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The road ended in a tum­ble of scree that fell a few dozen yards to the lip of the gorge it­self. Remy couldn’t see its bot­tom from where they stood. Around them reared up im­pass­able walls of stone, with the nar­row­est of ledges on the left side of the scree.

And ahead of them, hang­ing im­pos­si­bly in the empty air, was the Bridge of Iban Ja. Remy tried to count the stones, but could not. Some of them were larger than the house where he had last taken a meal in Avankil. Some were no larger than a man. Gath­ered to­gether, they were a mo­saic im­pres­sion of a bridge, the gaps be­tween them some­times nar­row enough for a halfling to tip­toe across and some­times wide enough that no sane mor­tal would en­deavor the jump with­out wings. Bits of cloth on sticks flut­tered from cracks in some of the rocks, the guide­posts of long-past trav­el­ers. All of the stones moved slightly, rock­ing in the winds that howled through the Gorge of Noon as if they floated on the sur­face of a gen­tled ocean, or a wide and flat stretch of river. Snow clung to some of them, and drifted in sculpted shapes across the flat edges of oth­ers.

“Well,” Kithri said, “now we’ve seen it. Biri-Daar, what did you say the other way across this gorge was?”

“It in­volves trav­el­ing fifty leagues off the road to a ford,” Biri-Daar said. “We have no time. I have crossed Iban Ja’s bridge be­fore. It held me. It will hold you.”

“And by this point, cross­ing it is no longer a mat­ter of choice,” Keverel chimed in.

“Is that so,” Kithri be­gan. She saw Keverel point­ing back up the road, turned to see what he was in­di­cat­ing, and saw—as Remy did at that ex­act mo­ment—the band of tieflings stand­ing in the road be­hind them. As they watched, the band of per­haps a dozen was for­ti­fied with ten times as many hob­gob­lin ma­raud­ers.
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In the shadow of em­pires, the past echoes in the leg­ends of he­roes. Civ­i­liza­tions rise and crum­ble, leav­ing few places that have not been touched by their grandeur. Ruin, time, and na­ture claim what the higher races leave be­hind, while chaos and dark­ness fill the void. Each new realm must make its mark anew on the world rather than build on the progress of its pre­de­ces­sors.

Nu­mer­ous civ­i­lized races pop­u­late this won­drous and ri­otous world of Dun­geons & Drag­ons. In the early days, the might­i­est among them ruled. Em­pires based on the power of gi­ants, drag­ons, and even dev­ils rose, warred, and even­tu­ally fell, leav­ing ruin and a changed world in their wake. Later, king­doms carved by mor­tals ap­peared like the glim­mer of stars, only to be swal­lowed as if by clouds on a black night.

Where civ­i­liza­tion failed, traces of it re­main. Ru­ins dot the world, hid­den by an ever-en­croach­ing wilder­ness that shel­ters un­named hor­rors. Lost knowl­edge lingers in these places. An­cient magic set in mo­tion by for­got­ten hands still flows in them. Cities and towns still stand, where in­hab­i­tants live, work, and seek shel­ter from the dan­gers of the wider world. New com­mu­ni­ties spring up where the bold have seized ter­ri­tory from rough coun­try, but few com­mon folk ever wan­der far afield. Trade and travel are the purview of the am­bi­tious, the brave, and the des­per­ate. They are wiz­ards and war­riors who carry on tra­di­tions that date to an­cient times. Still oth­ers in­no­vate, or sim­ply learn to fight as ne­ces­sity dic­tates, forg­ing a unique path.

Truly spe­cial in­di­vid­u­als, how­ever, are rare. An ex­tra­or­di­nary few mas­ter their arts in ways be­yond what is re­quired for mere sur­vival or pro­tec­tion. For good or ill, such peo­ple rise up to take on more than any mun­dane per­son dares. Some even be­come leg­ends.

These are the sto­ries of those se­lect few …




BOOK I

THE WASTES

Remy lay dy­ing, the poi­son of storm­claw scor­pi­ons burn­ing its way through his veins, and while he died he tried to pray. Pelor, he called out, save me. The god did not an­swer. Remy tried to look around him, but dark was fall­ing and his eyes were sticky and dry, whether from the venom or some­thing else he didn’t know. He fell into a fever dream as be­side him, the horse he had rid­den past the Crow Fork breathed its last.
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He was a boy of twelve, weav­ing through Quay­side with a mes­sage for the cap­tain of a river barge. He was bare­foot be­cause his mother for­bade him to wear shoes on warm days. The stones of the Quay­side wharves were fa­mil­iar to him, as were its smells: stag­nant wa­ter, woodsmoke, sun-baked mud. Avankil stood at the head of the Black­fall Es­tu­ary, which slowly opened out for a hun­dred miles or more. The Black­fall it­self was me­an­der­ing and brack­ish there, a crea­ture of tide and com­merce three miles wide and stud­ded with ves­sels of ev­ery de­scrip­tion. Remy found the barge cap­tain smok­ing a pipe on the deck of his ves­sel, shar­ing an up­roar­i­ous joke with one of Avankil’s cus­tom-house clerks. Sil­ver and what looked like a snuff tin ap­peared briefly in the cap­tain’s hands be­fore van­ish­ing into the clerk’s pocket. Per­mis­sion to board, Remy called out. I have a mes­sage for the cap­tain.

Board then, the cap­tain an­swered.

Still out of breath from the run—he’d come all the way from the Un­der­gate of the Keep of Avankil—Remy de­liv­ered his mes­sage. Is that right, the cap­tain mused. He worked the stem of his pipe around in his teeth. Well. Here is some­thing to carry back.

He wrote on a sheet of pa­per, in an al­pha­bet that Remy—who could read Com­mon well enough—could not de­ci­pher. Show this to no one but the vizier him­self, the cap­tain said. Or, if you must, his dou­ble.

How will I know the dif­fer­ence? Remy asked.

The cap­tain laughed. The cus­toms clerk joined in. Remy burned silently, not un­der­stand­ing the joke. If you ever fig­ure that out, tell me, the cap­tain said. He gave Remy a piece of sil­ver. Go now.
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The sev­enty-ninth vizier of Avankil, coun­sel­lor to kings and keeper of the li­brary, un­chal­lenged lord of the Un­der­gate and all that passed through it, was named Philomen. It was ru­mored that he had once spent a hun­dred years per­fect­ing an en­chant­ment for cre­at­ing dou­bles of one­self, and that he lived on in those dou­bles, mov­ing his spirit from one to an­other as each body aged be­yond its prime. Philomen was rarely seen in pub­lic. Remy had seen him twice, and to Remy the vizier seemed im­pos­si­bly old. If he was mov­ing his spirit into new bod­ies, he wasn’t do­ing it nearly soon enough.

Where does a man learn such magic? he asked his mother once.

The Abyss, she an­swered. Don’t ask again. Remy had mis­trusted magic ever af­ter. His mother was kind but not fool­ish, imag­i­na­tive but not su­per­sti­tious. If she be­lieved that Philomen’s magic came from the Abyss, Remy be­lieved it too.

He came to the Un­der­gate bear­ing the barge cap­tain’s mes­sage. A guard at the gate, big as a drag­onborn and just a bit less ugly, de­manded the mes­sage.

I can­not, Remy said. It is for the vizier only.

The guard caught Remy’s arm and squeezed un­til Remy could feel the bones of his wrist grind­ing to­gether. He stood it for as long as he could but even­tu­ally he cried out and dropped the slip of pa­per on the ground. The guard picked it up and squinted at the writ­ing. He looked at Remy. What does it say?

How should I know? Remy an­swered. I can barely read, and I don’t know those let­ters.
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Remy snapped briefly out of the fever. Cold sand against his cheek, cold stars over­head in a cold, cold sky. Remy shiv­ered and knew he was go­ing to die. This was what he got for go­ing be­yond the Crow Fork. All the world was dark­ness and cold. Some­thing was eat­ing the horse. Remy tried to look over and see what it was. He couldn’t lift his head. He tried to crawl away but couldn’t move his arms. With a sigh that was meant to be a scream he faded back into his delir­ium.
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At the Crow Fork, the North Road splits, one arm reach­ing across the wastes to­ward the fa­bled Bridge of Iban Ja, where the Crow Road be­gins. There stands Crow Fork Mar­ket, an an­cient trad­ing post and bas­tion against the hob­gob­lin raiders who harry and de­stroy civ­i­lized out­posts through­out the wastes be­tween the Black­fall and the Draco Ser­rata Moun­tains to the north. Over the cen­turies the mar­ket had grown from a col­lec­tion of tents to a for­ti­fied set­tle­ment and stag­ing area. It sprawled and wound be­hind tim­ber walls and be­neath the piti­less sun of the wasted lands that stretch from the North Road away from the Black­fall to­ward the moun­tains. Remy had gone there for the first time a month be­fore his fa­ther died, on a trad­ing ex­cur­sion in the com­pany of a dozen other men and boys, of whom Remy was the youngest by more than a year. On that trip he had learned most of what he knew of the folk­lore of the Crow Road and the Draco Ser­rata. Those were sto­ries for the camp­fire on the trip from Avankil; by the end of the trip, when the tim­bered walls had heaved out of the hazy glim­mer at the hori­zon, Remy had been ablaze with the de­sire to see the world be­yond the city he had known.

As he had fallen asleep that night, within sight of the glow of great fires and mag­i­cal il­lu­mi­na­tion in­side Crow Fork Mar­ket, Remy had dreamed of go­ing there again. And that night he had dreamed of tak­ing ship and see­ing the cities and towns of the Drag­on­down Coast: Karga Kul the largest, but Fu­ria, Toradan and Saak-Opole each with their own his­to­ries and points of in­ter­est to an urchin who had rarely ven­tured be­yond the walls of Avankil.

He had never dreamed that it would be six years be­fore he saw Crow Fork Mar­ket again, or that when he saw it he would ride by, his er­rand too press­ing to ad­mit di­gres­sion.
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The vizier Philomen had found him soon af­ter his mother’s death, which had oc­curred not long af­ter the death of his fa­ther. Or­phaned, Remy squat­ted where he could and fed him­self how he could. Philomen’s guard—the one who a few years be­fore had ground the bones of Remy’s wrist—caught that same wrist one af­ter­noon as Remy was dash­ing off with a mes­sage from a ship’s cap­tain to the woman he kept in apart­ments over­look­ing the In­ner Pool. The vizier has mes­sages that need car­ry­ing, the guard had said. Remy had never been cer­tain whether it was an in­vi­ta­tion or a de­mand; it had never oc­curred to him that he could refuse.
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He heard the muted clop of horses’ hooves on hard earth. The road from Avankil to Toradan—the road at whose side Remy would shortly die—was laid down of stones cut flat and placed so that in most places a knife blade would not slip be­tween them. Hooves made a dif­fer­ent sound there. Some­one was rid­ing off the road.

To me, Remy thought. Some­one is rid­ing to help.

“Storm­claw scor­pi­ons.” The voice drifted down through the veils of Remy’s fever. He tried to an­swer but could not.

“The horse is dead.”

“No­tice that, did you?”

Some­thing prod­ded Remy’s hip. “This one isn’t, though, I don’t think.” That voice came closer. Remy vom­ited and tried to speak as sev­eral voices joined in rough laugh­ter.

“Not quite. Got some life left in him.”

“Late. Maybe we should camp any­way, see if he makes it through the night.”

“And then what?” The voices blurred to­gether, too fast for Remy to fol­low. The last clear thing he heard was, “We should leave him.”
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He dreamed in his fever of catch­ing fish in the shad­owed wa­ter un­der the wharves. Some­times when one of the wiz­ards or al­chemists of Avankil dis­posed of failed elixirs, rem­nant trick­les found their way to those slack wa­ters, pro­duc­ing mon­strosi­ties. Once Remy had caught a fish with tiny hands. He had been about to throw it back when a pass­ing woman, her face hooded by a dark cloak em­broi­dered with the con­stel­la­tions of sum­mer, bought it from him for thirty pieces of gold. It was that money Remy had used to buy his first short sword, an un­adorned blade whose hilt Remy had re-wrapped with wire and leather scav­enged from dock­side rub­bish heaps. He had enough left over for a month of lessons with one of the drill­mas­ters who trained the gar­risons of the keep. He had taken to wear­ing the sword, but not ev­ery­where. Avankil had laws about which of its cit­i­zens could be armed and when. Remy had no de­sire to break them, and no de­sire to pro­voke ran­dom bel­liger­ents who might swag­ger across his path from the docks or the Ferry Gate.

De­spite his dis­cre­tion, he had crossed swords more than once and had killed a man the year be­fore. A drift­ing sword for hire, killing time on the Quay­side, had seen Remy re­ceive a mes­sage and a few coins. Catch­ing up with Remy in one of the twist­ing al­leys be­tween Quay­side and the down­stream ter­mi­nus of the Outer Wall, he had left Remy no choice. Since then Remy had moved with more cau­tion through streets he had once thought he owned. When he was a boy, he was just one more boy flit­ting through the streets of Avankil; as he be­came a man, he at­tracted more no­tice.

Once a year, per­haps, he found some odd­ity dan­gling from his hook. Some of them died as soon as he brought them up. Some fright­ened him enough to drop the whole line into the wa­ter. Some were pa­thetic, freak­ish, fit only for an af­ter­life sus­pended in am­ber fluid on the top shelf of some dis­tracted al­chemist’s study. All of them were mys­ter­ies Remy didn’t par­tic­u­larly want to solve.
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What’s in the box?
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“No,” Remy moaned. “Don’t.”

The vizier had warned him. If you open the box—if you so much as crack the seal that holds it shut—you might not die, but you will wish you had. And if you don’t die from what the box con­tains, you most cer­tainly will when I find you again. You are a good mes­sen­ger, Remy. Do not dis­ap­point me in this.

With that, the vizier Philomen had dis­ap­peared through the cur­tains into his in­ner cham­bers, leav­ing Remy with the box he dared not open and a let­ter to present at the sta­ble just in­side the Un­der­gate, in re­turn for which he would be given a horse. Toradan was a week’s ride. Per­haps ten days if he made ex­cel­lent time and en­coun­tered no trou­ble along the way.
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Remy woke to the smell of stew. The odor of cook­ing fat hooked him and hauled him up from the depths of his fever into wak­ing life. He shiv­ered and opened his eyes, con­fused at first by the an­gle of the sun. Long shad­ows lay across the wastes and be­hind he heard con­ver­sa­tion in low voices. He rolled over, legs tan­gled in a blan­ket that was not his. He blinked the sleep from his eyes and pin­pointed where the voices where com­ing from.

Like most res­i­dents of Avankil—or any of the set­tle­ments along the Drag­on­down Coast—Remy had only seen a few drag­onborn. They kept to them­selves, by and large, and their trav­els—for the drag­onborn were a root­less and wan­der­ing race—tended to pause only in the com­pany of other drag­onborn. From time to time, Remy had seen them on board ships that docked Quay­side. Once he had run a mes­sage from one such sea­farer to the drag­onborn clan en­clave up­stream of Quay­side, near the Outer Wall in the old­est quar­ter of Avankil. On the whole, drag­onborn didn’t spend much time in the set­tled coastal cities, pre­fer­ring to spend their time in places more likely to yield ad­ven­ture.

And there was one—a fe­male, no less, armed and ar­mored—stir­ring a small pot over a camp­fire off the road be­tween Avankil and Toradan. She looked over at the mo­tion and said, “Ah. So you did live. Praise to Ba­hamut.”

“Or to Keverel’s medicines,” cut in a halfling woman sit­ting at the drag­onborn’s left. She nod­ded at a hu­man wear­ing the holy sym­bol of Erathis and the sun­burn of some­one who spent most of his time un­der a roof.

“The cleric is hon­est in his wor­ship. Ba­hamut does not con­sider the fol­low­ers of Erathis en­e­mies of the Law,” the drag­onborn re­turned. “Be flip about some­thing else, Kithri.”

The halfling stood and som­er­saulted back­ward. “I am flip,” she an­nounced, and went over to Remy. “So. I’m Kithri.” Point­ing at each mem­ber of the party in turn, she in­tro­duced them. “The hu­mor­less drag­onborn there is Biri-Daar. Keverel there saved your life with his cler­i­cal min­is­tra­tions. He and Biri-Daar will bore you to death with their no­tions about Ba­hamut and Erathis. You ask me, there’s not much dif­fer­ence be­tween a god of civ­i­liza­tion and law and a di­vine dragon ded­i­cated to jus­tice and honor. The sour­puss with the bow is Lu­can, and the quiet one in the wiz­ard’s cloak is Iri­ani.”

She squat­ted and tapped Remy on the shoul­der. “Now you know us. Here’s what we know about you. You were trav­el­ing from Avankil. You were at­tacked by storm­claw scor­pi­ons. You killed sev­eral of them. Af­ter they killed your horse and you slipped into your fever, some­thing else came along and ate the horse.”

“You should feel lucky it didn’t eat you,” Lu­can said from the other side of the camp­fire. He was an elf. His dress, leathers, and muted col­ors marked him as a ranger with long ex­pe­ri­ence in the track­less wilder­ness of the Drag­on­down. Iri­ani, sit­ting qui­etly at the edge of the camp­fire’s light, also had the elon­gated, an­gu­lar fea­tures that be­spoke elf blood, but his as­pect was more hu­man. A half-elf, Remy thought. They were known to be drawn to the mag­i­cal arts. Iri­ani had ac­knowl­edged Kithri’s in­tro­duc­tion with a nod in Remy’s di­rec­tion but had not yet spo­ken.

Al­ready it was brighter, the shad­ows were shorter, and Remy re­al­ized with a shock that it was not evening but morn­ing. He sat up and thought that he might at­tempt to get to his feet.

“How long have I been …?”

“Be­fore we came along, who knows?” Kithri said. “A day, prob­a­bly. And an­other half day since we found you. Prob­a­bly other trav­el­ers passed dur­ing that time but didn’t think you had any­thing worth tak­ing.”

“She and I dis­agree about that,” Lu­can said.

“Lu­can and I dis­agree about ev­ery­thing,” Kithri said. “It passes the time.”

“If there are storm­claws around, prob­a­bly there’s a ruin nearby,” added the cleric Keverel. “They tend to con­gre­gate in such places. I be­lieve this road dates from the times of Bael Tu­rath, be­fore the great war. There could have been an out­post …” He trailed off, look­ing around. “The land re­claims what the higher races aban­don.”

“Higher races,” Kithri said drolly. “Speak for your­self.”

“Won­der if there’s any­thing to be gained from hav­ing a look around for that ruin,” Lu­can said.

“De­pends,” Biri-Daar said. “Are you tak­ing our mis­sion to Karga Kul se­ri­ously, or are you ad­ven­tur­ing?”

