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By Barend Nieuwstraten III


Gargling abrasive foam, Dirro screamed at the sea. Not out of the fear, he had in abundance, but to aid in the expulsion of seawater from his mouth as the higher waves smacked against him. Especially when the prow, to which he was tied, dipped forward into the great blue drink. Wooden breasts of a carved mermaid held his head in place as he faced the sea ahead of the ship that wore him as a second figurehead. The storm had stirred the sea into a frenzy of bow tossing madness and Dirro was experiencing it with the entirety of the ships protective hull behind him. 
It had been harrowing enough when the sea was calm, and the sun was out. Even though his olive Sond Islander skin had undermined part of the torture's design, taking to the sun far better than the pale Umber skin that reddened and blistered when so exposed. Umbers, who devised this punishment, typically for their own kind. Umbers, who made the bulk of the crew who put him there. This was a punishment that left most men dry and raw, but with the storm it had become a voyage into a blue hell of swelling moving mountains made of brine, crashing against his bound and naked body.
He had been accused of breaking into the stores and taking bread and wine in a banquet for one. He assumed he was accused by the one who actually did it but didn't want to rule out the possibility that they simply cast blame on the one with the darkest skin. For being sentenced to three days prowtied, he spent every waking moment cultivating hatred in his heart for all the souls who still stood safely on the ship behind him. Three days and three nights with only two mercies. One being that they wrapped him in a blanket at night, and the other being that they fed him water at dusk and dawn. It wasn't much water, and he was forced to sup it from the lowered hand of one of his so-called shipmates. Like the nocturnal wrappings, it was just enough to keep him alive to see him through his punishment. 
"When you sentence an innocent man to punishment by the sea itself," he had said, as they stripped him on the deck, the day before last, "you insult the gods who dwell in it. Erequean the sea queen, Aqueos the leviathan, and R'tuleas the sea colossus. Make certain," he warned, as they began to tie his wrists and ankles. "For at least one amongst you knows I'm innocent. I will call for his doom, and you will know I was innocent, when it comes for him." 
Now he stared at the sea uttering those names, of the children of Oceal, who ruled the seas and oceans. "Erequean, Aqueous, R'tuleas," he called upon them, as the waves smashed against his cold bare body. "Hear my prayer," he yelled, closing his mouth to not choke on the brine when it crashed into his face. "Unworthy men make for you to claim my life for crimes they themselves committed. I ask of you, to claim us all." He repeated the spiteful prayer over and over. Louder, until his voice roared into the blue madness about him, raw and growling like a bear.
[bookmark: _Hlk70874489][bookmark: _Hlk41516773]It began to rain. Not that that made much difference to Dirro, who's black curly hair was already soaked straight from his violent salty bath. But the hard rain was loud as it showered the deck and assaulted the flapping sails. Distracted by the storm, the crew saw not what Dirro's eyes caught. Elsewise the words they yelled back and forth, behind him, would pertain to the distant object. Only revealing itself in fleeting glimpses, when one swell would briefly elevate it higher than the ones between them. Dirro smiled, knowing that even if he made to warn them, they would not hear his words. "Another ship," Dirro mumbled to himself, sarcastically cautionary. He saw numerous opportunities unfolding before him. Pirates, marauders from the southern continent, or even a friendly ship bound to crash into them. He even welcomed the notion of Stormrider, the fabled burnt ghost ship that legend said appeared in storms, harvesting ships' crews to replace its own long dead men. But sadly, he was certain he spotted sails, told to be absent on the winter tree masts of Stormrider. 
Dirro watched, praying that if the vessel was hostile or bound for an ill-fated collision, that no one would see it until too late. High waves crashed past the prow and onto the deck, forcing Dirro to catch what breath he may in opportune moments between submersions. By the time he saw the other ship clearly, it was practically upon them. He recognised the deep interweaving patterns carved into the wood, the wide sails, the vertically erect prow that usually depicted a stylised and symbolic pattern of some animal. However, this ship had lost its original long-necked figurehead, replacing it with the mounted skull of a frostdrake. Its muzzle pointed downward, making its eye sockets seem angry and its backward curving horns point to the sky. The men and women aboard gripped the railing in one hand with either an axe or a large iron grappling hook in the other. They bore long thick beards and hair, mostly white and blond, wearing thick furs soaked by the rain, with grim faces to match. A few spared an eye or two to glance briefly at the naked man strapped to the prow as they passed him. Dirro laughed, raising their menacing brows and making some of them even smile.
There was a battle, but unable to turn his head, Dirro only heard it. He recognised many of the voices of the dying and injured. Not that he needed to know the source of the screams to determine who was winning. The frostdrake skull was large. If these marauders from the frozen lands had killed one at sea, the treacherous sea dogs behind him stood no reasonable chance. As the last cries of the dying reduced to groans and whimpering, the dominant voices upon deck, yelling orders, were not in a tongue that Dirro understood. 
It was not until both ships were sailed out of the storm and into calmer waters, that heavy footsteps fell upon the prow. They had finally come to cut him free and either drop him into the sea or use him for some sport that Dirro could only imagine would be needlessly violent in nature. He found he cared little. He'd outlived the rest. That was all that mattered. 
The wet ropes binding him had been sawing into his skin, rubbing it raw where he was bound. At this point he was just happy to be rid of it. If they meant to show him his own lungs before ending his suffering, so be it.
They brought him back on deck, holding him up before a man, presumably left in charge of the conquered ship. Dirro was only a couple inches shy of six-foot, but the man before him stood half a foot taller, broader shouldered with far bulkier muscle. He looked the naked Sond Islander up and down and began speaking a tongue of which Dirro knew no word. It sounded like he was asking him if he spoke their language. Dirro gave an apologetic shrug and shook his head, "Sorry, I don't understand you."
The man said something that made several of his tall companions laugh. A joke lost on Dirro. "Trondl," the man in charge said, pointing to himself. 
"Trondl," Dirro repeated, pointing to the man, who smiled with mild satisfaction before pointing to Dirro.
"Dirro," the naked captive said, pointing to himself.
"Dirro?" Trondl said, contemplatively. "Dirro," he repeated. "Fra Sonde Ay-nyah?" he asked.
Dirro recognised what sounded like his homeland. "Am I from the Sond Islands? Sond Islands?" He tried to clarify, pointing to himself and nodding.
"Ah," Trondl said, before asking a question to the others, that contained their tongue's version of the Sond Islands again. He got only shrugs and shaking heads in return. 
Certain that he was asking his crew about the language, Dirro turned to the rest and said "Kestrian?" with a shrug. "Anyone speak Kestrian?" The tongue of his dead shipmates.
Trondl shook his head saying what sounded like "nigh."
Though one of the others stepped forward, leaning on his two-handed axe. "Kestrian?" he asked. "Hello…" he said, rolling his eyes back in thought. "Go to hells…" he added, racking his brain for more. "I like your breasts."
Dirro laughed, and the man leaning on his large axe smiled proudly as he translated his three Kestrian phrases to the others in their own language, making them laughed as well. At least he knew what he was saying.
There was a quick exchange in which it seemed Trondl was seeing if the other man knew any more, but the multi-lingual greeting, cursing, breast admirer had seemingly exhausted his knowledge of the Kestrian tongue, presumably believing they were the only phrases he'd ever really need.
They seemed quite friendly, despite slaughtering the entire crew. Of three things Dirro seemed certain; they weren't going to kill him, the language barrier was going to be tedious enough to make him wish they had, and that amongst the words being thrown about, what sounded like "slah-vah" was most likely their word for 'slave' in the cold-southern tongue they spoke.

Many days passed. Weeks' worth, if not months. Dirro lost count. He learned more of their tongue than they did of his, but barely enough to exchange basic commands like one might issue a dog. "Scrub," or possibly "clean," would be uttered while pointing to the deck to have him scrub the deck. Their word for "eat," or "food," was said, when a filled bowl was passed to him. Most of the words he learned were merely their names so he could fetch them when commanded to. He felt as if little more than a beast, though none raised a hand to him, or even angered when he struggled to understand something. What made it hard to pick up their language, was the fact that many of them would refrain from speaking around him, purely because they knew he didn't understand. Instead, they would resort to nods, facial expressions, and hand gestures.
As far as being a slave went, the conditions were, overall, surprisingly lacking in cruelty. At least from what he had always imagined or indeed how history described it when anyone from his own continent had enslaved others. Aside from the implication of violence at the first sign of disobedience, the arrangement was almost civilised.
One of the women, Hleeni, who typically amongst her kind stood a few inches taller than him, would fetch him late at night. A rare occurrence at first but, over time, she eventually began coming for him almost nightly. She would lead him to somewhere quiet on the ship and make him pleasure her. Not so much forcefully but compliance was implied to be compulsory, as a slave to her people. It was rarely in ways that rendered mutual pleasure and of the large strong women aboard, she was far from the comeliest but Dirro was simply thankful it was her, and not one of the men, that used him in such ways.
On one such night, they were disturbed by a nearby noise. The sound of a short struggle, flesh being cut by blade, a collapsing body hitting the deck beyond some bulkhead, and being dragged away. Hleeni grabbed her axe and took Dirro to investigate. They inspected the surrounding corridors and rooms and found blood on the wood. There had been plenty spilled when the current crew replaced the former, but this was fresh. Dirro wanted to speculate, but there was little point. All he could do was look to Hleeni and tilt his head with concern, wondering if he had permanently cursed the ship in calling upon the wrath of three gods in his rage.
Hleeni led Dirro to Trondl's quarters. Concerned words were exchanged, with only the odd word sounding familiar. Then there was yelling as Trondl left his cabin and made for the deck. He made an order to one of his men and soon there was bellringing and scrambling below. All were summoned to the deck. As the bell echoed out across the sea, the strong men and women who had claimed the ship while Dirro was prowtied, assembled. Trondl, and those directly under him, waited for some time. But the number on the deck ceased growing when more should have been present. Without adequate explanation, their number had dwindled. There was little where else to look for blame than Dirro. As words exchanged and the assembly looked around for an answer, they eventually landed there too. All Dirro could do was shrug and shake his head as they began to debate the notion of a vengeful slave. Now, more than ever, he regretted the failure to learn their tongue. Though the best he could hope to do was express the notion that he had cursed the ship to the gods of the sea. Trondl and his crew would unlikely welcome that news. For though he had welcomed death when they first came, he'd had much time to let his anger subside. While he had no love for his current life, he had lost his hatred for it. 
As the untranslated accusatory speculation began, Hleeni reluctantly stepped forward. Hopefully explaining that they had heard the reported noises together. While this began to draw curiosity, forcing her to explain why they were together at so late an hour, a thought occurred to Dirro.
"Umbers," he said, as soon as the possibility struck him. Survivors, hiding somewhere below
Trondl's eyes widened. "Umbers?"
Dirro pointed downward to the deck and beyond. "Umbers," he quietly cautioned, suspecting some to be still hiding. Survivors of the assault, skulking about below deck somewhere. The thought angered him. He had been prowtied, falsely accused of a crime that one of them had committed and punished by all. Now they were down there incriminating him again and, worse yet, they would have to be stealing supplies to survive, hidden for so long. The very crime for which he had been unjustly punished, resulting in his slavery by those who had delivered the vengeance he had demanded from the sea. It was the only reason he had accepted his current fate. If any of his former shipmates still lived, the gods of the sea had failed him.
Trondl looked down, as if looking through the wood of the deck, searching. He screwed his brow tightly in fury and grimaced with disgust. A string of foreign curses slipped through his teeth with "Umbers," buried somewhere in the middle.
