Chapter 12:  All the Fools Sailed Away

K
ali’s thrill slowed as she ended the dance she bent over on her knees to catch her breath and began to feel the pain from her wounds as the adrenalin receded.


Jason began searching for spent arrows that could be salvaged or repaired.

Magpie collapsed to her knees, “Oh, thank the gods.”  The beguiler wasn’t accustomed to these protracted conflicts with so much death and destruction.  She greatly preferred situations that could be resolved peacefully or through trickery.  While not particularly pious, there were times you just had to give those big, extraplanar bastards their dues.

Caleb arched an eyebrow at the beguiler’s sudden piety and smiled shaking his head.  “Indeed.”

Frayed spat to the side.  He had rather dark feelings about the gods, given he was tortured in Gond’s temple by the worshippers of another god and the Wondermaker did nothing to help him, or perhaps it was Gond who’d sent these heroes to his rescue, and willed that he might join them.  “Can we finish off the ones on the boat?  I don’t want any of those vermin escaping to slay another day.”  He continued marching toward the shore, firing off a magic missile, using a wizard slot, at a distant zombie.
Automatic kill.

Round 164

Jason spotted about 10 good arrows on the battlefield, and began to collect them, starting with the ones by Kondrat and her ecalypse mount.

Faith and Kali saw Frayed approaching, and guessed by the positon of the sun it would be a few hours still before noon.  Under the sunlight, it was starting to be quite a nice day, and the little snow on the copses of the trees on the hill was even now falling, melting, and evaporating into the coastal breeze.

The charnel hound’s myriad individual body parts writhed innocuously as undeath subsided and the flesh slowly settled to its final repose.  A few zombies continued their approach from the east, only to fall after being exposed to the Celestial brilliance aura emanating from the coin in Magpie’s hand.

“You’re all still flying, right?” Frayed asked his teammates in the wake of the bloodshed as he stabbed a groaning dwarf named Big Brother Bothammers.  “Maybe I can babysit the corpses while the lot of you fly to the ship and make things right.  And don’t forget that there might still be a barbed devil nearby.”

Bothammers died.
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Rounds 165 – 170

Kali began searching the dead, as did Faith.  The dancer rummaged through Larlum’s inventory, finding the following:

	Melee Weapon
	Dmg
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Type
	Wt.

	Unholy Heavy Flail
	1d10
	+6 +2d6 evil
	1
	19-20, x2
	Bludgeon
	10.0

	Throwing Returning Heavy Flail
	1d10
	1
	1
	19-20, x2
	Bludgeon
	10.0

	Spell Storing Morningstar
	1d8
	1
	1
	x2
	Piercing
	6.0

	Morningstar of Disruption
	1d8
	1
	1
	x2
	Piercing
	6.0

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Ranged Weapon
	Dmg.
	D+
	TH+
	Critical
	Rng.
	Wt.

	Throwing Returning Heavy Flail
	1d10
	1
	1
	19-20, x2
	10’
	-

	Light Crossbow +1
	1d8
	1
	1
	19-20, x2
	80’
	4.0

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Armor & Shield
	AC Mod.
	Dex
	Check
	Arcane
	Speed
	Wt.

	Anchoring Mithral Chainmail +2
	7
	4
	-1
	20%
	20’
	20.0

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	Missiles
	Qty.
	Wt.

	
	
	
	Bolts
	50
	5.0



	Item
	Qty.
	Mass
	Notes
	Value

	Reliquary Unholy Symbol
	1
	0.0
	Velsharoon
	1000

	Storm Gauntlets
	1
	1.0
	 
	10604

	Skull Plaque
	1
	2.0
	 
	6200

	Sepulchral Vest
	1
	0.0
	 
	2000

	Healing Belt
	1
	0.5
	 
	750

	Vest of Resistance +3
	1
	1.0
	 
	9000

	Ring of Charisma +2
	1
	0.0
	 
	6000

	

	Item
	Qty.
	Mass
	Effects/
	Value

	Healing Kit
	1
	1.0
	 
	50

	‎Metal Flasks of Unholy Water
	4
	4.0
	 
	4

	Tindertwigs in Waterproof Case
	20
	1.0
	 
	1



Faith flew over to Bastilles, finding a scimitar +2, a composite longbow +2, a suit of leather +1, and a scout’s headband.  Then, having taken all but the leather armor off the dead body, she headed over to Thymos, who had on him a pair of sianghams +2, a Quick-Reload Heavy Crossbow of Fire, a suit of studded leather armor +1, and an unholy symbol of Velsharoon.

Jason replied, “I think the fly spell is about out.”

“Looks like there’s some good stuff to be found here, Frayed,” Caleb offered, trying to distract the warmage.  “And some of the fallen might not be dead yet...”

“Don’t patronize me, bookworm,” Frayed grumbled, but walked around, checking to see if any of the fallen were still breathing.  If they were, he’d fix that with a magic missile coup de gras.

Magpie looked worriedly after the other gnome, but set to gathering loot.  “We get back to civilization, we can get the things we don’t need sold for a healthy price.”  On the ninja, she found a poisoned kama +2, a poisoned masterwork shiruken, bracers of quick strike, and a scout’s headband.

“I think only Jason, Faith, and Kali are flying.  Everyone else’s flight is tapped,” Caleb replied, “And I don’t know how long your flight has remaining, Ladies.  It’d be risky to take on those people on your own.”

Frayed grit his teeth.  “We can’t let them go.  They need to pay for all of this.”

“We can find them, Frayed.  It doesn’t have to be done today,” Magpie replied.  “We need to heal, deal with all this, and...”

“NO!  They Die Today, if I have to jump into the water and deal with it myself!”  Frayed screamed, interrupting the beguiler.

“They’ll be trapped out there for at least an hour from that control water spell.  Let’s heal up, loot the bodies, and see what we can find.  They might have potions or scrolls of flight.”  Caleb looked around the group, “Frayed and I can breathe water.  We can swim out there and sink the ship from underneath.  Little danger in that.”

Rounds 171 – 180

Those who busied themselves with searching the bodies found a plethora of gear, and it was a good thing they had some extradimensional bags, or they would have had to leave most of the larger weapons and armor.

After a few moments, and almost tripping over one of the bodies, which resulted in the scout finding out his fly was still in effect, he announced to all, “Oh I guess I can still fly a bit longer.”