“You say ad­ven­tur­ing like it’s a bad thing,” Kithri said.

“Wait,” Remy said. He was hav­ing trou­ble fol­low­ing ev­ery­thing they said; it seemed like he was still feel­ing the ef­fects of the venom. “I have to get to Toradan,” he said.

“It’s that way,” Kithri said, point­ing down the road. “Maybe five day on foot. Not that it mat­ters. If you go walk­ing alone in this desert, you won’t live a day.”

“My er­rand is ur­gent. I—I thank you for sav­ing me, but the vizier of Avankil will—”

“String you up by your thumbs? Run a ring through your nose and lead you around his cham­bers? Put you to work in the kitchen?” Kithri winked, but Remy had no time or pa­tience for jokes. He was fright­ened and con­fused and very con­scious of the time he had lost on his task for Philomen.

“Please,” Remy said. “I have to take this to Toradan.” He showed her the box. Re­flex­ively his fin­gers traced the runes carved into its lid.

“What ex­actly is the er­rand?” Keverel asked. His fin­gers traced the out­line of his holy sym­bol, a sil­ver pen­dant worked in the gear-and-sun­burst mo­tif of Erathis. “What does the box con­tain?”

“I don’t know,” Remy said.

“No one told you?”

Lu­can tsked. “Never take any­thing any­where for any­one un­less you know what it is,” he said.

“And why they want it to go where they want it to go,” Kithri added.

“I al­ready did,” Remy said. “And now that I’ve said it, I have to do it.”

“Ad­mirable,” said Biri-Daar. “It is too rare that one finds that kind of com­mit­ment. But un­less you want to walk the rest of the way by your­self,” the drag­onborn went on, “you’re go­ing to be trav­el­ing with us for a while. And scor­pi­ons are hardly the worst things you’re go­ing to find out here.”
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Hav­ing no choice, Remy went, at least un­til he could think of a bet­ter plan. He wasn’t go­ing to get a horse from them un­less he stole it, and he didn’t think that he could steal a horse. When he was a child, he’d stolen things here and there, but to steal a horse from a party of ad­ven­tur­ers in the wilder­ness … for one thing, they would hunt him down and kill him if they could. For an­other, it was wrong.

So, with the op­tion of theft re­moved, Remy turned with Biri-Daar’s group—it was clear that the drag­onborn, a pal­adin of Ba­hamut, was the leader of the group—and fol­lowed the road back to­ward Crow Fork. The sun burned down and morn­ing haze lifted, re­placed by the glim­mer of mi­rage at the hori­zon. “Some­times,” Iri­ani said, “you can see the moun­tains in a mi­rage. Then when you see them with your own eyes, you fear that it’s magic.”

Remy guessed that he wouldn’t mind see­ing the moun­tains whether by magic or other means. Any­thing to get him out of the wastes. Around them, flat, salt-stained sand stretched to the hori­zon, bro­ken only by the oc­ca­sional small heave of a hill or pro­trud­ing stone. No bird sang, no lizard crept. If life was there, it kept to it­self.

Like storm­claw scor­pi­ons, per­haps, hid­ing un­der the earth un­til they emerged from their ru­ined lair in the cool and dark­en­ing evenings.

The welts left by their stingers still puck­ered an­gry and red on Remy’s legs and the back of his left hand. He had sur­vived. He felt stronger, not just be­cause of his five com­pan­ions but be­cause he had fought off storm­claw scor­pi­ons. They had not killed him. What­ever came next on the road—be­fore he could fi­nally get to Toradan with Philomen’s box—Remy felt that he was ready for it.

Af­ter the first day of travel, try­ing to keep up with a party on horse­back, Remy was also more than ready to get a horse again. Biri-Daar’s idea was that they would see what was on of­fer at Crow Fork Mar­ket, which they would reach the next morn­ing—“If you can keep your pace up,” she added with what on a drag­onborn’s face passed for a smile. “If not, it’ll be two days.”

As night fell they built a fire. “Just like last night, ex­cept this time you’re not rolling around sweat­ing in your sleep,” Kithri joked to Remy. The evening meal was dried fruit, cheese, and bread; they’d had meat that morn­ing, and would again the fol­low­ing morn­ing. Then, with any luck, they’d ar­rive at Crow Fork Mar­ket and re­plen­ish their sup­plies be­fore con­tin­u­ing the trek.

“Where are you go­ing again?” Remy asked at the end of the meal.

“Karga Kul,” Lu­can said. “The great cork stuck in the bot­tle that would pour the Abyss out into this world.”

“Sounds won­der­ful,” Remy said with a grin.

“It is,” Biri-Daar said. “I was hatched there. It is the city of my dreams, the city I would grow old in. The city I would die in, if I had to die some­where.”

“Lis­ten to Biri-Daar talk about dy­ing,” Iri­ani chuck­led. “She’s yet to meet the foe that can nick her sword, and yet she thinks about dy­ing. You drag­onborn.”

“Ba­hamut will de­cide,” Biri-Daar said.

At the men­tion of the god’s name, Remy caught a gleam of pale light be­yond the glow of the camp­fire.

“You bet­ter hope some­thing in­ter­est­ing hap­pens be­tween now and Karga Kul,” Kithri said. “And by in­ter­est­ing, I mean some­thing that ends with some kind of booty. Oth­er­wise you’re go­ing to owe Biri-Daar for a horse. She’s not for­giv­ing when it comes to debt.”

“I’m not go­ing to Karga Kul,” Remy protested. “I must get to Toradan.”

“Then go right ahead back the way we came. Give the storm­claws and the hob­gob­lins our greet­ings,” Kithri said.

Remy stewed. He knew he wouldn’t sur­vive the road to Toradan on his own. Kithri was right about the hob­gob­lins. They con­trolled ev­ery­thing on the map be­tween the few points of civ­i­liza­tion, of which Avankil and Karga Kul were the largest. Even the sub­stan­tial towns such as Toradan were on con­stant alert against hob­gob­lin in­cur­sions, and the roads be­tween set­tle­ments were heav­ily preyed upon by the crea­tures na­tive to the wastes.

“Erathis has brought us to­gether, Remy,” Keverel said. “What­ever worldly er­rand you con­tem­plate, re­mem­ber that the gods dis­pose and we must fol­low.”

Again, as Keverel men­tioned the god’s name, some­thing shone briefly just be­yond the light. “Did you see that?” Remy asked. He pointed into the dark, in the di­rec­tion of the gleam.

The oth­ers looked that way. “See what?” The elf-blooded had bet­ter night vi­sion; Lu­can stiff­ened as he caught sight of some­thing.

“Stay close to the fire,” he said, as a chill­ing cackle came out of the dark­ness.

“Hyena,” Keverel said. He was shoul­der to shoul­der with Remy. “How did you see it?”

“There was a gleam when you said the god’s name,” Remy an­swered. He had the pres­ence of mind not to use the name, since he was not a wor­shiper. Some gods looked dimly on hear­ing their names in the mouths of un­be­liev­ers.

The leather grip of Keverel’s mace creaked as he brought it up. “Then it’s no or­di­nary hyena,” he said over the cack­ling, which got louder and seemed to come from sev­eral di­rec­tions at once. “It’s a cack­le­fiend. There will be gnolls with it as well, and per­haps worse than gnolls. Erathis!” he called out, hold­ing up his holy sym­bol.

Light washed out from the sym­bol, wash­ing over the hulk­ing shape of a cack­le­fiend hyena. It was nearly man-high at the shoul­der, with a row of ser­rated spines where an or­di­nary hyena had bris­tles down its back. Its fur was mot­tled green, gray, and black. Be­hind it loomed the hye­nalike hu­manoid sil­hou­ettes of gnolls.

“This is why I hate the desert,” Kithri said.

“Me too.” Lu­can un­sheathed his sword, which gave off a sil­very light sim­i­lar to the glow of Keverel’s tal­is­man. Iri­ani too cre­ated light, with a com­pli­cated pat­tern of snap­ping fin­gers that popped small flares into life over their heads. The cack­le­fiend ducked its head and chuck­led de­mo­ni­a­cally, sway­ing its head back and forth as the gnolls skirted the perime­ter of light, tim­ing their rush to the cue the cack­le­fiend would give.

It was a tricky sit­u­a­tion for the mem­bers of the party used to hav­ing an ad­van­tage be­cause of their su­pe­rior night vi­sion. The gnolls had it too, and the cack­le­fiend could see the way demons did be­cause it was a de­monic per­ver­sion of a hyena. So one ad­van­tage Lu­can, and Iri­ani were ac­cus­tomed to had van­ished be­cause of cir­cum­stance and op­po­nent—yet for Remy and the oth­ers, the camp­fire and the var­i­ous glares of mag­i­cal light were a lev­eler. They could see the cack­le­fiend and the gnolls per­fectly well, or at least as well as the en­emy could see them. And the first thing Remy saw af­ter Iri­ani’s light flashed into be­ing was the gleam of Kithri’s throw­ing dag­gers, flick­er­ing their way to their tar­get out at the end of the gnoll group­ing. She was try­ing to pre­vent the gnolls from spread­ing out and sur­round­ing them. In the un­cer­tain light, Kithri’s at­tack—un­usu­ally for her—wasn’t fa­tal. The gnoll, a bur­nished steel dag­ger hilt stick­ing out from its shoul­der and one of its ears carved to a flap, charged. The rest fol­lowed, the gig­gling cack­le­fiend skip­ping around to flank the party and keep­ing to the edge of the fire­light.

Biri-Daar stood to meet them, Keverel and Lu­can flank­ing her. Be­hind them, Iri­ani and Kithri used the camp­fire it­self as a de­fen­sive struc­ture. Remy stayed up with the fight­ing front rank, not sure what he should do but know­ing that when push came to shove, he was more good with a sword than he was danc­ing around and wait­ing for a clear shot from a dis­tance.

There were per­haps a dozen gnolls. Lu­can cut down the first as it got within range of a sword stroke, while it was still rais­ing the chain-slung morn­ingstar it car­ried. The spiked ball thud­ded into the packed earth be­tween his feet. Biri-Daar took a sin­gle step for­ward and broke the charge, knock­ing a gnoll aside with her shield while slash­ing an­other to the ground. The gnolls hes­i­tated, sidestep­ping away from her into Lu­can’s blade and the crush­ing head of Keverel’s mace. Light shone more fiercely from the cleric’s holy sym­bol as the mis­be­got­ten en­emy drew closer, and Biri-Daar’s sword too glowed with Ba­hamut’s power. Remy saw that, and was nearly dis­tracted enough that when a gnoll bore down on him, its weapon a steel bar that thrummed past Remy’s head with the prom­ise of a back­swing that would shat­ter his skull, he barely re­acted in time. But his train­ing both ca­sual and for­mal, from Quay­side brawls to those first pre­cious lessons in the court­yard of the Keep of Avankil, took hold; be­fore he could think about what to do, Remy had stepped in­side the sweep of the gnoll’s bru­tal mace, piv­ot­ing along with the back­swing un­til his head was prac­ti­cally in its armpit—at the same mo­ment the blade of his sword scraped along its bot­tom rib as he spit­ted it with the mo­men­tum of its own charge.

He looked up to see the cack­le­fiend slaver­ing not six feet away. It chuck­led and raved, and the drool from its yel­low-toothed maw hissed and crack­led when it dropped to the bare earth. The clashes of blade against steel reached him, but Remy did not look. The en­emy that he could see was the only en­emy he could fight, and to turn his back on that en­emy would bring only death. His sword caught on the gnoll’s ribs. He wasn’t go­ing to be able to get it out in time. The cack­le­fiend’s eyes glowed with a hunger sharp­ened in the Abyss. It sprang as Remy kept haul­ing on the hilt of his sword, throw­ing his other arm up as he wished for a shield. Any­thing. Even an ar­mored sleeve.

A blast of mag­i­cal en­ergy from an an­gle be­hind Remy and above his head knocked the cack­le­fiend off to one side. It hit the ground, legs splayed, and skid­ded. Iri­ani came into view, brew­ing an­other spell be­tween his two hands as Kithri kept watch on his back with throw­ing dag­gers fanned out in one hand and a short sword in the other. Like a mar­ket­place ma­gi­cian, Kithri flicked the dag­gers one and two at a time with­out ever seem­ing to move her hand.

She couldn’t keep all of the gnolls away, though. One of them had out­flanked their po­si­tion, Remy saw as he fi­nally dragged his sword free of the dead gnoll. It was be­hind Kithri, be­hind Iri­ani; Biri-Daar and Lu­can were still back to back against the main group of ma­raud­ers. He could not see Keverel.

“Be­hind you!” Remy shouted. At the same time he broke to­ward the gnoll as it leaped over the camp­fire. Be­hind him, the cack­le­fiend got its feet un­der it and tensed to spring again.

The gnoll landed within reach of Kithri and dealt her a two-handed blow that she par­tially de­flected at the cost of her own sword. Its blade snapped and the head of the gnoll’s mace glanced across the top of her helm. Kithri went down, and in the fire­light Remy couldn’t tell how badly she had been wounded. The gnoll was poised for an­other blow, this time at Iri­ani, whose fo­cus was still and solely on the cack­le­fiend. Remy hit the gnoll from the side, his blade cut­ting through its leather cuirass and deep into the mus­cle be­low. The gnoll roared and tried to bring the butt of its mace down on Remy, but he danced away. The mace thud­ded into the ground and Remy thrust over its guard, feel­ing the point of his sword strike home at the base of its neck.

Rear­ing back with this death blow, the gnoll swept up­ward with its mace, catch­ing Remy in the pit of the stom­ach and knock­ing him flat on his back. His mouth was open but he could make no sound, couldn’t breathe. It felt as if the mace had caved in his ribs. He rolled over onto his side and looked for his sword. As he put his hand on its hilt he looked up to see the cack­le­fiend bat Iri­ani aside and keep com­ing to­ward him.

He got to his knees but could not stand. The cack­le­fiend came closer. Off to his left, Remy heard the crunch of Keverel’s mace splin­ter­ing bone. He saw Lu­can come at the cack­le­fiend from the side, plung­ing his sword down into its back. It rounded on him, snarling, and bit into the edge of his shield. Smoke poured from its mouth as its saliva ate away at the wood and steel of the shield. It shook its head like a dog with a rab­bit, un­bal­anc­ing Lu­can and knock­ing him down. He still held his sword and struck out at it, open­ing a wound on its snout. Blood ran and mixed with the acid that dripped from its open mouth. It shook its head, spat­ter­ing Lu­can with blood and saliva.

The elf started to scream as the cack­le­fiend’s flu­ids ate into his skin and burned holes through his ar­mor. He dropped his sword and shield, try­ing to strip his tu­nic and jerkin be­fore the rest of the blood could get through them.

The cack­le­fiend laughed, high and mad­den­ing. It came af­ter Remy again.

He still could not get to his feet. The dy­ing gnoll had knocked the wind out of him so badly that he still couldn’t draw a full breath. Lu­can was scream­ing Melora, Melora, Melora, draw­ing on the strength of his god to keep the pain from driv­ing him mad. He got his jerkin off and stood barech­ested, burns show­ing across his arms and face. Past the cack­le­fiend, Remy saw him run around to the other side of the camp­fire.

No. He couldn’t be­lieve Lu­can would aban­don the fight. Remy got one foot un­der him and found the strength to point his sword at the cack­le­fiend. Iri­ani was stir­ring. Kithri lay still. Keverel spoke an in­can­ta­tion and en­ergy flowed through Remy, loos­en­ing his throat as the clash of ar­mor and weapons less­ened in in­ten­sity. Remy glanced from side to side. On his right, Iri­ani scram­bled to his feet.

On his left, Biri-Daar was sur­rounded by the sprawled bod­ies of gnolls, her face wreathed in smoke from her mouth and nose. She struck down the last of them and stepped over it to fin­ish off the cack­le­fiend … but Remy wasn’t sure she would get close enough be­fore it got to him, and he had noth­ing to pro­tect him­self against its cor­ro­sive blood.

But he would die try­ing, if it came to that. Aided by Keverel’s bless­ing, he got his feet un­der him and stood to meet it. It tensed to spring.

Two ar­rows, one af­ter the other faster than Remy could fol­low, struck it in the chest, an inch apart just in­side the joint of its right shoul­der. Bolts of el­dritch power pep­pered it from Iri­ani’s side. Keverel was run­ning to its other side, wind­ing up with his mace as Biri-Daar came on be­hind him.

For me, Remy thought. They’re do­ing this for me. A new kind of strength rose in him. He raised his own sword and stepped for­ward. An­other ar­row from Lu­can’s bow buried it­self in the cack­le­fiend’s neck. One of its feet slipped. Keverel got to it first, bring­ing his mace down on its head with a crunch. Blood splat­tered onto the ground and across the font of the cleric’s mail shirt. He raised the mace again.

The cack­le­fiend kept com­ing at Remy. He met it head-on, sword thrust out at its chest. The blade went deep and Remy planted his feet, keep­ing the cack­le­fiend’s jaws away from him. From the cor­ner of his eye he saw Biri-Daar hack­ing down on its back, twice be­fore Keverel caved in its ribs with his mace. It slumped to the ground, the aw­ful gig­gle dy­ing in its throat as the Abyssal light went out in its eyes.

Remy walked to the near­est dead gnoll and wiped the blade of his sword on its fur. The cack­le­fiend’s blood ate into the flesh. Be­fore sheath­ing his sword, Remy scrubbed it down with sand. The other mem­bers of the party did the same, not talk­ing for the mo­ment as each of them came slowly down from the pitch of bat­tle. Keverel broke the si­lence, mur­mur­ing heal­ing charms over Lu­can’s wounds and then min­is­ter­ing to Kithri as she stirred and wak­ened. The un­scathed mem­bers of the party dragged the bod­ies of gnoll and cack­le­fiend far enough away from the camp­site that the night’s scav­engers wouldn’t be tempted to add ad­ven­turer to their menu.

It was some time be­fore any­one said any­thing to Remy, and when the words came he wished they hadn’t. He had just fin­ished clean­ing his sword and was oil­ing it and wip­ing it down, look­ing for­ward to a few hours’ sleep be­fore the sun would come up and the wastes breed new mon­strosi­ties for them to face. He heard some­one ap­proach and stop. It was Lu­can, fresh ban­dages show­ing through the holes in his tu­nic and jerkin.

“How come the cack­le­fiend wanted you so badly?” the elf asked him. “It fought its way through us to get to you. What is it you have there in your lit­tle box? Care to show us?”

“I told you I can’t.”

“Per­haps I can.” Lu­can nudged Remy’s pack with the toe of his boot. “Come on. Let’s have a look.”

