Tide of Shadows #24 – Through a Glass Darkly
Scuro was furious.  That fool!  Why did she have to kill that baatezu?  I could have learned much from delving its mind.  It would have made a more obedient slave than these cretins.
They are still useful, Ro-Lund-Do shot back.  I will succeed no matter the obstacles.

You will?  Scuro’s tone was full of disdain.  It shall be amusing to see.  Let us see how well you succeed with the following obstacle.  Ro-Lund-Do ducked as Ska’arr’s chain almost caught him on the side of his head.

“You will not win!”  Ska’arr swung out murderously.  “I don’t care if there are five of you or five hundred!  No orc can defeat me!”

Kat had moved forward to check the path for further traps.  She wiped sweat from her brow.  Though the pathway they were on was thirty feet above the lava below, the heat radiated by the lava was punishing.  Hearing Ska’arr’s maniacal screaming, she turned back to see him swinging his chain at Shribryn.  The berserk look in his eye told her that Ska’arr had succumbed to his madness once again.  

“Stupid spell.  How long will he be like this?”  Even as she asked herself the question, she sprinted back and dove beneath Ska’arr’s chain as she tumbled passed Pelias and turned herself invisible.
A large raven circled above.  After the battle with the baatezu, Raven saw that the doorway they had used to enter this lunacy had disappeared.  In its place, a large carving of a face had appeared.  She had been circling to examine the face.  It looked very familiar.  Hearing the commotion, Raven turned and, seeing Ska’arr lashing out, began diving towards him.

Shribryn heard Ska’arr adjusting his stance and felt the subtle vibration through the floor.  Knowing he was about to lash down with his chain at her, she planned on diving forward to get too close for Ska’arr to effectively strike her.  With his madness, he won’t be as proficient a combatant.  Once he’s off-balance, I’ll be able to knock him prone and bang some sense back into him.

As she darted forward, Ska’arr’s stance quickly adjusted.  Uh oh!  The spiked chain swung down with great force, slamming Shribryn to the ground.  Bones crushed, the air was blasted from Shribryn’s lungs as blood spurted from the grievous wound.  Losing consciousness, Shribryn was fortunate to not be cut in half by the terrible blow.

“Next!”   Ska’arr stepped over Shribryn’s still form and swung at Pelias, catching him on the shoulder.  His shoulder blade snapped; the only thing preventing his death was that the force armor that Pelias had erected had deflected some of the blow.  Crying out in pain, Pelias instinctively summoned multiple images of himself to distract and confuse Ska’arr.
A glowing scythe appeared beside Ska’arr and swung down.  Ro-Lund-Do guided the scythe with his mind.  Either Ska’arr will come to his senses, or he will make a fine undead servant.  The scythe cut into Ska’arr’s arm, tearing a small gash.

Ska’arr blinked suddenly and he began to look around.  A confused look clouded his expression.  “Shribryn, why are you sleeping?  Get up!  This is no time to be resting.”  As quickly as the madness had taken him, it had departed.  A look of comprehension dawned as he saw the pool of blood.  The look was quickly replaced by one of guilt.  “Oh no!”  Pulling out his wand, he began healing Shribryn, hoping that he hadn’t killed her.

Shribryn drew a painful breath.  Relieved, Ska’arr continued to heal her as Pelias began healing himself.

“Now that that is over with, back to work.”  Kat moved forward once again and carefully examined the pathway in front of her.  She didn’t rush her examination – she had no intention of being caught in a magical trap that could rob her of her senses like it had done to Ska’arr.  Behind her, she heard the others discussing how to best treat Ska’arr, but Kat kept herself focused on the task at hand.
Approaching the door, Kat noticed strange glyphs on the door.  Just above the glyphs there was a small opening.  Is that supposed to be a peephole?  How stupid do they think I am?  The glyphs were in a language that Kat couldn’t identify, and that bothered her.  Being a polyglot, she could usually figure out unfamiliar languages, but this one was beyond her.

