I was just wondering if you planned to buy a couple more mares like we discussed."

He gave a snort and returned to his meal in earnest.  "Still planning to make our little ranch the sole supplier of horseflesh for the entire eastern continent, are you?"

Avari stared at him, then slumped her shoulders and looked away.  "We have the best stretch of land in the high-country.  It's a shame to waste it on the few animals that the two of us can handle.  With a little help we could—"

"You know how I feel about hiring lowlanders, Avari," her father interrupted, wiping the last of his stew from the bowl with a crust of bread.  He rose to fetch a second helping.  "Besides, it's not like we're starving to death.  The two of us are doing pretty well.  And I was thinking of using the profits from the sales at the festival to put some additions onto the house, and maybe set some aside for your dowry."

Avari flushed red and rose from her seat.  "We're not having that discussion again!"  She swept her supper dishes from the table, not waiting for him to finish his meal.

He continued eating, ignoring her outburst.  "I don't understand what you have against marriage, girl.  Doesn't the thought of starting your own family hold any promise for you?"

"Oh, and who would you have me marry?  Some smelly goatherd of a lowlander?  Or perhaps some prissy city boy, with silk stockings and half my height."

The big man chuckled at the thought of his tall, strong and invariably temperamental daughter being courted by some pimply-faced cobbler's son.  She would most likely break his skinny neck the first time he laid hands upon her.  He sobered slightly and took his bowl to her.  Avari was scouring the dishes with a vengeance.  Her father put his bowl into the basin and wrapped his massive arms around her shoulders in a short hug.

"You'll not marry until you're ready, girl.  That I promise."

She stopped her work and smiled at him.  "It's not that I don't ever want to marry, Father.  It's just that I can't think of any of the men around here—"

A sudden piercing squeal shattered her explanation.  Their eyes met for a scant instant, horror painted plainly on both their faces; the equine cry of terror had come from the barn.

Her father bounded toward the window, snatching his sword from the mantle on the way.  "Avari!  Get your bow!  And check out the other window!"

Avari snatched the longbow from the corner of the kitchen, and had it strung and her quiver slung over her shoulder before her father had finished his commands.

"It must be those damned wolves again!" she cursed as she readied an arrow.

A gasp from her father whirled her around.  The murky glass of the front window glowed red through the open curtain.

"The barn's afire!" he yelled as he moved to the door.

She glanced out the back window as she had been told, then turned to follow, just in time to hear his bellow of rage.

"It's a diversion!  Thieves!  They're taking the horses!"

She dashed to the door as he lurched onto the porch, his sword raised, yelling obscenities into the night.  As she reached the portal, she heard hoof beats and spied several shadowy figures at the edge of light.  She heard a whistling whir, then two sharp thunks, like an axe biting into soft wood.  Her father's curses ended in a strangled gasp.

The whole world slowed as Avari watched her father fall backward.  He struck hard, bonelessly, eyes wide in shock.  Two shafts protruded from his chest, green and red fletching barely showing.  A wide red stain spread through the white linen of his shirt, his face set in a surprised but oddly peaceful expression.  His hand still clenched the hilt of the broadsword that had been at his side through countless adventures.  As the etchings on the blade danced before her eyes with the reflection of the burning barn, Avari's heart froze in her chest.  The thought of never hearing his voice again, never seeing his smile or hearing the throaty laughter that had brought her such joy, stopped her cold.

The thunder of hooves snapped her back to reality.  Four horsemen were bearing down on her with swords drawn and more death in their eyes.  She saw her first shaft strike the lead rider in the chest before she even realized that she had drawn her bow.  Her target tumbled backward as she nocked another arrow and drew.  Seeing their leader shot from the saddle brought the other bandits up short.  One of the thieves wheeled his mount and shouted, but his words ended as Avari's second arrow pierced his throat.  She fired twice more as the others raced into the woods, but could not see if her arrows found their marks.  Everything blurred as her eyes filled with tears.

Avari became aware that her chest ached and realized she was screaming.  She stopped and took a sobbing breath, then dropped the bow and returned to her father.  Kneeling next to him, she reached out to caress his face, crying more openly now.  His features were calm, the color draining away as her tears wetted the cooling skin.  He did not blink as her shaking fingers closed those icy blue eyes forever.  Finally she broke down completely, leaning over and cradling his head in her arms.  Her tears fell steadily into his red hair, darkening its fiery color to match the blood that had already begun to dry on the porch.
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Lord Nekdukarr Iveron Darkmist strode through the deepest corridors of the keep, a satisfied smile on his cold lips.  He moved like a dark wraith, gliding along the dim passages in near silence despite his apparently bulky plate armor and chainmail.  He entered a chamber that comprised an intersection of passages, with a domed ceiling supported by an intricate latticework of arches.  One arch revealed an ascending stairway.  A small, bent figure stood at the base of the stair, shifting from one foot to the other, gnawing at the filthy claws that tipped its fingers.