The marauding crew of southern reavers split into small groups and began searching the ship, deck by deck, section by section. Dirro was no exception, taken by Trondl to accompany his small search party. There seemed little organization to their method, giving plenty of opportunity for any quiet Umbers hiding to shift about. Still, Dirro was glad to be with the leader of his enslavers. At least if they found anyone, it would quickly clear his name. Though, if this search found nothing, they'd likely fall back to assuming Dirro was getting revenge. He had to make sure they improved their technique before their number dwindled further. The problem was communicating the detail to which they seemed uncustomed observing.
One of the others held his arm across Trondl's chest to halt him in the cargo deck. Pointing with his other hand to small puddles on the floor. He stepped forward and knelt, rubbing his fingers in the liquid and bringing them to his tongue. He tasted it and said their word for "seawater."
Dirro understood at least enough of the ensuing conversation to glean that they believed men to have climbed aboard. 
As the man who tasted the brine stood, amidst the speculation that was clearing Dirro's name, something moved in the shadows behind him. The tip of a blade sprouted from his chest as a sword impaled him from behind. Dirro stepped back in shock as the killer pushed the impaled man to his knees.
The assailant seemed an obese man at first, but as he stepped into the torchlight Dirro partially recognised him. His clothes and hair were wet, and his face turned a light blue green where one might expect the pale pink of an Umber. For Dirro knew the long moustache, the eyebrow ring, the upturned nose. Rike, was his name. A crewman who had served with Dirro until the current inhabitants took the ship. Only now he was bloated and blue like those of men whose bodies washed ashore, several days after drowning. His throat had been cut on one side and the wound was dark. His eyes were milky and frosted. 
One of Trondl's men pushed Dirro aside to avenge his dying friend, either not realising that it was a dead man standing before him, or not caring. These men and women who took the ship and enslaved Dirro seemed to know little fear. But as he engaged and Trondl made to follow, more bloated corpses emerged from behind crates and barrels, dripping brine from their soaked hair and clothing. All faces Dirro vaguely recalled, distorted by swelling that puffed cheeks and chins and ironed out wrinkles. 
Unarmed, all Dirro could do was back away from the fight of two marauders against four drowned men. They fought for their fallen crewmate and for their own lives as these wet corpses had returned to reclaim their vessel from those who had tossed them into the sea. Dirro made to run, but a fifth walking corpse knocked him down to get past and join the fight. His blade buried deep into Trondl's back before Dirro could regain his footing. 
Soon the three men who'd come to hunt vengeful stowaways were laying on the wooden decking, bleeding out as the five drowned and bloated Umbers turned to Dirro. They spoke in unison with a deep whisper that bubbled like an old pipe smoker about to cough up a pound of phlegm. "Go then," they said, pointing their swords at him. "Send us more souls."
"What's happening?" Dirro asked.
"Your prayer was heard," they said, speaking not in their usual coarse and common Umber accents with regional inflections that betrayed their low illiterate upbringing but instead sounding almost scholarly with noble precision. "The deep currents delivered us to fulfill your will. This ship is cursed as you demanded. All will fall who remain or attempt to claim it."
Dirro's eyes widened in fear, as much at their words as at the haunting hissing chorus in which they were delivered. "And what of me?"
"Flee or stay, live or die."
"But the water is freezing in these parts," he found himself bargaining, when he knew he should be running. "I'll never make it to any-"
"Flee or stay, live or die," they repeated.
Dirro fled, skidding on the wet floor as he scurried in terror. He heard behind him the grunting of the three he'd been grouped with, being hewn where they lay by the swords of the drowned. He charged upstairs to the next deck, trying to find another group. He hoped they'd find Trondl and the other two still being killed, instead of finding them dead and again assuming he was responsible.
He ran into another group of four and yelled "Trondl" at them as he pointed to the stairs. With barely enough words in common to get through his day-to-day duties, he was hardly equipped to express the complexity of the situation beyond the panic in his voice as he yelled their captain's name. It seemed to be sufficiently effective to propel them urgently past him. 
As he climbed the decks fearful that his enslavers might still turn on him, he heard the clashing of blades. More of his former crew were onboard, assaulting the small hunting parties searching for stowaway Umbers. Instead, they were finding the ones they had already tossed into the sea. Not back for vengeance for their own lives, but as part of the very same curse Dirro had called down upon them in anger and fury. He had doomed two crews merely by yelling at the sea.
When Dirro reached the top deck, he was almost relieved to find the southerners fighting on the quarterdeck as the bloated wet corpses of his former crewmates climbed the stern. A harrowing sight, but one that meant he could make for a rowboat without being stopped by his enslavers. 
As he untied the ropes securing the small boat, he became certain he had escalated the situation by engaging with those who had killed Trondl. They might have continued to act in the shadows, subtly picking away at the numbers. Now, there was a battle in every part of the ship.
As other southerners upon the deck noticed Dirro's escape, they ran towards him and to other boats. Hleeni, spattered with blood, found him and helped him release the boat with three men. They soon had the small vessel in the water and began climbing the scramble net down into it. As Dirro climbed in, he steadied it for the others, holding onto the net as they followed him down. Hleeni and one of the men made it aboard before hearing the last man yell in pain. Looking up they saw him slain by one of the dead Umbers, falling lifelessly into the sea. As the other man dropped into the boat, Hleeni began rowing as he and Dirro pushed away from the ship. 
Two other boats seemed to make it away as the ship sailed on. One of the others had managed to distance itself while another, passing close by the stern of the ship, began to rock as more of the drowned men climbed out of the sea. Those aboard the boat fought but were soon capsized and dragged down into the water. Some jumped from the ship to escape, risking the cold over fighting dead men, but they were either followed by the drowned men or attacked by those already in the water, still making for the ship. 
The two boats rowed for all they were worth. With no food and no water, they exerted themselves, moving as fast they could hope to in the cold sea. They headed south towards the even colder lands of the continent from which they came. The icy bottom of the world.

Two days passed unfed and unquenched with only the boat cover as a blanket. Made to keep the idle boats from filling with rain, they huddle beneath the stiff treated canvas during the cold nights, when even rowing for warmth became too much to endure. All three of Dirro's companions seemed to weather the cold better than he. They were large, strong, and from these very parts. But even they were used to braving it on higher land or deck. They periodically rubbed their arms and legs while Dirro openly shivered to near convulsion. Hleeni held him close when they slept when he would dream of fire and food.
Dirro was shaken awake by Hleeni, as the boat dragged and scraped along the shallows of a cold beach, all but washed ashore on a cold white morning. She quickly woke the other two as Dirro looked upon the cliffs rising before them out of the mist that hovered over the cold land. The four dragged the boat ashore, across the grey frosty sand. They stowed it upside-down in the recess of a low rocky outcropping at the base of the cliff so they could take the craft's cover with them without leaving it be filled with ice when they returned.
They moved back towards the shoreline to get a better view up and down the coast, looking for signs of civilisation. Or whatever passed for it in these parts, Dirro pondered. He was now walking on the very continent from which southern raiders came. Whatever hell or watery grave they had escaped from, manifest by Dirro's angered words, this was far from salvation. He had gone from treachery from his crewmates to slavery by his liberators to retribution by walking horrors he had called upon the world in a fit of mad rage. Now upon the shores of Craguhr, he was left to guess his next fate if it indeed extended beyond freezing to death upon this beach. 
There were five possible kingdoms in which he could be standing. Some were almost hospitable, he'd been told, while others were little better than the frozen wastes that lay south beyond them, where direorcs and frost elves were known to dwell. He was fairly confident they had to be in the western half, unless he was lucky enough to have instead landed upon Ohtylos, a kingdom just to the north of Craguhr. 
Dirro looked to the skies as he suddenly remembered frostdrakes and white dragons were known to inhabit the skies of these parts. There he saw a faint flickering orange light, high above the cliff. He furrowed his brows and squinted as he tried to see clearer though the mist. One of the others stood beside him to see what he was looking at.
Words were exchanged amongst the other three and, after a few vague gestures, it seemed they were climbing up to get closer to the warm light. Uncertain if he was still officially a slave to what remained of the marauders number, Dirro gladly took the duty of carrying the boat cover without question, partially unravelling it to wrap around his shivering body.
They found a winding rocky path that led to the higher ground. A narrow passage that looked naturally formed, though Dirro was certain it had merely been carved out so long ago that the elements concealed the evidence by smoothing out the ancient masonry. A rising channel carved into the rock, it shielded them from much of the cold winds.
The path led for hours, exhausting them. Mostly Dirro, who had been born in a place that had a far more intimate relationship with the sun. He dreamt of its golden shores and crystal blue sea as each blink grew longer and more indulgent.  He remembered the sun glistening off the olive skin and curly black hair of the young beautiful women who would bathe naked in it. It was half the reason he fell in love with the sea, though becoming a sailor took him away from all that.
He felt a hand lightly slap his cheeks repeatedly, bringing him back to the cold harsh reality of his true surroundings. Hleeni shook him awake making him realise, he was somehow drifting off while walking. Dazed, he wasn't sure if she was waking him to save him from passing out and collapsing or if she was somehow aware of his daydream involving other women and acting out of some kind of impossibly intuitive jealousy. She spoke words of warning either way. As always, he failed to understand them. Though he was confident drifting off in the cold while walking presented some detriment to his health. He nodded and soldiered on.
The higher they climbed, the less cover the path provided. Emerging from it they found a rise leading to the narrow cliff under which they had stowed their craft. There they saw a mighty structure of old stonework surrounded by a gathering of smaller ruined blackened structures cradled within what looked like the palm of a great stony hand as great rocky spires rose around it like pointy fingers, covered in frost. Light flickered within several windows as they approached it, all exhausted from the long climb. 
[bookmark: _Hlk61610466]Dirro recognised the architecture on approach. It was the work of the Order of Light. A cathedral. He'd seen their like in his travels. Paliodor Cathedral upon the high coast of Cliffguard in the southern Umberlands, Stormbreach Cathedral on the north coast of Westmeer, Oud Dom Cathedral on the north coast of Nordmeer, Khalub Ja Cathedral on the island of the same name, south of the Heruusian capital of Perahn, and on a clear day, the sunken spires of Bhurz'Gol Cathedral beneath the waves, far north of Rhuel. It had stayed remarkably intact, though beyond use, as it followed the northern half of the Dwarven continent into the sea during the Great Sink, two centuries ago. If this was indeed one of them, it would make the sixth of all twelve that had been built that Dirro had seen with his own eyes. Though clearly the locals had had mixed feeling about its erection, seeing as it appeared to have been put to the torch. Faceted amber glass sat in the windows where stained glass typically displayed brilliant colours and patterns in all the others he had seen.
As the others knocked upon the great wooden doors, they too appeared less extravagant in design than those upon the great religious structures Dirro had previously observed. Much like the windows, the doors had to be recreations built quickly for functionality over the elaborate artistic expression contained within their predecessors. Stripped of much of its splendour, seeing the building like this was like seeing a king dressed in peasant clothing. Carved large upon its stone façade, above the doors, the great twelve-pointed star of the order still proudly brandished itself to visitors as a reminder of its former glory.
A small viewing door opened within one of the doors to reveal the top half of a grey-haired man's wrinkled face, looking to the three southern marauders with reserved trepidation. He spoke the marauders' tongue in an inquisitive tone and there was a short exchange that seemed to be bringing them no closer to entering the building and leaving the cold behind them.
"Is that an Umber accent I hear?" Dirro asked in the Kestrian tongue, noticing familiar inflections and tone. The query stopped the conversation dead in its tracks as the old man's eyes looked him up and down.