Frayed turned to the party and made his impassioned plea.  “Look, guys.  I know we’re tired, but we can’t just let those guys sail away.  I’m going to go fight them and kill them, with or without your help, but I’d really appreciate some help.  Here’s my plan.  I’m going to black tentacle the boat.  There will be basically nowhere on the boat they can stand and be out of the tentacles except maybe belowdecks.  Magpie, Faith, and Kali could use my folding boat to head out that way if they like.  Maybe make some ranged attacks.  I know we’ve got all sorts of magical thrown crap out of these guys we kicked the stuffings out of.  Caleb still has magic, I’m sure, and Jason...  Jason, you are the most awesome archer I’ve ever worked with.  We can do this, not only for me, not only for all the people that those wicked fools murdered on this island, but just for what’s right.  And if that isn’t enough motivation, they loaded up that ship with all of Larlum’s loot before they took off.  Not only can we use that loot, but do we want them to have it to fund their next evil endeavor?”

Caleb looked around at the group and sighed, “Our vengeful friend might have a few salient points.”

Magpie rubbed her face, “Gah.  Alright.  He does have some points.  I’m pretty much gassed, but we can take some time, do some looting, and probably find gear like scrolls or wands or something I can use.”

Caleb held up his magic missile wand, “If nothing else, you can borrow this.”  He looked at Faith, Jason, and Kali.  “What do you think, friends?  Magpie wants the loot, Frayed wants revenge, and I...  I want justice for the innocents slain here.”

“I like the sound of the last part,” Faith said, hefting her gear after having donned a Healing Belt.

Magpie stuck out her tongue at Caleb’s back as she continued looting, coming across a scroll case.  “Oooo....”

Kali responded “We need some healing first.  Here is the hole in your plan:  if you tentacle  the boat, Faith and I will not be able to engage the enemy.  I know for one that I am not proficient with any of these thrown weapons.

 “I have about 100 arrows, now that I’ve recovered these from the battlefield.  We can probably do this before the fly spell ends,” said Jason.

“Tell you what.  I have some scrolls of heart of water.  I can cast it on you and Faith.  You’ll be able to breathe water and swim like a fish.  Forget the boat.  Me, Kali, Faith, and Caleb can swim under the boat.  Kali and Faith can hack holes in the boat.  It’ll sink, the enemies will end up in the water where, frankly, they’re going to get just obliterated.  Jason can serve as overwatch and if someone tried to fly away, he can shoot them full of say, 50 arrows.  Everyone wins.  Heck, Jason, I’ll cast Accuracy on your bow, so you can shoot from twice as far away without problem.”  Frayed clapped his hands together.  “We can do this.”

“We’re finding a lot of healing potions, and I bet they have some wands.  Magpie, can you use your vigor wand on people?”  Caleb asked.

Magpie nodded and began wandering around, tapping people with lesser vigor.

“Whaddya say, ladies?  Feel like killing a boat?”  Frayed seemed eager.  How surprising!

Round 181

Faith’s and Kali’s ability to fly expired, having lasted longer than expected.  The paladin thought to try out her new Healing Belt.  [Although it was already used up today, I’ll rule that Faith’s purity recharged the item upon her confiscating it.]

Frayed zapped a few zombies with his manifold magic missiles.

The only problem I see,” said Kali, “is if you sink the boat then you don’t get the treasure.  We have to capture the boat and bring it back to shore.”

Jason nodded in agreement with Kali.

Round 182

“If you want to take the boat intact, I’m game.  That’s just the safest course of action.”  Frayed shrugged, “Honestly, I don’t care beyond the fact that we can’t let them go.”

Magpie just had a seat with a frown.  She didn’t care much for this plan.

“Well we’d better get moving if we are going to catch that boat,” said Jason.

Frayed was a zombie-blastin’ fool.

Round 183

“It is a greater risk, but we could then take the ship back to the mainland, making it easier to transport the treasure,” Caleb pointed out.  “If you and Kali think we can do it, Faith, I’ll support your play.”

Frayed kept on destroying former islanders and residents of Bytopia, and now stopped moving while trying to get people on board with taking the boat.

Round 184

Jason searched Blingschteiver as they approached the shore.

Frayed had nearly destroyed every zombie on the beach, and was now fixing to finish the job, zapping three more zombies with five missiles.

Round 185

Frayed finished off the gnomish zombies at the rear of the petty horde with his last five missiles.  Brushing his hands clean, he sniffed the salty air, and asked, “So are we doing this?”

Round 186 – 192

The heroes livened up their step, and although they were limited by Faith’s encumbered speed, they made it to shore, but could still only see the square-shaped depression in the water cascading down into what was probably a flat, square surface several dozen feet down.  To be sure, Jason would have to fly high and/or close enough to get a line of sight, or someone could cast prying eyes or arcane eye.

Frayed whipped out his scrolls and cast heart of water on both Faith and Kali [both expired in 5 hours].
Faith and Kali gained swim speed equal to their land speed, +8 to Swim, and +5 to Escape Artist; plus latent freedom of movement spell activated by Swift Action.

He looked over to Magpie with an arched eyebrow, but she shook her head and replied, “I’ll just pilot the boat.”

“Okay,” Frayed clapped his hands and began jogging for the waterline, getting out his folding boat as he did so.  “I’m so excited to finish this.  Come on ladies.  That includes you, Caleb.”

The folding boat could expand to a raft that accommodated four Medium characters, and if taken out to sea far enough—say to a depth of beyond 20’—it could further expand to a fully keel- and mast-bearing sailing ship accommodating them all, plus a crew, if they had one.

Caleb frowned at the warmage, but didn’t dignify the jest with a rejoinder.
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Round 193

Frayed threw the 10” boat into the water, spoke the appropriate trigger, and rendered a 10’ by 4’ by 2’ rowboat with two oars.

“Well?” asked Magpie, “How do we do this?  We can’t all fit aboard while it’s this small.”
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Round 194

“Just get that boat anchored next to the drop off, so when my fly time is up I can swim to it,” said Jason then he flew straight up to a height where he could see who was on the deck of the ship then ducked back down low enough to tell the others.

