Descent into the Darkness VII:
Voyage into the Darkness

Although the following story is based on actual events, all the characters appearing in this work are creations of the authors. We had to make some people, you can probably guess who, a whole lot cooler than they really are.

Any resemblance to real persons- living, dead or otherwise- is unfortunate and no doubt in very bad taste.
Prologue


“Like a pea on a plate” is how the Captain described it when Mike took over the watch and nothing had changed since midnight. The sea was a mirror. It reflected the stars so completely that it was difficult to tell where the heavens ended and the sea began.

The only movement anywhere on the surface, as far as Mike could tell, was the tiny wake from their small ship. There wasn’t so much as a hint of a breeze. The sails hung limp and silent in their rigging and were it not for the slow beat of the drum and resulting rhythmic sweep of the oars, the Terror II would not have moved at all.

Mike reclined at the stern, rocking gently with the pull of the oarsmen below, smoking a pipe and steering with his right arm draped over the rudder. He would occasionally lick his lips for they were chapped and dry from the combination of the briny sea air and pipe smoke. He wore a heavy, dark blue cloak that he kept tight around him against the chill night air. On each shoulder were quarter moon ensigns that identified him as the first officer. Marks that he wore with pride, having achieved the rank in only three voyages.

Because Mike was relatively new to seafaring and used to being successful, he saw nothing unusual about his meteoric rise through the ranks. He didn’t question why he, incapable of tying a simple hitch knot, would be promoted to second in command. He was just happy to be given the opportunity to prove himself- almost as happy as the rest of the crew were to be overlooked for the honour. 

He kept a careful watch, but he knew he didn’t need to. He could have tied the rudder into position and taken a nap. No one would have noticed or cared. The rest of the crew were cowering below decks where they would stay until it was time to drag their cargo to the longboat. He hoped there wouldn’t be any screaming this time. Mike didn’t do well with tears.

There was no danger of running a ground here, nor any danger of encountering another ship. They had the whole sea, the whole universe, to themselves. Sailors were superstitious folk and the Terror II was the only boat that ever came this close to the Isle of Blight.

It appeared early in the third hour of the watch, a low flat darkness on the horizon directly above the prow of the boat. At first Mike wasn’t certain that he was seeing anything at all. He waited almost a full fifteen minutes watching the darkness rise higher and higher against the backdrop of the stars before calling out, “Land Ho!”

Almost immediately the coxswain below doubled his beat on the drums. Mike knew from his first voyage aboard the Terror II that they would go faster still when it was time to leave the island. The Terror II was unique in that it kept two full crews of oarsman below decks, ninety-six men. It could go faster for longer than any other ship on the ocean. It was said that no one or nothing could catch her, but that had been said of the original Terror as well.

The stars had begun to disappear, winking out in the waxing light of the eastern horizon, when the boat finally entered the large crescent bay that was its destination. Mike could see little in the long shadows. The Isle itself was still a silhouette but now Mike could discern the tops of trees and shelves of bare rock along the coastline. He could hear the gentle lapping of the sea against the pale sand that ringed the island. 

As the captain had instructed him, Mike manoeuvred the boat into the center of the bay and gave the command to weigh anchor. The oars were pulled up and drawn inside and the boat momentarily resembled an awkward wooden spider trying to get settled. While this was going on a group of wild-eyed deckhands emerged from the bunkhouse and got to work mooring the Terror II. They worked frantically on the port side of the vessel with many furtive glances towards the nearby coastline.

“We’re too close.”

Mike turned at the sound of his Captain’s voice. He stood at the top of the stairs that led below decks to his personal chamber in the stern of the vessel. It didn’t look like he had slept. He was fully dressed and had dark circles beneath his eyes. It could have been a trick of the pale blue morning light, but he looked completely drained of colour, even his sandy blonde hair seemed white. Most disconcerting, he had his short sword drawn as if he expected to be attacked at any instant.

“Aye Capt’n” the oldest deck hand agreed.

“Pardon me sir, but you said in the center of the bay,” Mike reminded him. The captain’s obvious uneasiness was contagious and now Mike wished he had drawn his own sword earlier. To do it now though… it would just look pathetic.

“I believe, First Officer Bruns, I said the center of the mouth of the bay. There-” He pointed to the open sea some distance behind them with his sword. “I would not say take her to the center of the bay, because I did not want my ship this close to the island. We’re too close.”

“Aye Capt’n” the old deck hand was still in complete agreement. 

“What’s our draught?”

The old hand looked at the chain that ran past his bare feet into the depths below. He shrugged, “Maybe four fathoms. Shall we raise anchor?”

The Captain considered this a moment and studied the shoreline. All was dead still and quiet. Unnaturally quiet. It took Mike a moment to realize what was missing- there were no birds on the island. A group of ripples from the hull of the ship travelled the width of the bay while those on deck listened and watched.

“No. I want all hands on deck, belay that line there and hoist the longboat in the block and tackle. Let’s get this over with now. Dawber, take the helm. Bruns, you’re with me.”

“All hands on deck!” Mike called.

The was an abrupt explosion of activity as all over the deck hatches suddenly sprung open and seamen poured from their chambers below. There was an unmistakable air of desperation in the crew’s movements and each man was armed with either a knife or short sword.

 Relieved of the helm, Mike dropped down to the lower deck beside the Captain, pushed his cloak over his shoulders and drew his own sword. He felt better almost immediately. They made their way through the sudden bustle of activity to the forward hold where their cargo sat waiting, no doubt praying, in the darkness.

There were eight of them, just as there were on Mike’s first voyage to the Isle of Blight. Six men and two women by the look of it. It was difficult to say for certain as they had come aboard in chains with their heads and shoulders covered with burlap sacks, but four had muscular tattooed arms, clearly men. Mike guessed another two were men by their height. The last two clearly had breasts. 

It was a little strange to see the fairer sex condemned so. Men’s wickedness was often brutal and obvious, but women were subtle. In Mike’s experience, a woman’s villainy almost always grew in equal proportion to the naivety of the men around her, but it seldom exceeded it. Therefore, women were rarely caught and almost never punished. What sort of heinous crimes these two must have committed to be sent here were beyond Mike’s imagination. It didn’t seem possible that they could be so deserving of such an end as this.

The Captain paused before unlocking the hold and gave Mike an apprising look. As if he could read Mike’s thoughts he said, “You have to steel yourself Bruns. On this boat, pity is about as useful as an anchor is to a drowning man.”