Turning back, she saw that Pelias had finished healing his wounds.  Knowing he was a bookworm, she called him over.  “Any idea to what it says?”  Pelias didn’t recognize the language either and his curiosity was piqued.  He stepped forward to more closely examine the glyphs, but Kat put out a restraining hand.  “You have good eyes.  No need to get so close, considering it could be a trap.”  Pelias nodded his agreement.
“If it is a trap, let’s disarm it.”  Closing his eyes, Pelias focused his energy inwards.  Opening them again, they glowed faintly.  He could see that there was a faint magical aura surrounding the door, an aura of Transmutation.  Hoping to avoid unnecessary difficulties, Pelias focused his energy once again.  His hand shot out as his magic scoured the door clean of any magic, leaving the rest of the door untouched.  Focusing again, Pelias saw that the aura was gone.  Summoning more magic, he set about translating the glyphs.



Generals Gathered in their masses


Just like witches at black masses


Evil minds the plot destruction


Sorcerers of death’s construction


In the fields the bodies burning


As the warmachine Keeps turning


Death and hatred to surface kind



Time will tell on their power minds


Making War just for fun


Treating all just like pawns in chess

Stranger and stranger.  Pelias turned back to tell the others what he had translated when he saw Raven circling at the back of the room.  She was examining the carved face once again when she suddenly gave a startled cry.

Diving down quickly to rejoin the party, she shifted back to her human form and stormed towards Ro-Lund-Do.  “Care to explain why there is a ten foot tall carving of your face on the wall?”
Ro-Lund-Do looked up.  Damn.  Scuro’s faint chuckle echoed in his mind.  This must be one of Scuro’s old strongholds.  That’s why it looked familiar.  Thinking quickly, Ro-Lund-Do quipped, “It probably is meant to unnerve us.  And it seems to have worked.”  Ro-Lund-Do looked at the doorway.  “In the next room, we’ll probably see a giant carving of your face.  Do not let it bother you.  That is what the carving is meant to do – it is a distraction to trap weak minds.”  Walking past Raven, Ro-Lund-Do headed towards the door Kat was examining.
Clever.  A proximity trigger.  This place is lousy with traps.  If my paranoia wasn’t amped up to maximum, I would never have found it.  Kat gently worked around the floor in front of the doorway.  It was one thing to find the trap.  It was quite another to disarm it.  She knew proximity traps were incredibly sensitive and, due to this sensitivity, incredibly difficult to disarm without setting it off.  Sweat stung her eyes as she slowly eased her hand forward.  Hoping she was right, she began placing small wads of wax in various points on the door and on the floor, blocking the trap’s triggers.  Once done, she finally wiped the sweat away.

Stepping back, she used a pole to tap down on the pathway.  Nothing happened.  Kat sighed silently.  Ro-Lund-Do stepped up to the door.  “That took you long enough.”  Kat fumed.  Letting her anger slide, Kat peeked into the peephole.  As she thought, she saw nothing – the peephole was a ruse.  Sliding her fingers along the edge of the door, everyone heard a distinct click – the door was unlocked.
Ro-Lund-Do pushed on the door.  Nothing happened.  “Let me help.”  Ska’arr stepped forward and placed his shoulder on the door.  With a heave, the door slowly opened.

Passed the door, the pathway continued from a small platform.  The material of the pathway had changed in the new room.  The pathway was now made of marble instead of stone.  At regular intervals, the pathway connected to platforms that were ten feet by fifteen feet.  The room was immense.  The ceiling soared sixty feet over their heads and was shrouded in darkness.  Ska’arr looked down.  Ten feet below the walkway, a bank of fog blocked any view of the floor below.  If there is a floor, Ska’arr thought glumly.
Hefting his chain, Ska’arr began swinging his chain, sweeping it in front.  Everyone tensed.  Has the madness taken him again?  Ska’arr’s chain skittered across the floor as he moved forward.

Ska’arr called back, “The way seems to be clear.”  He noticed that the tension within the group.  With mock indignation, he stamped his feet.  “I haven’t gone crazy.  I’m trying to clear the way of traps.”  As he stamped his feet, Ska’arr suddenly hit a slippery patch.  Almost falling, his arms twirling, Ska’arr caught himself before pitching over the lip of the platform.  Ska’arr reached down and touched the floor.  Grease?  Laughing at Ska’arr’s buffoonery, the Shadow Stalkers were taken by surprise when winged humanoids, their skin made of stone, flew out of the eastern wall towards Ska’arr.
Ska’arr’s chain swung out, catching one of the gargoyles across its back.  Though wounded badly, it continued to swoop forward, colliding with Ska’arr square in the chest.  Bellowing out, Ska’arr was thrown off the platform and towards the fog below.  Gripping the injured gargoyle, he dragged it with him into the fog.