Round 195

Remembering that heart of water had been burned for freedom of movement earlier, Frayed cast another one on himself off of a scroll.  He could make more later.  “Those who can swim, swim out to the boat, staying under water and out of sight of the suckers on the boat.  Jason, you scout from the air, and when the fight pops off, you jump in with arrows and stuff.  Kali and Faith get on the boat for some choppy choppy, while I blast from the water.  Maybe swimming up on the water walls on either side of the boat for clear views.  Magpie, you stay in the folding boat and be ready to pick up people if they get dispelled.”

Round 196

“If you mean row closer so they can pull themselves up on board, sure,” Magpie agreed.

“Yeah, whatever.  Let’s do this,” Frayed leapt into the water and began swimming out to the enemy vessel with unusual aquatic agility for a gnome.  Magic.

Rounds 197 – 198

Caleb and Magpie got into the boat and began rowing it out once Faith and Kali were in.  With her mirror image spell active for another 3 minutes or so, Magpie projected several versions of herself floating in seated postures over the choppy surface of the coastal waters.
	Skill/Save
	Rank
	Ability
& Mod.
	Misc.
Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Magpie, Reflex
	5
	Dex (+2)
	2
	9
	2
	11

	Magpie, Balance
	0
	Dex (+2)
	0
	2
	11
	13

	Magpie, Survival
	0
	Wis (+2)
	0
	2
	3
	5


Fail, success, fail.
	Skill/Save
	Rank
	Ability
& Mod.
	Misc.
Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Caleb, Reflex
	4
	Dex (+4)
	2
	10
	12
	22

	Caleb, Balance
	0
	Dex (+4)
	0
	4
	12
	16

	Caleb, Survival
	9
	Wis (+4)
	0
	13
	6
	19


Success, success, success.

Insofar as Magpie was not fit to row a boat, Caleb was, and between the two of them, they did their best to keep up with Frayed.

“Maybe you ought to let me row with both oars, the priest-mage offered, and with her nod, she moved to the adjacent seat and he centered himself on the craft, rowing with symmetric force. 
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Round 199

With about 2 minutes left of flight, Jason floated at an altitude of 10’ and a leisurely speed of 20’ per round.

Magpie leaned over to Caleb, “So... if Frayed has a magic sailing ship, why are we going through all the trouble to capture the boat?”

Caleb shrugged, “To recover the treasure easier?”

“Easier than just swimming down with magically enhanced swimming and water breathing and grabbing it out of the wreckage?”  Magpie inquired.

“Yup,” Caleb replied dryly as he rowed.

Meanwhile, Frayed swam along at a blistering pace of 20’, 15’ under the water’s surface.  He might have had opinions on Magpie’s questions, but he was too deep to hear them.

Round 200

When Jason reached the point where he could just see the mast of the ship he stopped and waited for the others to get into position, then gazed as scouts do.
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Round 201

As the others caught up, he noticed no one was above deck, and no one was manning the dinghies, which were still tethered to the main vessel.  They were either below deck, or perhaps they’d teleported away, but with all the zombies aboard?  Maybe they pushed them overboard for fun, thought the scout.

“Make sure you take the coin down there just in case the hold is full of zombies,” Jason called.  “Currently the deck is clear.”

Kali swam over to their boat and retrieved the coin before diving deep into the water to reach the enemy boat.  Faith followed Frayed as they descended to the boat, though she was nowhere near as good a swimmer as Frayed.
	Skill
	Rank
	Ability & Mod.
	Misc. Mods.
	Total
	Roll
	Check

	Kali, Swim
	1
	Str (+2)
	0
	3
	15
	18

	Faith, Swim
	1
	Str (+3)
	0
	4
	11
	15


Success.

Once at the boat, Frayed would surface near the side and look around for a ladder to climb aboard.

“Don’t get too close, Caleb.  We don’t want to fall into that depression and ruin two boats.  Hey... do you think you could dispel the effect?”  Magpie inquired.

“Possibly, but if there are enemy casters on board, the 10’ wall of water is blocking their line of effect.”  Caleb replied as he rowed backwards to cancel the boat’s momentum.

“Good point,” the beguiler nodded, not wanting to fight anymore today.

Rounds 202 – 208

The heroes positioned themselves at optimal positions in order to cast spells or do whatever else they wanted.

Jason looked over at the rock to his left to see if it was high enough for him to stand on and shoot into the magically made whole in the water, and indeed it was.  There was a perfect perching spot about 45’ above the waves from where he could conveniently snipe, so he went there.

Once Faith and Kali reached the wall of water they dove down until about 10 feet before making their way to the ship.
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Round 209

Frayed continued to swim for the boat so the ladies didn’t have all the fun.  Magpie and Caleb were content to wait and see for now.  He dove down into the depression in the water as Kali reached the first dinghy and started to climb onto the ship via a rope ladder.

There was still no evidence of life or undeath aboard the ship.

With one minute left on his fly spell, Jason kept a sniper’s eye on the deck while Frayed did the breast stroke underwater, spotting a shoal of anchovies about 20’ below him.

Round 210

Kali climbed aboard the ship whose name they did not know, as they had not approached from the bow, where the name was carved.  Faith was now making her way up the ropes.  All kali heard was the creaking of the boards that constituted the deck and hull, and the minor breeze that entered the depression gently rippling through the highest sails on the mainmast and foremast.

There were signs of myriad scrolls having been read aboard, as there were at least a dozen individual magical embers of scroll parchment still warming the deck with no risk of catching the ship on fire.  The swordswoman turned back to see Frayed now coming up to the surface after his graceful dive into the depression, and made a hand signal that no threat was seen or heard.
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Round 211

Kali pulled the coin from her pocket as she looked for traps.

Faith climbed aboard and moved cautiously toward the front of the ship.

Jason kept a bead on the entrance to the lower decks.

Round 212

When Frayed got to the ship, he said, “Lemme look for surprises,” then cast a detect magic before looking around for wards or glyphs.  Seeing no auras, he headed to the hold.

Peering inside, he entered.

Round 213

The hold was empty, save for a few barrels that registered zero magical auras.  Those to which he had a line of sight were uncorked at the bottom, suggesting that there was no liquid inside them, but just as many barrels were turned such that he could not tell.

Kali paced just outside the threshold to the main deck.