"It is," he replied in his native language, sounding more like a question than an answer.
"I thought so," Dirro said, with a smile. "Been sailing with Umbers long enough to recognise that accent in any language." 
"There's more than one Umber accent," the old man said with a cocked brow. "There's seven kingdoms in the Umberlands last time I checked."
"And yours is from the kingdom of Orbreath," Dirro said, watching the old man's eyes widen then crease as he smiled out of view.
"Very good," he said, impressed.
Dirro took a step forward. "Perhaps we can talk more of such things on the other side of this door," he suggested. "We're quite cold and we've been through a great ordeal."
"If they can be persuaded to abandon their weapons and you can vouge for their behaviour," the old man inside said. "But generally, we do not allow their kind entry, being precisely the kind of folk who put this place to the torch in the first place."
"I do not speak their language," Dirro said, "and as their slave, I do not command them. But I am certain they'd be grateful enough for the warmth of your hearths to the point they would not think to disrupt-"
"Slavers?" the old man said, disapprovingly. "Bloody savages. They must enter here unarmed, with you a free man."
"Well, please tell them as much, for I cannot," Dirro pleaded, shaking. "After all I've survived, it would be a shame to die upon your steps."
The old man spoke again in the language of the other three, scornfully and with loud authority. They looked to each other, with Hleeni being the first to toss her axe on the ground behind them. She growled at the other two, who reluctantly complied, saying something else with a hand on Dirro's shoulder.
The old man grunted approvingly and shut the small hatch as the other door opened, pulled by a pair of wardens of the Order of Light to whom the rule of no weapons clearly did not apply. They watched them enter with their hands on the hilts of their sheathed swords and ran out to fetch the discarded weapons, donned in chainmail armour.
The cathedral was grand by design, though the ceiling was lower than its outside walls. Built later, it was much like the windows and doors, humble and practical. When the doors shut, one of the warden's handed the weapons to one of several nearby monks, gathered by corners of the partitioned foyer to see who had arrived. 
"Well, I suppose that means you're a free man now," the old monk said, patting Dirro on the back. "I am brother Tenbry. Welcome to what's left of Icecrown Cathedral."
"I'm Dirro, that's Hleeni, and…" Dirro paused as he looked to his other two companions, "I don't think I ever learned their names."
"Hjor," one of them said, discerning the introduction. "Tunbr," he added, pointing to the other.
"Come," the old monk said, "I'm sure there's a story behind your arrival here, as I don't think you were sent by the order, and I'm sure you'd prefer to tell it over some hot porridge."
"It's a dark tale, I'm afraid," Dirro warned, wondering just how much he should tell their new hosts. "Dark and wild."
"More of a dinner tale, eh?" the old monk joked, leading them through the humble carpentry of restoration work that supplemented the surviving masonry. 
The twelve pillars that framed the central isle remained intact, depicting in statues the twelve Avantheonian gods exclusively worshiped by the Order of Light. Dirro looked at them in wonder, dreading explaining to those who shun worship of younger gods that he wrought their wrath.

Dirro told his tale in a quiet long hall full of long tables where all who dwelled in the cathedral had already eaten earlier. Brother Tenbry heard the tale with a furrowed brow and shook his head at almost every part. "It says much of your character, that you brough your enslaving captors with you to this shelter," he said.
Dirro shrugged, idly scraping the wooden spoon around the wooden bowl to capture what little remnants he might have missed when he wolfed down its contents. "I simply made to escape, and they just came with me. It didn't occur to me to tell them to fetch their own boat. They brought me here as much I brought them. We came together."
Brother Tenbry signalled one of the monks in the kitchen, and one soon emerged with a bucket and ladle to refill the four bowls. "That was indeed a dark tale, as you promised," he said. "And there are many lessons to be learned from it. But you came here for shelter not to be shamed and lectured. One way or another, the Twelve brought you here to us."
Dirro was too busy enjoying a second bowl of hot nourishment to argue the theological interpretation. "I've seen five of the great cathedrals. The ones you keep by the sea. But I did not know they was here, in these parts. Though, to be honest, I'm not sure exactly which parts I'm in."
"No," the monk said. "This place is rarely spoken of outside these walls. We're in the western kingdom of Angvajaald. A few days travel to anywhere. Halfway between the coastal cities of Valkenheim, the capital to the west, and Iceburn to the east. The city of Frostfall is directly south, and far closer than either of those. Though, not a pleasant journey and hardly worth the peril."
"What's the story behind this place?" Dirro asked, in the small space between mouthfuls of hot nourishment.
The monk puffed his cheeks and blew out air as if about to undertake an exhaustive task. "Where to begin?" he asked himself. "Depends how much you want to know. If you want a thorough explanation, I'd speak to Brother Beryn in the library."
"There' s a library in here?"
"Oh yes, even when the cathedral was at its best, there was more built beneath the entry level than above. The basements and crypts run deep. I'll give you a tour when you've rested. But this is one of the four lost cathedrals and the only of which we've managed to reclaim. I fear we'll never be allowed by the locals to restore it to its former glory, lest they put it to the torch again. But it serves its own purpose within the restrictions set by the authority of the kingdom."
"Restrictions?" 
"Well, you see, our order is not traditionally welcomed here. This place only exists because the faith had the Kestrian empire behind it when it was built. Burning this place was part of the rally cry of those who sailed north to bring down that empire. Again, if you want a proper history lesson, I recommend you speak with Brother Beryn."
"But what are these restrictions?"
"We may never truly run this place as the cathedral it once was, as we would any of the other remaining eight. No divinions, no priests, not even deacons may dwell here. All who are sent here, whatever they may have been before, must take the mantle of 'brother' and run this place as more of a monastery. The once illustriously grand design of those components that burned or broke seven centuries ago have been rebuilt and recast in humility and humbleness, as have those who have been sent here."
"Sent here?" Dirro asked. 
"Oh yes, I'm afraid few volunteers walked these walls over the years," Brother Tenbry said, with eyes that betrayed an old remorse. "This is a place of redemption. Cold, isolated, redemption. All who have come to reside here, I confess, have earned the privilege through some folly of judgment or waywardness."
"A punishment," Dirro said.
"A second chance," Brother Tenbry corrected.
Dirro lowered his spoon in contemplation and looked to his three companions. Former masters who were now merely fellow survivors, devouring down their second bowls of boiled oats. He had gone from situation to situation, always surrounded by agents of adversary; Umbers who mistreated him, enslaving marauders, sea-risen corpses, the very cold and whatever dwelled in the sea below, and now some sort of prison for disgraced ranks of the Order of Light, sent away for some crime to the bottom of the world.
"I suppose you're wondering right now what transgression I committed that saw me sent to this place," Brother Tenbry guessed.
"After everything I've been through, I'm wondering what transgression sent everyone here," Dirro said. 
The old monk smiled with an amused huff. "I would condemn such curiosity as judgmental in any newly arrived addition to our family, but as you've been seemingly punished several times for a single crime, I find it a little understandable. It is not my place to open old wounds so I will not confess indiscretions on behalf of others, especially as few would be crimes that you should fear here and now. Though crime is crime, only a few were truly severe. This is not a haven for those who've escaped a king's justice. Though I won't lie, there are those here who escaped the noose. Good men whose good deeds were acknowledged by a Master of Justice when an advocate of the order spoke on their behalf."
"So, it's mostly just… vowbreakers?" Dirro asked. "With the odd lucky criminal thrown in."
"I suppose you could say that," Brother Tenbry said, nodding. "But remember, if they are here, it is because they submitted themselves to the judgment of the order. They are not wild criminals who were chased down and dragged here in chains. Remorse brought many here. These are not prisoners."
Though there is nowhere for them to go, if they choose to leave, Dirro thought, assessing that the inhospitable cold and race of marauders beyond the walls of the cathedral were as good as iron bars. 
"I'll at least tell you that I was once a priest," Brother Tenbry said. "Soon to become a divinion, until my own insatiable hunger got the better of me."
As Dirro took in another spoon of porridge he realised the monk was comparing his story to Dirro's own. He had failed to impress upon this former priest that he was innocent of the crime for which he was punished and plunged into turmoil. Furthermore, it dawned on him that it was the second time Brother Tenbry had essentially neglected to acknowledge his innocence.
"Having not lost my eye for the young ladies," the monk continued, "I'm afraid my confessional chamber had become a house of sin and exploitation. The redemption for which they had come was instead twisted into nothing more than gratification of the flesh, for my own selfish desires." He looked across the room to an empty corner in contemplation. "When I had seduced too many who were bonded in the light of the Twelve to husbands, to whom several confessed the unconventional method of administered atonement, I employed…"
"You soon found yourself sent here," Dirro concluded. 
The monk nodded, before Dirro's eyes wandered to Hleeni.
"I had an appetite for young Umber ladies," the monk reassured him, with a dismissive smile. "While debate may be had at the effectiveness of my redemption, being less a path of self-improvement and merely the result of the removal of temptation, I can assure you that tall muscly Crag women present no moral dilemma to me. Otherwise, I'd have long ago fled this place in their pursuit, were I still so weak of flesh." He looked to the large strong women. "And while there may have been theological leverage in my abuse of trust, there was no breach of consent. I cannot say the same for every last soul dwelling within these walls. I will arrange for you to share a room, if you wish. Though I imagine there is little protection you could offer her that she couldn't provide herself, but at least you'd be able to keep an eye on her for your own piece of mind."
Dirro contemplated the complexity of how to respond to the offer. Between Hleeni and himself, the balance of power in leveraging pleasures of the flesh were in exact reverse order to Tenbry's past and the crimes of anyone else in this place. As a slave of her people, it was he who was used for her gratification. Now that he was technically free of those bonds, this was his chance to escape that arrangement. Uncertain how to proceed, he found his head nodding and his hand shovelling another spoonful of breakfast into his mouth, as if his body was rebelling and made to silence him before protesting the arrangement.
"Very good," Brother Tenbry said. "I shall make the arrangements. It seems you've chosen your own path of redemption in protecting your former captor's virtue."
A third time, this disgraced priest had alluded to Dirro's crime as a fact. "Redemption?" he asked, in reserved protest. "I told you, I did not steal any food on that ship. I was innocent. Falsely accused, and nearly killed for the crime of another."
"Of innocence of that crime, I do take your word," the monk said, with a raised palm of reassurance that turned into a pointed finger of accusation. "But in the eyes of the order, who now shelter you from the elements and dangers outside, you have committed other offenses."
"What?" Dirro asked, offended.
"You have communed with lesser gods, for a start," he said. "But as an outsider, I can forgive your ill choice of devotion. Being plunged repeatedly into a storming sea must have seemed a baptism of sorts, as that punishment drove you temporarily mad with fear and anger. It is not my place to judge the heathen beliefs of sailors as a tradition of ignorance. But there is still that matter of calling down such fierce retribution upon your shipmates. An entire crew killed by your words, for the crime of only one. Then another crew. Abominations of flesh brought into existence by your dark pact. Necromancy by proxy. There have been none who lived and died within these walls who could claim so great a crime. If every soul sent here in the last seven-hundred years anteed their sins together they'd struggle to match the number of lives struck down by their hands or misdeeds against those slayed by your tongue."
Dirro reflected on his words, as he knew what he had done, and had done it willingly. Despite the consequences, he had felt no remorse in his actions before this moment where his sins had been laid bare before his feet. The enormity of his vengeance could put many a wartime soldier to shame. Part of him even agreed that perhaps he belonged in this place while another part of him was starting to realise he was a prisoner.