Kat screamed as Ska’arr suddenly disappeared.  Kat blinked.  She thought it was a trick of the light, but she knew that Ska’arr had vanished just before he had reached the fog.  The gargoyle had been engulfed by the fog, but flew out of it.  Ska’arr had simply vanished.  What is going on?
The second gargoyle landed on the first platform and leered at the party.  Kat dashed forward and leaped off her platform.  Like her namesake, she made a prodigious jump.  Somersaulting in midair, Kat drew her swords.  Leading with her blades, she sunk them deeply into the gargoyles chest.  Her feet slammed into the gargoyle’s stomach and she pushed off, pulling her blades out.  Somersaulting backwards she landed on the platform where the gargoyle had stood.  The force of Kat’s leaping strike had flung the gargoyle off the platform, dead before it disappeared into the fog.
The injured gargoyle had circled beneath the platform and was about to strike Kat from behind when Shribryn’s chain lashed out.  She had heard the snap of the gargoyle’s wings and knew it was about to charge Kat.  Channeling fiery energy through the chain, the gargoyle simply erupted.  Chunks of the gargoyle fell into the fog as Kat dove down to avoid being struck.
Getting up, Kat shouted to the others, “We need to find Ska’arr!”  Raven pointed down, a look of concern on her face.  “No.  Before he hit the fog, he disappeared.  He may have teleported or been teleported.  Magic is at play.”

Pelias focused his energy once more and extended his magical senses to the room around him.  The magical auras surrounding them were numerous and overwhelming in scope.  Stunned by the immensity of it, Pelias was staggered to his knees.  Shaking his head, he sought to clear it.

Suddenly, Ska’arr appeared beside Shribryn.  “WHERE IS EVERYONE?”  His shout echoed throughout the room.  His hands groped in front of him.  Shribryn yelled at Ska’arr to stop yelling, but he didn’t seem to notice.  “SERIOUSLY GUYS!  WHAT IS GOING ON?  WHERE AM I?”
Oh no.  Raven realized that Ska’arr had been blinded and deafened by whatever magical effect had transported him there.  Lord Farragut’s head popped out of Ska’arr’s backpack with a frantic look.  He had been affected by the magical blindness and deafness as well.  As soon as Raven realized what was going on, Ska’arr began to babble incoherently.  A blind and deaf madman.  Not how I envisioned my day going.  Leaping up, she transformed back into a large bat with sharp fangs and shaggy fur.  The desmodu bat form provided a good balance between strength, reflexes, and manoeuvrability.  Raven began scanning for other threats.  She did not have to wait long for it to materialize.
A harpoon flew out of the eastern wall towards Shribryn.  Twisting her body, she tried to knock the harpoon aside with her chain, but it was moving too fast.  She did manage to avoid being skewered, but the barbed end of the harpoon still managed to snag her clothing, becoming trapped in it.  Shribryn suddenly noticed the steel cable attached to the tail end of the harpoon.  Oh no.  Shribryn struck at the cable just as it went taut.  Pulling back, she fought desperately against the cable’s pull, but it was too strong.
A sickly green orb struck the cable and everyone heard a sizzling sound.  The cable snapped suddenly and Shribryn was unexpectedly freed.  Pelias gave a sigh of relief.  A ratcheting sound could be heard as the cable quickly reeled back into the wall.
We need more information.  Ro-Lund-Do lifted the lip of his hat up, letting Dra-Koo-La out from his resting place.  Giving a mental command, Ro-Lund-Do’s undead minion began to circle the group, sending out small shrieks.  The echoes told Dra-Koo-La, and through their link, Ro-Lund-Do as well, much about the layout of the room.  The walls to the side of the room were illusions.  The room extended further passed the illusionary walls, with walkways and alcoves hidden behind the illusion.  Alcoves?  Oh no.
They all heard the ponderous steps from behind the wall.  Suddenly, a large stone statue, a golem, walked through the illusionary wall from its alcove where it had been stationed.  It stepped out into nothingness and surprisingly, it didn’t tumble into the fog.  It seemed to be walking on a walkway, but there was no walkway to be seen beneath its feet.  The severed cable dangled from a mechanism in the golem’s chest.  It continued to make its way towards the first platform.