As Darkmist approached, the little creature hopped up and down in anticipation, gibbering in an unintelligible language filled with clicks and hisses.

"I wait," it croaked, switching to the common language of the Dark Gods.  "Yes, I wait, and I tell, yes.  Master come and I tell, yes.  I wait for master, then tell, yes..."  Its prattling continued until the dark lord stood only a step away, looking down expectantly.  The creature merely looked back, a toothy grin on its mottled features, eyes wide in admiration.

"Well?"  Darkmist barked through clenched teeth, his patience draining away.  "You have a message?"

The small one's face went blank as it contemplated its master's words, then the expression became pained and it began once again to chew on an already badly dulled claw.

"Message?" the hapless creature croaked around its fingers, staring fearfully up at Darkmist.

"Yes.  Message!"  Darkmist snapped.  Then he sighed and continued.  "You have a message for me from one of my Dukarr."

The little beast brightened immediately.  "Yes, me tell.  Wait for master, then tell."  It grinned at its comprehension, then stood straight and, for the first time, spoke intelligently and clearly.

"Captain Fnarengul wishes to state that all is ready for your address.  The troops have been assembled in the Hall of Pillars.  We await you in the adjoining chambers."  Having finished its recitation, the messenger beamed up at Darkmist with pride.

"Well, we mustn't keep them waiting."  Darkmist patted his servant absently on the head and turned to the stairs.  Pulling a small feather from a pocket of his cloak, he tossed it into the air as he chanted a short incantation.  The feather dissolved into a shower of shimmering dust.  The Nekdukarr walked through the dust, then rose from the floor and swooped up the tunnel.  The little creature watched him disappear up the sweeping stair, looked around in confusion, then dashed up after him.

––––––––
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Darkmist settled back to the floor after his flight and strode into the chamber where his squires waited.  They snapped to attention, some stooping in the cramped quarters.  He stopped to survey the group for a moment and smiled.  Of the twelve, only two were human.  Two rock trolls served as commanders of the main levels of the keep; eight ogres held sub-captain positions, having been chosen for their relative intelligence and ability to lead troops.  All of these and several others not present had sworn their allegiance to him, had endured the rites that made them Dukarr, and now wore the iron circlet of Mortas; he gauged their loyalty to be as firm as the stone under his feet.

"Report," he said.

One of the human Dukarr stepped forward and gave a curt salute.  "My Lord, Sub-Captain Glurg has moved his troops into the upper level, as per your orders.  By now they should have the area secure and watches set in the outer court.  The remaining troops have been assembled in the hall and await your words."

"Good," Darkmist said.  "Remain here."

He strode across the room to a set of double doors.  The guards stationed to either side snapped to attention and swung the doors open.  A wave of noise assailed Darkmist as he stepped onto a balcony overlooking an immense chamber.  The room was dominated by twelve polished granite pillars, ten feet thick and ten times that from floor to ceiling.  As he looked down at the tightly packed horde, the roar became deafening.  He raised his hands and the din subsided.  Finally he spoke.

"We have been brothers," he began, and the crowd fell utterly silent.  "Not brothers of blood, nor brothers of race, but brothers of a different kind.  Brothers of a kind that outlasts mere ties of kinship or allegiance.  For we have been brothers in captivity.  This brotherhood has lasted throughout most of your lives, and a large portion of my own.  From the beginning I have pledged that I would end our captivity, and that you would reap the wealth of the undeserving surface dwellers."

A murmur rose from the crowd.  Although most of them lacked the basic faculties to grasp his meaning, they could tell by his tone that he was building up to something important.

"And now it is time for my promises to be fulfilled, for our captivity is at an end!  We are free!"

The crowd erupted and surged forward in a futile frenzy to reach their lord and commander.  Many of the smallest in the crowd were trampled in the crush, but Darkmist did not notice, for he had already turned away and reentered the chamber where his squires waited.  He immediately began giving orders.

"Keep one battle group in the upper keep.  Post sentries in the outer court day and night.  Send out patrols to scout the area and return with detailed maps and any supplies they can plunder.  I want the zykell sent out on long-range scouting missions.  Have them report with detailed accounts every other day."  He whirled with a wave of dismissal and started out of the room, then stopped and turned back to the group.  "And send my fastest flyer to inform my sisters of recent developments."

Turning away before they had time to bow, Lord Nekdukarr Iveron Darkmist was halfway to his private chambers when next his cruel smile parted to form words.

"And so it begins again, after nearly a hundred years..."
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Please Gods, have mercy on me, and get me off this accursed boat," Avari moaned, staring blankly across the open expanse of grey water.  Great oily looking waves tipped in frothy white rose and fell as far as the eye could see.  She tried to concentrate on the horizon like one of the sailors had told her, but the sky was the same color as the ocean.  Her gaze kept dropping back to the sea.  Avari gripped the rail tighter and shut her eyes, but it was no use.  Up she went, leaning over the rail to retch violently, bitter bile scalding her throat.  The pervasive ache of the dry heaves, unending nausea and raw sorrow left her more miserable than she had ever felt in her life.