“Understood,” Mike nodded.

The Captain passed Mike his sword and threw his cloak back over his shoulders as he spoke, “Each one of these criminals has been condemned for a serious crime. They are murderers, rapists, cutthroats-” He lifted a chain from around his neck on which there hung a large iron key, “traitors and the like. They would as soon pluck out both your eyes as give you the time of day.” The Captain unlocked the hold and pulled the chain away from the door handle. It fell to the deck with a loud rattle.

“Don’t doubt for a moment that they are deserving of this fate or they will-“

The Captain suddenly flew backwards into Mike as the door exploded outward. Mike just had time to move both blades aside or he would have skewered his commander. Instead, the Captain struck him full on the chest and the momentum sent both men crashing to the deck, one on the other.

 Towering over top of them was the largest of the condemned men. He stood almost seven feet and was covered in intricate tattoos from the crown of his shaved head down to his waist. His face was drawn up in an animal snarl and his eyes bulged, huge and white. Before Mike had time to react, the brute gave the Captain a kick that cracked ribs and sent him rolling across the deck. 

Mike didn’t have to think about what to do next. Although he wasn’t much of a seaman, when it came to hand to hand combat there wasn’t much that Mike didn’t know. Dropping the Captain’s sword from his right hand Mike scrambled to his left. As he anticipated, when the tattooed giant saw the opportunity to pick up a weapon, he ignored Mike and lunged for the sword. It was his last mistake. Mike sprang back on the giant and planted his sword between the giant’s shoulder blades before he could lift the weapon. With a grunt, the brute fell face first on to the deck. The fight was over in seconds.


“You’ve killed him?” The Captain asked incredulously. 


“Aye Capt’n” Mike smiled. “As you said sir- no mercy.”


A group of deck hands, their eyes wide with excitement and fear, came over to help the Captain to his feet. He winced as he stood then looked over the body of the condemned and nodded solemnly, “We all must do what needs be done.”


Mike descended the stairs to the hold cautiously, moving slowly to allow his eyes time to adjust to the darkness. By the time he reached the bottom of the short staircase he could see that his fear was misplaced. The remaining prisoners were all where they had been left, chained to the hull in the hold of the ship. The lone brute had removed the sacks from their heads, but it seems he was either unable or unwilling to free them. As soon as they saw him the men all began talking at once- pleading, bribing, begging Mike to let them go. Mike ignored them. More troubling were the two women, who remained strangely silent and smiled beatifically at him as he moved around the room replacing each of their burlap blindfolds. It was a little unnerving. 

Perhaps, Mike thought, being ladies, they had been given some sort of medication to ease their suffering. By the look of their calm, vacant eyes, it was Shrooms.

The Captain followed Mike down the stairs, but in his current state he wasn’t much help with the prisoners. Mike took the key from him and worked quickly to get the condemned on their feet and up on deck, where deckhands guided them along the gangway to the longboat that was suspended from block and tackle on the portside amidships. The tattooed giant’s dead body had been moved and lay curled in the bow of the boat, waiting for them there. 

When the last of the prisoners had been loaded, Mike unclasped his cloak and handed it to the boatswain who stood waiting to receive it, then turned to mount the bulwark and join the condemned. 

The Captain grabbed Mike’s arm a little too forcefully. “You won’t be needing that neither,” he nodded towards Mike’s short sword.

Mike’s eyes met the Captain’s for a moment then passed over the rest of the crew. He was suddenly aware that everyone aboard was surreptitiously watching from their positions, either on deck or in the rigging. All, he noted had some form of weapon in hand. Mike brushed the Captain’s arm away, stepped up onto the bulwark and climbed aboard the long boat.

“If it’s all the same with you Capt’n, I feel it is better to be safe than sorry.”

For a moment something in the Captain’s eyes seemed to protest, but then he nodded. “As you wish- lower the longboat!”

The crew lowered the longboat quickly and smoothly as they had practiced many times. When it was settled in the bay, Mike cut the fore and aft lines. There would be no need to haul it out for the return voyage. They would tow it back home. Mike made his way to the bow and took his seat at the oars. With a few hard pulls, he had the bow turned towards the beach and a few more brought him clear of the Terror II. 

Mike continued to row, grunting with each effort under the weight of the water, but each successive stoke was easier than the last. For their part, the condemned men had grown as quiet as the women now. The seven of them, still covered with burlap sacks, sat in the stern of the longboat facing forward, toward Mike. Beyond them he could see the rest of the crew were still watching his progress carefully. He felt a sudden chill, cold breath on the back of his neck, and instantly had a vision that the dead giant lying behind him had risen. He dropped the oars and turned with a start, only to realize that the cold breath he felt was nothing more than the shadows of the treetops stretched long over the water. Smiling at his fear, he reached for the oars again. 

The quiet calm of the bay was abruptly shattered by the bosun’s pipe. This was followed almost immediately by a loud rattle of the anchor’s chain plunging into the bay. Even before he saw the Terror’s oars reaching for the water, Mike realized what was happening- a cut and run.  

Mike stood at his oars, “Ahoy?” 

The Captain waved from amidships. “I’m afraid it is as I said-“ the Captain yelled, “We all must do what needs be done. We were charged to deliver eight souls to the Isle of Blight. And deliver them we must. The circumstances for you are- “ the Captain shrugged, “most unfortunate.”
Captain Hg did feel for his first officer, especially since he had so recently saved his life, but really this Bruns character was far too guileless to get anywhere as a sailor. It was probably for the best. 

“Your going to wish your mother never met your father when I catch you. I’m going to gut you like a pig, paint your house with your blood. I’m going to turn you inside out and feed you to your dogs. You’re going to beg for death, you scurvy sons of-” 

What Mike screamed next could not be heard by anyone, for at that moment the big drums of the Terror II began to beat, a great heart coming to life and growing ever stronger. Captain Hg waved a final goodbye then headed to helm. The team of oars on either side of the Terror II pulled it away from the condemned and out into open water. Those in the longboat drifted further into the shadows, closer to shore, deeper into the darkness.

Chapter One

It was cold, damn cold. Dear God it was cold. The bloody ground was frozen solid, but Gord was hot- literally speaking of course. 