Raven swung about and swooped towards the golem.  Dodging the golem’s flailing fist, Raven’s fangs lashed out at the golem’s face, cutting small furrows.  Barely avoiding a retaliatory strike, she realized that her physical strikes were not effective.  If she was to be of any help to her allies, she needed to be even more manoeuvrable than she was currently.  Her form shrank in on itself as she changed from a large desmodu bat to a small bat.  Quicker and harder to hit, she winged her way around the room preparing her next strike.  Though she was smaller, her blows would still have the full weight of her strength.
These fools will need my help.  Ro-Lund-Do began casting a spell and stopped suddenly.  Above the mechanism in the golem’s chest, he noticed a symbol had been etched into the golem.  It was the symbol of an eye with a lightning bolt through it.  What?  They would dare desecrate that which is mine!  Scuro’s rage almost overwhelmed Ro-Lund-Do.  Completing his spell, Ro-Lund-Do sped up the party’s reflexes and movements.  There.  They should be able to handle the situation easily now.  Ro-Lund-Do then began pondering the implications of what he had just seen.  Hearing Ska’arr yelling again, Ro-Lund-Do ducked under his chain as he swung it wildly.  “I liked it better when you were deaf, dumb, and blind.”  Scuro knew that Ska’arr’s fit would end shortly.  It was merely a distraction.
Kat touched the charm on her wrist and time seemed to slow around her.  Dashing forward, the golem was unable to attack her.  The chronocharm caused a localized time dilation, allowing Kat to move even more quickly.  From the golem’s perspective, Kat disappeared from where she had been standing and suddenly reappeared beside the golem, her blades cutting channels into the golem’s side.

A whip of flame lashed out, snake-like, at the golem.  Shribryn grimaced – though it had staggered the golem, it was still moving towards them.  A large orb of fire burst on the golem’s head and upper body.  As quickly as it had appeared, the orb of fire disappeared, leaving behind a horrific scene.  The heat had been so intense that the stone had bubbled and melted – the golem’s upper torso was no longer there, just a melted pit of slag.  The legs still tried to move the remnants of the golem forward, but all it did was pitch off of the invisible walkway into the fog.  Pelias couldn’t believe the intensity of the fire he had just produced.

Seeing that the golem had been dealt with, Raven decided to scout ahead.  She could see that the walkways had all been covered with magical grease.  Turning back, she landed beside Pelias and pecked him on the leg, shaking him from his reverie.  Pointing at the walkway with her wing, she pointed again at the other walkways.  “What is it Lassie?  I mean Raven.  Are you saying all the walkways are covered in grease?”  Raven nodded agreement.  “That’s a problem.”

Ro-Lund-Do scoffed.  “That is a problem that is easy to bypass.”  Stepping forward, Ro-Lund-Do suddenly vanished and reappeared on the first platform.  Turning back to Pelias, he said, “See?”  A harpoon flew out of the western wall and struck Ro-Lund-Do, snagging him in its barbed tip.

Pelias almost laughed.  “You’re right.  Easy to bypass.”  Running forward, he stopped suddenly in front of the greased area.
Ro-Lund-Do yelled out angrily, “Free me from this!”

Pelias looked over sheepishly.  “I’m not so good with the whole keeping-my-balance thing.”  The cable suddenly became taut.

Kat activated her boots and teleported beside Ro-Lund-Do.  Even as she appeared, her swords were lashing down.  In a flurry of blows, the cable was severed and reeled back into the illusionary wall.  They all knew what was coming next.

Preparing themselves to face the next golem, Ro-Lund-Do began pulling out his rope.  He tossed one end to Pelias.  “What are you doing?”  Pelias asked.

“It would seem you are better suited at dealing with these golems than me,” Ro-Lund-Do replied.  “Thus it would make sense to put you into a better position to burn them to a crisp.”  He nodded at the rope by Pelias’ feet.  “Grab the rope and I’ll drag you across.”