“Dammit!”  Frayed kicked a barrel.  “They teleported out, probably when the boat was trapped.  Gods dammit straight to the Abyss!”  The warmage pitched a fit inside the hold, picking up things and throwing them about with his mighty gnomish strength.

Caleb took a moment to realize that Frayed didn’t literally mean they’d teleported to the Abyss, then shook his head and puffed his cheeks as he exhaled with frustration.
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Round 214

With anchovies beneath him, seagulls above him, Kali to the left of him, and Faith to the right, Frayed looked up at Jason perching on the island-rock, and shrugged his shoulders, not knowing exactly where to go from here.  They had a diviner in their number, but could Caleb divine what spell(s) had been used to escape, or did it even matter at this point?

While Frayed was in the hold Kali made her way cautiously up on the quarter deck.

Faith moved up to the forecastle.

Jason lowered his bow and did a 360 to see check on what was behind him, but he was too low atop the rock to see above its summit.
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Round 215

Frayed came back up top and sat down on a barrel.  “Doesn’t make sense.  Not only did they teleport out, there’s nothing left.  Why the hell would they load up the ship if they could just fart and disappear, taking everything with them?”  The warmage was dejected.

“It seems to me,” Faith observed, “that Larlum intended to leave by ship, but the people he tasked with manning the ship—I think—mutinied.  It’s likely that those who betrayed him kept their intentions and means secret from Larlum.”

Round 216

Magpie and Caleb seemed very content to float in the folding boat.  Frayed sat dejected on the deck, grumbling to himself.  With no signs of threats, none of the casters seemed in a terrible hurry.  Caleb did call up to Jason, “Looks like things are clear.  Before your flight expires, why not join the others on the captured ship?  Perhaps search for anything hidden?”

Jason waved back then flew to land on the boat.

Magpie looked over at Caleb, “I don’t hear screams of bloody murder.  Think they teleported out?”

Caleb shrugged, “They did something.  Too many options to know for sure.  Given the enemies we were facing, a shadow walk is a possibility.  You don’t need to be precise if you just need to get the Hells out of here.  And they could march zombies with them.”

Round 217

“We weren’t exactly scanning the sea while battling Larlum’s forces,” Kali proposed another possibility.  “Maybe they cast fly and flew at an altitude low enough to be hidden by the waves.”

Jason landed on the boat.

Round 218

Frayed added, “Water breathing would have allowed them to slip away under the water.  They could have taken the zombies along to help them carry the crates.”

Caleb agreed that all possibilities were plausible. 

Round 219

Jason’s fly spell expired.

“Alright.  I think we’re done here.  The boat was a bust.  Let’s just rest a bit, then go and loot everything we can.  We should investigate Larlum’s lair to see if they left anything behind, and head back to the sites of the prior two ambushes to make sure we don’t leave anything behind that could be useful.”  Magpie suggested simply.

Round 220

“We should go after the ones who fled!”  Frayed shouted back from inside the water pit.

“We can’t.  Not today, in any case.”  Caleb called back.  “I might be able to divine for them tomorrow, but you may need to accept that sometimes villains escape, Frayed.  We did good here today, and I have no doubt you’ll come across them again.”

Round 221

Frayed looked over at Kali, “You’ve no idea how badly I want to burn this boat down.  I know it didn’t do anything and isn’t evil.  And I know we want the boat.  It’s just hard to have a proper tantrum without blowing something up, you know?”

Round 222

“Go find something on shore to destroy.  We might need this ship to leave this place,” said the gypsy.  “Who knows?  Those fellows might be back at the lair.”

“Meh.”  Frayed laid back on his crate and stared at the side.  All the death and destruction he’d wrought didn’t make him feel any better about being captured and tortured.

So there they were:  three of them on the folding boat, and the other three on the confiscated ship with nary a crewman aboard.

~*~

Round 238

Some had rowed back to shore; others had swum, and now they all stood near the white foam on the moist sand, some drip-drying, and thought about what to do next.

“Well, that was a waste of perfectly good scrolls,” Frayed grumped dejectedly and kicked a rock along the shore.  

Rounds 239 – 245

“Hey, that’s enough, for goodness’ sakes.  We survived.  You destroyed the organization that hurt you.  We got revenge or justice or whatever you want to call it for the people that lived here.  Some of the bad guys got away, but that’s the world we live in.  We do our very best, sometimes we win, sometimes we lose, and normally it’s a mixture of the two.  Today we won a lot, and lost two villains.  Had our enemies prepared different spells, they could have all gotten away.  Had we been a little less lucky, we’d be dead in the field, soon to be raised as undead serving that son of a devil.”  Magpie marched up to Frayed and poked him in the chest, “So knock it off with that self-pitying garbage.  A week ago you were a sacrifice.  Today you stand victorious.  Enjoy it, or at very least shut the hell up so I don’t have to listen to your whining.”

Rounds 246 – 250

Frayed puffed up, electricity dancing across his eyes and fingers for a moment... but then exhaled breath that smelled slightly of ozone.  “Ehh... you’re right.  I wanted all of them, but their time will come.”  He looked over the battlefield.  “Let’s loot the corpses, burn the bodies, go find the lair and see if there’s anyone to rescue there.  That’ll make me feel better.”

Caleb nodded, “Burning the bodies is probably wise, with all the necromantic energies on the island.  We could pile them over there and Magpie can create a bonfire for us with her pouch.”

“That is a pretty bold assumption.”  Magpie looked up at the tall, strong people, “Do you mind hauling bodies?  I’m puny.”

~*~

Once the hauling, looting, undressing, and burning of bodies was taken care of, and with the smell of humanoid barbecue still thick in the air, they began to partake in their rations, as well as some rabbit meat that Jason’s bow had earned them.  The conversation was—as was often after a battle—related to the conflict that ensued, and the manner in which everyone resolved it.

Frayed seemed much more pleased now, being on a full stomach and having had a relaxing swim, and enjoyed listening to the lengthy ethical debate between Faith and Magpie, which was just now concluding.

“I suppose the gods have a purpose for us in all of this,” Magpie threw a tinge of sarcasm into the words “gods” and “purpose”.  “I wonder what they would say about our deeds today.  Perhaps that we are doing a great job and are set to become gods of our own realms someday?”

Caleb responded grimly, “Alas, the gods speak of mortals in the past tense, for their consciousness spans until the end of days.  For them, we are already expired and expended, unless, as you say, we have ascended to the ranks of divinity.  Only entropy reigns in the end.”