The popular “hot” that the kids used to describe each others’ supple young bodies didn’t apply to Gord and never would- unless being a heavy-set, shortish, middle-aged man with Chewbacca-esque body hair suddenly came into fashion in a big, BIG way. Even Gord was willing to admit, in those sane, lucid moments that occasionally troubled him, this wasn’t too likely. No, Gord was hot in the good old-fashion sense of the word, like those red-white coals in the center of the fire that look so delicious, but- as Gord once learned the hard way- that you must never, never eat. 

Steam rose from his chest and back and swirled up into the twilight air. Sweat dripped from his forehead and gave his muscular arms a gleaming golden sheen in the fading daylight. On either side of the grave over which Gord stood there were two shuttered oil lamps, open to cast more light over his work in the long hours that still lay ahead. 

Gord wiped his hands on his breeches to clear the sweat and then took hold of the handle of the pick-axe once more. He had discovered the best way to get a solid grip was to imagine that his hands were closing around Derek’s neck.  He then swung it up high above his head and in one fluid motion and brought it down with a resounding -SHWACK!- that sent chunks of sod and a few clods of dirt flying. 

They sprayed the headstone of the grave where Derek was leaning, sipping from a flask, trying to keep warm. “Hey- Watch the cloak!” The dark mage cautioned, looking peevishly at his companion. “I just bought this from some Tiberion traders in Overdare.”

“You can take your cloak and -SHWACK!- it for all I care.”

Derek chose not to respond. He had long since given up trying to teach his friend about the qualities of a good garment or the difference between quality wine and moonshine or even the fundamentals of basic grammar. There was no need to. Gord wasn’t a dinner party companion, he was a good, no great, fighter- especially when his berserker blood began to boil and, luckily for Derek, it didn’t take a lot to upset him. Many years ago when the pair were just students of their respective callings, they had come together in a mutually beneficial friendship. Derek got them into situations where they could acquire tremendous amounts of wealth and Gord got to kill things with impunity. Occasionally, however, mistakes had been made.

“For the -SHWACK!- record, I still think this is a bad idea,” Gord said. 

Derek took another long pull from his flask before answering, “Duly noted.”

“You remember when we brought Diana back? Didn’t she end up killing more people than the plague that year?”

Derek shook his head, “You’re exaggerating. The plague killed hundreds more.”

“Still -SHWACK!- I don’t like zombies. I especially don’t like zombies with powers as strong as their appetite for brains. You said never again.”

“And I meant it. This is different. No more… uh, artefacts.” 

Despite his soaring body heat, Gord suddenly shivered. For reasons he couldn’t explain he had always hated the monkey’s paw that Derek had used to bring back their friend Diana. The mere mention of it made his skin crawl. Perhaps it was the sound the monkey had made when Gord had removed it.

“It’s perfectly safe,” Derek continued, “I’m using a resurrection spell that was taught to me -SHWACK!-  by an old necromancer on his deathbed. Kent will be back, complete and whole, with absolutely no desire for brains.”

Gord stopped for a moment to catch his breath. “You’re sure about that?”

“Positive.”

Gord sighed. It was a long stream of steam in the cold air. 

“And what if he remembers?”

“He won’t remember.”

“What if he does?”

Now it was Derek’s turn to sigh. “Well- we’ll just have to burn that bridge when we come to it.”

* * * * *
After a dinner of baked beans, a decision that Ace knew he would shortly come to regret, he sent the boys down to the lake along with their dirty dishes and a half a dozen bars of soap. His instructions were to wash the dishes, then themselves and then go for a swim. Teenage boys being teenage boys, he was reasonably certain that the soap was in no great danger of getting damp, but the swim alone would likely improve the smell around the camp. 

Of course, that wasn’t saying much. After a hot day of vigorous training, a wagon of garlic or a steaming pile of manure could improve the smell around camp. What was with these boys? Did their noses not work? Were they in some sort of secret competition with each other to see who could achieve the greatest stench? Some of them could curdle milk just by walking past.

Ace shook his head and put the matter out of his mind. Alone for the first time in ten hours, he didn’t need to waste his thoughts on his charges. It was bad enough that he could still hear them through the trees, yelling and screaming for help and/or mercy and making that strange roaring noise. 

They would be back soon and full of wants and needs that he would have to dutifully attend to. So many needs and wants with these arrogant young princes- Ace specialized in training children of the rich and powerful. It was easy work but pointless, “masturbation for money” as Ace put it when he had been drinking, because these smelly little shits lacked for nothing. One of them had brought a golden sword to train with- a fricken golden sword. They would never have the desperation needed to risk life and limb on an adventure.

Still running a summer camp for young, would be fighters had seemed like a good idea. He didn’t really need the money himself so much as he wanted an excuse to sleep outdoors again. It had been almost twenty years since he had first started adventuring, setting out from the Keep on the Boarderlands to explore the Caves of Chaos. In that time he had travelled all the way from Overdare to Hell and back- literally- but in recent years he had been slowing down.

He was getting older. The knicks, cuts and bruises of hundreds of battles had planted their seeds throughout his youth and over time all those injuries were bearing the fruit of the aches and pains that he felt every morning. Despite his best efforts to keep his strength, he could no longer wield two full blades at the same time- he now carried a short sword for his weaker left arm. Outside of his birthday, he was down to one wench a night- and even then, it sometimes took a hurricane blowing to fill his mainsail. But by far the most visible sign of his advancing years was his hairline, which was retreating faster than a Frenchman.

He had thought that working with the boys might restore some of his youthful vigour, that their energy might somehow rub off on him, but instead he found the contrast between himself and boys only served to underline his advancing years. What he needed was another adventure, like the good old days- sleeping on the cold ground, hauling priceless artefacts from dark, secret places and getting sticky with his enemies blood- but he was so settled now and so successful that like the boys he “trained”, where would he find the desperation to go out on the road again?

Speaking of the boys, Ace suddenly realized that the forest had grown unnervingly quiet. There were no boisterous shrieks or yells, nor even the evening birdsongs, the crackle of the logs in the fire was the only sound he could hear. 

He was suddenly struck by the overpowering smell of Lilacs.

“Crom!”

With mounting panic, Ace jumped over fire and grabbed his sword from where it leaned against a tree. With a quick twirl of the blade he sent the sheath flying into the forest and sprinted towards the lake. 