“What?” Pelias said.

“Now is not the time for trying to maintain your dignity.”  Ro-Lund-Do almost laughed.  “I will help you get across so you can help deal with these threats.”  Scuro’s thoughts matched Ro-Lund-Do’s.  And act as my human shield.

Behind them, they heard an almost inhuman shriek.  “GET THEM OFF OF ME!”  Ska’arr’s eyes were wide with terror.  Whatever he was seeing terrified him.  With a final shriek, he turned around and ran straight off the platform he was standing on and fell towards the fog below.  Just before hit the fog, he vanished once again.
The golem stepped out of its alcove and took a ponderous step towards the group.  Raven dove down, dodging the golem’s fists.  Lashing out with her claw, she tore a shallow trench across the golem’s belly.  Flying away, Raven saw the golem’s arm engulfed in another orb of fire.  The golem’s arm melted from the onslaught.

Taking advantage of the situation, Kat dashed in and struck the golem repeatedly with her swords.  Though she gouged out pieces from the golem, it refused to drop.  The golem’s foot lashed out.  Kat was lifted off her feet and landed heavily on the ground.  The golem didn’t seem to be impacted by the loss of one of its arms.

Shribryn fired another bolt of fire at the golem.  The fire melted the golem’s left foot, causing it to drop to one knee.  As the golem stumbled, it was hit by an orb of acid.  The acid ate away at the golem’s body, destroying it rapidly until only a husk was left behind.  Pelias sighed once more.

Pelias threw himself backwards.  “Whoa!”  Ska’arr had reappeared beside him and began swinging his chain again.  Pelias grabbed the end of the rope.  “Okay Ro-Lund-Do, I think I will take you up on that ride you offered earlier.”  Ro-Lund-Do pulled and Pelias slid easily across the greased area.  Pelias smiled his thanks.  Seeing Kat was badly injured from the golem, but not willing to risk his life to reach her, Ro-Lund-Do summoned a spectral hand.  The ephemeral hand drifted to Kat and, when it touched her, acted as a conduit for Ro-Lund-Do’s healing spells.  Kat got up and opened a potion.  Drinking deeply, she felt her wounds continue to heal.

“Yee haw!”  Kat ran forward and slid across the greased pathway to the next platform.  “C’mon Shribryn!  You should try this!  It is a lot of fun!  I...Ooof!”  Kat’s forward momentum was stopped suddenly by an invisible wall of force.  “Ouch.”  Shaking her head, she heard a low growl behind her.  Two gaunt humanoids stood behind her.  They were skeletal, their skin pulled taut over their frames.  Each of their heads had a single curved horn pointing back and down.  Their skin glistened with a blood-like slime that seemed to ooze out of their pores.  “Crap.  Babau.”
Shribryn had been sliding across the pathway as well when she encountered the exterior of the wall of force.  The acrid smell of the babau’s ooze sent a shiver down her spine.  Lashing out with her chain, Shribryn tried to break the wall down to free Kat.  Her chain struck time and again, but to no effect.  Raven had landed on the cage of force that entrapped Kat and began probing the cage both physically and magically to free Kat.

The babau stalked forward as Kat backpedaled.  Her back hit the other side of the force cage and she shrieked a little.  The babau grinned and closed in.  Kat’s look of terror suddenly disappeared.  With a jaunty wave, she teleported out of the force cage and appeared behind Shribryn.  “Hey look!  I’m going to call it ‘Babau under glass’.  All the art aficionados will come banging at my door.”  The babau looked at each other and vanished.  They reappeared beside Pelias and Ro-Lund-Do and struck out.
Where are my meat shields?  Ro-Lund-Do jumped back to avoid the babau’s claws and nearly fell off the platform.  Spinning his arms frantically, he just managed to throw himself forward and stay on the platform.  Seriously.  Where are my meat shields?  Enraged, he directed his spectral hand to touch Raven.  Scuro’s spell passed through the hand into Raven, causing her to grow.  “Go beat up the large, obvious target!”