Remy knew bul­ly­ing when he saw it, and he knew that if he didn’t put a stop to it now it would grow into some­thing far worse. He stood. “We just fought to­gether,” he said. “I don’t want to fight against you now.”

Lu­can was taller than he was, but Remy was broader and had one other ad­van­tage. He was ready to fight, and he didn’t think Lu­can was.

Biri-Daar stepped in be­fore things could get any more tense. “Lu­can,” she said. “Remy swore an oath. Would you have him break it?”

Lu­can didn’t an­swer. His gaze re­mained on Remy, who looked back.

“Lu­can,” Biri-Daar added. “Even if we wanted to open the box, would you do it with­out know­ing what those charms on its lid might un­leash?”

There was a pause. Af­ter a de­lay, the com­mon sense ap­proach ap­peared to work. Lu­can looked away from Remy at the group’s drag­onborn leader. “The cack­le­fiend was look­ing for him,” he said to her, point­ing at Remy. “Be­cause of what he car­ries. That en­dan­gers all of us.”

“Per­haps,” Biri-Daar said.

Remy was sud­denly and un­com­fort­ably con­scious of the fact that the en­tire group was look­ing at him. Some­thing per­ma­nent was be­ing de­cided about his sta­tus within the party, and how it af­fected their mis­sion.

“What en­dan­gers us is you break­ing away from the group when the gnolls had us sur­rounded,” Remy said be­fore he could stop him­self. He was a stranger to the group, per­haps, but he was damned if he was go­ing to be made a scape­goat.

“You dare,” Lu­can growled. A dag­ger ap­peared in his hand, the mo­tion too fast for Remy to fol­low.

“Hold,” Biri-Daar com­manded. “Remy, you will not ques­tion Lu­can’s stom­ach for a fight while I am here. He and I have faced down crea­tures the like of which you can­not imag­ine. And Lu­can, the gods have brought Remy into our group. We will not cast him out while their rea­sons are still un­clear to us.”

“If the cre­ations of the Abyss are fol­low­ing him,” Keverel said qui­etly, “I’m in­clined to think he’s on the right side.”

“En­emy of the en­emy is my friend, is that it?” Iri­ani said.

“Some­thing like that,” Keverel said. “Remy, would you mind if Iri­ani and I took a closer look at that box? The sig­ils might tell us some­thing that we need to know the next time crea­tures come out of the dark look­ing for it.”

“If we just left him here, we wouldn’t have to worry about it,” Lu­can grum­bled. His good-na­tured, joust­ing de­meanor was ut­terly gone, as if the brief bat­tle had killed off his sense of hu­mor and left him with an in­ex­pli­ca­ble hos­til­ity to­ward Remy. For his part, Remy could only won­der whether Lu­can was ashamed of how he had re­acted in the fight or some­thing else was hap­pen­ing that Remy couldn’t de­tect.

“True,” Kithri said from a lit­tle dis­tance away. “But if he’s not around and hor­ri­ble mon­strosi­ties stop fol­low­ing us, we are go­ing to have a lot less of this.”

Ev­ery­one turned to look as she came back into the fire­light. “I know they’re only gnolls,” she said, “but all of you need to sharpen up your loot­ing in­stincts. Look what we have.”

On a flat rock near the camp­fire, she spilled a num­ber of ob­jects she had bound up in a cloth.

“Trust Kithri to dis­tract us with gnoll trin­kets and trash,” Lu­can said—but he went right along with the rest of them. “What won­ders have you found? And which ones went into your pock­ets be­fore you told us about the rest?”

“Ask me no ques­tions, I’ll tell you no lies,” Kithri said as she spread her find­ings out on the rock. There was noth­ing in the way of coins—gnolls had no use for them—but there were four things of in­ter­est. An arm­band worked from sil­ver in the shape of en­twined snakes, with tiny jew­els as their eyes; a hu­man jaw­bone with its teeth re­placed by cut gems; a gold ring set with a square green stone; and a pearl, a sin­gle pearl, worked into an ear­ring with gold wire.

“And this was tied around the cack­le­fiend’s neck,” Kithri said, draw­ing a pen­dant from her pocket. “I thought I would save it for last.”

Biri-Daar took it and handed it to Keverel. “Do you see what I see?”

“De­mon’s work­man­ship,” Keverel said with a nod. “I can feel it even if I can’t see it. Erathis knows.” The god’s name brought a pale gleam from the pen­dant and Remy re­al­ized that gleam was what had first alerted him to the pres­ence of some­thing be­yond the fire­light.

“This pen­dant is a de­mon’s eye,” Biri-Daar said. “It guided the cack­le­fiend and the gnolls to us.”

“Or to him,” Lu­can said, point­ing at Remy with the dag­ger he had not yet put away. Remy be­gan to feel that a fight be­tween him and the elf was in­evitable, and he did not feel con­fi­dent of win­ning it.

Biri-Daar’s re­sponse made him even more un­cer­tain. “Or to him,” she echoed. “Which means that we need to know more about what he car­ries, and why. But the wilder­ness is no place for such in­ves­ti­ga­tions. Lu­can, we didn’t res­cue this boy just to kill him. Put the blade away.”

Lu­can did, with a last cold glance at Remy, who was a bit net­tled at be­ing called a boy. Yet now was not the time to chal­lenge the group any more than he al­ready had. He bit his tongue. Biri-Daar swept all of the trea­sures into cupped hands. “We’ll sell this, or have it ap­praised at least, when we get to Crow Fork Mar­ket,” she said, hold­ing her hands out to Iri­ani. “Iri­ani, is any of it of use to you?”

The mage floated a palm over the items and closed his eyes. “There is some power in the jaw­bone,” he said af­ter a mo­ment. “But noth­ing I would dare use. Corel­lon would turn his back on me, and for good rea­son. There is evil in it.”

“Then we must be care­ful who we sell it to,” Biri-Daar said. “But maybe we can wring some good from it.”

Ev­ery­thing went into a pouch at her belt. “We ought to sleep now,” she said. “First watch to the un­wounded. That means me and Remy.”
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“For some­one with­out much ex­pe­ri­ence fight­ing in a group,” Biri-Daar said af­ter ev­ery­one else was asleep, “you did well.”

Remy nod­ded, ac­cept­ing the com­pli­ment.

“And it’s a good thing you can fight,” the pal­adin went on. She looked from the camp­fire to Remy. “Even though you should maybe have been more care­ful about pick­ing a fight with Lu­can. He was right that the cack­le­fiend was look­ing for you. That’s what the de­mon’s eye was for.”

The fire was burn­ing low. Remy poked at it and watched the swirl of the glow in the em­bers. “I un­der­stand if you’re not sure what to say,” Biri-Daar said.

“I said ev­ery­thing I know,” Remy said. “I don’t know what’s in the box. I only know that Philomen wanted me to take it to Toradan.”

“So you don’t know what it is and you don’t know why Philomen gave it to you. Let me ask you this: what do you know about Philomen?”

“That he’s the vizier in Avankil, and has been since well be­fore I was born.” Remy said noth­ing about the darker ru­mors of sor­cery that Philomen’s en­e­mies prop­a­gated through­out the city.

“Do the peo­ple of Avankil trust him?”

“If they don’t, they’re shy about say­ing so,” Remy said.

“With good rea­son.” Both of them watched the fire for a few min­utes. Remy won­dered what Biri-Daar was think­ing be­hind the round­about ques­tions about the vizier.

Out in the dark­ness, some­thing growled and there came the sound of tear­ing flesh. “Scav­engers are out,” Remy com­mented.

“Wor­ried?” Biri-Daar looked at him and he shook his head. A bone cracked. “Why do you think Philomen gave you some­thing so im­por­tant?” she asked.

Remy bris­tled. “Be­cause I’ve car­ried things for him be­fore. I’ve never failed him.”

“And you don’t ask ques­tions,” Biri-Daar added. Remy didn’t chal­lenge this. “Be­cause if you did,” the drag­onborn added, “you wouldn’t be here.” She lapsed into thought again un­til Remy broke the si­lence.

“What are you get­ting at?”

Still the si­lence went on. Remy yawned. Fi­nally Biri-Daar said, “If some­one is look­ing for what you carry, and that some­one is pow­er­ful enough to make a de­mon’s eye, then you ought to ask your­self what the vizier thought was go­ing to hap­pen to you out here.”

Now it was Remy’s turn to fall silent.

“There are two pos­si­bil­i­ties, Remy,” Biri-Daar said af­ter some time. “Ei­ther Philomen has en­e­mies who are af­ter what you carry, or the vizier him­self is us­ing you to get the box out of Avankil and he planned to have you killed in the wastes. Ei­ther way, more is go­ing on than you or I un­der­stand. And ei­ther way, some­one wanted you dead. That means that what you carry is im­por­tant.” The drag­onborn shifted her weight, her ar­mor creak­ing. “And now you should sleep. One thing you learn when you leave the cities is that when a chance for sleep comes, you take it. No ques­tions asked.”

Remy knew he should keep watch with Biri-Daar, but he was too tired to ar­gue with this small kind­ness and too con­fused to as­sess ev­ery­thing she had said. He lay down where he was and was asleep so fast he couldn’t even re­mem­ber touch­ing the ground. He dreamed of fight­ing a bat­tle and win­ning, only to find that an­other bat­tle awaited and an­other vic­tory, and an­other, and an­other …

In the morn­ing, the bod­ies of the gnolls were gone but the cack­le­fiend lay un­touched ex­cept by flies that ap­peared as the sun rose.
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The next morn­ing passed un­event­fully ex­cept for mi­nor bick­er­ing among mem­bers of the group who wanted to spend a few days in Crow Fork Mar­ket and those who wanted to stop just long enough to re­plen­ish their sup­plies and then get on with the trip to Karga Kul. Lu­can and Kithri wanted to de­lay, Lu­can for the gam­ing and Kithri for the pos­si­bil­i­ties of a lit­tle recre­ational purse-cut­ting; ev­ery­one else wanted to get on with it. “You two are agree­ing on some­thing?” Remy nee­dled them, see­ing a chance to per­haps mend some of the fences bro­ken in the af­ter­math of the pre­vi­ous night’s bat­tle.

Kithri laughed, a high pure bell of a laugh slightly at odds with her fun­da­men­tally larce­nous na­ture. Lu­can, by con­trast, didn’t crack a smile. Remy had the feel­ing that the elf still bore him a grudge; his ready wit seemed to ap­pear at all oc­ca­sions and con­ver­sa­tions save those in­volv­ing Remy. This pre­oc­cu­pied Remy as he back­tracked along the sec­tion of the Toradan Road he had fol­lowed in the last day be­fore the scor­pi­ons had found him. He found he had few mem­o­ries of that day; be­tween pass­ing Crow Fork and wak­ing up in the care of Keverel, all Remy re­mem­bered were gen­eral sen­sa­tions of heat and dust and end­less bro­ken land­scapes where no liv­ing thing moved. There was a dream­like qual­ity to those sen­sa­tions, and Remy lapsed into that dream. His task was go­ing un­ful­filled, Biri-Daar had raised trou­bling ques­tions about Philomen … Remy had to won­der what he was get­ting him­self into.

Per­haps the thing to do was take his share of the spoils from the gnolls, buy a horse, and tra­verse that stretch of the Toradan Road for a third time. He owed them a debt for sav­ing his life, but he didn’t think it was a debt any of them were es­pe­cially in­ter­ested in col­lect­ing.

And ei­ther way, he would fi­nally make his first trip in­side the walls of Crow Fork Mar­ket.

Its walls reared up just then like a mi­rage on the hori­zon, shim­mer­ing and flick­er­ing with the prom­ise of ev­ery­thing civ­i­liza­tion had to of­fer in the midst of the end­less empty waste­lands. A sand­storm had pre­vented Remy from see­ing those walls on his way east to­ward Toradan; he en­joyed the fine clear day not least be­cause it showed him the sight of the mar­ket, re­solv­ing and so­lid­i­fy­ing as if it were ac­tu­ally be­com­ing real.
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Remy knew part of the story, the part that any child who grew up along the Drag­on­down Coast would know: In an age for­got­ten even by the time of Arkhosia and Bael Tu­rath, a mar­ket had sprung up around an oa­sis at the in­ter­sec­tion of two roads. Per­haps it had sprung up be­cause a freak desert rain­storm had bogged a car­a­van down in mud so deep that when it dried, the mer­chant could not dig his wag­ons out and all of his beasts had died. So he stayed, never ar­riv­ing at his des­ti­na­tion—which might have been any of the an­cient cities that since lay in ru­ins along the shores of the Gulf. It might even have been the an­cient city that lay be­low Karga Kul.

At first it was a col­lec­tion of tents, a way sta­tion for car­a­vans skirt­ing the edge of the desert but wary of com­ing too close to the ban­dits and worse that haunted the Black­fall’s banks. There was wa­ter there, and safety in num­bers.

Over the cen­turies, the mar­ket had grown. Walls had sprung up around it, and earthen berms. Cis­terns had been dug, and cel­lars to store goods that would not sur­vive long in the Fork area’s heat and dust. As Remy walked through its road gate, it was larger than any town he had ever been in ex­cept Avankil. Above the ground, awnings and tents that had once stood by them­selves now fronted per­ma­nent stalls and rows of wood-frame houses. Remy won­dered how much the builders had paid to get that much wood all the way out here. The near­est tree was forty miles away. At the cen­ter of the mar­ket stood a citadel built of sand­stone. “More than once,” Keverel said, “Crow Fork Mar­ket has stood against an army. Be­low that keep, there are cel­lars. Be­low the cel­lars, dun­geons. Be­low the dun­geons …” He trailed off. “One hears sto­ries.”

“Who in­vades a place out in the mid­dle of a waste?” Remy asked.

“Re­cently?” Kevel said. “The hob­gob­lin war­lords who rav­age these wastes have had their eyes on this mar­ket since be­fore you were born.”

Around them surged the ac­tiv­i­ties of com­merce, a storm of get­ting and spend­ing. Crow Fork Mar­ket stood at the cross­roads of the south­ern Drag­on­down. Any land route be­tween Toradan, Avankil, and Karga Kul passed the Crow Fork.

Iri­ani stopped a pass­ing fruit seller and spent a piece of sil­ver on a bas­ket of ap­ples. Hold­ing them up to ev­ery­one, he said, “Ap­ples in the wastes. Who wouldn’t fight to con­trol this place?”

“Me,” Biri-Daar said. “I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t waste a gob­lin’s life on this place.”

Keverel looked around, tak­ing in the chaos. He had men­tioned to Remy that morn­ing that he, like Remy, had never been in­side the mar­ket’s walls. “His­tory is long. One imag­ines that the ac­tions we find baf­fling made sense at the time,” he mused.

“Or that peo­ple were just as stupid then as we can ex­pect them to be now,” Lu­can coun­tered dryly.

“At least once, it was an elf army that marched on the mar­ket,” Biri-Daar re­minded him. “Which by your for­mu­la­tion would mean that elves can be stupid just as hu­mans can. Or halflings.”

“Or drag­onborn,” Kithri added cheer­fully.

“The propen­sity for fool­ish­ness knows no racial bound­aries,” Keverel com­mented. “Shall we eat?”

The area im­me­di­ately in­side the gates of Crow Fork Mar­ket was re­served for the stag­ing of car­a­vans and mer­chant mis­sions. From there, grooms took their horses and walked them along the wall to­ward the sta­bles that were set away from the main bazaar spa­ces. To the left and right were rows of stalls of­fer­ing ev­ery kind of food­stuff found within three months’ jour­ney. These stalls were hotly con­tested, and handed down across gen­er­a­tions. Few things in com­merce were cer­tain, but one of those few cer­tain­ties was that a car­a­van ar­riv­ing was hun­gry and a car­a­van leav­ing thought it might be. In both cases, food was de­sir­able.

Remy ate skew­ers of fried squid from the Fu­ria coast, where the wa­ters were deep and wracked with storms. He washed them down with a strong tea chilled by ice brought down from the glaciers high in the Draco Ser­rata. It was said that some of those glaciers con­tained the pre­served bod­ies of war­riors and mages from the age of Arkhosia, and that so pow­er­ful was their magic that when the ice melted from around them they walked and breathed as if they had never spent frozen mil­len­nia be­neath the alpine stars. There were those who be­lieved that ice from those glaciers had heal­ing prop­er­ties, as did the wa­ter that re­mained when the ice melted. Remy didn’t know about that, but he would will­ingly have stated that the tea it­self had restora­tive prop­er­ties af­ter ten days spent in the wastes.

Tieflings down from the moun­tains mixed with their an­cient ad­ver­saries, the drag­onborn; mem­bers of war­ring na­tions and clans hag­gled over the same goods; zealot and un­be­liever poured and drank from the same tankards. Crow Fork Mar­ket, by tra­di­tion and de­cree, was a place where the only per­mis­si­ble vi­o­lence was that done to a cus­tomer’s purse.

Spire­top drakes flit­ted from the gate tow­ers and nes­tled un­der the eaves of the keep at the cen­ter of the mar­ket. They were an ir­ri­tat­ing scourge of some cities, threat­en­ing un­lucky cit­i­zens and steal­ing any­thing shiny that caught their at­ten­tion. In Avankil, Remy had earned boun­ties from the Quay­side neigh­bor­hood con­stab­u­lary for killing spire­tops. It was how he had learned to use a sling. They were the rats of the air, only smarter and more vi­cious than rats. Remy was tempted to take a shot at them now. In­stead he sipped his tea and crunched the last of the fried squid, spit­ting their beaks onto the stones. “All of this came from some­where else,” he mar­veled.

“Most of it, yes,” Iri­ani said. He was re­braid­ing his hair and paus­ing ev­ery time he fin­ished a braid to take a swal­low of dis­tilled liquor from a bot­tle he’d bought the minute they came through the gate. “When this place was founded, the sto­ries go, all they had to work with was rocks and sand.”

He turned to Remy. “So. Are you stay­ing with us?”

Remy blinked. His con­ver­sa­tion with Biri-Daar the night be­fore had un­set­tled him. On the one hand, he felt that of course he would go with them; they had saved his life. On the other, he had an er­rand to com­plete.

On a third hand rested the ques­tions Biri-Daar had raised.

“No,” he said. “I will buy a horse and go to Toradan. I com­mit­ted to this er­rand.”

“Let him go,” Lu­can said.

Keverel took a swal­low of Iri­ani’s liquor. “Lu­can, bury your grudge,” he said. “It is no right act to let a boy go off and die out of an overde­vel­oped sense of obli­ga­tion.”

“I am not a boy,” Remy said. “You didn’t think I was a boy when I fought with you.”