* * * * *

Bob hated running, hated it the way that most people hate taxes, a blood letting or a visit from the in-laws. It was undignified. It made him hot (again, in the literal sense) and it was hard to breathe. However, now that Bob had become a Retrieval Service Agent running was an unavoidable fact of life. The deadbeats always ran, always. It was as predictable as the sunrise or a bad sequel to a good movie. The key was figuring out what direction they would run in so that Bob or, more specifically, Bob’s cudgel could meet them.

Bob surveyed the market square from the rooftop of the armoury. It wasn’t exactly an ideal location for a collection. Despite its name, the square was a large circle with a fountain in its centre and gates to the north, south, east and west. Brightly coloured vendors’ carts lined the outer walls and clustered around the fountain. The traders sold meats, fruits, vegetables, fabrics, crockery and knives.  Added to the mix were more than a few charlatans hawking miracle cures, holy relics, magic items and fad diets. 

Bob shook his head, discouraged. There were too many people and too many exits. Under normal circumstances Bob wouldn’t even attempt a collection here. Knowing Jake as he did, it would be a lot easier just to set up surveillance at the some of the scuzzier taverns in the area and pick him up, probably quite literally, later. Unfortunately, this was a rush order straight from Mr. K and that didn’t mean now, it meant yesterday. Impossible or not, he had to at least give the appearance that he was trying.

“I think I see him.” 

Bob turned to his assistant Jon who was leaning over the battlement with his hand to his forehead shading his eyes from the bright midday sun.

Bob laughed, “He wont even be awake for another hour.”

“Well, he must be sleep walking then.” 

Bob frowned and then squinted into the square, “Where?”

“There, by the fountain, in behind the cart with the silks. Brownish white tunic with either blood or vomit down the front. He’s the one without any pants if that makes it any easier.”

Bob recognized Jake immediately. 

“Son of a bitch.”

* * * * *

Business was good, thought Kevin as he put the last of the gold coins on his desk into a neat stack of fifty. He leaned back, knit his fingers behind his neck and reclined in his leather arm chair. Larceny and racketeering were both up twenty percent year over year and prostitution had gone through the roof in the second quarter, ever since they had expanded the port- just as Kevin had predicted. 

“Gotta love them sailors,” it was more than an observation; it was Rule #7 in Kevin’s manual for new employees. 

Kevin swivelled in his seat, turning from the money on his desk to face the large stone hearth with a fire crackling within. He rested his feet on a huge bearskin rug that shone golden both from the firelight and from the fading glory of the setting sun in the window behind him. 

Things were going very, very well indeed. 

The money on the table didn’t even include the cut he was getting from last Thursday’s temple job. It was hard to believe that initially, he had been reluctant to do it.  It was silly, but he had never stolen anything from a temple before. He had this strange apprehension that he might somehow incur the wrath of the gods. Eventually though, the voices of reason and fear were drown out, as they always were, by howls of greed. 

He couldn’t help himself. Who could resist the temptation to steal a priceless urn when it was left completely unguarded… well- relatively unguarded. There was that garrison of men, but they were a sleepy bunch. If the gods should be mad at anyone, they should be angry at the bartender at the local tavern
. Judging by the way these young soldiers drank, it was their first experience with alcohol. Up until Friday morning when they awoke to find the urn missing, it had been a relatively positive one.

Kevin was jolted from his thoughts and his languid posture by a sudden sharp rapping on his door. He leaned forward in his chair and pulled his short sword from where it hung in its sheath beneath his desk. Laying it across his knees, he made a furtive glance out the open window opposite the fire place. There was nothing suspicious there, just a solitary raven glaring at him from the clothesline of the neighbourhood washerwoman.

“Ummm- sir?” A timid voice called to him from the stairwell on the other side of the door. It was McEwan again. The kid had some skills, but Rule #9 in Kevin’s Manual stated clearly that under no circumstances was he to be interrupted during the count. If the building wasn’t on fire, he would have to give the kid a refresher course.

Kevin stood up quickly and moved towards the window. Looking down onto the street in front of the Purple Grape, he could see nothing out of the ordinary, a few horses were tethered and Jon and the boys were on the edge of the alley with a small group of regulars, drinking, smoking and playing dice.

“What is it Mark?” Kevin called through the door. 

“Umm… sir? This is kind of embarrassing, sir. But I…. I…”

“Can’t remember the password?”

“Umm… yes, sir. That’s correct. You see, sir, I got into thieving on account of my hands, sir. My memory isn’t all that good.”

“Yes, I see,” Kevin snapped. 

Something was up. Kevin hadn’t changed the password in a week. It didn’t seem possible that even this simpleton could forget it in the few short hours since he had last come up- unless… he was under tremendous stress, the kind that accompanied a knife to the throat. Today was THE DAY!

Kevin moved back from the window and began kicking at the flanks of the giant bearskin rug. It covered much of the floor of his lair including the lid of his prized trapdoor. It was an ingenious escape that Kevin himself had designed. The trapdoor led to a stairwell that spiralled down around the chimney and led to a tunnel under the Purple Grape that came up in the back alley behind the stables. He had spent a fortune on contractors to have the whole secret passage built and a larger fortune on contractors to kill the contractors to make sure the secret passage was a secret. Sadly, in the ten years since it’s construction, he had never had need of it- until now.

He reached for the iron ring in the center of the trapdoor.

“Umm… sir?”

“What is it Mark?”

“To ride a cock horse to Bunberry Cross… to see a fine lady on Whitehorse?”

Kevin sighed and stared at the lid of his trapdoor- not today. With a few quick kicks he flattened the rug as he spoke, “With rings on her fingers and bells on her toes-”

Kevin opened the door.

“This had better be important.”

“…. um, sir?”

“What is it Mark?”

“Aren’t you going to finish, sir? … with bells on her toes, sir?”

Kevin grabbed Mark’s crotch, squeezed and lifted him off his feet. 

“Why is it that you’re interrupting the count, Mark?”

“Magohiuy Flibith!” 
Kevin let Mark collapse to the floor and waited impatiently for him to stop wailing.


“Why is it that you’re here Mark?” Kevin repeated


“There’s a group of women downstairs to see you,” Mark managed to cough.


“New recruits? Just send them to Rebecca to train.”


“No sir. They say they need your help. They say that they will give you fifty gold pieces to hear them out.”