“Bleak,” the warmage-evoker pointed out monosyllabically.

Then, suddenly and without any mundane or magical foreshadowing, there appeared something that even Caleb could not explain.  He and Magpie had become experts at interacting with illusions, and as they bobbed their heads from one side to another to get a better glimpse of what was beginning to look like a portal, they both decide that, no, this was no illusion.  It was a circle, floating in the air, gold and silver and blue and violet and bronze and brass and mustard and burgundy.
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The more they stared, the more that auras of Celestial and other goodly forces became evident to those who could discern them, and soon, amidst the formless ether therein, two figures approached and stepped innocuously through the 25’ wide circular portal.  Instantly, Frayed and Faith dropped to one knee, for they saw before them none other than the avatars of Gond and Sune.  The others were not worshippers of either deity, but having traveled with Faith all this time, they knew Sunite lore all too well by now, and their plight in Dothion and here against those who would betray the trust of Gond’s worshippers had taught them much of Gondar philosophy and daily life.
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The mortals stood and knelt in silence as the avatars took a measure of them.  Were they about to be chastised for some faux pas?  Not likely from a neutral and a chaotic deity.  Would they simply be rewarded for their heroic deeds?  The next few moments would surely tell.

Caleb felt compelled to kneel.  While neither deity was one he personally felt a lot of allegiance to, not kneeling seemed indiscreet.

Magpie, while normally terrible discreet, frowned deeply at the divine appearances.  She looked around at her kneeling companions then just crossed her arms with a skeptical expression and a bit of a frown.  She looked to the avatar of Gond, “No disrespect, but your people would have appreciated a visit some weeks ago, before your name was used to turn them into either brainwashed cultists or undead abominations.”  While she might backtalk a Gnomish deity, given gnomes were an inherently irreverent people, she didn’t backtalk Sune.  For all she knew, Sune would give her facial pox for being disrespectful, and she was long past being an awkward teen.

Jason’s eyes strayed more to the beautiful Sune.  The scout kneeled before her more out of astonishment than anything else.

Seeing the others kneel Kali did likewise.

Faith eyed Magpie.  She hoped the woman would not be struck down for her speech.  “Sune, this is a great honor you do for us.  I would never believe I was worthy to kneel before you.”

It seemed that both avatars opened their mouths once and uttered a single syllable each, and then Caleb and the others were accorded visions of multiple futures, alternate timelines, all rendered impossible by the deeds of the mortals present.  And as the visions ensued and unfurled, there emerged from the circular portal a mass of spectral bodies—gnomish and otherwise—dressed in pure light.

Magpie recognized a handful.  They had attended the feast that the impostors had called Gond’s Sacred Franchise, and had been sacrificed to Velsharoon along with the earlier batches.  Magpie was only now beginning to realize how close she’d come to ending up a zombie.

Faith blinked.  She knew the task before her, for in her and Frayed’s mind, there had come a second series of visions, and these involved Superintendent Milfuegos Mopworken and his wily aristocrat friend, Jarvis Rutherfjord.  Frayed looked at Faith, who turned to him, and then the two turned back to their respective deities.

Caleb, Kali, Jason, and Magpie, were next to receive the second set of revelations, whereupon they also understood that Faith and Frayed had been chosen for this special task.  The sun shifted along its azimuth at a magical speed, and within seconds, it was afternoon.  The warmage and paladin were being anointed with the hands of spectral souls, and the avatars extended their hands towards Faith and Frayed.  The two mortals looked back at their four friends, and without a word, it was mutually acknowledged that the hand of fate was causing the group of six to part ways.

Time slowed down to normal eventually, and it was unclear when exactly the gods and heroes left and the portal closed, but now Caleb, Jason, Kali, and Magpie remained on the beach, alone amongst the seagulls and the surf.

“Well” said Kali, “that was something!  Never in a lifetime would I have expected that.

“Now, where does one go after that?” asked Jason rhetorically.

Magpie was clearly grumpy about the divine drop-in.  “At least they grabbed Faith and Frayed to do things they would have wanted to do anyway instead of trying to rope us all in.”

Caleb gave the diviner a bit of side-eye, but didn’t engage.  He was... hurting a little.  He probably never would have built up the courage to tell Faith how he felt, but now that she was gone, he was keenly feeling her loss, and sympathizing with Kali whenever she bemoaned the absence of that druid from Bytopia, Wind in His Hair.

After biting his lip, he looked to the other three.  “Well, feels like our schedule is cleared up considerably.  I say we finish up on the island.  Check out Larlum’s lair, then check out the other ambush sites to see if there are any valuables that we missed before.  Find a comfortable place to rest, then tomorrow, teleport to a metropolis, sell loot we don’t need, then spend far too much coin on general debauchery while the fates decide what treacherous threat the universe is going to throw at us next.”

“You had me right up to that bit about the ‘fates’.”  Magpie answered.  “But I’m in through the debauchery, fo’ sho’.”

“That water depression is going to expire eventually, and then the ship will float out to sea or crash into the rocks, most likely,” one of them warned the others.  Without Frayed, there was nothing short of magic that would allow them to sail it anyway.

“Sounds good to me.  And a good bordello will do nicely,” said Jason.

“Let’s just get this over with.  I’m due for a bath and pampering,” Kali said.

~*~

They studied their map as they made their way along the forested and rocky path that zombies had trailblazed in the last month or so.
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Magpie had been making her own map during their travels, and now, approaching from the south, drew a line corresponding to the path they took, in case they needed to retrace their steps.
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They reached the trail that was a continuation of the original trail they’d taken since exiting the cavern after canoeing through the transplanar portal that conveyed them from Dothion to the Prime Material Plane, if that’s what this was.

“According to Fuchsia’s impeccable intel,” Magpie pointed eastward, “that’s the way to Larlum’s.”

And sure enough, just around the bend was the bone palisade that they’d been warned about.  The femurs of a Colossal animal had been fractured at 45-degree angles down their medians, then stacked facing westward, creating a continuous wall of bones as far as the vegetation allowed them to see both northward and southward.

“Is this supposed to keep us out?” the archer almost laughed.

The sole gnome in the band replied, “Now that our fly spells are all spent, yes, it should at least deter us.”