Growing tired after the four had quickly remedied days of starvation and thirst with an act that was hard to define as gluttony with bellies full of little more than oats and water, they were shown to rooms. Somewhere deep beneath the cathedral floor, in a hall that had been partitioned into sleeping quarters, they were guided by another monk to their rooms. Hjor and Tunbr were given the first available room. Three wooden walls and a stone one, with two beds separated by a very simple wooden dresser. Two deep drawers, one for each monk expected to inhabit the room. Atop it, a wooden pail with water and two large, folded washcloths on either side for humble bathing. A small lantern, fixed to the wall by an iron bracket, was lit by the monk who explained everything to them in their Crag tongue. Next, Dirro and Hleeni were shown to their room a few doors down. It was identical in every way, but the explanation was delivered a second time in the Kestrian tongue. Then they were left to rest. 
Dirro chose the bed on the left and sat upon it with a sigh. It was a firm monastic bed made for functionality over comfort, but it was still softer than stone or wood, and far better than sleeping on a boat in open water. Hleeni walked in between the beds and looked down at the pail of water, picking up the cloth on her side and rubbing her thumb over it, she nodded with approval. 
She sat across from him and they both began removing their footwear. As soon as his feet were free, Dirro made to lie down while Hleeni stood and continued to disrobe. Soon she was stood naked before him, surprised to see him stretching out as she plunged the cloth into the water. She looked at him, clearly confused that he wouldn't want to clean himself before sleeping, but her gaze almost felt like judgement as she rang out her cloth. Sighing again, he sat back up and stood. She wiped her face with her wet cloth as he began to discard the clothes that had belonged to one of his dead shipmates. Together they bathed standing close in the confined space between the beds, rubbing themselves down. Cleansing themselves of a layer of sea salt and days of sweat. It was the first time he'd been naked with her in such a functional capacity. Despite the nature of the intimacy they had shared, not being one of mutual attraction but duty of thraldom, standing close before her in this quiet place he found himself actually wanting something to happen. Maybe it was familiarity or habit. He didn't care. He stepped forward, pressing his body against hers. She smiled, relieved more than anything, it seemed. She put her hands on either side of his face and kissed him.
The pair shifted to one side, crawling together into her bed. They joined, not as master and slave, but as two who wanted to be together with no shared language to communicate that fact. Brother Tenbry's assurance that she was not the sort of woman he preyed upon in his confessional, not being a soft gullible Umber lady, only brought into sharp focus the fact that Dirro enjoyed strong women. As his hands slid over every inch of her body beneath the blanket they shared, touching her for his own pleasure, rather than by her physical instruction, he wondered if being stuck in this place was going to be so bad a fate after all. 
When they were done, they held each other and faded into sleep. As he drifted, Dirro wondered if the nature of this new version of their relationship would be something they would have to keep hidden from the others who dwelled in this place or if they would be allowed to continue in this cathedral-turned-monastery. Either way, it seemed safest not to draw attention to it. He would need to find a safe way to communicate that to her.

When they woke it was hard to tell what time of day it was. Though it was very quiet. There was a pattern of holes high above the door to allow lantern light from the corridor in, so they were never truly in pitch blackness. But it shed no light on whether it was day or night. Not this far down.
Dirro gently slid out of Hleeni's unconscious embrace. Collecting his clothes off the floor, he was deterred by their smell. He remembered the monk saying something about garments in the drawers when they were first shown to the room. From the top one he found the brown robes, waste cord, and footwraps of a monk's uniform. He smirked, defeated, feeling he'd been unwittingly inducted into this outcast brotherhood. He dressed himself and felt a hand caress his back when he sat to wrap his feet. He looked back and the pair shared a smile. Turning back to the drawers, he opened the bottom one to find another set of monk's garments. 
"I'm going to have a look around," he told her in the Kestrian tongue, pointing to his eyes then twirling an upward finger about to try and clarify. "Did you want to come?" he asked, offering her the other robes.
She quickly clothed herself as a monk. It was odd look for her. A southern warmaiden in brown sackcloth over her strong but unmistakably feminine frame. He smiled at the absurdity of it, and she smiled back, seemingly amused at the outfit herself. He gave her one last kiss before leaving the room and hoped that made it clear that their physical affections belonged only on that side of the door.
Together they wandered the quiet halls and made their way upward to the cathedral where no light came from outside. Snoring came from one of the pews where an old monk had fallen asleep. No doubt there to keep an eye on the two lanterns lit to provide minimal light in the large room.
Climbing down the stairs on the other side of the cathedral to where they had been previously led, Dirro found the library. An impressive collection of old tomes and bindings were dimly lit by far too few candles and lanterns, though it still seemed the brightest section at such a dark hour. Amongst the shelves, a skinny hooded monk stood upon a ladder, reaching for a book when he partially turned his head at the pair's entry. Not looking to them, simply reacting to them.
"Ah, company," he said, curious. "A rarity during daylight, an obscurity during the evening, and an anomaly at this late hour." His accent was unusual. Not too dissimilar to that of sailors Dirro had met from Nordmeer, or Hjaanmar, and not so foreign sounding in these parts, but just a little sharper and more ridged somehow.
"Well, we fell asleep early and found ourselves awake," Dirro said. 
The old monk straightened. "You sound Sondish." 
Dirro smiled. "I am," he said, impressed.
"That should please Brother Vandrez," the skinny monk said, grabbing the book he was after. "At least when he wakes in a few hours."
"You must be Brother Beryn," Dirro guessed.
"I suppose I must be," Brother Beryn said, slowly descending the ladder. "Excuse the rate of my dismount. At my age you have to move slowly to avoid tearing anything important."
"Something to look forward to," Dirro said.
The monk hummed, mildly amused. "How old are you?"
"Thirty-four."
"Ooh, a good age," the skinny monk said, nostalgically. "Where was I at thirty-four? Not all that far from here, come to think of it. How intriguing. I appear to have come full circle," he mumbled. "Tell me young man, do you have a name?"
"Dirro," he said. "And this is Hleeni."
"Well, Dirro, let me give you some advice," he said, as his feet finally touched the ground. "Find somewhere nice and dry. Hard for the hells of it. Nothing jagged, mind you. Somewhere, flat, dry, and hard." He turned around, his face obscured mostly by his hood, just revealing an old chin, nose and mouth, surrounded by loose wrinkled skin. "Then fall over. Trip. Hit that ground, hard as you can."
Dirro looked to Hleeni, but not understanding a word, she could offer no explanation. "Excuse me?" he asked, wondering if he should feel insulted.
"I don't mean that as a recommendation to injure yourself," he said, dismissively waving his free hand. "It's not some hostile expression. I just mean that you should fall over while you're still young enough to enjoy doing so without it causing you permanent damage, that'll end up haunting you every winter to follow. In ten years, you won't even be able to watch someone else fall over without it sending a cold rush of panic down your legs and up your back. Even though it might still be safe enough for you to do so. Ten years later, you'll want to avoid it. Ten years after that you'll live in fear of it, with your life flashing before your eyes if you even lose your balance for a moment in another ten years on top of that. So, fall while you can, before you find yourself counting and assessing every step to make sure it isn't your last."
Dirro smiled and began to nod. "I'll try to take less care with my every step for the next few years."
"Don't worry, it'll come sooner than you think if you don't master tying your footwraps properly," Brother Beryn said, pointing to Dirro's feet.
Dirro looked down and saw his left footwrap half unravelled. He looked about and made for a nearby stool upon which he intended to fix his footwear.
"The other thing to look forward to," Brother Beryn said, approaching a reading desk, "is losing interest in being concise and direct when you wish to communicate a point. Especially to someone far younger than you, who can afford the lost time."
Dirro laughed as he rewrapped his foot and ankle.  
The monk exchanged a brief greeting in Hleeni's tongue before sitting by the desk. "So, you must be the group everyone's been talking about. Your story's causing quite a stir, you know. Just in the time you were sleeping off your escape. When the excitement of it wears off, I'm quite sure it'll be the basis for some interesting discourse and theological debate."
"Oh?" 
"Well, at first glance it serves as a cautionary tale, warning us against praying to what the order typically refers to as lesser gods. But upon reflection, it also boasts of their responsiveness and effectiveness. Something overlooked by Brother Tenbry in his rush to dispense wisdom, struggling to shake off his priestly instincts." 
Dirro did not expect to hear such a frank assessment of one monk from another. "Though everyone who comes here must come with a story of how they ended up here," he said. "Many of which must serve to create debate or provide some lesson."
"Oh yes," Brother Beryn said, gently turning to place his book on the desk behind him. "But you can't possibly imagine that anyone else here has a story as gripping as yours. Many will have questions, and many will want you to tell them the story, expecting Brother Tenbry will have omitted any enjoyable details. I myself have questions, but perhaps I'll wait till you're sick of answering them. Even though I think they'll be questions others won't think to ask."
"And what is your story?" Dirro asked. "For I suppose that should be the price I ask in exchange for queries and retellings." 
"Far from a bargain here, I fear. I'm the one person here who came by choice."
"Choice? Brother Tenbry said there were few volunteers from time to time, but why would you choose to come to this place?"
"The answer surrounds you, bound and shelved," the old monk said, pointing with open palms to the walls of books about them. "I'm on a personal quest for knowledge. Specific knowledge, but I'm picking up far more than I expected to. Filling my head with all sorts of things. Slowly becoming an expert in everything."
"Oh? And what knowledge do you hope to gain from that red tome behind you?" Dirro asked.
"Red, is it?" Brother Beryn looked back and hummed curious. "I'm afraid I'm colour blind. For some reason I was imagining it was green."
Dirro smiled inquisitively. "You imagine colours you've never seen?"
"I wasn't born this way," he said, with a half-smile. "Just one of the prices I've paid for being around so long."
Dirro had heard of people going blind or seeing everything blurred as they grew old, but he had never heard of people losing colour. "Something else to look forward to," he mumbled. "Brother Tenbry said, you were the person to ask about the history of this place. He said something about four lost cathedrals."
"Oh yes?" Brother Beryn said. "Alasiar, Bhurz'Gol, Northlook, and good old Icecrown, here. The first was taken, the next sank, and the other two burned."
"I have seen the spires of Bhurz'Gol Cathedral in the sea north of Rhuel," Dirro said, as Hleeni began to wander, looking at the shelves about her. He couldn't imagine her being able to enjoy any of the books beyond some of the decorative stitching in their spines. Not an entirely uncharitable thought, as he was no better. The written word was nothing more than a secret silent language of scholars and nobles to him.
"Yes, they certainly built that at the wrong end of continent. Now, I imagine, covered in coral, housing sharks, blue dragons, seadrakes, and Aquari. As bad an investment of effort as building upon the frozen shores of a continent to mark territory at the furthest overreach of reckless and unwelcomed expansion. Twice, no less." He tilted his head in contemplation. "Then again, Alasair Cathedral was built in the heart of greater Kestrus, now Hjaanmar. An elaborate hall for the Halforn line of Jarls."
"So, Northlook is like this place?"
"They built an entire city around that one, making for a prize too valuable to completely destroy." He pointed westward. "When they torched the cathedral there, they made a much better effort, stacking the pews and wooden fixtures, building the flames so high it collapsed the great roof. Then, as the monks did here, the locals built their own roof, and now it serves as a granary and store for the city that now belongs to the kingdom of Ferrensyl. This place was not so effectively destroyed beyond damaging its roof to the point that much of it had be torn down and replaced. Yet no one from Angvjaald really wanted to live here, I suppose. The surrounding abbey and devotional support buildings were all destroyed, leaving this structure alone, surrounded by a pile of ash and black ruin within a high rocky cage. In the years that followed the fall of the empire, the remaining faith petitioned the king of Angvjaald to use this place as it is today. He agreed, as long they swore to never run it as a cathedral again, forbidding them from rebuilding the supporting structures, or restoring it to its former glory. With no one serving as priest nor divinion. Merely a place to serve as a monastery for those disgraced within the order."