That sounded more than a little suspicious. Kevin was indeed a powerful and connected man and he knew he had charm and charisma. He had even convinced himself and a handful of women that he was handsome, but it was difficult to imagine a group of women paying fifty pieces of gold just to meet him. Then again there was a lot of money in Kingstown and a lot of rich, dissatisfied wives. Perhaps this group had mind to become rich, dissatisfied widows. 


“How many are there? Where are they from?”


“There’s five of them sir and they claim to be nuns,” the way that Mark said “claim to be” indicated that even he was sceptical of this last statement, but for Kevin it immediately brought to mind the temple heist. It couldn’t be coincidence.


“They sound like assassins, send them away.”

“Ummm… sir?” Mark had managed to roll onto his hands and knees and was just saving his strength to attempt to stand. It was slow coming.

“What is it, Mark?”

“They didn’t seem like the assassin type to me, sir. They seemed like real… ah … decent.”

“How much did they pay you to say that?”

“We settled on forty, sir.”

Kevin kicked Mark in the ribs as hard as he could and sent him tumbling across the rug. He followed him and then knelt in order to rip off Mark’s budging coin purse.

“With bells on her fingers and rings on her toes, she shall have music wherever she goes.” Kevin stood and gave a mock bow, ”Satisfied?”

“It’s a pleasure working with you sir.” Mark moaned, “I feel like I’m learning a lot.”

“No doubt.” 

Kevin returned to his chair, sat and sighed. If they were truly nuns, here about the temple job, sending them away now would look suspicious. It could bring all sorts of unwanted attention to the Grape. Kevin had no choice but to see them.

“Mark, I’ve changed my mind. Send them up. I want to have a word with them about bribing my people.”

“I am sorry about that, sir”

“Don’t be. You got a good price,” Kevin dropped Mark’s coins into his desk and threw back the empty purse. “Better men than I have been betrayed for less.”  

* * * * *
“People jus’ don’t have the same respect for dark mages like they used to. It used to be, when you were a dark mage you couldn’t buy your own beer if you tried.” 

Derek had successfully conquered the cold night air and was now sitting on the ground near the grave’s headstone, swaying slightly in the soft breeze. He was on his second flask of rum and just getting started on one of his three favourite rants: “the decline of respect for mages”. For Derek, it was slightly more popular than “reasons why Seasyde Pirates will never win the World Championship” and slightly less engaging than “why and how people just don’t get me”.

Gord, who had heard all three many times before, had developed a deep loathing for each of them, redoubled his efforts in the hole. -SHTSH!- If he could just find the top of the coffin before Derek got too deep into his cups, there still might be time to prompt Derek into that Everyman classic, “we’re a couple of good looking guys- let’s go find some ladies” which was Gord’s personal favourite. Truth be told, it was only speech of Derek’s that he didn’t hate.

His shoulders were level with the ground and he had pulled one of the lanterns down into the hole with him so he could see what he was digging. He had discarded the pick axe once he had gotten through the frozen surface and now worked with a short spade, tossing the loose dirt up over his shoulder unto the mounting pile of earth rising between Kent’s grave and the next.

“People used to literally be afraid to make eye contact with me, ” Derek lamented pitifully. “Now they come to my tower and tell me that they need a potion by Friday. They don’t ask. They tell me. It’s like they think I’m a bloody tailor or something. Can I get invisibility in a 44 long?”

-SHTSH!- After hurling another spade’s worth of dirt, Gord paused to wipe some sweat from his brow with the back of his hand, smearing his forehead with a muddy grime.

Derek leaned over and offered the flask which Gord gratefully accepted. He emptied it in three deep gulps and savoured the quick heat that radiated throughout his body. 

“It’s partially your fault you know,” Gord said tossing the empty flask back to the mage, “You used to be a lot meaner”- and leaner, he observed to himself. While he had the sense not to say it, he couldn’t help but notice that his friend looked a lot softer than he used to. Derek’s appearance no longer invited comparison with the pale, gaunt visage of the Grim Reaper. Thanks to hearty helpings of wine and cheesecake, the Grim Doughboy was closer to the truth- which hardly inspired terror in people- not that Gord could explain this to the mage.

So instead he said, “Seems to me the reason people treated you so well before was because they were afraid you’d give ‘em leprosy or insomnia or have a dead relative show up at their door. After we defeated Zellaphir and his minions
 and saved the kingdom, people figured you for a hero and just expect you to be good all the time.”

“Hmm-“ Derek frowned. “But by your reasoning, people should have started walking all over you and Ace after we defeated the demon, OMIGOSH, but if anything they were even more afraid of you.”

“Yes- but that’s because of what I did afterwards,” Gord explained.

Derek shook his head, “I don’t follow.” 

He couldn’t remember anything unusual about their victory celebration following the defeat of OMIGOSH, but unbeknownst to Derek there was nothing unusual about this either. From the time that he started hanging around with Gord, there were literally dozens of battles and post-battle celebrations that were, for one bloody reason or another, simply empty holes in his memories. Derek’s mind kept itself together by blocking out  anything that would keep the mage from sleeping at night. Thus, the entire week that Gord wore OMIGOSH’S face as a mask never happened as far as Derek could recall.

Gord knew better than to try and remind him so he shrugged,  “Nevermind.”

“Well, I’m not good all the time,” Derek pouted. 

“You don’t have to tell me. I’m the one whose helping you rob a grave to reanimate the dead.” He spit on his hands before grabbing the spade again.

“Do you think,” Derek interjected, “that is might have something to do with our retirement?”

Gord didn’t say anything in response, but his sigh and expression quite clearly conveyed the twin messages that Derek was an idiot and yes, since they stopped routinely killing people and monsters, they had lost some street cred. He turned and got back to work.

-SHTSH!- 
Derek nodded to himself. Gord was right. They should go out adventuring again. After all, they weren’t so old. All the reasons to avoid death and danger that seemed so persuasive when he was sober, seemed petty now. There was no reason to hang up his travel cloak. Sitting on the edge of his friend’s grave drinking his second bottle of rum and thinking about his disrespectful, smarmy customers, Derek suddenly saw with clarity that it was time to get into again. They would make kings, save cities and recover priceless artefacts. 

Derek cocked his head to one side. He had heard something about an artefact recently. Now- what was it? 

-SHTCHUD!- Gord’s spade struck something solid.

* * * * *

The shopkeeper dark eyes shone as he let out a low whistle, “Holy Mother of Martock! Is that a golden sword?”