Iri­ani laughed. “As a mat­ter of fact, we did. You fought as a boy fights, all arm and no brain. But that’s good. At least you have the strength in your arm. The brain for the fight comes later.”

“Where are you go­ing to get money for a horse?” Kithri asked, eyes wide and ex­pres­sion so se­ri­ous that Remy knew he was be­ing mocked. “If you leave now, you aren’t en­ti­tled to a share of the spoils.”

Remy couldn’t quite tell if she was se­ri­ous about this. “That is the code,” Keverel said. “But surely we could make an al­lowance given the cir­cum­stances.”

“Ha! The boy who called me a cow­ard is find­ing his own cow­ardice,” Lu­can said. “At least that’s what it seems like to me.”

Com­ing from Lu­can, this stung. Remy bit back his first re­ply and con­sid­ered the sit­u­a­tion anew. “Biri-Daar,” he said. “Do you still think that—?”

“Yes,” she said. “If you go into the wastes alone, you will not sur­vive to reach Toradan. And if you do, you will not leave Toradan alive. Ba­hamut has brought us to­gether. Keverel would say Erathis. I be­lieve we should show your box to the Mage Trust at Karga Kul. We can trust them, and their magic is pow­er­ful enough to dis­cover what lies in­side.”

“So he draws de­mon’s eyes and we’re go­ing to in­vite him along,” Lu­can said. “Biri-Daar, one of these days you’re go­ing to take in a stray and get us all killed.”

“I would sooner die do­ing the right thing than live an ex­tra day be­cause I failed what I know to be right,” Biri-Daar said. “Remy, I will say it again. The gods have brought us to­gether.”

Remy’s child­hood had not fea­tured much in the way of de­vo­tion to gods. His mother was a quiet wor­shiper of Pelor, in the way that many cit­i­zens of Avankil whose re­cent an­ces­tors had come in from the fields still fol­lowed that god of har­vests and sum­mer. Her de­vo­tion had be­come per­func­tory, a mat­ter of oc­ca­sional hol­i­day sprigs and leo­nine sun­burst em­blems stitched into the hems of the tu­nics she made. In the Quay­side, re­li­gions mixed and turned into a kind of hy­brid river creed, a con­stant bar­rage of hand ges­tures and mut­tered oaths, holy sym­bols and su­per­sti­tious sto­ries told over tankards of ale. Remy had soaked it all in with­out ever de­vel­op­ing a firm idea of which god he would fol­low.

Even so, Biri-Daar’s idea that the gods had brought him to­gether with her party gave Remy pause. He had been on the brink of death, and now he lived, thanks to a drag­onborn pal­adin of Ba­hamut and the heal­ing magic of the Erathian Keverel. Some­thing greater than Remy was at work here … and he feared that Biri-Daar’s dark as­sess­ment of his mis­sion was cor­rect. Why had the de­mon’s eye been keyed to look for him? What was it he car­ried?

Remy was brave but not a fool. He did not want to die as a pawn in an­other man’s game.

He looked around. Ev­ery race that made a home in the Drag­on­down was here, sell­ing ev­ery­thing that could be grown, made, or built—by hands or magic.

“Have an ap­ple,” Iri­ani said, toss­ing him one. Remy caught it and bit into it.

It was be­gin­ning to seem as if they were com­mand­ing him to come along, and that feel­ing made Remy re­sist even though he was start­ing to think ac­com­pa­ny­ing them to Karga Kul was the best way for­ward. He didn’t want to be forced into it, though. “I’ll stay with you,” he said, mean­ing un­til I fig­ure out what’s go­ing on. “If you can lend me the money for a horse.”

“No lend­ing nec­es­sary,” said Biri-Daar. She was eat­ing what looked like an en­tire pig’s leg and had a new pair of katars thrust in her belt. “We’ll sell these things off,” she added, jin­gling the pouch con­tain­ing the dead gnolls’ trin­kets, “and you can buy a horse with your share.”
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First they found a jew­eler who would take the ring, arm­band, and ear­ring. It was sim­ply done, and when Kithri’s bar­ter­ing skills fal­tered, the pres­ence of Biri-Daar en­sured a fair bar­gain. Then they wound their way deeper into the mar­ket, to­ward the shad­owed older dis­tricts where lay­ers of build­ings were built upon each other, lean­ing in to block out the sun as the streets nar­rowed to al­leys that ap­proached the mar­ket keep from furtive an­gles. It was where magic was dealt and the spire­top drakes were as likely to be car­ry­ing mes­sages as steal­ing coins from the coun­ters of mar­ket stalls.

Iri­ani had done busi­ness with a bro­ker of po­tions and tal­is­mans there be­fore. They found him smok­ing a pipe out­side his shop, frown­ing up as if the shad­ows of the build­ings’ up­per sto­ries over his head con­tained some bit of oc­cult wis­dom just be­yond his un­der­stand­ing. “Roji,” Iri­ani greeted him.

He turned to no­tice Iri­ani and winked. “What have you found in your pere­gri­na­tions across this fine land of ours, my elf friend?”

On the way there, Biri-Daar had handed off the jaw­bone and de­mon’s eye to Iri­ani. She stood close as the half-elf sug­gested they go in­side and chat. “Not ev­ery bit of busi­ness needs to take place where ev­ery­one can see.”

“Fine,” Roji said. He knocked his pipe out and pulled back the cur­tain across his door­way. “But most of you have to stay out­side. None of us will be able to breathe if you all come in. The drag­onborn is too big, the halfling will steal ev­ery­thing she can see. I don’t like holy men. So the ranger and the boy can come in.”

Iri­ani grinned. “It’s set­tled, then. Remy? Lu­can? Af­ter you.”

The three of them fol­lowed Roji into his shop. They sat on cush­ions around a low ta­ble. “What do you have?” Roji asked. “And why so wor­ried about who might see? This is Crow Fork. Noth­ing will hap­pen to you here.”

“Some­thing might hap­pen to us as soon as we leave,” Iri­ani said. “We would pre­fer to be sure.”

“Sure,” Roji chuck­led. “What is sure? Let me see what you’ve brought.”

He looked over the jaw­bone, tap­ping on each of the teeth. “In­ter­est­ing,” he said. “Not the kind of thing I usu­ally traf­fic in, but I know what I can do with it. Was that it?”

“No,” Iri­ani said. “This piece is a bit dif­fer­ent.” He handed Roji the de­mon’s eye and watched as the mer­chant fig­ured out what it was.

With a sharp breath, Roji set it down. “Gods,” he said. “Why didn’t you de­stroy it?”

“No way to be sure what would hap­pen,” Lu­can said. “We know you can make some­thing out of it, and Iri­ani said we could trust you not to let it find its way back to the wrong hands.”

“Where did you find it?”

“Around the neck of a cack­le­fiend a day’s ride east,” Iri­ani said.

“And who put it there?”

“I haven’t tried to find out. You may if you choose. What we want is to get rid of it and make sure it stays gone.” Iri­ani leaned for­ward over the ta­ble. “Roji, I know you know what to do with things like this.”

“You also know that what­ever I do with it, its builder will know it was I who did it,” Roji said.

“I have blinded it tem­po­rar­ily,” Iri­ani said. “Act quickly and es­cape con­se­quence. That’s your way in any case, is it not?”

Roji didn’t look in­clined to laugh. “What gives you the right to ask this of me?”

“No right. But you can turn it into a mir­ror, can’t you?”

A mir­ror? Remy didn’t know what he meant. He had very lit­tle idea of what the con­ver­sa­tion was about. Why didn’t they just sell what they had to sell and get out of this cramped lit­tle space with its shelves of skulls and beakers, its racks of wands and staves im­bued with var­i­ous en­chant­ments …

“A mir­ror,” Roji re­peated. “That might be use­ful.” Think­ing it over, he said, “I’ll take it. But you might as well know that this isn’t the only eye look­ing for him.” He nod­ded in Remy’s di­rec­tion.

A cold knot formed in Remy’s stom­ach. “How—”

“Hush,” Roji said. “It’s there for any­one to see. You’ve got some­thing that peo­ple want, and some of its magic has bled onto you. Any­one on this street would be able to see it. Iri­ani, this one is go­ing to cause you trou­ble.”

“I be­lieve that opin­ion has been ex­pressed,” Lu­can said coolly. “But it ap­pears to be of no con­cern to those whose opin­ions mat­ter.”

“There is much about his er­rand that we do not yet un­der­stand. Even so, Biri-Daar and Keverel feel—and I agree—that some­thing be­yond chance was at work when we ran across the boy in the wastes.” Iri­ani looked at Remy. “Show him what you carry,” he said.

In­stinc­tively Remy shook his head. “No.”

“I’m not say­ing give it to him, Remy. Show it to him. He’ll tell us some­thing we need to know.”

“You can count on that,” Roji said. “Even though you ought to be pay­ing me both for tak­ing the de­mon’s eye and look­ing at what­ever the boy has. Now come, boy. Show it.”

Remy placed the box on the ta­ble but kept his hands close to it. Roji leaned over it and looked closely at the sig­ils on the lid. He waved a hand over it, his fin­gers mak­ing the fa­mil­iar sign of a magic-de­tect­ing spell. “We al­ready know it’s magic,” Lu­can said.

“I know what you say you know,” Roji said with­out look­ing at him. “I’m try­ing to fig­ure out what you don’t know you don’t know, if you know what I mean.… Ah. Remy, do me a fa­vor and touch the box.”

Remy did. “Why?”

“One of the sig­ils on it, un­less I’m mis­taken, is an alarm. When­ever the box leaves your pos­ses­sion, some­one some­where knows about it.” He made an­other pass over the box and the sig­ils glowed a soft red. “That one there,” Iri­ani said, point­ing at a cor­ner of the box.

“I know,” Roji said. “This box has a pow­er­ful maker, to in­voke her.”

“In­voke who?” Remy asked.

Roji and Iri­ani looked at each other. Then Iri­ani glanced over at Remy. “Tia­mat,” he said. “I had thought so be­fore, but now am sure. We will need to tell Biri-Daar of this.” Iri­ani rapped his knuck­les on the ta­ble, the old elf in­vo­ca­tion of good luck. “Remy, Lu­can, I think Roji and I should fin­ish our trans­ac­tion in pri­vate.”
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Five min­utes af­ter Lu­can and Remy re­joined the rest of the group in the ma­gi­cians’ al­ley, Iri­ani emerged and led them back to­ward the main gate. Remy had not said a word the en­tire time. Tia­mat? How would the Dragon Queen be in­volved? What had Philomen got­ten him into? When they were clear of the ma­gi­cians’ al­ley and out un­der the sun again, Iri­ani said, “That went about as well as could be ex­pected. Roji is go­ing to de­stroy the eye and cre­ate some­thing from it.”

He tapped Remy on the shoul­der. “He also told me that young Remy here is a tar­get for some kind of at­ten­tion from the Abyss. And that some of the sig­ils on the box lid are in­vo­ca­tions of Tia­mat. But you knew that al­ready, didn’t you, Biri-Daar?”

“I sus­pected, yes,” Biri-Daar said.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Remy asked.

“I will echo Remy’s ques­tion. From all of us,” Kithri said.

“There are many signs that mean one thing at one time and place and an­other when the time and place are dif­fer­ent,” Biri-Daar said. “I sus­pected but was not cer­tain. Now that Roji has con­firmed what I sus­pected, I am think­ing that our path is clear.”

Iri­ani looked thought­ful. “I am think­ing that his orig­i­nal er­rand and ours might be re­lated. Does any­one con­cur?”

“I am think­ing that young Remy ought to stay here and work for his bread while we go off and fin­ish what we have started,” Lu­can growled.

“You have made this clear,” said Biri-Daar, in a tone that closed down that an­gle of con­ver­sa­tion. “And now we have de­cided that Remy must come with us be­cause if we let him go and his er­rand comes into con­flict with ours, we will be for­tu­nate if we have a chance to cor­rect that er­ror.”

“We have de­cided?” Remy asked. “I haven’t de­cided any­thing.” The group looked back at him. No one spoke. “You make me sound a bit like a pris­oner,” Remy said, mean­ing it to come out as a joke but re­al­iz­ing as he said it that it hadn’t.

“You are a bit like a pris­oner,” Kithri said be­fore any­one else could say it in a more diplo­matic way. “But we’re giv­ing you a full share and let­ting you buy a horse, so you’ve got it bet­ter than most pris­on­ers. Might as well en­joy it.”
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The main sta­ble of Crow Fork Mar­ket was built against the south­west cor­ner of the wall and ran for more than a hun­dred yards along the in­side of the west­ern wall. The cor­ner end of the build­ing housed trav­el­ers’ horses and the op­po­site end horses for sale. In be­tween were the main slid­ing doors, through which the po­ten­tial buyer of a horse en­tered into a tack and groom­ing area. At the back of it was a large drain that caught Remy’s at­ten­tion.

“We’re in the mid­dle of the desert. Where does the drain go?” he asked.

The sta­bler in­tro­duced him­self as Wylegh. “There’s an un­der­ground river,” he said. “Where it comes out, no man knows. Or at least I don’t. But the coun­cil has paid for sew­ers to be cut down to the caves where it flows. One of them runs from the main keep un­der here and on to those caves.”

“Nat­u­ral sci­ences are so in­ter­est­ing,” Iri­ani said with a roll of his eyes. “Shall we get on with the horse-trad­ing now?”

“Agreed. Al­though we can all do with a bit less sar­casm,” Biri-Daar said. The horse mer­chant wad­dled back down the row of stalls, stop­ping at a barred door that marked the far­thest end of the build­ing from the cor­ner of the wall. Shafts of light came down through nar­row sky­lights, do­ing lit­tle to brighten the gloom in that part of the sta­ble.

“Pick one you’d like to have a look at and we’ll take it out in the yard,” he said, tap­ping on the door. A soft scrap­ing noise came from back near the front en­trance and the mer­chant chuck­led. “They’re rest­less to­day.”

Lu­can and Iri­ani ex­changed a glance. Remy caught it. Some­thing elf, he thought. What were they notic­ing? Iri­ani touched the cor­ner of his eye and looked back the way they’d come. Lu­can dropped a hand to the hilt of his sword. Remy paused un­til they caught up with him. “What?” he asked.

Both of them shook their heads. “Not sure yet,” Iri­ani said qui­etly. “But some­thing here is not as it seems.”

“Remy!” called Biri-Daar. “There are two here that aren’t out­ra­geously over­priced and might sur­vive a week on the road. I’ll let you choose which one.”

Remy headed deeper into the shad­owed in­te­rior of the sta­ble. “I don’t know much about horses,” he said.

“Then bring the elves. You can trust them.”

“Elves?” Lu­can said. “There’s only one elf here.”

“You’re both elves as far as I’m con­cerned,” Biri-Daar said. “Es­pe­cially in the way you bicker over noth­ing. Come look at these two horses.”

It was just at the last mo­ment, when the grate was com­pletely off the sta­ble drain, that Kithri no­ticed. “Lu­can!” she cried out.

But the hob­gob­lins who had lev­ered the drain cover off and were pour­ing up into the sta­ble weren’t af­ter Lu­can. They fanned out into an arc with Remy at its cen­ter. He drew his sword and waited for one of them to make the first move. They came up so fast out of the drain that at first none of the party no­ticed that not all of them were hob­gob­lins; then Iri­ani reached out a hand and balled it into a fist. “Back to hell, imp,” he said.

In the sec­ond rank of ad­vanc­ing crea­tures, the far­thest on the left went up in a pil­lar of flame. Horses all through the sta­ble reared and shrieked.

“No fire!” screamed the sta­bler. “No fire, you’ll burn us all!”

Biri-Daar turned and with the flat of her sword lev­eled him. He crum­pled un­der a tack bench. “Be­trayer. You de­serve to burn,” she said, and with the re­turn swing of the sword cut down the clos­est of the hob­gob­lins.

There were so many of them it was hard to keep track in the dark­ness un­til one or more was al­ready at­tack­ing; they moved in groups, blend­ing into a col­lec­tive im­pres­sion of pit­ted blades, bared fangs, and eye-wa­ter­ing stench. Remy got a sta­ble door at his back and found Kithri next to him. “Worse than the sew­ers they come out of,” she said, wrin­kling her nose. Remy barked a short sur­prised laugh. Then he struck where she did, hop­ing the halfling could see what he couldn’t.

Iri­ani solved part of the light prob­lem by blast­ing a torso-sized hole through the roof and let­ting sun­light in. The hob­gob­lins skirted the light, press­ing their at­tacks from the shad­ows. Keverel con­trib­uted to the sta­ble’s il­lu­mi­na­tion by pro­nounc­ing the name of his god, which cre­ated a glow around the imps that flanked the hob­gob­lins, keep­ing out of the way un­til they could strike with the ad­van­tage of sur­prise.

One such glow ap­peared just above and be­hind Remy’s head. He ducked in­stinc­tively and the imp’s tail stinger stabbed past his ear into the sta­ble door.

Kithri was nearly as fast as the imp. In the split sec­ond it took the tiny devil to re­lease its stinger from the wood, she cut its tail off and with a sec­ond stroke pinned it to the door­frame by its hand. The imp shrieked and van­ished, but its in­vis­i­bil­ity was no pro­tec­tion with the twin streams of ichor run­ning from its hand and the stump of its tail. Remy fin­ished it and piv­oted around to de­flect a spear thrust from a hob­gob­lin. His re­turn stroke sent it spin­ning away, to meet the head of Keverel’s mace. In the light the hob­gob­lins were not so bold. They at­tacked, but cau­tiously, as if con­tent to keep the party where they were, pinned in the sta­ble.

And then it be­came ap­par­ent why, as a larger shape loomed be­hind the hob­gob­lins, forc­ing its way up through the sewer open­ing that was barely large enough to ad­mit it. “Troglodyte,” Keverel said grimly. “The Un­der­dark must be close to the sur­face here.”

The troglodyte, larger than Biri-Daar, fin­ished forc­ing its way through the drain and lum­bered to­ward them be­tween the rows of whin­ny­ing horses that bucked and kicked at their en­clo­sures as it passed. Quickly Remy took stock be­fore it ar­rived. The imps were gone, and most of the hob­gob­lins had fled or were stay­ing out of the way. Some of those that re­mained fell vic­tim to the troglodyte, which struck out at them with its great stone club on its way to­ward Biri-Daar and Lu­can, who stood to meet it. Kithri, Iri­ani, and Remy killed off the rest of the hob­gob­lins from dis­tance while Keverel limped along the wall, wounded in the thigh.

The troglodyte mauler raised its club and brought it down against Biri-Daar’s shield. The drag­onborn stag­gered un­der the force of the blow, and the troglodyte pressed its tem­po­rary ad­van­tage, strik­ing again and reach­ing with its free hand to claw Biri-Daar’s shield away. Lu­can ducked in from the side un­der its loop­ing back­swing, strik­ing at its ham­strings.