"And the odd volunteer," Dirro said, gesturing to the old man.
"A rare breed within these walls. Far too infrequent to balance the number of men who should probably be sent here yet haven't been."
"It sounds like you have little faith in the men of your order," Dirro said. "Your brothers."
"Broth…?" the old monk stopped himself. The sharpness and bitterness of the single slipped syllable echoed throughout the library, catching even Hleeni's attention, turning her around. It was not the reaction Dirro was expecting. Nor the reaction the old monk clearly wished to covey. He raised an apologetic hand and smiled almost amused by his own reaction. "Some latent bitterness there, I suppose. Another great benefit of old age. More time behind you in which to pile resentful memories, even long after you've outlived those who've wronged you."
Dirro leaned forward, furrowing his brow. "You were wronged by some within the order?"
"Amongst others."
"Is that why you came here willingly?" Dirro asked, intrigued. "Did you hope to find someone you knew, here?" 
Brother Beryn huffed, tickled by the notion. "Coming to this remote place just to gloat at someone? That would take a level of spite even I would have to admire and aspire to. No, no. It was long before I put on these brown robes that I did clash with men in white tabards, surcoats, and cloaks that bore the tilted golden star. It was a very different time. Had I done a tenth of the things I did before donning this sackcloth after I fastened them to my frame, I'd have been sent here far sooner than I chose to come." He smiled almost proudly from under his hood. "I was once a very different man to the one who stands before you now. Had you known me in my youth, you would not recognise me now."
"But you somehow found your way to the light of the Twelve?"
"If you like. Amongst the men you'll find within these walls, there's probably more variety in the tales of how each man came to wear the cloth over the ones that explain how they came to dwell in this place. But you'll have plenty of time to collect those stories during your stay. Learnt in exchange for your own dark tale, that you'll repeat until you've refined the telling of it. But Brother Tenbry will no doubt want to talk with you first, to ensure you cleanse your account to suit certain sensibilities, before repeating it. So, before the sun rises, and someone wakes him, why don't you tell me your tale and spare no detail?"

With the dawn, came the sound of footwraps on stone. Movement echoed within the once great cathedral as the daily routines began. After sharing his tale with the librarian monk, Dirro had returned to his room with Hleeni. There they waited to be visited upon to be told where to go. After all he had been through, he was in no rush to be assigned duty, but while sleeping in this great shelter, he didn’t feel right turning up to breakfast without first being told what might be expected of him in return.
As predicted by Brother Beryn, a young monk had been sent to fetch the pair, as well as the other two companions who had arrived with them. Dirro was escorted with his trio of former slave-masters, now equals in the eyes of their hosts. It was weird to see these men who had carved through his former crew, in brown sackcloth robes of the order.
Gathered across a desk from Brother Tenbry in some sort of formalised vestry, they were given the rules of conduct in two languages. Mostly simple rules that differed little to the those of any civilised place, they were supplemented with more religious observations with limitations to wandering of the nearby grounds.
"Now, Dirro," Brother Tenbry said, after speaking to the other three for a while, "I wish to address your experiences at sea. I think it would be most practical if you all left the telling of that tale to me. To avoid repetition and exhaustion, perhaps it's best that I relay the events during mass in a manner that will most benefit the ears of all present."
"That seems the wisest course," Dirro said, coached by Brother Beryn in the library to placate the acting abbot. A gesture that immediately seemed to pay off, as the monk leaned back in his chair looking pleased. "I have barely had time to tell top from bottom of it. A man of your learning seems better equipped to make such decisions."
Flattered into gleaming, Brother Tenbry nodded. "Good, good, it's settled then," he said. "Now, onto other matters. As you've been stranded in a boat together without food nor water, I think it would be unreasonable to put you to tasks so soon. Rest, eat, walk around, and build up your strength for a few days, and when you feel up to it, if you wish to contribute, there are many daily duties with which you could help."
Dirro nodded, wondering what many of those duties could possibly be. "Rushing to escape the cold, I did not take a good look around the surrounding grounds, but I saw no farm to grow wheat and oats, nor vegetables and fruit. Of what I have heard of monks and monasteries that is typically the…"
"…primary source of labour, yes," Brother Tenbry said. "There is a small patch on which we grow things, though it cannot be relied upon as local beast and man alike tend to prune it prematurely. But we continue to keep at it, seemingly as an act of both penance and a charity that makes our presence more tolerable to those who pass through this way."
"So, you rely on what others don't steal to survive?"
Brother Tenbry shook his head. "We'd starve if that were the case. A ship of the order brings us supplies on rotation from the Umber kingdom of Cliffguard. In addition to crates of other supplies they send us barrels of oil, grain, potatoes, and sometimes fruit. There are trees, planted long ago by monks who once lived here in the woodlands nearby where fruit grows. Apples, tangerines, pears, and the like. But again, the local population tends to get to it. Though they have no love of lemons, so there's that. A sour way to stop your teeth falling out."
"There's a ship that ferries between here and the Umberlands?" Dirro asked.
The monk slowly exhaled though his nose, less than enthusiastic about Dirro's interest in a vessel that could take him away. "The Torenus, yes. It sails between the southern Umberlands, Ohtylos and here."
"It's very compassionate of them to send you supples," Dirro said, attempting to shift focus and downplay his otherwise obvious interest in escaping the cold outpost for outcasts. "Especially paying for such cargo to be delivered so."
"The Torenus is one of six ships belonging to the order. So, there is no fee nor expense in shipping us the supplies they do. In addition to the food and those supplies, we are also sent materials that we use to make goods used by the rest of the order. Tabards, robes, sashes, and the sort."
"Ah," Dirro said, exaggerating his interest, "so, that would be these other duties then." He refrained from asking when the Torenus was next due, preferring to keep his captor or host more relaxed. It seemed a question wiser to reserve for Brother Beryn, next time he visited the library.
"Well, yes," Brother Tenbry said, interlocking his fingers as he leaned forward. Before he could continue, a bell began ringing and echoed down the halls. "Oh, sounds like breakfast is ready."

Dirro followed a line of monks into the dining hall. He was too hungry to notice last time, when he felt he'd eaten his own weight in porridge, just how low the ceiling was. Especially coming straight from a ship where he'd been getting about the lower decks, half bent over for months. He at least didn't have to duck here, though his tall companions were cutting it close, tilting their heads as they passed wooden beams.
After accepting a bowl from the serving bench that separated the kitchen, he and his companions sat at one of the long tables as other monks slowly began to fill the seats on either side of them. Dirro looked about the sea of brown sackcloth where monks were devouring boiled oats, hoping to spot Brother Beryn to ask about the ship that Brother Tenbry had mentioned.
"Ah, you must be Brother Dirro," one of the nearby monks said. "I'm Brother Lonny."
"Well, just Dirro," he said. "But, nice to meet you."
"Sorry, of course," the young monk smiled, shaking his head. "Force of habit. When you call everyone you see every day Brother this or Brother that, you can't help it." 
"Except the wardens," Dirro guessed.
"No, even them. They might still wear the armour and be the only amongst us to carry swords, but we're all just brothers in Icecrown."
"But Brother Tenbry is the senior brother."
"He is the abbot, even though we bear no titles in this place. But so far, everyone just remembers who's in charge. A system that seems to work." He shrugged.
"But there must be some sort of… ranks," Dirro speculated, as he pointed to the kitchen. "There are a handful of men in the kitchen but one of them must be in charge of it?"
"Oh well, yes. Brother Nembil's in charge of the kitchen. But again, he doesn't really need a title for that, everyone under him just remembers that."
"And Brother Beryn is in charge of the Library."
"Yes. Though, as he came here of his own accord, there's a sort of implied seniority with him. As there is with age, so he's got it two-fold. Typically, a volunteer would assume the role of abbot if not the title, but he took to the library."
"Is that why he isn't here?" Dirro asked, sweeping the room with his eyes again. "Does he follow his own routine."
The young monk shrugged, eating his porridge, holding up his wooden spoon to declare his intention to speak once his mouth was clear. "I've never really kept an eye out for him, but I don't ever recall seeing him in here now that you mention it. But I know he often stays up quite late down there, keeping odd hours as a result. I think someone might even take his food to him, like they do with the wardens on duty. At his age, the stairs are probably a bit much."
"Are you talking about Brother Beryn?" another nearby monk queried, as he emptied his bowl.
Brother Lonny nodded.
"I don't think he even leaves the library," the other monk said, grabbing his bowl and spoon in one hand and his cup in the other. He looked to Dirro. "He speaks little to the rest of us, preferring the company of books and the silent conversation of the written word. The inked scrawlings of scholars long since departed from this world. He spends more time amongst the dead than the living." The monk took a final sip from his cup and stood. "Welcome to Icecrown, by the way," he said, before leaving.
"And that was Brother Theold," Brother Lonny said, flicking a gesturing hand between Dirro and the departed monk, as if introducing them. "Bit of a grim fellow, but nice enough in his own way."
Dirro smirked, before looking to his companions, talking amongst themselves in their own tongue. He couldn't imagine that they'd want to stay much longer than a couple of days to recover, nor would they be pressured to. They were in their homeland or at least their home continent. Though it was a vast land, being a broad row of cold kingdoms that lined the foot of every map of Middseya, their journey home could be had on foot. While Dirro's salvation would have to be had by sea.
As more monks departed leaving space around them, Brother Lonny looked about before leaning forward. "Say, do you enjoy a bit of a drink?" he asked in a quiet tone.
"You mean like wine and ale?" Dirro asked, earning a nod from the monk. "I do. But I didn't think monks partook."
"Don't know where you got that notion," Brother Lonny said, almost defensively. "White Order monks make some of the best ales and wines in all of Middseya. We even have a small vineyard outside, but their lot keep pinching the grapes," he said, tilting his head towards Dirro's companions. "But, uh, a couple of my friends make a bit of a… guess you'd call it a cider of sorts, from what bits of fruit and bread they can squirrel away."
Dirro winced at the sound of this ill-defined drink his new friend seemed to be describing. "I see."
"Look, I'm not promising some delicious Westmeerian draft or Ortalean wine here. Your tongue won't thank you, but if you miss the feeling that comes with drinks of the fermented variety, this should do the trick," he whispered. "This is an invitation for you alone, of course. A rare honour, as the batch is always small and there's not enough to go around. So, best you speak of it to no one."
"Especially Brother Tenbry?" Dirro guessed.
"He'd be far happier not knowing about it."
"Very well," Dirro agreed. "Though even the water here tastes strange."
"That's the lemons. We squeeze them into the water we have at breakfast.  It's supposed to be good for us and no one wants to eat them straight. If the order sent us honey, we could at least make tarts. But then, if they thought we deserved such treats they'd send us wine and ale."
Dirro smiled and nodded. "Makes sense."
"I'll come find you when it's time. Late." Brother Lonny gathered his empty woodware and left the table with a nod to all four and wink to Dirro.

While he bore them no resentment, Dirro tired of Hjor and Tunbr's company. As both his liberators and enslavers, he had no idea what kind of relationship they thought they had with him. Were they sticking with him as all four were outsiders? Were they guarding what they considered to be their property expecting Dirro to leave with them as their slave when the time came? Brother Beryn seemed the best person to help clarify. If he was even awake.