A rube! Ace allowed himself an inward sigh of relief. Salvation at last. He had sidled in and out of the grimy, dimly lit shops of the village square since the first bell, showing the sword to every shopkeeper and merchant with eyes to see it. Ace had some experience with treasure and he had thought the blade would be easy to convert into some quick coins, but the sword had not so much as raised an eyebrow. It was either too rich an investment for the locals or the discount Ace was offering made them suspicious. For whatever reason, it had proven harder to get rid of than an Irishman at an open bar.

Just when he was starting to give up hope, Ace saw a faded wooden sign leaning against a jumble of rocks that vaguely resembled a building:

For Those About to Hock

Pawn Shop

Adventure Outfitters ( 

Purveyors of Fine Antiquities

S. Deagan, Bstd. Proprietor  


The decrepit storefront wasn’t much to look at- quite literally there wasn’t a lot there. It wasn’t so much that there was cracks in the mortar as the builders had never gotten around to filling it in. Ace could see the shopkeeper from the street, reach through the wall and touch his beefy shoulder if he were so inclined, only his well honed sense of propriety led him through the largest of the holes which he correctly surmised was the door. 


A lot of people might have been put off by the shops appearance, but Ace knew well enough that you didn’t judge a diamond by the finger that wore it- no matter how warty and leprous that finger appeared. He needed to make a sale. His life depended upon it.


“Yessiree, ain’t she a beaut?” Ace wasn’t a king of commerce, but he knew how to play this one. This S. Degan was fresh from the farm. Probably still had chicken shit between his toes. From the look of him, between the ears as well. Ace would turn up the down-home folksy as high as the corn in his pappy’s garden. 

“It’s a one of a kind,” Ace pointed out. No wonder, the bloody thing weighed a ton and it was so soft, you could scratch it with a hard look. It was about as useful in a fight as… as… pudding. Ace needed to get some lunch.


“Are you interested in buying it, mister-?”

“Call me Shane,”

Ace smiled ingratiatingly, “What a coincidence, my brother’s name is Shane,”

“You don’t say,”

“I do,” Ace nodded, “Now Shane, tell me. What about this sword?”

Shane smiled rather too broadly for a man with a sword in his hand and turned it a couple of times to let the blade catch the light. 

“You’re not interested in selling it?” he said as if he couldn’t believe his ears.

“Yes.”


“No.”


“Yes,” sighed Ace. 


“A golden sword?”


“Yes,” nodded Ace.


“Oh- I couldn’t possibly afford it.” Shane protested.


Let the games begin, thought Ace. 

“I thought you might say that Shane, but tell you what. I’m anxious to get rid of this thing. You see, it belonged to my dear Pappy. It was the only thing of any value that he left to us and now that he’s gone I need to share my inheritance with my mother and brother or they’ll lose the farm.” It was one of several pathetic stories that Ace had worked out on his way into town. He needed pathos. The loss of his father created sympathy, plus sharing the inheritance demonstrated generosity. Most importantly, the story neatly explained why he was desperate to sell it even at a substantial loss. 

“Obviously, we can’t divide the sword into three,” Ace continued, “so I am desperate to sell it for a fair price,” Ace sighed for dramatic effect. It was a good mournful sigh and he noted with satisfaction that he had Shane’s rapt attention. He even saw the unmistakable glint of greed creeping into the corners of the shopkeeper’s eyes. 

Shane gave Ace a sympathetic smile as if to say he clearly understood his desperate plight and would be gentle on him, out of his own respect for the dead. “What do you think is fair?” he wanted to know.

What Ace thought was fair and what he figured he could get out of Shane were so far apart they couldn’t be drawn on the same map. 

“I couldn’t go lower than 900 gold pieces,” Ace said, knowing that he would.

 Shane let out the same low whistle he had when Ace first pulled the blade from the sheath. “That’s a price!” Shane shook his head, “Still- it’s a one of a kind.” He raised the blade up to his eye to check that the sword was level.

Ace nodded. Get on with it.

“I’ll give you…” Shane paused rubbing his chin between his thumb and forefinger, ”100 pieces of gold.“

Ace ch-laugh-oked, “The damn thing is worth 1000 if it’s worth one,” he pointed out, not quite hiding his exasperation. “If I don’t get a fair price, my family will lose the farm,” he reminded Shane.

“Oh- I wouldn’t worry about them hayseed,” the shopkeepers eyes turned hard. “If I were you, I would worry more about the Downdare Imperial Guard. Unlike your Mammy, Pappy and dear brother Shane, they’re real. And they’re going to wonder how you came into possession of a golden sword that I sold to little Lord Smancypants less than a week ago,” Shane gave Ace a clearly unsympathetic smile that underlined just how well he understood his desperate plight.

“I found the sword in the forest-” it was the truth or the better part of it. “It’s yours for 700.”

“You stole it. 200.”

“500,” Ace countered.  

Shane laughed, “You should take it to Lord Smancypants’ father, Captain Smancypants, if you want 500. He paid close to 2000 a little over a week ago. I know I overcharged him a little, but I think he was happy to pay it. Take it to him, “ Shane suggested unhelpfully, “I’m sure there’s apt to be a sizable reward, as well as a lot of questions… of course, you could just take the 200.”

Ace swallowed hard, “400 is as low as I can possibly go.”

“Maybe I should look into the reward angle?” Shane pondered aloud. “I’ll give you 300. Take it or leave it.” Shane extended his hand over the counter.

“Bastard!” Ace shook it.

* * * * *

The sky was a rainbow, a sunset and an infinite azure. The scents of lavender, roses and vanilla floated on the breeze. The meadow below was bathed in honey sunlight. Everywhere Kent looked beautiful maidens frolicked in the long grass, naked but for the wild flowers in their long flowing hair.


Kent stood on a golden rock high above them. On either side of him and river ran swiftly past and poured over a waterfall into a huge sapphire pool far below him.


“Join us, join us,” the maidens called to Kent without speaking. 


Kent knew that he would go to them, that he had gone to them, that he was forever and always diving from this very perch, swimming across the pool below him and endlessly making love upon grass as soft as fur. It was a far, far better place than he had ever been before.


Kent closed his eyes, stepped forward and felt the rush of air flying past him as he plummeted towards his destiny. There was no fear. It was as if he were floating towards the pool below.


“Kent?” a man’s voice suddenly shattered the valley’s quiet birdsong. It rolled like thunder amongst the hills.