A blast of pure sound surrounded the first babau, staggering it.  Pelias realized he was starting to run low on spells, but he prepared his next spell nevertheless.  A fan of flame engulfed the babau but hardly slowed them.  Shribryn pulled out her chain.  Maybe steel would stop them if fire won’t.

As the second babau reached Ro-Lund-Do, Raven flew forward and changed mid-charge back to her human form.  Slamming into the babau, she felt her skin burning as the babau’s caustic ooze ate at her skin.  Raven bore the babau to the ground and begin slamming her fists into the babau’s face, knocking out teeth and pulping flesh.

Ska’arr was overcome with paranoia.  Eyes were floating all around him, staring at him, watching him.  “I CAN’T TAKE IT ANYMORE!”  Running towards freedom, Ska’arr fell off his platform again and into the fog below.  Disappearing once more, he reappeared on the platform he had just fallen off of.
Kat leaped from the walkway onto the platform behind the babau.  Her sword slid easily into the babau’s back on an upward angle and made a successful journey to the babau’s vital organs.  Spinning on her left foot, Kat tore her sword out of the babau, spilling its guts everywhere.  Seeing the devastation, Raven gripped the babau she had grappled by the arms and rolled over onto her back, planted her feet between its shoulder blades and lifted the babau up off the platform on her feet, holding its arms tightly.  The babau spine began to crack as the pressure increased.  Its cry of pain was cut short as Kat’s sword lopped off its head.

Kat smiled at Raven.  “Thanks for allowing me the easy kill.”  Raven rolled out from underneath the babau’s body.  “I know you would have broken it in half, but it was too good of an opportunity to let slide.”
“That’s okay,” Raven said.  “It was a nice one-two combination.”  Suddenly, Ska’arr cried out in pain.  Raven sighed.  What delusion was overtaking Ska’arr now?  As they looked over, they saw a giant, beaked floating brain with tentacles lashing out at Ska’arr.

Ska’arr was helpless against the grells’ assault.  He summoned a shield of force to block some of their attacks, but otherwise, he was at their mercy.  A blast of flame engulfed one grell as a second, larger blast engulfed both grells.  Ska’arr could taste their burnt flesh.  The first grell fell silently into the fog as the other, badly burned, floated up and into the illusionary wall to escape its tormentors.  The illusion would have been an effective means to shake off most pursuers, but Scuro was not like most pursuers.  Using Dra-Koo-La’s echo-location, Scuro tracked the wounded grell.  Sending his spectral hand in pursuit, it touched the grell’s tentacle as it made its escape.  Frost traveled up the tentacle and surrounded the grell, causing it to stiffen from the sudden decimating cold.  Falling to the ground, the grell’s frozen body shattered as it hit a walkway.  Scuro smiled.
It had been difficult, but they finally managed to tie up Ska’arr in a nice little package and gag him so they didn’t have to listen to his ranting anymore.  Raven was pacing.  “Okay.  I think we have all had enough of Ska’arr’s random ‘outbursts’.  How do we deal with it?”

Pelias pondered the problem.  “Well, I could bolster Ska’arr so that he can shake off the effects of the spell he’s under, but I would have to rest and pray for the required spells.”

“We’re getting low on spells anyway,” Ro-Lund-Do piped in.  “The rest would do us good to gather our energies.  I do not want to continue within this death-trap without my spells.”  And there are many nasty surprises up ahead.  And that does not count any of the traps that orc tribe may have set.

“We seem to be in agreement,” Shribryn said.  “Let’s rest and recuperate.  Tomorrow we hope that Ska’arr can shake off the effects of his curse and we don’t get hammered by his chain at unexpected moments anymore.”  Setting up camp, the hours passed uneventfully.

The next day, Pelias laid his hands on Ska’arr’s head.  Incanting, he removed Ska’arr’s blindness and deafness.  “Thank you Pelias.”  Ska’arr’s voice was calm and lucid.  “Could you untie my hands so that I can stretch out a little?  I don’t want to be caught unawares and helpless due to cramps.”