Dirro led the other three to the library, by virtue of him going there and the others typically following. Sure enough, the old skinny monk was sat at a desk, thumbing through some thick tome. "You're back," he stirred, still hunched over his great book. "The few brothers who come down here, are mercifully slow readers so I don't see them too often. Amongst the few who can read, many don't believe they deserve the luxury, so many don't bother. At least until a random conversation that requires research to determine the truth of conflicting speculation drives them down here for an answer. Yet, here you are, already on your second visit." He smiled from under his hood. "And you've brought more friends."
"Sorry to disturb you, Brother Beryn," Dirro said, approaching him. "I'm afraid I have more questions."
"Sorry? Disturb? Afraid?" he repeated Dirro's words, as he shuffled around to face him. "Did I not tell you that you were welcomed to visit me any time? Or did I imagine that? It's so hard to tell at my age."
"No, you did, you did." Dirro said. 
"Then let us dispense with the formality of apologetic declarations of intrusion," the old monk said. "A habit I'd suggest you picked up from being around Umbers too long, but it seems unlikely a habit one might find amongst sailors. Unless your ship transported nobility."
Dirro huffed, amused. "No, the Scaled Maiden was a cargo ship and its crew rougher than the hide of a tigershark. Her captain and mates were navel men, expected to lead the ship into battle if ever the… actually, I'm not sure precisely which kingdom of the Umberlands they owed their allegiance to. It never really came up and they were never called upon while I was aboard." 
 "Well, either way, you say you have questions?"
"Ah yes. Speaking of ships, Brother Tenbry mentioned the Torenus. Perhaps by accident, but I did not think he would wish me to express too much interest in her comings and goings."
"No, as I guessed, he likely sees you as one of his flock now. Part of his redemption. Why? What did you want to know about the Torenus?"
"It's comings and goings," Dirro shrugged. "When is it next due?"
Brother Beryn thought about it a moment. "I do think it's due in a few weeks, actually. It seems to have a bit of a seasonal rotation, from what I've observed. Or been told at some point. Hard to say. I've put so much information in my head since I got here." He gestured to the surrounding forest of books about him. "Did Brother Tenrby generously offer to commandeer your story?"
"Just as you predicted."
The old monk smiled again.
"The other thing is, I have these three with me most of the time, but I don't speak their language. Even though I've been with their kind for longer than I'd care to admit, while picking up only a few words."
"Is there something you wish me to say to them?"
"I don't really know where to begin. I'm yet to be convinced I want to stay in this place, but I have no desire to resume my life as a slave. I don't yet know what my next step should be or what they intend to do. I don't know how to ask why they keep following me around or what they want, without causing some offense."
"They don't look like the kind you'd want to offend, no." He looked at the other three a moment. "If I had to guess, I'd say the woman's following you around, and they're following her around. They're more outsiders here than you are, so they've no one else to talk to. Few here speak any Crag, and few here would be all that comfortable around them. They've probably picked up on that." He spoke to the other three in their tongue and a conversation quickly ensued. It was Dirro's turn to wordlessly wander about the library.
As the hour passed, the old monk explained what he could to Dirro. Though the crew of the ship they had originally been on had men and women from several of the southern kingdoms, the three marauders were from the neighbouring kingdom of Ferrensyl. Their captain had ordered Trondl to take the Scaled Maiden to an isolated cove in their homeland where their ship often docked. Ultimately, it was the desire of Hjor and Tunbr to make their way back there and wait for their captain and tell him of the fate that Trondl and the rest had suffered.
"Did you explain to them why those dead men came back?" Dirro asked.
"I do not think they would still be seated so calmly if I had," Brother Beryn assured him. "But once Brother Tenbry delivers his sermon on the perils of calling upon lesser gods for aid, all the brothers will know. Then the secrecy of your dark pact will rely upon the discretion of everyone else here. At least the ones who speak the Crag tongue."
"Gods, he's going to get me killed," Dirro realised, standing up. "I should not have revealed so much. I'd better talk to him."
The old monk gestured for Dirro to sit, calmly shaking his head. "It's far too late for that. This is precisely the sort of thing on which priests of the order thrive. The condemnation of heathenism is half their reason for living. You'd be better off convincing these three that Brother Tenbry sent the dead men to slay their crewmates, so that they kill him before he can deliver his next sermon. Though the ensuing chaos would probably still end up claiming your life." Brother Beryn smiled, shaking his hand at Dirro, who looked utterly stunned by the old monk's words. "That was a joke. I thought you'd laugh."
"Oh gods," DIrro said, burying his face in his hands.
"Well, I'll take that as a sour assesment of my humour," the old monk said before Hleeni asked him something. "The woman wants to know what you plan to do?"
"About this?" Dirro asked, raising his confused and panicked face.
"No, about this place. The other two want to get back to their marauder's hideaway and await their captain, but she wants to know what you intend to do. Stay, leave, what?"
"Get murdered by these three in the following days or take my chances out in the cold, running for some place where I'd likely be enslaved again, I guess."
"For all the failings that saw the men who dwell here sent here, they are at least a compassionate lot. They feed and house these three because it is the sort of thing, they were brought up to believe in. Or at least because they believe it will buy their way back into the good graces of the Twelve. But there would be no love for Crag marauders amongst this exiled brotherhood. Most of them are Umbers and would resent that they prey upon the seas their countrymen sail. I dare say all of them would pride themselves as being civilized men and view these three as nothing more than savages. I don't imagine any here would feel they have anything to gain in engaging them in conversation. As far as most would be concerned, these are practically the same people who steal what they plant, prevent them from restoring this place, and who put it to the torch to begin with."
Dirro slowly nodded, wanting to be reassured by the notion. 
"So, assuming you live, what do intend to do?" Brother Beryn asked. "Because I think she wants to go wherever you go if she can."
Dirro looked to Hleeni, who looked back at him with inquisitive eyes. Tall, broad, and strong, with a hard but feminine face. Her eyes revealed a vulnerability as she awaited his answer. "I suppose somewhere we can both go, where neither of us would be considered an enemy or a slave."
Though Dirro was merely thinking aloud, the monk translated his words. She took 
Dirro's hand and smiled, speaking back in her language.
"She seems keen on that notion," the old librarian relayed.
After smiling back at her, Dirro looked to Brother Beryn. "I don't suppose you'd be interested in teaching me that language?"
"I'm not entirely convinced either of us will be around long enough for you to master it, but I could teach you a few words here and there, while our paths are crossed."
"I would appreciate that."

Dirro struggled to sleep. Clinging naked to Hleeni in one of their beds, he watched her fade away, blissfully unaware that the death of her crew was the result of his words to the sea. He imagined her strangling him to death with the same vigour with which she had made love to him, if Brother Beryn had been wrong about the other monks talking to his companions.
He was startled by a light knocking on his door. He quickly slipped out of the bed and into his brown robe, quietly shuffling barefoot to the door as he tied his cord. "Who is it?" he whispered.
"Brother Lonny," a familiar voice whispered back from the other side of the door.
Dirro opened the door just a crack, to find the friendly young monk tilting his hand towards his mouth as if an invisible cup was in his grasp. Dirro sighed with relief. He looked back to Hleeni, fast asleep, and nodded back to Brother Lonny.
He was led down deep beneath the cathedral into a quiet corner of some storage room. Dark and filled with barrels and crates organised into unintentional partitions between a network of stonework columns that each arched four ways. A couple of candles were lit within small iron plates, sitting atop a pair of crates, to keep the light lower than the surrounding barrels. 
"I hope this isn't where the oil is stored," Dirro whispered to Brother Lonny's amusement.
There were three monks sitting on the floor where one was ladling liquid from a small open barrel into wooden cups from the dining hall. Dirro recognised him from the kitchen. 
"Alright brothers, this is Dirro," Brother Lonny introduced to a whispered chorus of greetings. "These are Brothers Nedrick, Erwyn, and Padwick." 
Dirro raised a friendly hand and found a space to sit. If there had ever been a time, he felt he needed a drink, it was now. All politely waited till each of them was holding a filled cup.
Brother Nedrick held up his drink. "Blessings to all," he said. "Especially those who drink fast." He took a quick swig and shuddered while Dirro was still only sniffing his cup. "Ooh, ooh oh, that's a tangy one."
The others all drank, and Dirro joined them. It tasted of sour bruised apple and had a light fizz to it. An earthy aftertaste made him wince. 
"Tasty, yes?" Brother Nedrick asked, looking to Dirro with hopeful eyes.
"Ah," Dirro stalled. Soon all eyes were upon him in anticipation. "Yes, delightful," he lied.
The monks looked to each other and burst out laughing. Their voices echoed in the low crypt. 
"Delightful like the sweat off an old goat's sack," Brother Erwyn laughed.
Dirro smiled as Brother Lonny slapped him on the shoulder. "Kind words, kind words." 
"Aye," Brother Nedrick said, still chuckling as he reached for Dirro's cup to refill it. "You've earned a second."
"How often do you do this?" Dirro asked.
"I only risk keeping one batch going at a time, so if I ever get caught, I can claim it was a one-time experiment," Brother Nedrick told him, ladling more of the mixed crypt cider into Dirro's cup. "Then when it's ready, we try to stretch it out over a few nights. Can't afford to get pass-out drunk and be found sleeping on the stairs or something."
"Just enough to take the edge off being stranded so close to the frozen arse of the world and forgotten," Brother Lonny added. "And it certainly does the trick."
"Though if they did catch you, where would they send you?" Dirro asked, earning a round of chuckles and shrugs. He leaned forward and looked down at the small barrel. 
"Yes, I'm afraid you got here a bit late," Brother Nedrick said. "We're already on night three. But if you'd got here a little later, you'd have missed out altogether."
"I suppose the Twelve work in mysterious ways," Dirro said, holding up his cup.
"That they do," Brother Lonny said, clinking his cup with Dirro's. "Especially for the only man to ever sleep under this roof sharing a room with a woman." 
Dirro smiled, nervously.
"Ah," Brother Lonny said, with a smile creeping across his face. "So, there's more to this."
"Brother Tenbry though it best she neither share with a monk, her shipmates, nor given a room alone," Dirro explained. "I'm watching over her."
"She's a Crag pirate," Brother Nedrick said. "No brother, no matter how tempted, would be fool enough to try anything there. A big lass as she is and all. I don't think she needs your protection."
"It's been a while since I've seen a woman," Brother Lonny said, "but I'm pretty sure I recognise the look she gives you when we're eating."
"What sort of look is that?" Dirro asked, innocently.
Brother Lonny wiggled his eyebrows. "The look of a woman who's being protected well beyond satisfaction," he said, to an eruption of laughter.
Dirro couldn't help but laugh along, while confessing nothing. 
Brother Nedrick soon remembered to hush them. "Not one of the details I reckon we'll hear in Brother Tenbry's sermon on Solday mass," he suggested. 
"I look forward to hearing his version of my tale," Dirro said sarcastically. "I should warn you that I gave my word that I would leave that to him though. If you were expecting me to tell you of my travels this night."
"I didn't invite you down here to squeeze a story out of you, if that's what you think," Brother Lonny said. " I just figured you could use some friends in here, and as a sailor I figured you'd want to make friends with the few here who enjoy a bit of a drink."
"Well, I can and I do, so thanks for that."

Dirro had to be shaken awake by Hleeni as the breakfast bell rang. Still feeling the touch of fermentation, he pulled her in and kissed her. She smiled as he reached for her thighs but she shook her head. "Breakfast," she said.