Kent opened his eyes and saw to his horror that the beautiful valley, his home, was getting farther and farther away. He was falling up. He could still see the shock and disappointment on the maiden’s faces and imagined that it mirrored his own.


“Kent?” 


The voice again and what sounded like fingers snapping. It was getting colder suddenly. Much, much colder. Kent could still see the valley, but it was quickly shrinking away. It seemed to him now like a distant light at the end of a long tunnel.


“Kent?”


“Bah!” The disgust was obvious in Gord’s tone. “I told you this wouldn’t work. And to be honest with you, it’s just as well. That smell is enough to gag a maggot.”


“Give him a minute, he’s been buried a while. And don’t worry about the smell, if this works it will only last a few weeks.”


Kent could feel hands on his shoulders, gently shaking him. The valley was a pinprick of light, then it disappeared entirely.


Kent opened his eyes to find Derek’s dirt streaked face leaning over him. His breath reeked of bad moonshine.


“There you are!” he beamed


“You… bastard!” Kent croaked.


“Well, his memory works,” Gord noted.

* * * * *
Kevin wasn’t certain what he expected when he saw the nuns, but he certainly didn’t expect this. 

The ladies all wore matching knee high leather boots with heels as high as the width of his palm. They wore black hose kept up with garter belts and red and black silk corsets were visible beneath black cloaks that went down to their ankles. They were crowned with matching red and black habits that covered the tops of their heads, but allowed their hair to flow freely. Each was more beautiful than the last.

It was a good look, Kevin decided, and worthy of adding to the employee dress code. The ladies were staring at him expectantly and he was dimly away that someone had spoken.

“I beg your pardon- I find you’re costumes a little distracting,”

“Vestments,” the blonde bombshell corrected him.

“Yeah- whatever. Who are you?”

The ladies introduced themselves in turn.

“Carol”

“Karina”

“Leigh”

“Mary-Beth”

“Robyn”

“We are the Sisters of Dubious Virtue!” 

Even more unsettling than their outfits was the way they spoke in unison. It was a little overwhelming, a feeling that Kevin was unfamiliar with and eager to quash.

“Fabulous- and tell me, to what do what do I owe the honour of this visit? Are you soliciting for the church, because if you’re open to soliciting, I think I have an idea on how you can increase donations.” Looking like this, they could earn enough to have the nunnery gilded.

“We need your help,” Karina informed him.

“Let me stop you there, mother-”

“Sister,” 

“Oh brother!” Kevin sighed, “Look, the point is- I don’t help people. I’m what you call a scoundrel,” 

“Oh, yes-“ Mary Beth nodded, “we know.  A incorrigable reprobate.”

“A good for nothing crook,” added Robyn.

“A dastardly villain,” chimed in Carol, “Scum.”

“A ner-do-well miscreant” said Leigh

“A swindling rapscallion,” Karina informed him, “A cur”

Kevin got the feeling that they were just warming up

“A blackguard,”

“Now hold on a minute,” Kevin raised his hands suing for peace. If the sisters were looking for help they had a strange way of asking for it. His enemies had more flattering things to say about him. 

“A louse,” finished Leigh. “Sorry- I just thought of it and it seemed a shame to waste it”

“Look,” Kevin began, “the point is, I am the last person you should be talking to. If you want to send some clever orphans my way, fine, I’d be happy to find some employment for them, but when it comes to donations, you’ve got a better chance of getting snow from the sun.”

“Our problems are not financial,” Carol clarified.

“We need you’re help,” Karina repeated.

“Our lives are in danger,” Mary Beth added.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Kevin said honestly, “but I really don’t see what that has to do with me.”

“We can pay you,” Robyn stated.

“Oh?” Kevin smiled. “Well, what exactly do you need?”

A look passed between the sisters and Kevin got the sense that some silent debate was taking place right before his eyes. Whatever they said next, he guessed, would be an edited approximation of the whole truth.

“The Sisterhood of Dubious Virtue was established more than twenty years ago to serve a very specific purpose,” Karina began.

“We are responsible for gathering and preparing a tribute on each the summer and winter solstice,” continued Carol.

“A tribute that is sent to the Isle of Blight,” finished Mary-Beth.

At the mere mention of the cursed isle, Kevin felt the room turn cold. He shivered. “What sort of tribute are we talking about?” Kevin asked. He was reasonably certain that he knew, but Kevin was a stickler for contractual details.

“Eight souls depart from Kingstown’s harbour on each Solstice, “ Leigh explained, “They arrive fourteen nights later on the first new moon of the season.”

“Arrive to what?” Kevin asked.

“We don’t know that-” Leigh said quickly.

“Until recently we were able to gather our tribute from the prison, but the number of criminals has been steadily decreasing,” Karina explained.

Kevin nodded. Dealing as he did with a fair amount of lowlife’s he was well aware of the punishment meted out by the town authorities. Banishment to the Isle of Blight was the root of many suicides in the jailhouse. 

“If we cannot find sufficient numbers, we ourselves must make the trip,” Leigh continued. “We lost two of our sistren on the last voyage.”

“I hope you’re not here looking for volunteers,” Kevin said.

The ladies shook their heads.

“We want your help putting together a party of adventurers,” explained Carol, “We want them to go to the island, lift the curse and end this savagery.”

“We need brave, strong men to save our lives,” the sisters finished in unison.

Kevin nodded. It was a story as old as time. These damsels were in distress.

“Well, I can’t promise you anything,” he said, “but for the right price I’ll see what I can do.”

“You don’t have to do anything,” Karina informed him. “If we have read the omens correctly, the men we seek will come to you.”

* * * * *

The “Here We Yar” public house was as fine a place as ever there was. Right down close to the bay, it was a second home for the fishermen and ship-builders that made their living there. The pub’s slogan, printed neatly on the front of the menu,  “Our beer flows freely and our women are easy” was passed from sailor to sailor like the mechanics of a proper sheepshank knot or chlamydia. Most everyone who had ever stepped on a gangway had passed beneath the tiny brass anchor that hung above the entrance. And most who visited had at least one unforgettable night there, although many of these were barely remembered and the best, entirely forgotten.