“There must be a breach, a drawbridge, or some causeway that the zombies used to get in and out,” Caleb surmised, estimating by the angle of the wall that if this palisade was in fact a circular barrier, its circumference had to be at least a quarter of a mile.  The amount of animals needed to furnish that many femurs was incalculable, and furthermore unsustainable on an island this small.  The diviner-cleric was in a flurry of speculation and induction.  Perhaps the ribs, humeri, clavicles, and other bones were used as well, which would reduce the amount of specimens needed, but it was still quite unsustainable.

“Anyone have a summon ladder I spell?” asked Kali.

“The zombies hauling crap didn’t float out.  Jason, there’s bound to be tracks.  That’ll at least tell us where we need to be.  Once we find that, we can figure out how to get in more easily.”  Magpie rubbed the back of her neck as she looked over the situation.  Reaching out, she poked the bones, checking to see if they were an illusion.

“True.  Give me a few minutes while I look for their tracks,” Jason said.  The man looked around at the ground, then moved slowly north along the palisades until he found traces of the zombies’ tracks.  It took some time, however, and by then, he’d put 400’ of distance between himself and the group.

The few minutes that Jason had mentioned passed, and now the rest of the party began to grow worried about their scout, but just as those worries were beginning to be voiced, the human came back south and nodded.  As soon as he was within murmuring distance from them, he reported.  “The breach is wide open, and there are about a dozen zombies standing watch just inside.  They’re standing about 15’ from one another, facing all directions, and probably acting as an alarm system for one another, or for something greater.”

Magpie proposed, “I doubt there would be something as great as Larlum’s charnel hound.  He would have probably released it and dispatched it down to the beach to finish us off.”

Caleb agreed with that suspicion, though it wasn’t a certainty.  He said, “We need a worst-case-scenario plan, just in case there are things worse than mere zombies inside.”

Kali added, “With your coin, we can pretty much ignore the zombies and deal with anything else coming at us.”

Caleb pointed out, “Yes, but if there are traps, we will have to rely on Jason to spot and possibly diffuse them.”

Magpie sighed, half-serious, “I’m not sure I want to go through with this.”

“Oh, come on!” Jason joked.  “It’ll be fun.”

Magpie looked again at the map that Fuchsia had drawn for them.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

“Fun, Jason, is a hot bath and good wine, perhaps with a lovely someone to wash my back.  It needs a good washing.  This is the opposite of fun.  I’m about tapped magically.  I still have an assortment of my weakest enchantments, but all my powerful stuff is used.  And I’m not great against undead at full power.  The gods popped in and took off with our weapon of mass destruction.  I say we put this off until tomorrow.  They won’t be any undeader tomorrow.”  Magpie gave her opinion, then added, “But if the rest of you want to press on, I’m not bad with finding and disarming traps, so I can at least try to help with that, even if I’m not much use in a fight.”

“There were a lot of potent casters in Larlum’s group.  Odds are they would have some nasty magical traps laid for anyone who came in after them.  I’ve no doubt that we can face any combat challenges with Kali and Jason’s skills, but we should absolutely take care.  My restorative abilities have been taxed today, for obvious reasons.  We could go take our time and loot the other battlefields.  Perhaps see if the crypt haunt has been laid to rest.”  Caleb offered an alternative to facing the lair right now, given they did have other items on their agenda.

Jason had already led the way to the breach, and now, ignoring Caleb’s proposal, he continued to strategize on entering the lair.  “Magpie, what if you go back a bit and come up right side of the wall so your coin starts to affect them?  Or if you like walk right straight out so they see you?  We will come out with you.”

Kali handed the coin over to Magpie, then took out her swords.

Caleb looked over at Magpie, saying nothing.  She bit her top lip and smiled at Jason, and within a few minutes of strategic coin holding, all zombies in sight were destroyed.

“Now what?” Caleb and Kali asked simultaneously.

Magpie and Jason—the party’s trapfinders—led the way to Larlum’s lair.

~*~

The smell of smoke alerted them to either a hearth or a torch or perhaps even a forest fire, though it was none of these.

“That’s it, huh?” Magpie crouched behind a boulder as Jason held his bow at the ready should anything come out of that giant skull in front of him.

About 50’ behind Magpie, Caleb had by now come to the conclusion that the bones used in the construction of the palisades they’d breached minutes ago—and this skull in front of them—were not native to the island, and were most likely from the Para-elemental Plane of Bone, a plane so inaccessible to most living beings that Caleb had to admire Larlum’s craft.
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The moment with the gods had seemed like only a few seconds, perhaps minutes, but the setting sun on the hilltop overlooking the coastline to the east and south was another telltale sign that hours had transpired on this plane relative to their brief moments... and alas, all that existed was the moment.

The party approached as Jason nodded to his friends.  The light emanating from below—within the eye—was not torchlight; the contents of the grotto were burning, and whatever flammables were within would soon be ash.

“Anyone trained in the arts of firefighting?” Jason joked as he distanced himself from the mouth—or eye socket—of the cave.  Fortunately the wind was blowing southeast here, and so they remained upwind of the smoke so long as they faced the cave entrance.

The fire looked like it was raging quite nicely, but there was not enough smoke to account for the entire lair drawn on Fuchsia’s map, which Caleb figured that the passage burned much like a fuse, the flames slowly engulfing bone after bone as the fire continued upward.  “By now,” he said with some confidence, “we can expect anything in the throne room and other lower levels to be destroyed, if it was Larlum’s intention to do so.”

“This gives me pause,” said Jason.  “With this fire even entering the place is dangerous we could die from all the smoke.  Let’s us return tomorrow when it is burnt out.  We should find a camp site, maybe check on the bodies from yesterday.”

The gnome sighed, then asked rhetorically, “Well, wasn’t this just a lovely garnish on top of a craptastic day?  Safe to say there’s no one to rescue in there.  Let’s check the prior battlefields to see if there’s anything of value left, burn those bodies, check to make sure the grave haunt is done, then make camp back in the ruins of the town.  Tomorrow, we can head to civilization.  Shadow Walking might be safer than teleporting.  We’ll just have to see how we feel.”  Magpie pointed to the mystic theurge.  “Caleb, you probably know a city pretty well where you don’t have enemies waiting who want to kill you.  Why don’t you pick a place?”  