Kithri scam­pered up the sup­port beams and crab­walked along the tim­bers, try­ing to get a po­si­tion above the troglodyte while Remy joined the front line, strik­ing low as Lu­can had. The troglodyte roared and shifted off its wounded leg, a wild swing from its club shat­ter­ing the door­frame of the clos­est sta­ble. It swung again, off bal­ance; Biri-Daar par­ried its stroke and Lu­can drove his sword into its side. Kithri, see­ing op­por­tu­nity, leaped from the ceil­ing cor­ner and landed on its shoul­der. As her feet touched on its shoul­ders, she lanced the troglodyte’s eyes with twin dag­gers and leaped away again.

It spun, swing­ing blindly and miss­ing ev­ery­thing but more tim­bers. Biri-Daar hacked its right arm mostly off. Remy struck again at the back of its wounded leg. The troglodyte top­pled over, its club crash­ing to the floor next to it. Lu­can struck the death blow, open­ing its throat as it strug­gled to rise.

In a fury, he was stand­ing over the groggy and ter­ri­fied sta­bler Wylegh be­fore the troglodyte had fin­ished dy­ing. “You’ve got some fast talk­ing to do if you want to save your life, friend,” he said, his blood­ied sword hov­er­ing over Wylegh’s face. “We walk in at your in­vi­ta­tion, and the minute we get out of the light there are hob­gob­lins ev­ery­where. You make a deal with them? Who paid you? What did they want?”

Biri-Daar and Iri­ani squat­ted on ei­ther side of Wylegh, adding to his fear. Against the other wall of sta­bles, Keverel and Kithri col­lab­o­rated on min­is­ter­ing to the cleric’s wounds, Keverel whis­per­ing heal­ing charms and Kithri stick­ing on plain old ban­dages.

“They wanted him,” Wylegh bab­bled. He was point­ing at Remy, who stood a lit­tle off to the side and be­hind the three in­ter­roga­tors. “That’s all they said. Him, the mes­sen­ger.”

“Who said?” Lu­can asked qui­etly, lean­ing his sword point a lit­tle closer.

“Imps. Imps. They made a deal, they made prom­ises, but it wasn’t just that, once they had me they wouldn’t let go—”

“Fool,” Biri-Daar said. “That’s the only kind of man who makes a deal with any­thing that comes out of the Abyss.”

“Easy for you to say,” Wylegh said, glar­ing hard at her. “You drag­onborn have got a bit of the Abyss in you, I reckon.”

She stood over him for a long mo­ment, so still that Remy was sure her next move would be a down­ward stroke to end Wylegh’s life. Yet when she did move, it was to turn her back on him. “Remy, se­lect a horse. Wylegh, tell me how much the horse costs. We will pay you. Then we will make sure that ev­ery­one in the mar­ket knows what you have done.”

There was a pause. “That’s a death sen­tence,” Wylegh whis­pered.

“Hardly,” Iri­ani said. “You’ll just have to put on your trav­el­ing clothes and take one of your horses out on the road. Shouldn’t be too hard. Af­ter all, that’s how you got here, no?”

They left Wylegh there while Remy, with Lu­can’s aid, se­lected a horse. It was a fine, large geld­ing, dap­pled gray and re­mark­ably calm given ev­ery­thing that had just hap­pened out­side its sta­ble door. “How much?” Biri-Daar asked.

“Take it,” Wylegh said. He hadn’t moved from the floor near the tack bench where she had first knocked him over. “Just take it.”

“I pay for what I take,” she said. “Name a fair price.”

Wylegh said noth­ing.

“Lu­can,” Biri-Daar said. “What is that horse worth?”

“What’s it worth, or what would he charge for it?”

“What’s it worth?”

“Eighty, ninety,” Lu­can said. “That’s be­ing a bit gen­er­ous.”

“Gen­eros­ity never goes un­re­warded in the end,” Biri-Daar said. She pro­duced a pouch and counted out the money onto the tack bench. “Trav­el­ing money for you,” she said. “We’ll be by for our horses first thing in the morn­ing.”
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They took rooms for the night in a pub­lic house ad­join­ing the keep, where the Coun­cil of Crow Fork it­self guar­an­teed their safety and posted guards at doors and win­dows. “We have been for­tu­nate,” Biri-Daar said. “First, that we have come through these be­tray­als with so lit­tle suf­fer­ing. Sec­ond, that Iri­ani is known to the coun­cil and could get us a hear­ing be­fore them.

“And there might yet be a third bit of for­tune,” she fin­ished. “Remy, for the third time. What is it you carry?”

“I told you I don’t know,” Remy said. “The vizier for­bade me to look at it. I’m guess­ing he put some kind of pro­tec­tion on it to make sure I wouldn’t.”

“I am go­ing to show you a few things that Roji showed me,” Iri­ani said as he made a ges­ture over the box. The char­ac­ters carved into its lid gave off a brief, pale glow. “You guess cor­rectly,” Iri­ani said. “There are sev­eral dif­fer­ent charms on it. One so it can be found in the event …” He glanced up at Remy. “In the event that the courier doesn’t fin­ish his er­rand. Oth­ers to pre­vent scry­ing its con­tents or phys­i­cally open­ing it. It’s thor­oughly trapped and en­sor­celled, this box. Who­ever is send­ing it—also who­ever is re­ceiv­ing it—thinks it’s very im­por­tant.”

“And some­one in­volved in the cre­ation of the box and the pro­tec­tion of its con­tents,” Biri-Daar added, “has added an ap­peal to Tia­mat’s pro­tec­tion.”

Turn­ing back to the rest of the group, he said, “I should have seen this be­fore. It was there to see, but I didn’t know what to look for. Af­ter talk­ing to Roji and see­ing imps …” He trailed off.

“What about the imps?” Remy asked.

“They tend to ap­pear as emis­saries be­tween cer­tain un­der­world be­ings and cer­tain cor­rupt mor­tals,” Keverel said. “Cer­tain forces are look­ing for you, or for what you carry. They are mostly look­ing along the Toradan Road, or we would have seen much stiffer re­sis­tance so far.”

“Here’s my guess,” Iri­ani said. “There are two fac­tions in Toradan. One is wait­ing for what­ever Remy has be­cause they want to use it the way it was in­tended to be used. The other is try­ing to pre­vent it from get­ting there be­cause they want to use it as lever­age for some other goal. Which is which and who is who, that we might find out more about.”

“Ei­ther way,” Lu­can added with a tap on Remy’s shoul­der, “there’s not much in­ter­est in keep­ing you alive.”

“Put an­other way,” Biri-Daar said, “Philomen is in­volved with demons. He may not know it, but that is the case. And if Tia­mat’s pro­tec­tion has been so­licited …” She trailed off, lost in thought.

“What?” Iri­ani prompted. “Drag­o­nish busi­ness, no doubt, but are we go­ing to be see­ing drakes in the skies on the way to Karga Kul?”

“No, not that,” Biri-Daar said. “But I fear what might await us at the Bridge of Iban Ja.”

She would say no more on the sub­ject, and af­ter a short meal taken mostly in si­lence, the party re­tired each to his or her own thoughts. Remy’s head spun as he lay on the straw mat­tress. Imps? Tia­mat? What was he car­ry­ing? Sud­denly he wanted very much to go home and for­get he had ever met the vizier of Avankil. The Quay­side life was for him …

Yet when he dreamed, it was of places he had never yet seen in wak­ing life.
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“The mar­ket is sup­posed to be a sanc­tu­ary,” Keverel said with some sor­row the next morn­ing. They were sit­ting around the cen­tral oa­sis. Once it had been a spring in the desert. Af­ter cen­turies of de­vel­op­ment, it was a rec­tan­gu­lar pool, with stone steps built into all four sides so vis­i­tors could step down and fill their can­teens while mer­chants and trav­el­ers hag­gled in the sur­round­ing plaza. It re­minded Remy of one of the court­yards of Avankil, where no­ble­women un­der para­sols gos­siped while flanked by tiefling body­guards, which were the cur­rent fash­ion in the city. Along one side of the oa­sis plaza, the keep loomed, ex­tend­ing to the mar­ket’s north wall. The other three sides were lined with per­ma­nent houses and trad­ing posts main­tained by the Drag­on­down’s es­tab­lished mer­can­tile clans, in­ter­spersed with other clear­ing­houses of fam­i­lies from as far north as the Nen­tir Vale. In the plaza, Crow Fork Mar­ket had the as­pect of a city com­ing to be. A hun­dred feet in any di­rec­tion—save for into the keep it­self—it looked like a bazaar again.

The spring it­self was clear and cold and deep, wa­ter welling into it from a se­ries of un­der­wa­ter caves. In­cur­sions from those wa­tery cat­a­combs were not un­known, and the keep kept a de­tach­ment of guards on watch around the pool at all times.

“I wish I had come here sooner,” Keverel went on. “Here I can feel the spirit of Erathis mov­ing, cre­at­ing civ­i­liza­tion from the wilder­ness. But I fear the mar­ket’s days as an oa­sis in the wastes are over.”

“They’ve been over since be­fore I was born, Keverel,” Kithri said. “Any halfling could tell you that. Ev­ery month we get mer­chants com­ing to us be­cause they’d rather risk the river than take their chances be­ing over­run by hob­gob­lins at Crow Fork. You just never knew it be­cause you’ve never been here.”

“It’s a prob­lem for an­other time,” Biri-Daar said. “To­day we start mov­ing again.”

They re­plen­ished their stores and made a trip through an ar­morer’s stall be­fore re­turn­ing to Wylegh’s sta­ble to take their horses. Lu­can was an­noyed at hav­ing to move on with­out tak­ing ad­van­tage of Crow Fork Mar­ket’s many op­por­tu­ni­ties to hood­wink drunken trav­el­ing gam­blers. “What’s the rush? We han­dled that filth eas­ily enough. We can han­dle it again.”

They walked in­side the sta­ble, past coun­cil guards posted at the door. Wylegh had dis­ap­peared, no one knew where; his du­ties were tem­po­rar­ily in the hands of one of the keep’s grooms. Remy looked around, re­mem­ber­ing the pre­vi­ous day’s en­counter. The hob­gob­lins were gone, as was the troglodyte. Part of the sta­ble was col­lapsed from the troglodyte’s mad swing­ing of its club, and streaks of gore stained the tim­bers here and there. Remy was struck by the idea that in a small way he had left his mark in Crow Fork Mar­ket. He had be­come a part of its his­tory.

“That’s ex­actly the point,” Biri-Daar said to Lu­can. “That was a test. Some­one is af­ter what we’re car­ry­ing. What­ever force that is, it was will­ing to sac­ri­fice these to find out our strength.” She looked down into the open drain, the stones at its edge chipped and cracked by the troglodyte’s pas­sage. “The next test will be sterner.”

“Then you should go and make sure that there is no one left to of­fer such a test,” came a voice from be­hind them.

Remy turned with the rest of the party. A brawny and bearded man, wear­ing the in­signia of the keep coun­cil, met their gaze. “Biri-Daar of the Knights of Kul,” he said. “You I know, and Iri­ani too. Your other com­pan­ions I do not. I am Ze­gur of the Crow Fork Coun­cil. Your pres­ence here has caused some dif­fi­cul­ties.”

“Ze­gur,” Biri-Daar said with a slight bow. “What­ever dif­fi­cul­ties ac­com­pa­nied us were not our do­ing. The mar­ket’s en­e­mies are many.”

“True,” Ze­gur said. “I would ask you to re­duce their num­ber, as you did yes­ter­day.”

He stepped to the edge of the drain and looked down. Then he pro­duced a rolled sheet of vel­lum from a case at his belt. “This is a map of the high­est level of the sew­ers,” he said. “I would ask that you go in and de­ter­mine where the hob­gob­lins and their imp com­pan­ions en­tered.”

“We are on a press­ing er­rand to Karga Kul,” Biri-Daar said.

“Wylegh the sta­bler has been ques­tioned,” Ze­gur said. “He ad­mits that the am­bush was tar­geted at one of your group. I do not care who or for what rea­son. I care only that Crow Fork Mar­ket was breached. Since that breach oc­curred as a re­sult of your pres­ence, fair­ness de­mands that you seal it again.”

“Crawl­ing in the sew­ers?” Kithri said. “Not me. I’ll go un­der­ground if I have to, but I refuse sewage. Refuse it.”

“All we’ll find down there is a bad smell and bor­ing crea­tures with too many teeth and not a bit of loot worth car­ry­ing off,” Lu­can said.

Keverel was nod­ding. “With­out the flip­pancy, I agree. We should move on.”

Ze­gur re­mained un­moved. “The coun­cil an­tic­i­pated your re­luc­tance. You will be paid. If you refuse, your horses will be seized to cover the dam­age to the sta­ble and the dis­rup­tion to com­merce.” He folded his arms and waited.

Biri-Daar took her time an­swer­ing, and when she did, her anger was barely checked. “The Knights of Kul have rid­den to the de­fense of this mar­ket, and many of our num­ber lie buried in the desert be­yond its gates. Even so, you would treat us in this man­ner?”

“I pro­tect Crow Fork Mar­ket,” Ze­gur said. “Those who bring threats to the mar­ket, they must also be cer­tain those threats leave with them. I would be a poor stew­ard if I did not find out where your troglodyte pur­suer came from. You owe the mar­ket that much.”

“We owe the mar­ket—” Iri­ani be­gan. Biri-Daar raised a hand to si­lence him.

“We will go,” she said. “But it will go hard with you if this de­lay does harm to our greater mis­sion. Know this be­fore you in­sist.”

Ze­gur shifted his weight and nod­ded to­ward the drain. “I must in­sist.”

Biri-Daar turned her back on him. “This is likely an enor­mous waste of pre­cious time,” she said. “Let us do it as quickly as it may be done.”

One by one they dropped into the drain, land­ing on a smooth stone floor. As Ze­gur had said, the pas­sage they found was no longer used as a sewer. Di­rectly be­low the sta­ble drain, a ver­ti­cal pipe drained the sta­ble’s waste down and away. To ei­ther side of them stretched dry and flat pas­sage. By torch­light they clus­tered around Keverel as he un­folded the map. “Let’s go this way, to­ward the wall,” he said, point­ing to the left. “The other di­rec­tion siphons into sew­ers that are in use. Not even hob­gob­lins would swim for long in that.”

“We’d fit right in with the rest of the sewage af­ter the way Ze­gur treated us,” Lu­can com­plained.

“No mat­ter,” Biri-Daar said. “He was cor­rect. If we brought a threat to this place, it is our re­spon­si­bil­ity to end that threat.”

Mov­ing quickly, they fol­lowed the pas­sage. Iri­ani lit the tip of his wand and il­lu­mi­nated each side pas­sage they en­coun­tered. All were too small for a troglodyte to have tra­versed. Soon they came to what must have been the edge of the mar­ket, and there they found a rough hole torn in the pas­sage wall. By Iri­ani’s light, they saw that a short tun­nel had been ex­ca­vated from the pas­sage to a nat­u­ral cave. “Now we will have our an­swer,” Biri-Daar said as she plunged in.

The floor of the cave was an­cient silt, and heav­ily tracked. The hob­gob­lins and troglodyte had clearly come this way. “Enough,” Keverel said. “Let Ze­gur send sap­pers down to col­lapse this, and let us be on our way.”

“If it was dug out once, it may be dug out again,” Biri-Daar an­swered. “We must find the out­let and tell Ze­gur where to watch.”

“Some­times I wish you were a bit less of a pal­adin,” Kithri said.

“Some­times I wish you were a bit less of a thief. Now let’s go.”

The cave was broad and wind­ing, easy enough for all of them to stand up in. Here and there were rem­nants of long-for­got­ten camps and graves. They kicked through these to see what might be learned or looted, but found noth­ing. The cave de­scended slightly, and wa­ter be­gan to seep from the walls. “Care­fully now,” Keverel breathed. His holy sym­bol had be­gun to glow.

Emerg­ing into a rough oval cham­ber, they saw a flash of move­ment. One of Kithri’s knives flashed in the mag­i­cal light as she threw it, but it clanged among the rocks on the far side. “Af­ter it,” Biri-Daar com­manded, and they picked up their pace. “If it is a sen­try, we must not let it get out a warn­ing.”

Kithri and Lu­can were the fastest of them, es­pe­cially in the dark­ness. They were across the cham­ber and out of sight be­fore the other four had got­ten half­way over the bro­ken floor. Remy stuck close to Iri­ani, just be­hind Biri-Daar with Keverel right be­hind them. Ahead of them the cham­ber nar­rowed to a pas­sage whose walls Remy could touch si­mul­ta­ne­ously with ex­tended hands. “Tight fit for a troglodyte,” Iri­ani com­mented.

“It couldn’t have come any other way,” Biri-Daar said.

Shouts sounded from ahead of them, and the clash of steel. They ran as best they could over the slip­pery rocks, com­ing into a large flat­tened cham­ber just as a thrown spear de­flected from high on the wall to their right. Remy saw Kithri dodg­ing and feint­ing be­tween two hob­gob­lins, their axes strik­ing pieces of the rocks away in show­ers of sparks. He closed on one of them and ran it through as it raised its axe for an­other stroke. The axe flew from its hands and struck him on the shoul­der, numb­ing his sword arm. He cried out and the other hob­gob­lin lunged to­ward him—then slipped and skid­ded as Kithri deftly slashed the ten­dons at the back of its knee. As it hit the ground, she was on it, cut­ting its throat.

“Where’s Lu­can?” Biri-Daar called. Remy worked his sword from the dead hob­gob­lin with his left hand and hefted it. He won­dered how well he would be able to fight. Waves of pain ra­di­ated from the point of his shoul­der.

“Gone sin­is­ter?” Keverel asked, com­ing up next to him.

Remy didn’t un­der­stand the word, but he tapped the sword hilt against his right arm. “I can’t feel it,” he said, al­though al­ready sen­sa­tion was re­turn­ing to his fin­gers. “But I think I’m all right.”

“Good thing. There might be more ahead.”

Quickly they looked through the room, find­ing noth­ing but three other dead hob­gob­lins. The oth­ers had gone ahead in pur­suit of Lu­can. Remy and Keverel fol­lowed, and a short dis­tance ahead found the rest of the party gath­ered around yet an­other dead hob­gob­lin. “A com­man­der,” Biri-Daar said as they ap­proached. “See the brands on its cheek.”