For the first time since “the incident” at the lake, Ace felt himself relaxing. It had been so long since he was on the run from anything, he had forgotten how thirsty a fugitive could get. He moved through the pub and took a seat alone out on the back deck. He wanted to sit in the sunshine where he could watch the activity of the busy harbour and plot his next move. When the serving wench came by he ordered a couple of beer to stimulate his contemplation. Ace paid with a silver coin and tipped her a pair of coppers. He gave her a warm smile and a leering wink that was about as subtle as a sledgehammer. She greeted both the tip and the routine come-on as she always did, with a polite display of teeth. 

Saucy little minx! Ace smiled confident that he still had it. 

When she brought them, he drank the first beer without stopping for breath then let out a belch that rattled the dishes on the nearest tables.  


In the immediate aftermath of what he found at the lake or, more specifically, what he didn’t find: survivors - three things was abundantly clear to Ace. The first was that he was going to be the most hated man in all of Downdare. The second thing was that the people who hated him most, the parents of his charges, were richest and most powerful people of Downdare. If they figured out he was still alive he would have a bounty on his head so large, he might be tempted to commit suicide to claim it himself. As much as he hated to admit it, there was only one course of action available to him. He needed to disappear. Get on the first boat off Downdare and start life anew somewhere, anywhere else.

  
In this, the bastard shopkeeper had been a tremendous help. After paying out the 300 gold coins, minus applicable taxes, he told him the best way to get out of town was to head down to “The Yar”, as it was known to the locals, and find Pete Boyd. The shopkeeper told Ace he would be easy to spot. He was a drinker, medium build, average height with sandy-black hair and dressed like a sailor. He even gave him the code word: Yar.


“Yar?” Ace looked around hopefully. “Yar!”


“Lower your voice,” Pete Boyd slid into the chair next to Ace. He was exactly as the shopkeeper described him only more so. “I understand you’re looking for a ship?”


“Did Shane tell you I was coming?”


“Whose Shane?”


“Nevermind- it’s not important. You’re right. I need passage out of here. The sooner the better. And-“ here Ace lowered his voice, “I also need a passport.”


Pete nodded, “Not a problem. I know a great papermaker and there’s a boat leaving for the Zexpot Islands first thing in the morning. Do you like drinking cold rum drinks on the beach with naked beautiful women?” Pete flashed Ace a smile.


“Yes,” Ace said. “Yes, I do!“


“Perfect, I need 300 gold coins now and another 300 hundred on the dock first thing in the morning.”


“Yeah-“ Ace sighed, “about that. I don’t have that kind of money.”


Pete Boyd leaned back in his seat, puzzled. Ace got the distinct impression that in Pete Boyd’s world six hundred gold coins was chump change. 

“Do you mean you don’t have the three hundred here or don’t have-”


“I don’t have either,” Ace admitted


“Oh-“ there was a trace of pity in his voice, “well, how much do you have?”


“Where can I go for about 280?”


“They’re always looking for crew to go to the Cannibal Islands,” Pete laughed, ”Do you fancy yourself an appetizer or more of a main course guy?”


“Not an option,”


“Oh!” Pete Boyd’s eyes lit up, just remembering something, “Captain Smancypants is looking for a few men.”


Ace shook his head.


“But he’s going to-“


“Doesn’t matter,”


Pete Boyd clasped his hands together and rested his chin on his knuckles, “Your not giving me a lot here, but I’ve got one more option. You ever hear of a place called Kingstown? It’s a bit of a long haul, but-” Pete shrugged. 


“Crap,”


Pete brightened, “So, you’ve heard of it!”

 
Ace nodded miserably. What were the odds? Still, it beat the alternative. He could go, make some money and move on. The most important thing was to get out of Downdare as fast as he could. Ace smiled and extended his hand to the across the table.


Pete shook it. “I don’t believe I caught you name sailor. I’ll be needing it for the… document,” 

“My friends call me Pedro”

* * * * *

The Purple Grape was identified by a swinging sign showing- what else? A bunch of grapes. It looked freshly painted. Kent, Derek and Gord found it easily after slipping a couple coppers to one of the pickpockets posing as street urchins in the main market. The boy seemed to know their destination far too well for Derek’s liking and carried a healthy layer of baby fat under his chin. Obviously crime paid well in Kingstown. Derek made a mental note to keep his wallet close and his dagger handy. 

The building seemed a rather plain two-story white stucco affair halfway between the main market and the east gate of the city. Beyond some stain glass windows on the second and third floors, a few flower boxes under the upper windows and perhaps a slightly fresher white-wash, there was little at first blush to set it apart from any of the countless other public houses in the quarter.

However, when the trio dismounted, they were immediately met by a pair of scrawny young valets in matching purple doublets who seemed to appear out of the ether. The taller of the two, a rather unkempt blonde boy, reached Gord first and grabbed his horse’s bridal. 

“I’ll take your horse sir!”

“Now there’s a strange choice for last words,” Gord observed as he pulled his hand axe from his belt. 

The boy’s eye’s bulged.

“I believe he is just offering to take care of your horse, Gord,” Derek said.

“Y-y-yes sir!” the boys’s wild eyes moved from the blade of the axe to Derek to Kent’s muddy recomposing face and back to the axe. He grew pale.

“Oh-“ Gord mulled this over a moment, “And where exactly will you be taking care of her? I like to keep Wind Breaker close by in case of emergency.”

Now the dark haired valet spoke up. “There are stables just around the back of the building.” 

“That will be fine,” Kent assured him. “God be with you.”

When the boys had led the animals away, Gord spoke.

“Why exactly are we here?”

“I heard something a couple of weeks ago about a guy looking for people to rob a temple,” Derek explained

“Count me out,” Kent shook his head. Ever since his reanimation, he had, for reasons incomprehensible to Gord and Derek, become unbearably pious. 

“Why exactly are we here?” Gord repeated.

“C’mon,” Derek frowned as his companions, “don’t you still yearn for a life of adventure? Don’t you crave the rush of excitement that accompanies mortal peril? Can’t you hear the call of the wild?”

Gord cupped his hand behind his ear, listening, then shook his head. “Nope.”

Kent just glared at the Mage, “I was in a far, far better place-”

“Okay!” Derek raised his hands in surrender. “Look, forget everything else for a moment.” He pointed to the front door of the Purple Grape.  “It’s a pub. Do you want to go in or not?”

Kent nodded.

Gord shrugged, “Well, when you put it that way-“

� In the interests of full disclosure it should be noted that he, too, was an employee of Kevin’s.


� See Descent into the Darkness IV: Rise of the Darknesss Chapter 15