“When we go back to the town, we can try to find some maps to get our bearings,” the mage-priest said as he stayed back from the skull.

~*~

They quit the smoking lair, which was most likely looted clean before the invaluable combustibles were lit aflame.  The party had trekked back to the place they’d dubbed Larlum’s Bluffs, where they’d first been ambushed by Larlum’s second expeditionary force.
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They happened upon Fuchsia’s body, which hadn’t even been recovered by her former colleagues once the heroes had teleported away.  On her person, they found a Ring of Protection +2, a dagger +2, and a Returning Acidic Burst Dart, just as Magpie suspected they would.
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[Who takes these items?]

~*~

A while later, they had made considerable headway north, and were now at the graveyard, which served as the causeway to the town center of Narwhal Port.
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The first thing they spotted was the main thing they’d been looking out for as they approached the town’s cemetery:  the grave haunt.  However, the haunt no longer embodied the image of a friendly, old fool, but rather now bore the face of a much more somber man, wearing a gray robe and floating towards them with open palms to confirm his words, “Friends, I no longer pose you any threat.”  He carried a floating bag in one hand, and undid the strap that sealed it.

The heroes, with weapons drawn and at the ready, stopped as the apparition did, then continued to speak as the last rays of the sun lit the orange and violet skies above them.  “You have freed the souls of my kin, and we are now free to venture to the realm of our final repose.”
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Caleb didn’t want to correct the man by specifying the myriad exceptions to the rule that the afterlife was an existence of repose, but merely listened for the moment, ready to cast a spell at the first sign of treachery.  Faith would have been able to confirm at will that the man’s floating eidolon was or was not evil, but so far, all seemed as it should have been.

“Larlum’s curse is lifted from this island, and while our people’s ways will not have been lost to posterity, perhaps the knowledge of our fates will live on in lore through your tales.  Take these four instruments of heroism that your cause in the future might be that more just.  These are mere tokens of our appreciation.  Perhaps we will meet again, in the realm promised to our souls...”

“... Perhaps we will meet again, in the realm promised to our souls...”

Magpie stepped forward and smiled at the apparition, “While I wish we had met under better circumstances, I am please we were able to afford you a measure of peace.”  Glancing back at her friends, she said softly, “If it tries to kill me, save me.”  Then she walked over and accepted the bag, “Thank you for this.  We will use them in good faith.  Well, they will.  I can be a bit of a scoundrel sometimes.”  She winked at the apparition, “But seriously, may your next life be a happy one.”

And with this, the apparition crouched down to lay the bag of holding down on the ground, open that they might see some of the contents.

The eidolon then stood once more, bowed his head, and retreated into the sky like a puff of Ethereal smoke.

~*~

Earlier…

“Fuchsia’s Ring of Protection should go to Kali or Jason, if you don’t already have better,” Magpie said.

Kali sported to +2s already, but Jason gladly upgraded his +1, which matched his existing +2, and the two now pounded knuckles with matching bling.

Handing Magpie his spare Ring of Protection +1, Jason winked.  Magpie winked back, donned the ring, and took the +2 Dagger.  “I think Kali wanted the Dart, which I’m fine with.”

“Thanks,” the dancer said.

~*~

When it disappeared, she held up the bag, “That’s what I’m talking about.  You do a good deed and get paid.  Yeah!  None of that bull dooky, a good deed is its own reward nonsense.  Momma has bills to pay.  I’m going to get me two, count ‘em, two half-orc masseuses, one for each thigh.”

“Can I get those when they’re done with your thighs?”

“Ewww, you want my sloppy seconds from two half-orcs?”

“Just on my thighs.”

“That’s how it always starts.  Thighs are the gateway to the groins.”

~*~

They were now back in the ruins of Narwhal Port, and had found a seaman’s office behind the fish market.  The best map they’d found of the island wasn’t much of an improvement upon the one they’d made themselves, seeing that there was only one settlement—this one—and the rest was rugged wilderness and rocky cliffs.

The sun had just set, and it would soon be dark.  “Preparations?” Kali proposed a night watch, in case of any stray zombies.
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The archer went outside to stand guard in case any dusk-loving predators or undead should present themselves in the next few minutes.  He remained within earshot so he could be part of the planning for tonight, and for the trek back to Larlum’s in the morning.

“Maybe Caleb can prepare another teleport spell so we don’t have to walk all the way over there,” Magpie proposed.

Jason was glad to walk, particularly now that he knew it well, and that the island’s most fearsome predators had been dealt with.

Kali and Jason worked with Caleb and Magpie to better optimize their preparation.
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“Well, we didn’t anchor the ship,” Magpie started, “so I’m guessing it either crashed into the rocks or is out at sea, errant and crewless.”

Rubbing his chin as he considered their situation, Caleb advised, “I don’t anticipate any other strong challenges on this isle, although I would be shocked if there weren’t more free roaming undead.  I have an unspent celestial brilliance at my disposal.  Let’s cast it on something immobile in town, like the well in the town square, then set up a rope trick nearby.  We can rest in the extradimensional space, and should any mindless undead come by to investigate, they will be burned to ash.”  

“I can’t fault that logic.  The rope trick will be roomier with only the four of us.”  Magpie shrugged a bit.  “Although it’ll be boring without Faith around to remind me that I’m a terrible person who corrupts those around me.”


~*~

All in all, though they had prepared for an ambush, a vengeful act by some wronged, fell creature, or some form of attack, it was a quiet night.  The zombies had seen fit to kill almost all of the macrofauna near the village, and they’d only seen a handful of elk, deer, and other wild game near the northwestern portion of the mountain, which was where the transplanar portal had delivered them.

It was, however, a chilly night, and everyone did well to dress appropriately or magically ward themselves.

The sun rose and they were ready to return to Larlum’s bone grotto.

A thin layer of snow had coated everything overnight—nothing like the 6 to 12 inches they had gotten the night before—and was even now evaporating and melting at the first rays of sunshine cast on the eastern walls and rooftops.

Kali inhaled deeply, taking in the cool, clean dew from the air into her lungs.  “Are your spells prepared?” she turned to Caleb as he emerged from his designated cot, stretching and yawning.

The priest-mage rubbed his messy hair and nodded, with eyes half-open.