In the dim light Remy could see what looked like sim­ple runes on the dead hob­gob­lin’s skin, the pale scar stand­ing out against the bristly hair that cov­ered most of the crea­ture’s cheeks and jaw. “I hate to say it, but Ze­gur might be right,” Iri­ani said. “If there’s a com­man­der down here, one of the lo­cal war­lords is plan­ning some­thing.”

Feel­ing was re­turn­ing to Remy’s arm, and a bone-deep ache set­tled into his shoul­der where the head of the axe had struck. He worked his fin­gers to get the blood mov­ing and lim­ber up the arm again. He thought he’d be able to use it if more of the hob­gob­lins ap­peared. In an­other half-hour, they emerged in a slot canyon in the wastes. Once a river had flowed there, but its sole rem­nant was a rib­bon of sand on the canyon floor, churned by the booted feet of hob­gob­lins and their beasts and lit­tered by their garbage.

“Now we know,” Lu­can said af­ter they had looked around to make sure they weren’t walk­ing into yet an­other am­bush. “Who’s go­ing to re­port back to our charm­ing host, Ze­gur?”

“I’ll go,” Kithri said. “It wasn’t so bad af­ter all.”

They climbed out of the canyon and got their bear­ings. Crow Fork Mar­ket was away to the south­west. “We are not far from the road to the Bridge of Iban Ja,” Biri-Daar said. “Remy and I will go to­ward the road. Ev­ery­one else re­turn to Crow Fork Mar­ket quickly. Re­port to Ze­gur, but do not wait; if he will not see you right away, give the re­port to one of his sec­re­taries. Gather the horses and sup­plies. Meet us be­fore sun­down.”

“At least we won’t have to hurry,” Lu­can grum­bled.

“Come on, Lu­can,” Keverel said af­ter a brief whis­pered con­sul­ta­tion with Biri-Daar. “We have spent enough time as it is, and time is dear.”

Leav­ing Biri-Daar and Remy, the rest of the party wound their way back down into the canyon and dis­ap­peared into the caves. “Let us walk,” Biri-Daar said to Remy. “They will be back sooner than we think. The road is this way.”

They walked west through the wastes, al­most im­me­di­ately draw­ing the at­ten­tion of car­rion birds that drafted in sweep­ing arcs above them. “You would think they knew some­thing,” Remy said.

“Car­rion-eaters are for­ever op­ti­mistic,” Biri-Daar said. “And why not? Crea­tures are al­ways dy­ing.”

Af­ter that they walked in si­lence un­til they reached the road. It cut north and south, as straight as its mak­ers could lay the stones. Remy and Biri-Daar found shade and sat where they could see the road and any ap­proach­ing trav­eler could see them. Af­ter a while, Remy gave voice to the ques­tion that had been rat­tling around in his head since the canyon. “Why did you want me to stay?”

“You have a de­ci­sion to make,” Biri-Daar said. “And I imag­ined you would want to ask an­other few ques­tions be­fore mak­ing it.”

“Here’s my first ques­tion: You could have re­fused Ze­gur, but you didn’t. Why not?”

“Be­cause de­spite his base mo­tives, what he said was true. I could not leave Crow Fork with­out putting right what prob­lems our pres­ence had caused.”

“Even though it de­layed your …” Remy thought about how to con­tinue. “What is it you’re do­ing in Karga Kul, any­way?”

“Sav­ing the city from be­ing over­run by demons.” Biri-Daar spoke mat­ter-of-factly.

“Demons?” Remy re­peated. “Then why are we wor­ried about hob­gob­lins?”

“Ba­hamut de­mands much of his fol­low­ers,” Biri-Daar said. “My pledge to him, and to the Knights of Kul, is not con­di­tional. Crow Fork Mar­ket in its way is as im­por­tant as any of the cities and set­tle­ments in the Drag­on­down. Each of them is a pocket of light striv­ing against the dark­ness that per­vades this world. I would be aban­don­ing my oaths and all that I be­lieve if I did not do my part to en­sure its sur­vival.”

She saw the look on his face and smiled—an un­set­tling ex­pres­sion on a drag­onborn. “That might be too ab­stract. Put an­other way, how do you know the demons and hob­gob­lins aren’t work­ing to­gether? Re­mem­ber the de­mon’s eye, and the imps we killed in the sta­ble. Ev­ery­thing is con­nected here, Remy. And you are con­nected to it as well, be­cause of what you carry.”

“What do you think it is?”

Biri-Daar shrugged. “I have no idea. But if demons are af­ter it, I would very much like to know, and I do not think it would be wise to let it—or you—wan­der off into the wastes. That is why I think it’s im­por­tant that you come to Karga Kul and let the Mage Trust ex­am­ine it. When the rest of our party ar­rives, you must make your fi­nal de­ci­sion. I will say no more about it.”

She was true to her word, not speak­ing for the next two hours. Remy turned ev­ery pos­si­bil­ity over in his mind, weigh­ing his obli­ga­tion against ev­ery­thing he had seen and learned since leav­ing Avankil. He was be­ing hunted. Now he be­lieved that. The sun tracked across the sky, and Biri-Daar silently of­fered him a drink of wa­ter. Remy thought of the Drag­on­down, the mar­vels that might await him if he went to Karga Kul—and the wrath of the vizier, who would cer­tainly kill him if he did not go to Toradan.

Un­less the vizier had been try­ing to kill him all along.

I could just leave the box in the sand, he thought at one point. Bury it, or throw it into a canyon. Let some­one else find it. Let the hob­gob­lins have it.

But Biri-Daar’s res­o­lute de­vo­tion to her code gave him pause. Could he re­ally do that, not know­ing what the box con­tained?

In the end, when the four rid­ing fig­ures ap­peared in the dis­tance lead­ing two other horses, Remy re­al­ized that he knew two things. One was that Philomen had put his life in dan­ger. The other was that Biri-Daar and the rest of them had saved it.

“North or south?” Biri-Daar asked him when they had met the rest of the party and all six of them were in the sad­dle and wait­ing on the road.

Remy took a deep breath. “North,” he said.


BOOK II

THE BRIDGE

They rode north on a road some­times cov­ered by sweep­ing drifts of sand. Remy looked over his shoul­der, rid­ing sec­ond to last with only Keverel be­hind him. The road seemed end­less in both di­rec­tions, and he felt as if he was leav­ing be­hind some­thing of his for­mer self the far­ther he rode into the un­known reaches of the Drag­on­down Coast. The world was his to take.

“Pretty clear which roads find trav­el­ers and which don’t, eh?” Lu­can said. “Here we go into the real wilder­ness.”

“At least we’ll get out of this damned desert,” Iri­ani said.

Kithri waved to­ward the Ser­rata. “In the foothills, be­fore we start the climb up into those,” she said, “the coun­try is beau­ti­ful.”

“What about af­ter?” Remy asked.

“Af­ter? You mean on the Crow Road?” Kithri shook her head. “Never been. Never wanted to go. But,” she sighed, “here I am, go­ing. You can thank Biri-Daar for that.”

“There is no col­lar around your neck,” Biri-Daar said with­out look­ing back.

Kithri rolled her eyes. Around them, the flat­ness of Crow Fork was giv­ing way to a more bro­ken coun­try. Mono­liths of an­cient rock stood an­gled against each other, prod­uct of no mor­tal’s work. The ground, flat enough to bowl on back near Crow Fork, was heaved and cross­hatched with small gul­lies. The road cut through some of them and wound along the edges of oth­ers. The sand that mad­dened trav­el­ers on the road to Toradan dis­ap­peared and clumps of hardy scrub sprouted at the bases of rocks and in the shel­ter of gul­lies. Around them the land­scape came to hard-bit­ten life.

And ahead of them, far ahead, the high­est peaks of the Draco Ser­rata gleamed white in the morn­ing sun.

“I thought the Crow Road was some kind of de­mon-in­fested gaunt­let of hor­rors,” Remy said. “This isn’t ter­ri­ble-look­ing coun­try.”

Keverel made a sign in the air be­fore touch­ing his heart and his fore­head. “Do not joke about it.”

“We’re not on the Crow Road yet,” Lu­can said. “This is the road that leads to the Crow Road. It comes to an end at Iban Ja’s bridge. Once we cross that, then we’re on the Crow Road.”

“Who’s Iban Ja?” Remy asked. That was the third or fourth time some­one had men­tioned the name. “And why is it his bridge?”
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The se­ries of great wars be­tween the drag­onborn king­dom of Arkhosia and Bael Tu­rath, that of the tieflings, brought down both em­pires in the end, but amid the blood and suf­fer­ing shone acts of im­pos­si­ble hero­ism. Trav­el­ers knew these sto­ries and traded them over mugs of ale and the picked-over bones of sup­per. Remy, who had trav­eled lit­tle and paid less at­ten­tion to the events of the world be­yond Avankil’s walls and docks, had yet to hear those sto­ries. His five com­pan­ions looked to each other with slight smiles at his naivete; by ac­cla­ma­tion Iri­ani was cho­sen to tell the story.

“Why me?” he asked.

Kithri pointed to each of the party in turn. “Biri-Daar has no sense of ro­mance and would only fume about the tieflings. Lu­can is the only elf in the world who can’t sing, and he wouldn’t be fair be­cause the story in­volves both Melora and Corel­lon. Keverel is a cleric and you should never have a cleric tell your sto­ries. I know too many dif­fer­ent ver­sions of the story and am not hon­est enough to be trusted. Remy doesn’t know any ver­sions of the story and is prob­a­bly too hon­est to tell it well even if he did. That leaves you, Iri­ani, even though you have elf blood in you as well.”

“I’ll tell the story as it came to me,” Iri­ani said.

Kithri nod­ded. “So start telling. It’s a long way to the bridge.”
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The Sol­stice War be­tween Arkhosia and Bael Tu­rath was not its own war at all, but a change in plans. Yet it was called its own war be­cause of the pe­ri­ods of quiet on ei­ther side of it, and be­cause it de­ci­sively changed ev­ery­thing that came af­ter. Both com­bat­ants were ex­hausted and win­ter was on the way; they fell back to their lines, en­trenched, and got down to the busi­ness of pre­par­ing them­selves for spring, when snow would re­treat from the moun­tain passes and the gods would give their sig­nals for the great war to be­gin again.

Then a mid­win­ter thaw changed ev­ery­thing.

Later, the sur­vivors would blame a dis­pute among the gods Melora, Corel­lon, and the Raven Queen. The Queen, it was said, was an­gry that the fight­ing had stopped so soon be­cause the bat­tle­fields were so very good to her black-feath­ered sub­jects. But she loved win­ter too, and was torn be­tween the pleas of the ravens and the im­mutable paths of the sun and stars.

“Melora,” she said. “The wilder­ness is yours to com­mand and to love. What of this great bridge the Arkhosians have built across the Gorge of Noon?”

“The Arkhosians are builders,” Melora said. “I can­not in­ter­fere with their na­ture any more than a beaver’s.” In truth, though, her heart stormed at the thought of the bridge.

“But surely the gorge’s majesty would be re­stored by the de­struc­tion of the bridge,” the Raven Queen purred. “Surely you could bring this about. The Arkhosians and the forces of Bael Tu­rath are camped not twenty miles apart, in the lower vales of the Ser­rata with the bridge be­tween them. Nei­ther force wants to move far­ther away lest the other claim the bridge and the only pas­sage over the gorge for fifty leagues in ei­ther di­rec­tion.

“In these lower vales, win­ter is not so bad,” she went on. “But it is still deep in snow, and the passes choke in avalanches. Here is what I need from you.”

Melora’s tem­per was as wild as the wilder­ness and seas that she com­manded on the earth. She knew what the Raven Queen was do­ing when she leaned in a lit­tle too close and spoke with a husk in her voice. She knew what the Queen was of­fer­ing and what she was ask­ing in re­turn.

And wild, un­tamed Melora thought it a work­able bar­gain.

“All I ask of you,” the Raven Queen said, whis­per­ing into Melora’s ear as her heart leaped and tossed like the storm-driven surf, “is that you ask a lit­tle fa­vor of Corel­lon …”

Corel­lon who could sing stones into life! Corel­lon who lent power to the singer’s voice and the artist’s eye, the mage’s spells and the sculp­tor’s chisel!

Corel­lon, who when the sea­sons were di­vided at the be­gin­ning of the world begged for spring and re­ceived it be­cause along with it came the knowl­edge that ev­ery­thing must ul­ti­mately die, that the green abun­dance of spring is the flare of a can­dle cupped against the ev­er­last­ing wind and dark of death. This knowl­edge is the fuel of art, of thoughts of beauty, of all sor­ceries light and dark. Corel­lon is the pa­tron of those who know they will die but are de­ter­mined that they will bloom and learn and love first.

It is said that Corel­lon lives in a cas­tle whose ra­tions and di­men­sions haunt the dreams of artists, adorned with ta­pes­tries telling sto­ries the troubadors can never find tongue to re­peat. Vine-haired and stone-toothed, Melora strode through the arches of this cas­tle and found Corel­lon, eyes closed, lis­ten­ing to the mu­sic made by dust motes danc­ing in sun­light.

“How would you like to push the Raven Queen a lit­tle?” she asked. Corel­lon’s eyes opened. Melora scat­tered the motes and their mu­sic jan­gled into chaos. “How would you like to have a lit­tle spring in her win­ter?”

“If she has sent you, there is more to this of­fer than what you’re telling,” Corel­lon an­swered. “And I can smell her on you, which makes it a sim­ple mat­ter to guess what is mo­ti­vat­ing your wild lit­tle heart.”

“To each her rea­sons,” Melora said. “Spring in the high coun­try, just for a week. Think of it! What new life might grow, what sto­ries might the peo­ples of the world tell of your strength in the face of the Raven Queen’s deep­est win­ter?”

“And why is she will­ing?” Corel­lon asked.

“She is a good queen to her sub­jects, who be­long to me as well,” Melora said. “The ravens are hun­gry.”

“Well,” Corel­lon said. Al­ready he had be­gun to think of the songs that might be sung. “What the Queen of­fered you, will you of­fer me?” he asked, archly, as the sculp­tures around them be­gan to dance.

That the gods have hu­man de­sires is known to ev­ery child—else why should they have given those de­sires to us? Ah, the wilder­ness is fickle!

A south­west wind curled over the passes at sun­rise the next day, bring­ing with it smells of the lower ter­ri­to­ries where win­ter was for­bid­den. For nine days it blew. At the end of the third, each army sent scouts up the passes to­ward the gorge. Avalanches drove them back.

At the end of the sixth day, each army sent scouts again. They re­turned, most of them, re­port­ing that the way would be clear if the freak­ish thaw held for an­other three days.

And hold for three days it did.

On the morn­ing of the tenth day, the armies marched. On the morn­ing of the twelfth day, they stood on ei­ther side of the bridge. By noon of the twelfth day, the bridge ran knee-deep with the blood of hu­man and tiefling, drag­onborn and dwarf. The fight­ing on the bridge went on into the night as both sides mus­tered sor­cer­ous lights to guide their armies lest they wake up in the morn­ing and find the other side pos­sess­ing the bridge.

Cen­turies be­fore, the bridge had been the Arkhosians’ might­i­est work of en­gi­neer­ing, a mon­u­ment to the vi­sion of their em­per­ors and the build­ing ge­nius of the dwarves who lived in the caves along the gorge. It was a thou­sand feet long and wide enough for twenty men to walk across abreast, with but­tresses curv­ing down into the walls of the gorge hun­dreds of feet be­low. It was large enough that all man­ner of crea­tures had taken up res­i­dence in its stone eaves and crevices, its drains and arches. The tiefling shock troops of Bael Tu­rath had long since slaugh­tered the Noon Gorge dwarves, keep­ing only those as slaves who might teach the Tu­rathian ar­chi­tects the se­crets of stone that dwarves seemed to be born with—yet the se­crets of the bridge over the gorge re­mained known only to one man, be­cause only that one man had per­formed the mag­ics that bound its stones to­gether. The bridge, too, had been a sym­bol of peace be­tween Arkhosia and Bael Tu­rath … or per­haps it had only come to seem such dur­ing a pause be­tween two wars. When it did not carry sol­diers, it car­ried car­a­vans—and then in times of war, sol­diers car­ried back as spoils what the mer­chants had once car­ried as goods.

The great­est wiz­ard of the Arkhosians was Iban Ja, con­fi­dant to em­per­ors, Seer of In­fini­tudes, and mag­i­cal over­seer of the dwarf en­gi­neers who had built the bridge. He watched the bat­tle from a cliff­side perch on the Arkhosian side of the gorge, par­tic­i­pat­ing as the bat­tle de­manded and com­mand­ing the ranks of Arkhosian wiz­ards who found their way across the bridge with the armed sol­diery. Iban Ja was a thou­sand years old, the sto­ries went. Iban Ja had never been born, but made from the bod­ies of ten great wiz­ards who gave their lives know­ing that they would be part of the great­est wiz­ard ever to walk the earth, the other sto­ries went. None of them were true and all of them spoke the truth of the Arkhosians’ re­gard for him.

He looked down as dawn broke on the thir­teenth day and saw the best of the Arkhosian troops, the mighty drag­onborn war­riors known as the Knights of Kul. A hun­dred se­lected from ten thou­sand, they were the finest foot sol­diers in the known world. Any one of them could cut their way through ten men and be laughed at if they got a scratch in the fight.

In the dark­ness, the Knights had es­tab­lished a foothold on the Tu­rathian side of the bridge. In the hours be­fore dawn they had fought their way to solid ground on the other side of the bridge, lay­ing waste to the Tu­rathian op­po­si­tion.

And as the sun shone from a bed of clouds in the east­ern sky, Iban Ja found him­self see­ing a fresh new telling of a very old story.

The Knights drove for­ward, sup­ported by sword and foot of the reg­u­lar Arkhosian ex­pe­di­tionary force. Be­hind them, sup­port units set up de­fen­sive po­si­tions along the ledges of the ap­proach canyon to pro­tect the way back to the bridge. Al­ready that morn­ing the Knights were five hun­dred yards up the canyon road that, in an­other hun­dred miles, would lead to Crow Fork and the mar­ket—where, it was said, some of the sur­viv­ing Noon Gorge dwarves were build­ing labyrinthine dun­geons at the re­quest of the mar­ket’s coun­cil. The Tu­rathian forces were shat­tered and in full re­treat.

But be­low the bridge, from the mouths of caves drilled out of the liv­ing rock so long-dead Noon Gorge dwarves could build the bridge’s arched but­tresses, came Tu­rathian sap­pers. Some of them were hu­man. Some were tiefling. And some, saw Iban Ja, were cam­bion. It was not the first time he had seen cam­bion on the other side of a bat­tle­field. He imag­ined it would not be the last. Yet see­ing them there, at the foot­ings of the bridge, Iban Ja felt as if some­thing vi­tal had es­caped him and could never be re­claimed.