Maybe he’s going through a normal phase.  Pelias untied the ropes binding Ska’arr’s hands and arms.  As soon as Pelias had done so, Ska’arr’s hands lashed out and wrapped themselves around Pelias’ throat.  Guess it wasn’t a normal phase.  Raven jammed her fingers below Ska’arr’s trapezoidal muscles, causing his arm muscles to seize up.  Pelias pulled himself out of Ska’arr’s grip and looked at Raven sheepishly.  She just shook her head.  “You trusted a person driven crazy by magic.  That is unbelievable.”
Casting his spells on Ska’arr, Pelias felt the inner turmoil within Ska’arr.  He was in a battle for his mind and he was in a losing contest.  Pelias’ spells bolstered Ska’arr, allowing him to finally overcome the curse placed upon him.  The magically-induced madness was purged from Ska’arr’s mind.
“Glad that is over with,” Shribryn said.

“But now Ska’arr has no excuse if he lets out another loud, stinky fart!” Kat joked.  “It is good to have you back.  Try not to do that again.”

Getting up, they gathered their possessions and prepared to continue their journey.  Kat carefully slid across the greased walkway and felt for the force cage from the day before.  It seemed to be gone.

Ska’arr, hoping to avoid the greased area, leapt up and flew across to the platform that Kat was examining.  As soon as he landed, he was surrounded by a force cage as two babau appeared beside him.  Kat shook her head.  Will he never learn patience?
The babau struck Ska’arr.  The babau smiled wickedly.  Their caustic ooze would make short-work of Ska’arr’s armor and weapons.  “Leave them to me!  I will handle this on my own!”  Ska’arr needed to vent some of his anger and frustration.  When Ska’arr’s armor showed no signs of damage from the babau’s ooze, the babau had a change in plans.

The others had sat back and let Ska’arr handle the babau.  He had insisted that he handle these lesser demons and that he would be done within a heartbeat or two.  That was before they teleported out of the force cage and beside Ro-Lund-Do.
Pelias’ magic missiles slammed into the first babau, but did it little harm.  Ro-Lund-Do tried to incinerate the second babau with his spectral hand, but he couldn’t overcome the babau’s spell resistance.

“Get back in here, you cowardly demons!” Ska’arr yelled.  But they would not take Ska’arr up on his offer.  Especially when there was easier prey.

The babau’s clawed hands slashed Ro-Lund-Do badly and he began to bleed profusely.  Kat leaped forward and slashed the wounded babau, tearing it wide open.  The second babau began teleporting around the platform, slashing its enemies as it appeared beside them.  The babau wreaked havoc and was enjoying itself.  No matter what they threw at the babau, it seemed to survive.

Ska’arr grew bored watching the others fight the babau.  He tried to nap, but there was too much noise.  Pulling out Lord Farragut, he decided to play with his companion to put him a little at ease.  Lord Farragut was nervous – he still had his sensitive sense of smell, but he was also still blind and deaf.
Finally, Scuro had enough.  The abyssal tongue was guttural and filled with bizarre inflections that seemed beyond a mortal’s capability to speak.  Scuro was fluent in it.  “Tanar’ri!  You face one who has made compacts with your betters!  Stop your stupidity and join us.  You will be rewarded.  Otherwise, you will be destroyed.”
The babau teleported to the other side of the force cage.  It seemed to consider Scuro’s words.  It looked at Scuro and made eye contact.  Unspoken words passed between them.  The babau smiled.  Scuro roared in frustration and began casting another spell.  Without hesitating, the babau stepped off the platform and vanished without a trace.

When the babau did not reappear, the party turned to more pressing issues.  “Okay,” said Raven.  “Now we have a new problem.  How do we get Ska’arr out of the force cage?”
“It might disappear on its own,” Shribryn said.

“Or it might stay indefinitely,” Pelias countered.  “The spell maintaining the force cage may be tied to the babau.  And since one of them seems to have gotten away, the cage may never come down.”  They sat and pondered the dilemma.

Kat suddenly got up.  “Hey Ro-Lund-Do, pass me your boots!”  Before he could reply, Kat was already tugging his boots off.  “I’ll be back.”  Teleporting within the cage, Kat passed Ro-Lund-Do’s boots to Ska’arr.  “Let’s blow this popsicle stand!”  A moment later, Ska’arr and Kat rejoined the others.

“Nice job defeating those babau,” Ro-Lund-Do said sarcastically.  “I seem to recall you telling us to leave them to you.  You did a great job.”