“So,” Kali asked the groggy human impatiently.  “What’s it gonna be?  Another teleportation?”

“I think I’m a bit confused,” Magpie admitted.  “When did we decide to go back to the lair?  I thought we accepted that anything worth checking out was going to be destroyed in the fire and we were going to teleport off this gods-forsaken island, go back to civilization, sell our loot, then blow obscene amounts of gold on debauchery...”  She looked over at Caleb, “Or, you know, library fees.”

“Between the pair of us, we have more than enough teleportive capacity to do both.  We could check the ruins of the lair to ensure there was nothing missed, then proceed to the hot and sexy library times.”  Caleb offered diplomatically, perhaps unconsciously feeling the threads of fate tugging him toward the lair.

Which shouldn’t be mistaken for a player trying to go along with a GM’s gentle nudging.  Totally different thing.

“Never say hot and sexy, Caleb.”  Magpie shuddered, “Brrr...  I think my ovaries just tried to claw their way out my back to get away from that.”

Caleb shrugged, “Where I am from, there’s an ancient wise saying:  Haters gonna hate.”

“Why not say hot and sexy?  ‘Cause that’s what I want to find when we are done here.  A hot and sexy woman to spend a day or two with in bed,” Jason grinned at the image in his head.

“There could possibly be a room not touched by the fire that might still contain some valuables.  Or even previous stones that would not have melted,” replied Kali.

“You’re allowed to say hot and sexy, Jason.  You’re perhaps the horniest human I’ve ever seen, so it fits.  Caleb’s still not allowed.  Alrighty, Caleb, why not pop us to the break in the palisade we were at last night?  Jason, get the glowing coin out.”  Magpie dusted herself off, “We’ll check the place out, but then I want to go somewhere nice.”

“Alright, be prepared for a battle, just in case.”  Once everyone was ready, Caleb used his Domain teleport to take the group to the break in the palisade they’d found last night.

~*~

“Poof!”

They reappeared at the palisade, and entered through the breach.  A zombie head that they’d separated from its body yesterday lay on its side as if staring at them with sunken eyes.  They continued for almost a thousand feet, and happened once again upon the giant skull whose eye sockets served as the entrance to the late tiefling’s inner sanctum.

Another few hundred feet put them at the skull, and the heroes got a glimpse of the shores below the cliffs that were only a hundred feet or so from the skull cavern.  They said a few words of caution, and specified a few contingencies, then entered.

[DM assumptions below can be edited as needed.  You can also add text at any point based on what the PCs see in each area.]
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They meandered down the spiral cave suspended by femurs, ribs, clavicles, and other cylindrical bones that might have fed an army of bone-eating monsters.  They took a side step into the living quarters, and inspected the area, finding it bare, and empty, but with signs of recent occupation, including shapes in the dust on the floor, scraps of paper, barrels, and a few boxes.  Beds were turned over in one room, and it looked like empty spaces where the mattresses would rest had stored coins, for the silvery powder of new mint was evident to Magpie’s keen eye.
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The holding cells were rather nice, for what they were, and it looked like zombies had done part of the cleaning, seeing that some parts of the wall had been scrubbed clean for hours, while others not at all, typical of an unsupervised staff of mindless undead at work.

They came back into the downward spiral of despair, and couldn’t resist going into the room that said charnel hound.  It was—at this point—an empty pit, and a ramp with traction holes suitable for the hound’s paws had been lowered into the area, and now lay diagonally across the diameter of the pit.

Jason inspected this area, and found there to be nothing else of interest by the time the others were getting bored.  They continued, and finally got to the throne room.

[image: ]

It was also empty, having been stripped bare of just about anything that hadn’t been bolted down.  Dried blood coated the four pools that Fuchsia had described as being brimming with blood when she had last been here.

“Well,” Magpie looked at the others, pointing out, “this is anticlimactic.”

“Unless someone has reason to object, I’d say Waterdeep.  I can teleport us to the hills outside the city then we can hoof it through the gates.  The markets are more than rich enough for us to sell our goods and buy whatever else we want.  Well, whatever else we can afford.  And I’m sure they’ll have burly masseuses for our ladies’ pleasure.”  Caleb added with a wry smile.

“What about Neverwinter?” Kali wondered.  Neither she nor Jason wanted to go to Waterdeep.

“Never been,” answered the teleporter.

“Suzail then?” Jason smiled.

“Sold!”  Magpie clapped her hands.  “All my travels, and I never hit Suzail.  We could probably find a portal back to Sigil there as well.”

~*~

They arrived on a beachhead just west of the city, and made their way east to the entrance, which appeared less heavily guarded than Caleb remembered it.  Stuarts and heralds approached, taking the heroes names and professions with modified amanuensis spells at their disposal.  Their garments and armor were those of the Cormyrean Army, who constituted the majority of the security personnel along the city wall.
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It didn’t take long for the heroes to register and be given a few verbal and written bits of advice for how to get by in the city, including a rough map.

“Oh my gods!  This place is so fancy!  I’m going to attend a ball.  And eat grapes.  Grapes are super fancy.  Maybe I’ll pay someone to feed me grapes.”  Magpie clapped her hands together, “So, here’s my plan.  Let’s go get our loot sold, split up the coin, then test the idea that absence makes the heart grow founder.  I’ve spent more time with you three than I have with anyone since I left home and frankly, I’m a little sick of you guys.  I’m betting the feeling’s mutual.  We go our separate ways, then get together after say a tenday at...”  She snatched up a fallen flyer and looked at it, “The Laughing Lass Tavern and Festhall.”  She showed the flyer all around, “Volo’s rates it 4 tankards and 3 coin, which is mighty good value for money, plus bards and strippers.  I know Jason is in.”  She wraggled the flyer at him while saying in a hypnotic fashion, “Stripppers....”

Caleb sighed and rubbed his temple, “While I’d never phrase it so crudely, I think Magpie might have the right of things.  Jason likely needs to introduce himself to the local maiden population, I need to tend to matters of faith, Magpie is...  well, Magpie.  We all have interest we’ve put aside during our adventures.  Spending some time to reconnect with what we enjoy would serve us all well.”

They decided to reconvene in a tenday.  In the meantime, Magpie was going to engage in some thievery, while Caleb would do some sort of spiritual journey peppered with a challenge or two.
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