It sobered him to hear her say the word in the Kestrian tongue. Before he could react, she pulled him to his feet and helped him dress. It gave him time to realise she had at least been sufficiently exposed to the word in the short time they'd been there.
Brothers Lonny, Erwyn, and Padwick all sat to one side of Dirro while his usual companions sat on the other, with Hleeni across from him. With darkened eyebags, his new friends shared a smile of deviously shared glee, peppered with remorse. DIrro spared a thought for poor Brother Nedrick who would have had to rise earlier than all of them to get the food prepared.
"Morning, brothers, Dirro," Brother Tenbry said, passing his table. He then offered a greeting in the Crag tongue to the other three. But the conversation seemed to exceed a normal greeting and soon they were all nodding in agreement.
"What's happening?" Dirro asked, masking his nervousness.
"Oh, I do beg your pardon," the abbot said. "I was just asking your friends here if they'd care to stretch their legs and let us use their bountiful frames to help carry up some barrels from the garden."
"Garden?"
"Where we grow what vegetables and fruit we can," the senior monk clarified. "Down the mountain. I told you about that, didn't I?"
"Oh yes," Dirro recalled, his mind fogged by a turned juice that had been emptied from a small barrel many yards beneath him. "Of course."
"The brothers who usually do the task will no doubt be glad of the assistance," Brother Tenbry said. "Then, perhaps, we'll soon find you something that might sufficiently interest you to occupy your days. I've been told you've been spending time in the library."
"Yes," Dirro said, feeling he should be less surprised at how quickly word travels in such a place. 
"I didn't think most sailors read."
"It's rare," the illiterate sailor said.
The abbot raised his brow and gave an impressed frown before moving along. 
"Oh, I didn't know you could read," Brother Lonny said, impressed.
"Neither did I," Dirro said, with a half-concerned smirk that amused his new friends. 
When breakfast was done and the three southern marauders joined the harvesting group of monks and accompanying wardens, Dirro found his way to Borther Tenbry again.
"I think we need to talk about this sermon of yours and how it might affect my safety with the three who came with me," Dirro said, addressing the abbot in his vestry. 
"You fear reprisal, should loose tongues communicate the cause of their loss," Brother Tenbry guessed.
"Well, yes."
"Did you think that wouldn't occur to me?" he asked. "There are still a few days before I speak to the congregation. For that is why I have had the extra sets of arms bring what may be harvested from the grounds below. I intend to pack them a few days' worth of food to sustain them so that they can find their way to a nearby town or city that'll take them in. These parts have come a long way, but there's a lot of land between civilised places here. Either they'll find their own kind or at least bluff their way across the lands until they do. Either way, they do not belong here."  
"So, you mean to send them away before you speak of what happened?" DIrro asked, relieved.
"Of course. Hope that puts your heart at ease."
Dirro nodded, though he wondered how to proceed next. For he didn't wish Hleeni to be sent away, nor did he want to draw attention to the nature of their relationship. He played out as many verbal exchanges as he could in his head of every possible way he could think to probe for the answer he needed, and they all ended terribly. "Ah…" he stalled, as he thought, "when do you mean to send them away?"
"In the next day or so."
Dirro nodded and asked nothing more.

"In the next day or so," Dirro repeated the abbot's words to Brother Beryn.
"Well, that should save us from the language lessons then," the old monk said, putting a book away from a pile he had in his hands. "And it solves your little dilemma. Yet here you are pacing like a soldier on picket duty on a cold night."
"Hleeni wants to go wherever I go, and I wish the same."
"Ah, of course, that." Brother Beryn looked to Dirro. "Sit down before you wear a hole in the stonework."
Dirro complied. "Sorry."
"So, you're looking for options," the skinny monk said, checking the spine of a book before shuffling others on the shelf to shift open a gap where he felt it belonged. "First option: stay here and embrace the monastic life, learning one trade or another to fill your days in exchange for food and shelter. The men within these walls, despite their transgressions, are far from the worst within the order, that I have met. Hleeni would return to her kind and continue marauding and reaving with her old companions."
Dirro shook his head.
"Second option: You leave with the three of them, re-join their original crew on the ship that attacked yours and resume your life as a slave. You'd still get to be with Hleeni, but you'd be a slave."
Dirro squinted and shook his head again.
"Third option: pretend to take the first option but get Hleeni to wait for you in the city of Valkenheim, while the other two press on along the coast. Then you sneak out one night, on your own and hope you survive the journey in a land where you don't speak the language, and where you're just as likely to run into the hospitable as the inhospitable."
"These options don't appear to be getting any better," Dirro said. "Isn't there an option where Hleeni and I just leave, and take the boat along the coast to some dock where we can trade it for fare on a ship?"
"The boat you arrived in?" Brother Beryn asked, incredulously. "If you think that's still down there, you've gone mad."
"What do you mean?"
"You don't think Brother Tenbry would want that temptation laying about for any brothers thinking of bailing themselves out of this prison? It was probably smashed for firewood the day you arrived, as you slept."
"What?" Dirro stood. In the back of his mind, that boat always represented an option.
"Why? Were you hoping to row your way back to Sondaal?"
Dirro sat back down with an awkward grimace. The boat was, in most scenarios, useless if he was realistic about it. He sighed exhausted, turning on the small bench so he could lay the top half of his body upon it. "And those are my three options."
"Of course, you could always join me," the monk offered.
"Here in the library? I did give Brother Tenbry the impression that that was my intention."
"No, I think I've gained all the knowledge I can from this place. I was planning on moving on soon anyway. You and your woman could come with me, for as long as it suits you. I could use the company."
Dirro lifted his head and looked at the old monk in disbelief. The frail looking, skinny, old monk as dusty as the books he was shelving. "Ah, you have an adventure or two still planned ahead then, aye?" he cynically asked.
The old monk chuckled to himself. "You think I'll crumble into a pile of bones four steps out the door, don't you?"
Dirro sat up just so he could shrug. "I don't know what the polite thing is to say here. No? I think you could make eight?"
The old monk laughed. "That's very kind of you." He shook his head as he put the last book of his bundle away. "Well, the offer's there, if you change your mind. I would have thought following an old man around with your woman would be more appealing than the three options you scorned. But what do I know?"
"If we could get work on a ship," Dirro said, as the thought occurred to him.
"Keen to get back on the open seas again, even after what happened to you?" Brother Beryn reminded him. "I suppose you at least know the gods of the sea listen when you talk, but I'm sure you've used up all your favours there. Of course, the real trick would be finding a ship that wants a couple of deckhands and means to treat them to their own private cabin, as if they were a pair of paying passengers. Know you of such a generous posting?"
"Not so far, but then I haven't looked for work for a while, so I'm hoping such postings are common now," Dirro said, throwing his hands out in feigned optimism to the old monk's amusement.

Dirro was touring the upper halls just below the main cathedral floor with Hleeni, Hjor, and Tunbr when an unfamiliar bell rang. At least an hour too soon to be dinner, they saw several monks pop their heads through doorways, curious. 
"What's going on?" he asked a nearby monk.
"I don't know," he said. "It's the same bell they rang when you arrived."
Curious, Dirro made for the stairs. He wondered if the other rowboat that had escaped the Scaled Maiden had finally made it. At the very least, he thought it would mean more companions for Hjor and Tunbr to travel with.
"What's happening?" Dirro asked another monk on the Cathedral floor as others gathered about. 
"Brother Hendel said he saw someone wash up on the beach when he was cleaning the windows," the monk Dirro hadn't met said of another he didn't know. "A couple of the wardens went to fetch him."
"It was bad enough getting here by boat," Dirro said to his companions, who understood none of it. "The poor bastard will be half frozen." 
When the door opened, wardens walked in a man who could barely move, so piled in blankets Dirro couldn't see him, especially with all the other monks gathering. Another warden carried the visitor's sword in its scabbard, having disarmed the man who would be lucky enough to live, let alone swing a sword again.
"Quick, get him to a hearth," Brother Tenbry ordered, his voice echoing through the main section of the cathedral as they led him away.
All nearby were curious but dispersed when Brother Tenbry gave them a look that reminded them they all had duties elsewhere. He soon disappeared down the stairs following those that were tending to the survivor of the sea.
The dining hall was awash with low chatter as rumours spread like wildfire over dinner. 
"I heard he's in a pretty bad way," Brother Lonny said. "Heard they had trouble even getting him into a seat, he was so frozen. Brother Belistair said he was practically blue."
Brother Erwyn shook his head. "He'll be lucky to make it through the night."
"No luck about it," Brother Padwick said. "He'll likely lose half his fingers and toes." 
"You talking about the feller they found on the beach?" another monk, sitting past Brother Lonny's little drinking group, asked.
"Aye," Brother Lonny said.
"I heard they reckon he's got half a chance on account of him being such a fat feller," the other monk said. "All that blubber should've kept him warm as a walrus."
"Fat?" Dirro asked, dropping his spoon into his vegetable soup. "Fat… like bloated?'
"So, they say."
"Bloated, blue, and crawled out of the sea?" Dirro stood up, "Hells," he yelled, beckoning Hleeni to follow as he dashed to the head table where Brother Tenbry usually sat. "Where's Brother Tenbry?" he demanded of the senior monks.
"With the rescued man, I think," one of them said. 
Several of the monks stood or made to move as Dirro charged urgently out of the room and down the hall. As he made it to the stairs that led to the cathedral, he realised he was leading the three souls he'd saved from the wrath of the sea gods to what he believed to be one of their agents. "Back to the library," he quietly said. 
As he ran back, he passed those who slowly followed him out of the dining hall. His drinking companions watched confused as he charged back in the other direction.
"What's going on?" Brother Lonny asked, but Dirro didn't have time to explain and took the stairs down into the library.
Brother Beryn watched the four visitors run into the library. "For someone who can't read, you certainly can't seem to stay away from-" 
"I think one of the dead sailors is here," Dirro said urgently. "They say the rescue's a blue, bloated, man who came out of the sea. I think the invitation to flee was only meant for me."
"And what did you hope an old man and a room of books would do?" Brother Beryn asked.
"I hoped you would explain to them,"Dirro said, pointing to his Crag companions, "and keep them here, while I go and make sure. I didn't want to lead them right to him if it is."
"Go then," the skinny old monk agreed. He began speaking to the other three in their tongue as Dirro ran back up the stairs alone. 
Still in the corridor as Dirro passed them, Brother Lonny and his little group followed their new friend to where he'd seen the rescued man taken. Several other curious monks seemed to follow behind them.
A warden standing in the doorway of the room where they were thawing the rescued man, turned around upon hearing the approaching footsteps. "What's all this?" he asked.
"I need to see the man you found," Dirro said. He looked past the warden to see the man in a chair by the fire, with his back to the door, still covered in blankets.
"We have it under control," the warden assured him. 
Brother Tenbry was crouched by the man's side when he looked up to see the small throng gathered outside. "Oh dear," he sighed, before standing up. "I see discipline has slipped. I'm sure our new visitor appreciates your concern, but right now-"
"Brother Tenbry, I need to see his face," Dirro interrupted.
"It's in no great state," the abbot whispered to be tactful. "But we're doing what we can to save him."
"I don't think he's a survivor," Dirro warned, refusing to take his eyes off the man by the fire. "I think he might be one of my former crewmates."
"Oh, well," the senior monk started, almost excited before he realised what Dirro was saying and turned his head back slowly. "By the Twelve," he exclaimed.
The man by the fire was twitching under his blankets, shifting his elbows and knees, trying to regain mobility. Dirro imagined a lone risen crewman sent to reclaim the three souls that had escaped, frozen stiff by the deeps as it neared the icy continent. Now thawing its dead waterlogged flesh to regain movement.