Ska’arr gave Ro-Lund-Do a small punch in the shoulder.  “I’ll get them next time.”

Pelias was looking at the pathway.  “Okay, I’m getting sick and tired of these greased pathways.  Is there a way we can bypass them?”

Ska’arr perked up at the question.  “I can carry you over.”  The others looked perplexed.  “I’ll fly over carrying you guys and we can hopscotch our way from platform to platform.”  Seeing no better alternative, they decided to go with this plan.

Linking arms, Ska’arr flew up dragging Pelias and Kat with him.  Raven flew beside Ska’arr as they made their way to the next platform.  Shribryn had opted to make her way across the greased pathway.  She enjoyed the short moment where she could just glide across and imagine she was a figure skating champion.  “Hey guys!”  Ro-Lund-Do whined.  “What about me?”

As Ska’arr, Pelias, Kat, and Raven landed on the platform, seven shimmering, intertwined, multicolored beams of light sprayed out, slamming into Ska’arr, Pelias, Kat, Raven, and Shribryn.  Ro-Lund-Do winced.  “Oooooh.  Glad that wasn’t me.”  Scuro recognized the prismatic spray spell.  As the light hit the others, Raven, Ska’arr and Pelias simply vanished.  Shribryn and Kat were engulfed in flames, but were able to survive the ordeal.

Ska’arr, Raven, and Pelias floated in a realm without light, but not dark.  It was various shades of grey – blacks and whites were absent.  It was a colourless place.  There was little sensation of direction.  The only sound they could hear to assure them that they were still alive was the sound of their rapid heartbeats.

Pelias recognized where they were and he was terrified.  They were neither here nor there.  They were in the space between realms.  There was no time in this place – relative to those they had left behind, they were frozen in an instant.  They would grow old and die before a second passed in the realm they had been forced out of.  The others were frozen with terror and did not comprehend what had happened to them.  The trap was effective and they needed to escape quickly.  But Pelias had no idea how.
“O Mystra, the Mother of All Magic and the Lady of Mysteries, your poor acolyte beseeches you for your aid.  My allies and I strive to uncover the evil that threatens to destroy our beloved realm.  We have fallen to a trap set by this evil with no way to escape.  Please help us so that we can continue our quest to save the realm and the Weave.”
At first, Pelias thought his prayer had been a waste.  Then he felt a faint tugging.  Pelias’ mind resisted the cool blankness that was threatening to overtake him.  Pulling Ska’arr and Raven closer, he tried to remember what he was thinking about.  But his thoughts were all scattered.  It was growing cold around him and he could feel his lungs burning for lack of air.  He tried to remember something more, but it would not come to him.  Then he felt the tug again, and he finally remembered.  Home.  Pelias heard a familiar voice.  “Where did you guys go?”  Pelias smiled at Kat and then he collapsed.
Moments later, after catching his breath, Pelias got back to his feet.  The others were slow to return to their feet, but he knew they would be okay.  “You still haven’t answered my question – Where did you guys go?”

Pelias shook his head and smiled ruefully.  “We were banished between the planes.  We would have died, but fortune smiled favourably upon us.”

“What do you mean?” Raven asked.

“I had no way to return us to our realm.  I did the only thing I could think of to save our lives.  I prayed.”  Pelias smiled contentedly.  “And Lady Mystra answered my prayers.”
The others seemed to be in awe but Kat brought them back to earth.  “Okay then.  Mental note – we do not land on the platforms anymore.  It just leads to trouble.”
Everyone laughed at Kat’s quip.  “Agreed,” said Agrona.

“The plan is still good though,” said Shribryn.  “Let’s continue hopscotching but we’ll land on the walkways instead of the platforms.  I know it is not ideal, but we can avoid further...trouble, as Kat has so clearly pointed out.”

Ska’arr picked up Pelias and flew him passed the next platform.  Leaving him on the walkway leading to the next platform, Ska’arr said, “Sit tight.  I’m going to get Shribryn and we can continue on our way.”

As Ska’arr flew off, large tentacles appeared out of the fog below.  They rose up silently and, quick as an adder, lashed out at Pelias and wrapped themselves around him, pinning him helplessly.  This is avoiding trouble?!?!