Clouds cov­ered the sun and wind howled down the gorge from the north. The Raven Queen’s af­fec­tions turned else­where as she saw that her fa­vorites would be fed.

Iban Ja spoke in­struc­tions to a stone that car­ried his voice to ev­ery wiz­ard who fought un­der his com­mand. They turned as one and di­rected their at­tacks to­ward the sap­pers in the caves, be­sieg­ing them with mag­i­cal en­er­gies de­signed to kill the liv­ing with­out dam­ag­ing the stone un­der­pin­nings of the bridge. At that mo­ment, the Tu­rathi­ans played their last card.

On the walls of the gorge above the bridge, stones be­gan to move. They shifted, spread wings, reared fanged heads on long necks, un­coiled tails tipped with hooked stingers. Rid­den by cam­bion hellswords, these fell wyverns swooped down from the heights to tear into the ranks of Arkhosian wiz­ards. The wiz­ards fought back, but the dis­trac­tion proved crit­i­cal. Cam­bion magi worked mag­ics upon the bod­ies of their tiefling ser­vants while Iban Ja de­voted all of his pow­ers to de­stroy­ing the wyverns. In­cin­er­ated, ar­row-shot, light­ning-struck, they fell from the sky to die on the stones of the bridge or in the depths of the churn­ing river far be­low.

And as Iban Ja and the Arkhosian wiz­ards re­turned their at­ten­tion to the cam­bion magi, a great shud­der ran through the stones of the bridge. Cam­bion magic drew the ghosts of dead dwarves from the stones and their spec­tral picks crashed into the most vul­ner­a­ble seams, where but­tress met cliff­side and Arkhosian en­gi­neer­ing met the age­less ge­nius of na­ture.

Iban Ja called down a raven that wheeled over the bat­tle­field. “It is your Queen that has done this, is it not?” he de­manded.

The raven squawked but con­sented to speak. “Is this not an un­nat­u­ral spring?” it an­swered. “And does not the wilder­ness rebel against the works of mor­tals? Be­ware your blame, wiz­ard. Look you to your­self.”

It cast it­self back into the air over the bridge as the last words left its mouth, and the great but­tresses on the Tu­rathian side of the gorge slipped, cracked, and fell with a sound like an earth­quake into the misty depths of the Gorge of Noon. The span sagged, leaned, split two-thirds of the way across and car­ried Arkhosian sup­port troops and the bod­ies of the fallen af­ter the bro­ken but­tresses. Un­sup­ported, the re­main­der of the span jut­ted creak­ing out into empty space for a mo­ment longer than Iban Ja thought he could en­dure—then with a sound like a peal of thun­der the en­tire span broke off and fell end over end into the gorge. The bod­ies of Iban Ja’s wiz­ard corps fell with it. Those few who man­aged to fly, and man­aged to sur­vive the bar­rage of tiefling ar­rows, re­turned to the Arkhosian side to watch in hor­ror as the fi­nal part of Bael Tu­rath’s great trap sprang.

From ev­ery cave, ev­ery notch, ev­ery shel­tered space be­low a fallen rock poured tiefling and hu­man, cam­bion and lesser devil. Like ants they poured blackly over the rocks, over­whelm­ing the Arkhosian troops and clos­ing like a flood around the is­land formed by the Knights of Kul. Ral­ly­ing to a de­fen­sive pos­ture, the Knights saw the col­lapse of the bridge. In­stantly they knew what had hap­pened. In the fall­ing of the stones they saw their deaths, and with use­less clar­ity they un­der­stood that even the most sea­soned of sol­diers can fall vic­tim to the thrill of bat­tle.

It be­gan to snow. The raven that had an­swered Iban Ja’s ques­tions wheeled over the bro­ken stub of the bridge.

He killed it with a flick of his fin­gers. The Raven Queen’s fury would fol­low him be­yond his grave, but Iban Ja did not care for her re­gard. He rose into the skies over the gorge, flick­ing aside ar­rows from the other side, sum­mon­ing and mas­ter­ing the wild en­er­gies of the storm that blew down the gorge from the great peaks of the Draco Ser­rata. He did not ex­pect to live through the next hour, but Iban Ja had done a great deal of liv­ing; he was in­ter­ested now in do­ing a lit­tle dy­ing for the em­pire whose ser­vice had dom­i­nated his life.

The storm’s winds blew around him, and Iban Ja breathed them in. He found the el­e­men­tal lan­guage of their strength, taught him­self to speak it, and com­manded the winds to his ser­vice.

On the other side of the gorge, the Knights fought their des­per­ate hold­ing ac­tion. They saw Iban Ja sus­pended over the depths and be­lieved with­out ques­tion that he would come to their res­cue. Never be­fore had the Knights needed res­cue. Per­haps they never would again. Iban Ja com­manded the armies on the Arkhosian side of the gorge to rally and pre­pare. “This will be my last com­mand,” he said. “In the name of ev­ery dwarf that carved you, ev­ery Arkhosian who died when you fell, ev­ery ghost whose un­quiet cry shiv­ered your stone, I say to this bridge: Know me. I am Iban Ja. And with the power of the win­ter wind, I com­mand you rise.”

Light­ning crack­led through the driv­ing snow. The rum­bling of a thou­sand stones echoed up along the walls of the gorge in coun­ter­point to the thun­der and the howl­ing of the wind. Iban Ja be­came the cen­ter of a whirl­wind, the snow spin­ning so tightly and so densely around him that it ap­peared to the as­ton­ished sol­diers as if he had spun him­self a co­coon of snow and wind. Be­low them, blocks of stone rose from the depths of the gorge, the Noon’s wa­ters pour­ing from them as they came once again to the level of the roads on ei­ther side.

No sin­gle mor­tal could re­build the bridge whose build­ing had taken the work and lives of thou­sands. Yet such was the power of Iban Ja that he him­self, as his body was swept away by his icy whirl­wind, brought stones out of the depths and held them there. By force of will and magic, by strength of be­lief and essence, the stone rose and lev­eled and hung in space as the co­coon of snow spun apart and re­vealed that Iban Ja’s body had van­ished. Across the gorge stretched a hop­scotch pat­tern of stone blocks, snowswept and icy. On one side, the armies of Bael Tu­rath threat­ened to over­whelm the Knights of Kul; on the other, the massed forces of Arkhosia stood wait­ing the or­der to charge.

The horn of Arkhosia’s gen­er­als blew, its note clear and pierc­ing through the canyon winds. Arkhosia’s armies charged. The hordes of Tu­rathian tieflings rose to meet them. The sky filled with ar­rows and spears, mag­i­cal en­er­gies and the black wings of wyvern and raven. On stones held up by the mag­i­cal will of Iban Ja, the Sol­stice War of Arkhosia and Bael Tu­rath came to its aw­ful cli­max.
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The day’s ride had brought the party to a sad­dle be­tween two peaks along the first row of moun­tains, with the foothills be­hind them and the higher ranges of the Ser­rata ahead. “How much of that is true?” Remy asked when they were set­tled around the night’s fire.

“All of it,” Iri­ani said.

“The gods sport with mor­tals that way?”

“And with one an­other,” Kithri chuck­led.

“Some of them do,” Keverel said. “Some of them do not.”

“Oh yes, Erathis would never do some­thing like that,” Lu­can said. “Or Ba­hamut, that pompous old lizard. He’s the most prud­ish of the gods. They see him at their god-feasts and wait un­til he leaves so the real fun can be­gin.”

Biri-Daar had been silent all day, while Iri­ani told the story and then while they set up their camp and took care of the horses. Still with­out say­ing a word, she caught Lu­can a hard back­handed slap to the side of the head. The blow knocked him sprawl­ing, but he rolled and came up with a knife in one hand and his sword in the other. Biri-Daar didn’t look up.

“I don’t care for blas­phemy,” she said.

“And I don’t care for pal­adins think­ing they have the right to put their hands on me,” Lu­can said. He lev­eled the sword at Biri-Daar. She put a piece of jerked meat in her mouth, chewed it care­fully, and swal­lowed. All the while Lu­can’s sword hand stayed rock-still and his eyes never left her.

Biri-Daar took a drink of wa­ter, then said, “I apol­o­gize, then. But were things to hap­pen the same way again, I don’t be­lieve I would do any­thing dif­fer­ently.”

The two of them looked at each other. Some of the ten­sion drained from the mo­ment. Remy re­al­ized he had been hold­ing his breath. He ex­haled, slowly, not want­ing to call at­ten­tion to how ner­vous he had been.

“Didn’t some­one buy … Lu­can. It was you, wasn’t it, who bought the spir­its back at the mar­ket? Share them around,” Kithri said. “It’s go­ing to be a hard enough trip up the Crow Road with­out the two of you killing each other the whole way.” She made an in­sis­tent beck­on­ing mo­tion. “Come on. Don’t stand around wav­ing your sword when you’re not go­ing to use it. Kill some­thing to­mor­row. Tonight, let’s have a drink.”

She kept talk­ing, and even­tu­ally Lu­can pulled the bot­tle out of his sad­dle­bag. It went around the fire and the mood light­ened as the sky dark­ened. “Who won, any­way?” Remy said in the mid­dle of a con­ver­sa­tion about the kinds of fish that could be caught in the es­tu­ary of Karga Kul.

“Who won what?” Iri­ani asked.

“The bat­tle. The Sol­stice War.”

“Arkhosia, I think,” Iri­ani said. But right away Biri-Daar con­tra­dicted him.

“At the time, it looked that way,” she said qui­etly. “But it is not al­ways clear who has won a bat­tle when the crows are still pick­ing the bones of the dead.”

Kithri started singing a vul­gar song about a tiefling whore­house, just to change the mood. Ev­ery­one laughed ex­cept Biri-Daar. By the time the moon was di­rectly over­head and they knew they had to sleep, Lu­can’s mood had swung all the way around. “I’ll watch first,” he of­fered. No­body ar­gued.
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In the morn­ing Remy woke first, to find Lu­can still sit­ting ex­actly as he had been when Remy fell asleep. “You took two watches?” he asked.

“One long one,” Lu­can said with a slight shake of his head. “The peace does my mind good. And elves don’t need sleep the way you do.”

Remy stretched and poked at the coals of the fire. “Then you can take all of the watches,” he said.

“I didn’t say we didn’t need rest,” Lu­can said. “Just that we don’t sleep the way hu­mans do.”

“How do you rest, then?”

“You might call it a kind of med­i­ta­tion,” Lu­can said. “To those who don’t do it, it’s dif­fi­cult to ex­plain.” Fog sat in the val­leys be­tween their camp­site and the rise into the next range. Remy could just see the road on the other side, wind­ing its way up and to the north. They had been trav­el­ing west and north­west for the last day or so.

“How long be­fore we get to the bridge?” he asked.

Lu­can shrugged. “I’ve never seen it. Only heard sto­ries. And the only times I’ve been to Karga Kul, I’ve taken ship from Fu­ria.”

“Fu­ria,” Remy re­peated. It was the fifth of the grandiosely named Five Cities of the Gulf, the south­ern book­end to Saak-Opole in the north with Karga Kul, Avankil, and Toradan in the Gulf’s in­te­rior. Of them, only Avankil and Karga Kul were real cities; the oth­ers might once have been greater, but had be­come only glo­ri­fied towns. Still, Remy was smit­ten with the idea of it. One day, he re­solved, I will go to Fu­ria. I will see all five, and those be­yond the Gulf.

“I can see what you’re think­ing,” Lu­can said. “The world’s a mar­velous place, for cer­tain. On the other hand, the world can also make you very dead very fast in a very large num­ber of dif­fer­ent ways. So keep the stars out of your eyes, boy. Learn.”

Remy nod­ded as he flipped twigs into the fire. He blew on them un­til they flared and caught. “I have learned,” he said. “Al­ready.”

Lu­can cracked a smile, a rar­ity for him as far as Remy could tell. “I think you have. There’s al­ways more, though. Don’t for­get that. You’ve got a good spark in you,” he added, stand­ing up and stretch­ing. “You might go a long way if you live through this first trip.” The elf cracked his knuck­les and went to see to the horses. Of­ten, Remy had ob­served, he did this be­fore the oth­ers awoke. The sto­ried elf affin­ity for an­i­mals and the nat­u­ral world was strong in Lu­can; Remy was start­ing to think that it made him un­fit for the com­pany of the speak­ing races.

“What’s Fu­ria like?” he asked.

“I think it’s my fa­vorite of the Five,” Lu­can said. “Al­though I hate cities, or any set­tle­ments, re­ally. So that’s some­thing like ask­ing me what my fa­vorite as­pect of Or­cus is.”

The name of the de­monic prince took some of the gleam out of the morn­ing. “Odd com­par­i­son,” Remy said.

Lu­can grinned again as he looked at one of the horses’ teeth. “They told you never to use his name, am I right? That he might hear and be an­gry that you weren’t be­ing rev­er­ent enough? I’ve heard that as well. The truth is, Remy, Or­cus doesn’t care what any­one says about him. His hu­man min­ions might, or might pre­tend to so Or­cus will take no­tice of them and trans­form them into one of his hi­ero­phants. But if some­one told you that Or­cus would come and eat you be­cause of some­thing you said, they were just try­ing to scare you. Who was it, your mother?”

“It’s been a long time since I saw my mother,” Remy said.

“Me too,” Lu­can said. His smile faded. “So who was it?”

“Philomen,” Remy said.

“The vizier?”

“Once I was tak­ing a sealed scroll from his cham­bers to a ship wait­ing to sail for … I think it was Karga Kul,” Remy re­called. “He told me to run as fast as I could, to stop for noth­ing. I said that the only thing that would make me run faster was if Or­cus was chas­ing me. He said …

“You don’t want to joke about that. That Or­cus isn’t a fit topic for hu­mor­ous con­ver­sa­tion. He said he’s far too real, and far too … I don’t know.”

“Sounds sen­si­ble to me,” Lu­can said. “But only if you be­lieve that cer­tain top­ics can­not be joked about. I don’t be­lieve that. Want a bit of ad­vice? You shouldn’t ei­ther. Laugh­ter is one of the few things we have that will al­ways be strong against the dark­ness. You’re go­ing to die, right?”

Remy didn’t say any­thing. He wasn’t sure it was a ques­tion that re­quired an an­swer. In­stead of an­swer­ing, he added larger sticks to the fire. It was nearly the last of the fire­wood they had brought from Crow Fork Mar­ket; for­tu­nately they wouldn’t have much trou­ble find­ing it in the coun­try ahead. Remy could see pine forests grow­ing up the flanks of the moun­tains. He could smell them as well, as the ris­ing sun burned off the fog and brought out the scents of the foothills.

“Right?” Lu­can prompted.

“Right.”

“Right. And if you’re go­ing to die, and you know you can’t pre­vent it, you might as well laugh at it.”

“How old are you, Lu­can?” Remy asked. He heard stir­ring. The oth­ers were awak­en­ing, kick­ing at their blan­kets and hear­ing the sound of the fire as it licked up around the fresh fuel.

Lu­can shrugged, mov­ing on to the next horse. It was Remy’s, and he paid close at­ten­tion to what Lu­can did. Here was some­thing else he could learn, since he didn’t fig­ure Lu­can would be around for­ever to do it for him. Teeth, ears, eyes, hooves … Remy watched.

“I’m not sure,” Lu­can said. “I cel­e­brate my birth­day on the spring sol­stice.”

“Do you have some idea?”

“Sev­enty, eighty. No mat­ter. I’ve got some years yet to live.”

“Fa­mous last words,” Kithri in­ter­jected. She scuffed a spot in the coals for a com­i­cally bat­tered metal teapot. Set­ting it in the ashes, she scooped dried herbs into a spoon of metal mesh and set it on the rim of the mug she was never with­out. She had brought a loaf of bread to the fire too, set­ting it on a rock to warm.

“Pos­si­bly, Kithri,” Lu­can said. “Good morn­ing to you. How old are you, since we’re in­ter­ested in each other’s na­tal mo­ments?”

“Forty-four,” she said. “Remy?”

“Nine­teen,” he said.

“I can tell you right now you’re by far the youngest of us,” Keverel said. “I have thirty-six years and can guar­an­tee that both Iri­ani and Biri-Daar are older.”

“And what that means,” Iri­ani said as he broke off a piece of bread, “is that you should go get wa­ter.”

Remy did, a bit an­noyed but also sat­is­fied that he was be­ing taken into the group. He was past be­ing grate­ful but not past ap­pre­ci­at­ing the way Biri-Daar and the rest had brought him along and made him a part of their group.

Part of that, of course, prob­a­bly had to do with the mys­te­ri­ous en­chanted box that swung against his hip as he walked. If they had just wanted to take it, they could have killed Remy eas­ily enough. He was no longer wor­ried about that. He was, how­ever, still con­scious that how­ever much they might ges­ture to­ward mak­ing him a part of the group, they were still more or less forc­ing him to come along. Now that he had a horse, he could have turned around and headed for Toradan, but …

He looked around, re­mem­ber­ing. Scor­pi­ons, kobolds, the cack­le­fiend … they were af­ter him, no doubt about it, which meant they were af­ter what he had. He drew the wa­ter, fill­ing ev­ery­one’s skins at a freshet that ran down into a nar­row gully and dis­ap­peared into the val­ley. Re­turn­ing with them strung to­gether across his shoul­ders, he put a ques­tion to­gether in his mind and asked it of the first per­son he saw. “Keverel,” he said. “Should I just open the box?”

The cleric was just stand­ing up af­ter his morn­ing prayers. “What?”

“The box I’m car­ry­ing. Why not just open it? If it’s go­ing to draw pur­suit ei­ther way, wouldn’t we be bet­ter off know­ing what’s in it?” Remy took it out and tapped the latch with a fin­ger­nail. The char­ac­ters carved in its lid glowed dimly and a buzzing sounded in Remy’s ears.

With both hands held out in front of him, Keverel said, “Don’t.”

“Why not?” Remy felt the latch un­der his thumb­nail. Two of his other fin­gers pressed against waxen seals worked into the seam un­der the box’s lid.

“Remy, none of us know what will hap­pen if you do that. You might well not sur­vive it. Do you think Philomen put those seals on it so they would tickle you if you opened it?”

“You’ll die, boy,” an­other voice said, just off to Remy’s right.

Re­flex­ively he looked in that di­rec­tion; as he did, Keverel stepped for­ward and ripped the box from his hands. Remy reached af­ter it and Biri-Daar, who had ap­peared at his right to dis­tract him, pinned his arms. She held him fast, and af­ter an ini­tial strug­gle Remy re­laxed. “Are you go­ing to stay set­tled if I let you go?” she asked.

He nod­ded. “I will.”