The man in blankets slowly leaned towards the fire, trying to stand, only scraping his feet on the floor. Dirro slipped through the warden and abbot, as another warden and monk on either side of the half-frozen man looked to Dirro's cautious approach.
Dirro kept as far as he could, staying near the wall as he side-stepped his way around to glimpse the man's face. There was a puddle of water, growing at his feet.
"If you are what I think you are, I take back my words," Dirro said, as he fearfully inched closer. "The ship is taken, the guilty punished. There is no need for further retribution."
The monk beside the man stepped back as he seemed to connect what Dirro was saying with whatever he had managed to hear of Dirro's tale. The warden stepped back and rested his hand on the hilt of his own sheathed sword.
The struggling blanketed man managed to stand. The blankets slid onto the floor, revealing the wet clothes of an Umber crewman. The skin of his hands was hued blue and puffed. Seaweed was stuck in his hair and about his now tight clothing as his body ballooned out from above and below his belt. Wounds inflicted by Crag marauders were clear to see as the holes in his clothing were stretched open by his brine bloated frame. 
"Everyone, get out," Dirro warned. 
A waterlogged gargling issued from the cold man's throat like a flooded pipe being blown clear. "Flee or stay, live or die," he said, in a fearsome whisper.
"Out," Dirro shouted. 
Before the warden holding the dead man's sheathed sword could react, the bloated Umber turned and drew it, stiff at the elbows. "Flee or stay, live or die," he repeated.
"Brother Holmwick," the abbot called to the warden who instinctively drew his own sword in response.
"Don't fight him," Dirro warned.
"Surrender you weapon," the warden warned the dead man, not entirely understanding the situation.
The dead man ignored him, looking up and around. Either testing his own thawed mobility or somehow looking for his three souls to claim, guided by some sight beyond vision or at least some vision that was unimpaired by layers of stone and wood. He made to take a step but still struggled to move. He patiently waited, close to the fire.
"Brother Holmwick, is it?" Dirro called to the warden. "You cannot slay this foe. Please step away. I would not have your death on my hands as well."
"Come, we must barricade the room," brother Tenbry declared.
"Go then, get what you need," the warden said. "I'll hold him here, if he tries to move."
"We will," Brother Belistair said, drawing his sword.
Brother Tenbry ordered the gathered monks to drag nearby benches towards the doorway. Many of the monks had gathered nearby, mumbling in panic and confusion as they watched a handful of their fellow monks scrambling at the abbot's orders.
Dirro helped move the benches before he heard the all too familiar sound of iron clashing against iron. Swords had met in combat. When he looked up, one of the warden's stumbled out of the room clutching at his throat, blood pouring between his fingers. More clashes came from the room as almost everyone froze, shocked by what they saw. Brother Theold rushed to the injured man's side pulling him away from the doorway and attempting to hold the man's wound shut as the warden dropped to one knee.
The sound of a sword rung as it hit the stone floor in the room with the hearth, followed by the heavy thud of a body, snared by the rustling of chainmail. The drowned man emerged alone, impaled by a sword in his belly, that seemed to bring him no distress. 
"In the light of the Twelve I command you to leave this place," Brother Tenbry yelled at the creature reborn of the sea. A bloated corpse that looked around at the robed men about him. "I banish you, abomination," Brother Tenbry continued. "You may not walk this holy ground."
"Flee or stay, live or die," the unwelcomed creature spoke before heading across the main cathedral, towards the stairs that led towards the library.
Dirro rushed into the room and picked up the other warden's sword from the floor. Faster than the stilted wet corpse, DIrro ran for the north stairs, to race the avenging dead sailor to his Crag companions. He heard others follow behind him but didn't look back, ignoring those vocally deterring him.
He could hear the echo of more sword fighting as another warden engaged Dirro's former crewmate. He tightened his face in remorse as he ran but reminded himself that he had warned them. It brought him little consolation as he heard a sword ring off the stairs in the distance.
He ran down the dark corridor, the path less travelled to access the library, and he heard more fighting. There was yelling in the Crag tongue. Tunbr's voice echoing down the south stairs as Hjor ran up with Hleeni close behind. Dirro managed to grab her arm. "No," he yelled, pulling her away. "Hjor," he called, but the marauder was up the stairs, between Dirro and the sea-raised sailor. He could not contribute to the fight in such confines, only lead Hleeni back into the library. He took her to the far end and stood before her, holding the sword towards the entrance. He knew the sword would be more effective in her hand, but if he could buy her a few moments more of life he would do it.
As he stood, poised for a fight he couldn't win, he felt his heart throwing itself against his breastbone in fear. Brother Tenbry's voice grew, following the man shaped creature from a safe distance, yelling at it, attempting to command it with the authority of the priest he once was. 
"I command you, abomination, I command you," the abbot yelled. "By the power of the Twelve, I compel you to flee." But his words were like waves crashing upon cliff. If they were having any effect it would take centuries to show. His voice weakened, presumably at the sight of whatever became of Hjor and Tunbr, and of sheer exhaustion as whatever authority he thought his faith had given him was shown to be impotent. The work of the gods he called 'lesser' was clearly more powerful than whatever he believed the Twelve had bestowed upon him. 
The dead man, blue and bloated, came through the door first. The sword in his belly torn from him by one of the two men now laying dying if not already dead on the stairs. Water leaked from his wound instead of the dark blood jellied about the tear. The sound of it dribbling onto the stone floor of the library pattered as an exhausted Brother Tenbry crawled in, far too unfit for the pursuit the man of near seventy gallantly gave.
"You can't take her," Dirro yelled, as it walked slowly towards him. "I won't allow it."
It opened its mouth once more, "Stay or flee-" 
"Silence," Brother Beryn's voice filled the library with a commanding tone from an unlit corner. "I command you halt, dead thing." He stepped out from the shadows with his hand held out. "This is not the domain of your masters, and you will recognise my authority here."
The dead man's feet stopped, seemingly to the creature's own surprise who looked down then back to the skinny old monk.
"Lower your weapon," he said, and the arm holding the sword returned to the dead man's hip, scraping the point of the sword against the stone floor. 
Brother Tenbry looked up from the floor by the doorway in wonder, clutching at his overworked heart, as Brother Beryn walked up to the walking corpse and placed his hand upon its face.
"Rest, dead thing," he said, and guided Dirro's former crewmate to the floor, in an almost caring manner. It was as if aiding a person who had fainted. The sight of such a skinny and frail old man supporting such a large and bloated one, displayed a remarkable strength for someone his age.  
Dirro lowered the warden's sword. As the librarian looked to the abbot. 
"How?" the old monk on the floor asked the even older one crouching by the wet corpse. He slowly shook his head in confusion as he puffed.
"Perhaps it's from reading all these books," the skinny monk said to the plump one on the floor. "Several do cover this sort of thing. Perhaps it is because I have not fallen from grace and your redemption is not yet complete in the eyes of the Twelve. Perhaps it is because I have dealt with similar things before in my many years."
The abbot looked to the floor as he caught his breath. Wounded by Brother Beryn's words, he seemed lost in reflection. Several monks were stood at the door and a couple helped their abbot up, to put him on a bench. A pair approached the librarian, but he raised his hand and shook his hooded head.
"Only I know what must be done here," the librarian said. "I shall take this body back out into the cold and deal with it accordingly. I must do this alone." As the other monks nodded and backed away, the old skinny monk turned to Dirro and Hleeni. "Unless you've changed your mind about coming with me," he said, quietly.
Dirro just stared at him, uncertain of how to respond. He was still taking in what he had just witnessed.
"I do not think more than one was sent to dispatch your southern friends, but should you encounter another thing like this again, I could protect you from it," Brother Beryn offered.
The hairs on the back of Dirro's neck stood. There was in that moment. A strange energy about the old monk he found unsettling. Something dark. He watched the other monks lead the abbot out of the library as Hleeni went to check on her companions. When it was just the two men standing before each other and over a bloated corpse, he spoke. "Why do I somehow get the feeling that I would see more horrors like this if I came with you, than if I didn't."
"You have already seen more horrors than most ever would," the old monk reminded him. "And it was you who wrought this horror, not I. I merely dealt with it."
"There was nothing 'merely' about what you did," Dirro said, pointing to the corpse. "And there were no holy words in the ones you spoke to dismiss this thing. I fear something darker at play."
Brother Beryn smiled. "A couple of days in those monk robes and you're already beginning to sound like one of them."
Noticing that the volunteer librarian had said 'them' instead of 'us' when referring to the brotherhood, Dirro was confident the man was no true monk. His soured words when speaking of the order, made so much more sense now. As did the things he'd said of a time before he wore the robes. Whatever purpose he had come here for, it was nothing holy. Fearing to press the matter, he just smiled. "Perhaps."
"It was interesting meeting you, DIrro. I wish you well in whichever path you choose. Go to your woman."
Dirro nodded. "Thank you for everything." 
Though neither of them said the words, he could tell it was a goodbye.

Hjor had been killed on the stairs by the dead man who crawled out of the sea. Tunbr weathered his wounds whereas only one of the three wardens who faced it, survived. 
Brother Beryn dragged the blue corpse out into the cold and made it clear that he was not returning. Many were surprised at the frail old monk's strength, dragging the corpse alone on a wooden sled by rope over his skinny shoulders. He passed well beyond view as he made his way south. The monks speculated that he meant to sacrifice himself to the elements while performing whatever rites he knew to cleanse the body of its unholy contamination. Some even speculated that he had once been a paladin, while Dirro silently suspected he was the exact opposite. 
Brother Tenbry delivered his sermon to the brothers' great interest, having witnessed some of what Dirro had faced first-hand. Though the cautionary tale that hinged on Dirro's choices did feature in the speech, it became more about the former priest's own redemption. Humbled by the experience while at the same time making Dirro's story about himself. DIrro was amused, but also moved by the abbot's gift for words and the faults he laid bare. Whatever manner of unholy shadow Brother Beryn truly walked in, he had managed to fill the abbot's heart with a brighter light and strengthen his faith. 
More effective than his words from the pulpit, Brother Tenbry's bedside words to Tunbr seemed to take root. Another story of redemption took place to fill the following week's sermon as the abbot somehow convinced the wounded marauder that his path had been guided by the hands of the Twelve. Turning him from a life of murder and theft to one of devotion and protection, the senior monk convinced him to serve as a warden to protect the cathedral. Brother Tunbr became the face of redemption and a welcomed addition to the cathedral-turned-monastery.
Hleeni and DIrro stayed for weeks, though the nature of their relationship became harder to hide. Once he realised, Brother Tenbry only allowed them to continue sharing a room if they agreed to be married under him, in the light of the Twelve. They agreed. But a monastery was no place for a wedded couple to dwell, and so when the Torenus came to deliver supplies and collect the works of the monks for the order, Dirro and Hleeni bordered it.
On the ship they were issued a cabin to share as passengers and during their journey, Dirro negotiated for two positions as crewmen. It meant a reduced pay to keep their small cabin, placating the existing crew who slept in closely hung and stacked hammocks. 
And so Dirro and Hleeni worked and lived aboard the Torenus, travelling between the Umber kingdom of Cliffguard, Vekriarecht Cathedral in Ohtylos, and the ruins of Icecrown in Angvjaald. Each time Dirro made sure he was part of the crew who delivered the supplies up the mountain just so he could see those he had met during his stay there. 
And to smuggle a little wine or ale, when he could manage it, for Brother Lonny's secret little drinking group to occasionally save them from Brother Nedrick's earthy mystery cider.