A cry caught in her throat as she wondered for the thousandth time why she was even here.  Avari had not lasted long in the press of passengers' quarters before being compelled to find the rail and some fresh air.  She huddled on deck, clutching the rail, and trying to keep her thoughts on something besides the endless waves of nausea.  The sailors sometimes glanced at her in amusement, but her size and the sword at her hip kept them from insisting she return below decks.

Avari reached into her shirt to grip the medallion that hung there.  It had been her father's, given to him by a faerie queen as reward for a good deed, he had said.  She had never been sure which of his stories were true and which were only meant to entertain her, but she had loved them all.

"Oh, father, I'll never hear one of your tales again, true or false," she murmured as tears rose in her eyes.  It had been only one week since she had laid him to rest in the small grove behind their cabin.  Three days and two nights of walking and little if any sleep had brought her to Isleport, where she had discovered that a shipment of horses had left for the mainland that very morning.  The next ship was not due to leave for three days.  Merchants who had traded with her father had offered consolation, but not much more.  Only Felton Hammerhand, the old blacksmith, had offered a dozen silver pieces and some free smithing.  She had nothing but her thanks to give him in return for altering her father's chainmail shirt to fit her narrower frame.

In a pouch at her belt was another medallion; this one she would not touch without a glove, it revolted her so.  It bore the thorned chain of Pergamon the Punisher, Lord of Pain.  She had taken it from the neck of one of the thieves she had killed.  Their bodies had not deserved burial.  Instead, she had dragged them deep into the forest and left them for the scavengers.

"And that's what I'll do with the rest of you when I catch up to you," Avari pledged.  "If it's the last thing I—"

A violent heave of the deck interrupted her murderous thoughts as the ship plowed its way up and into an enormous swell.  Avari hung on for dear life, retching again as the ship careened down the back of the wave, the spray drenching everything and everyone on deck.

"Well," she mused, shivering at the chill, "what else can happen to me?  Now I'm sick, sad and soaked."

"Pardon me," a soft, penetrating voice said from directly behind her.  Avari's first thought was to defend herself, but she failed to muster the strength even to grip the hilt of her sword.

Behind her stood a figure in crimson robes, the cowl drawn up against the wind and spray.  The material looked thick and soft, although somewhat worn.  She could barely make out a man's face within the shadows of the cowl, just a hawkish nose and an immaculate goatee.

"Pardon me," he repeated, "but I could not help noticing that you look rather ill, to put it mildly.  I have an herbal preparation that works well for ship's illness, if you would care to try it."

Avari stared at him, her mind sluggishly sorting through his words.  Whatever it was he was saying, he did have a wonderful way of saying it.  His voice was the most pleasant she had ever heard, almost hypnotic: his tone was low and soft with a touch of laughter and joy hidden beneath, a voice ready to relate a grand secret.  She wanted him to keep talking just so she could listen.

At that moment a gust of wind caught his robe and swept it aside, revealing gleaming chainmail and a dark war hammer.

Startled into wariness, Avari pulled herself up the rail to her full height.  Trying not to look as if she needed the support, but desperately praying that she would not slide back down to the deck, she glared down at the stranger.  She reached for the hilt of her sword, but the weapon was tangled in her traveling cloak.  Fumbling for a moment, she finally gave up with a sigh.

"Please leave me alone," she said.  "I don't need a cure from someone who offers aid, but conceals a weapon.  So if you don't mind—"

The sea ended Avari's bravado by wrenching the ship savagely.  Her tenuous hold on the rail failed and she pitched toward the stranger, who seemed less affected by the violent motion.  She brought up her arms to break her fall but, instead of the rough planks of the deck, she felt strong hands catch her.  They held tight until the ship settled down, then led her to the rail, where she immediately turned to retch over the side.

"Lady," he continued, "I have no wish to insult you, but my nature compels me to assist those in need.  If you truly desire no help, I will go, but once again, I offer you a remedy to the illness that now assails you."

Too weak to protest, and not knowing what else to do, she nodded shortly at the robed figure.  Jaw clenched against another bout of nausea, she allowed him to help her across the foredeck and down the stairs to the main deck.  However, at the entrance to the passenger's quarters below, she balked.

"No, I can't go down there.  That's why I was up on deck.  The smell... the crush of people were making me sick."

"Don't worry, we will only pass through," the stranger reassured her.  "The mid-deck is frequently awash and we would be hard-pressed not to be swept away.  This route will take us safely to the aft of the ship, where I have a private cabin."

With that, he led her below decks.  Avari gasped, holding her breath to keep from gagging at the stench.  She had only boarded the ship the night before, but some of these people had been traveling for a week.  The stale air smelled like sweat, rotting grain and the illness of those without the strength to climb onto the deck.  She cast her gaze down to avoid the eyes that pleaded silently up at her.  They passed a door, squeezed through the packed hold and the cramped crew quarters, her crimson-cloaked companion earning nods of recognition if not exactly approval as they passed.
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