Biri-Daar re­leased him. “Remy,” Keverel said. Remy no­ticed that the rest of the group was watch­ing. “Ei­ther we should open this or you should give it to one of us for a while.”

“Open it, then,” he said, know­ing they wouldn’t. “Open it.”

Keverel looked at the box, then around. “In fa­vor?”

Only Kithri raised a hand.

Look­ing back at Remy, Keverel said, “Set­tled. We’re not go­ing to open it. What we are go­ing to do is deal with what­ever ap­pears to take it from you. Then, when we get to Karga Kul, we will seek the help of the Mage Trust in ei­ther open­ing the box, de­stroy­ing it, or fig­ur­ing out an­other course of ac­tion.” He looked at the rest. “Yes?”

A round of nods. Keverel looked back to Remy. “It is prob­a­ble,” he went on, “that ev­ery time this box leaves your hands, that draws the vizier’s at­ten­tion. It is also prob­a­ble that what­ever draws the vizier’s at­ten­tion draws other at­ten­tion as well.”

“What he’s say­ing in his ex­cru­ci­at­ingly diplo­matic way,” Lu­can in­ter­rupted, “is ex­actly what Roji told you back at Crow Fork Mar­ket. Ev­ery time you make one of us take the box away from you, you en­dan­ger all of our lives. By Melora, it is about time you un­der­stood that.” He stalked back to­ward the fire, then stopped half­way there. “We didn’t save your life for you to cost us ours!” he called.

Keverel walked up to Remy and held out the box. “I wouldn’t have put it that way,” the cleric said. “Now that it has been said, how­ever, I do not re­pu­di­ate what Lu­can said. Our lives are not yours to toy with be­cause you’re hav­ing sec­ond thoughts about ac­cept­ing your pack­age. Take it.”

Remy did.

“Now hold it. Do not open it. Do not com­plain about it. Show it to no one else un­til we ar­rive at Karga Kul. Un­der­stood?”

“I un­der­stand,” Remy said. “Sorry.”

“We want no apolo­gies,” Biri-Daar said as she walked by him car­ry­ing the wa­ter­skins he’d dropped when she grabbed his arms. “We want—we need—to be able to rely on you.”

They broke camp and sad­dled up to ride with­out say­ing any­thing else. It was a quiet day af­ter that, down into the val­ley and on along the road as it rose to­ward the next range of the Ser­rata … un­til they saw the first of the orcs.
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Remy spot­ted it first, lean­ing out from an over­look on the steep slope that broke up from the road to their right. Lu­can was rid­ing next to him. With­out point­ing, he said, “Lu­can. Orc on the moun­tain, up to the right.”

In one smooth move, Lu­can un­slung his bow, nocked an ar­row, and fired. The snap of the bow­string got the rest of the party’s at­ten­tion; they came ready, hands on hilts. At their last river cross­ing, Remy had picked up a pouch full of lemon-sized stones. He shook his sling loose and fit­ted a stone into it, look­ing up the slopes on ei­ther side of the road as Lu­can’s ar­row found its mark. The orc sen­try crum­pled out of sight. For a mo­ment none of them said any­thing; they held still, putting ev­ery sense to work find­ing out whether there were any more.

“Should we go make sure?” Kithri said qui­etly.

Lu­can shook his head. “No need.”

“I be­lieve him,” Biri-Daar said. “We go on, but care­fully. There is never only one orc.”

Never only one, Remy thought. That was the first one he had ever seen.

“And where there are orcs, there are usu­ally hob­gob­lins giv­ing their or­ders,” Biri-Daar added.

The fol­low­ers of Gru­umsh had been the ma­te­rial of sto­ries to scare the chil­dren of Avankil since Remy had been old enough for his el­ders to want to frighten him. He had al­ways known they were real, but un­til see­ing that one Remy had never ex­pected to see an orc in the flesh. He cer­tainly hadn’t seen it for long.

And now he was learn­ing that they were serv­ing the hob­gob­lins. It was as if all of the fa­bles Remy had heard as a child were com­ing to life around him.

“Wouldn’t be sur­prised to see ogres be­fore it’s all over,” Kithri said.

The horses’ hooves clipped along the an­cient stones. They looked up and saw noth­ing ex­cept scrubby pine trees and hawks rid­ing the up­drafts along the faces of the moun­tains that rose up around them. Oc­ca­sion­ally a lizard skipped be­tween rocks. Ev­ery mo­tion wore at their nerves a lit­tle more. “Bring them,” Lu­can re­peated ev­ery so of­ten. “Bring them. Any­thing to kill the sus­pense.”

About an hour af­ter the first sight­ing, they saw smoke in the sky ahead. An hour later, the road rose next to a tum­bling creek un­til they crested a ridge and dis­cov­ered the source. There had once been a farm­stead there; three or four thatched out­build­ings ar­ranged around a cen­tral home with stone walls and a beam roof. They could tell it was a beam roof be­cause the charred stumps of some of the beams still an­gled up from the top edge of the walls. The out­build­ings were col­lapsed into smok­ing rub­ble. In the yard just out­side the door­way lay a body, face­down. Not far away lay a dog, evis­cer­ated, its limbs cut off and flung away. They ap­proached and Keverel said, “Gnawed the bones. Not just of the dog.”

“Who lives out here?” Kithri said. “Might as well beg the pass­ing orcs to stop for lunch. Un­til the ogres eat them in turn.”

“A bit of re­spect for the dead,” Biri-Daar said.

They looked around to see if there were sur­vivors, but found none. “Not a ter­ri­ble place,” Lu­can said. “Fish in the river, deer in the val­leys. Enough sun for a gar­den. I would set­tle down here. Right at the edge of where the moun­tains rise up.” Tears stood in the elf’s eyes. “Biri-Daar, I re­al­ize that our er­rand is of ter­ri­ble im­port, but if there is an af­ter­noon to spend killing orcs I would con­sider it a boon.”

Iri­ani looked out across the clear­ing, across the road to where the ridge curled and rose far­ther into a maze of notched canyons. “An af­ter­noon well spent,” he said.

From in­side the house, where she had gone to en­sure there were no sur­vivors, Biri-Daar emerged. “At times, one must put aside an er­rand to spend an af­ter­noon in char­ity.”
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The orcs’ track wasn’t hard to fol­low. It led across the me­an­der­ing river at a broad ford less than a mile along the road from the sacked home­stead. From there it climbed at an an­gle away from the road, fol­low­ing an old land­slide scar up to an over­hung ledge where a pair of orcs stood crack­ing bloody bones in their teeth. Lu­can dropped one of them with an ar­row and Remy the other with a slung stone. Im­me­di­ately Kithri ap­peared from the scrub at the side of the ledge to make sure both were dead. At a hand sig­nal from her, the rest of the party made their way to the ledge. The over­hung hol­low opened into a cave. With­out hes­i­ta­tion they fell into the or­der of bat­tle that had al­ready be­come their un­spo­ken habit. Biri-Daar and Keverel led, flanked by Lu­can and Remy, with Kithri and Iri­ani im­me­di­ately be­hind. They stormed down the main pas­sage, kick­ing aside heaps of stink­ing refuse and mak­ing it all the way to the first split be­fore they en­coun­tered re­sis­tance.

Surg­ing out from the pitch-dark depths of both branches, the orcs swarmed them. As soon as it hap­pened, their or­der of bat­tle meant noth­ing. Orcs were ev­ery­where, tram­pling over their dead to over­whelm the in­vaders. They were sub­hu­man, sav­age beasts liv­ing in filth, de­stroy­ing all that was beau­ti­ful. All of Remy’s child­hood sto­ries came to life; he cut them down as fast as they got within range of his sword, and still there were more. Light blazed along the ceil­ings of the pas­sages, re­veal­ing bro­ken-off sta­lac­tites and the teem­ing forms of the orcs. Keverel had brought the light, and in the sud­den il­lu­mi­na­tion Iri­ani could see where all of his com­rades were. Remy saw him step off to one side, putting him­self against the wall; Remy went with him, an­tic­i­pat­ing that the wiz­ard would be plan­ning some­thing mag­i­cal and would need pro­tec­tion to com­plete it.

He was right. As soon as he got there, he de­flected chal­lenges from a clus­ter of orcs and then the branch pas­sage­way ex­ploded in a crackle of fire that in­cin­er­ated ev­ery orc in sight. The fire van­ished and the rush of air drew the air from Remy’s lungs.

In the other pas­sage, Biri-Daar and Lu­can were hew­ing their way through the re­main­ing orcs. The rest of the party joined them and to­gether they punched into the cham­ber at the heart of the orcs’ lair … just as the sur­viv­ing orcs scat­tered and a pair of ogres ap­peared, flank­ing a larger orc with rit­u­al­ized scars sur­round­ing the open socket of the eye he had sac­ri­ficed to his god. “Eye of Gru­umsh,” Lu­can said. “You, orc! Elf here!”

As clumsy a ploy as it was, it worked per­fectly. The god of the elves, Corel­lon, had gouged the eye from the orc pa­tron Gru­umsh. The orcs who mim­icked that wound nur­tured a ha­tred of elves and all things el­ven.

The Eye of Gru­umsh said some­thing in Or­cish and the ogres lum­bered for­ward, both to pro­tect it and to de­stroy the elf in­ter­loper. Biri-Daar met one of them head on, step­ping in­side the loop­ing swing of its morn­ingstar and open­ing its guts with a hooked thrust. The other ogre swat­ted Lu­can down to his knees and the Eye of Gru­umsh sprang closer for the kill, its bat­tle cry nearly drown­ing out the dy­ing roars of the gut­ted ogre. It had its spear raised, its mouth open, its one good eye wide in tri­umph—un­til Kithri’s thrown knife flashed across the cham­ber and struck at an an­gle up through the roof of its mouth.

Its cry trailed off and the spear thrust drove through Lu­can’s shoul­der in­stead of his ribs, the spear head snap­ping off on the stone floor. Stag­ger­ing, the Eye of Gru­umsh took an­other blow as a sec­ond knife snapped into the hol­low of its throat un­der the jaw. It dropped straight down, still grip­ping the haft of the bro­ken spear.

Remy and Biri-Daar pressed the re­main­ing ogre. If there were any more orcs about, they had fled into the deeper re­cesses of the cave. The ogre fought with a fire-hard­ened wooden club, bro­ken blades ham­mered into its head. Know­ing it was out­num­bered, the ogre backed to­ward an open­ing in the cave, forc­ing them to ap­proach it from the front. Its club made a heavy whoosh with ev­ery swing, each pow­er­ful enough to splin­ter a row of skulls and fan their brains out across the near­est wall.

Even an ogre’s strength has lim­its. Biri-Daar, fear­less with the strength of her god, pressed near the limit of the club’s range. She timed the swing and the back­swing—once, twice. On the third, she stepped in­side and jammed her sword up un­der the ogre’s armpit. The ogre clamped the wounded arm around the drag­onborn pal­adin, crush­ing her to it in a suf­fo­cat­ing em­brace. The club dropped; with its free hand, the ogre tore Biri-Daar’s sword free of its flesh and threw it away.

Then Keverel was there, smash­ing his mace into the arm that held Biri-Daar. With him came Remy, his blade flick­ing out in search of the vul­ner­a­ble gaps in the ogre’s hide ar­mor. Iri­ani pro­tected the rear, de­stroy­ing the oc­ca­sional strag­gling orc as it ap­peared.

Last, and most lethally, came Kithri, danc­ing be­tween the ogre’s legs to open the artery on the in­side of its thigh. She was fast, and the ogre was ter­ri­bly wounded—still it was fast for its size, catch­ing her with a spas­tic kick that smashed her into the wall. She cried out and rolled away as the mor­tally wounded ogre top­pled against the wall above her and slid down, its wounded leg un­able to hold its weight and its lifeblood spilling in a thick fall from shoul­der and thigh. Remy stepped in again, thrust­ing deep into the pit of its stom­ach. It flailed at him, miss­ing, and Biri-Daar fell away from it, fight­ing free of its grasp as it slid down the wall and died.

Be­fore it had drawn its last breath, Remy vaulted the body and kneeled next to Kithri. Her face was wild with pain, her teeth bared and grit­ted. When he picked her up to carry her back to Keverel, she cried out again. “Hush,” Lu­can said heart­lessly, what­ever na­tive tact he pos­sessed tem­po­rar­ily driven out by his own wound. “You’ll draw what­ever else lives back in these caves.”

Kithri might have said many things. In­stead she took his ad­vice, clamp­ing her mouth shut even when Remy laid her down on the hard stone next to Lu­can. She did man­age to glare at him; he winked in re­turn.

While Keverel did what he could to heal them both, Biri-Daar called Remy over. “We need to fol­low these two pas­sages as far as we can, to make sure we got them all,” she said. “There have been no young, which means this is a raid­ing party. Prob­a­bly they only planned to stay here a few weeks, un­til they had de­spoiled the area. If we had got­ten here a few days ear­lier …” She trailed off and Remy in­stantly knew what she was think­ing.

If they had not stopped to save him, they would have found the orcs be­fore they de­stroyed the home­stead back in the ridge clear­ing. Sav­ing his life had cost the lives of any­one there.

“It’s a fool’s choice,” Iri­ani said softly. He too could see where Biri-Daar’s thoughts had gone. “When you can tell the fu­ture, pal­adin of Ba­hamut, then you may rep­ri­mand your­self for telling it in­cor­rectly.”

Biri-Daar looked at him, then around at the car­nage. “Let us search and make sure this place is cleansed of its filth,” she said.

“And do bring back what­ever you find that is both light and valu­able,” Lu­can added. He caught his breath as Keverel sank a nee­dle into the meat of his shoul­der. “Hurry, be­fore this mur­der­ous cleric puts an end to me.”

“We should have such for­tune,” Kithri mut­tered. Her voice sounded odd to Remy but he put the thought out of his mind. Biri-Daar had or­dered him to clear out the back tun­nels, and clear out the back tun­nels he would. Keverel knew his busi­ness.

Remy found noth­ing in the rear tun­nels, even when as­sisted by a cantrip of Iri­ani’s that set a pleas­ant light glow­ing from the buckle of his belt. Trash, bones, filth. Noth­ing else. He re­turned the way he had come, care­fully, and found both Lu­can and Kithri sit­ting up. “Time to go,” Iri­ani said.

“This is an aw­ful place,” Lu­can groused. “Odor enough to kill you dead, orcs and ogres nearly enough to kill you all over again …”

“…  And noth­ing to show for it,” Kithri fin­ished for him.

“Per­haps it is just that the two most larce­nous mem­bers of our group did not par­tic­i­pate in the search,” Biri-Daar sug­gested with­out look­ing at ei­ther of them. She was work­ing with a row of dam­aged scales on her arm, pick­ing loose the bits that would not heal.

Ev­ery­one else in the cave looked at one an­other to be sure that the pal­adin had in fact told a joke. They were never sure.

It was true that their search had yielded very lit­tle that was valu­able, and of that vir­tu­ally noth­ing that was light. The only thing of any value was an enor­mous mir­ror framed in what looked like sil­ver. Iri­ani had found it lean­ing up against a dead end in one of the side tun­nels. He could de­tect no magic in it. “Break off the frame and let’s take it with us,” Kithri said.

Ev­ery­one ig­nored her. Some of them did take the chance to re­gard the progress of their beards. Of the three who had to shave, none had since leav­ing Crow Fork Mar­ket. “Soon we’ll all look like dwarves,” Iri­ani said upon see­ing him­self. “Dwarves who have spent time on the rack.”

When they emerged into day­light again and found their horses crop­ping the brush at the edge of the river, less than two hours had passed since Remy and Lu­can had cut down the two orcs snack­ing on the ledge. The sun was drop­ping to­ward the west­ern peaks. “We’ve wasted the af­ter­noon on this,” Keverel said. “None of us wants to camp so close to that nest, I would guess.”

“You would guess cor­rectly,” Biri-Daar said. “But few of us would wish to go much far­ther.”

“Then over the next pass,” Lu­can said.

Kithri spat from her horse. “This pass, that pass. What dif­fer­ence does it make?”

“Over the next pass is into the fi­nal climb to­ward Iban Ja’s bridge,” Lu­can said. “I don’t think we’ll find any orcs or ogres up there.”

“Why not?” Remy asked.

“The cam­bions and hob­gob­lins scare them away. Or slaugh­ter them,” Iri­ani said.

Nod­ding, Lu­can added, “That’s if the sor­rows­worn don’t get them first.”

“Sor­rows­worn?” Remy had never heard the name. Or term.

“Per­haps you will have the good for­tune not to find out,” Iri­ani said. No­body would say any­thing else about it. They rode on, and camped be­yond the next pass, alight­ing from their horses just as the last of the sun van­ished be­hind the moun­tains, its dy­ing rays slant­ing up into the sky.
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As it turned out, they did not reach Iban Ja’s bridge un­til the sec­ond day af­ter they cleaned out the lair of orcs. Biri-Daar was re­luc­tant to push the pace while Kithri and Lu­can were re­cov­er­ing from their wounds. When they did come to the bridge, Remy re­al­ized that ev­ery­thing he had heard about it—and by that time he had heard quite a lot—had ut­terly failed to pre­pare him for the re­al­ity of see­ing it for him­self.

They had just stopped for lunch at the head of a slot canyon through which the road an­gled down, fol­low­ing the canyon floor. Al­ready Remy could hear a dis­tant roar, but de­spite what Biri-Daar and Lu­can said, he could not be­lieve that was the sound of a trib­u­tary river to the Black­fall, rum­bling from the bot­tom of a gorge said to be a thou­sand feet deep. “What is it re­ally?” he asked with an un­cer­tain smile. They shook their heads and said if he didn’t be­lieve them, he would just have to see for him­self.

Which now he was.

The road ended in a tum­ble of scree that fell a few dozen yards to the lip of the gorge it­self. Remy couldn’t see its bot­tom from where they stood. Around them reared up im­pass­able walls of stone, with the nar­row­est of ledges on the left side of the scree.

And ahead of them, hang­ing im­pos­si­bly in the empty air, was the Bridge of Iban Ja. Remy tried to count the stones, but could not. Some of them were larger than the house where he had last taken a meal in Avankil. Some were no larger than a man. Gath­ered to­gether, they were a mo­saic im­pres­sion of a bridge, the gaps be­tween them some­times nar­row enough for a halfling to tip­toe across and some­times wide enough that no sane mor­tal would en­deavor the jump with­out wings. Bits of cloth on sticks flut­tered from cracks in some of the rocks, the guide­posts of long-past trav­el­ers. All of the stones moved slightly, rock­ing in the winds that howled through the Gorge of Noon as if they floated on the sur­face of a gen­tled ocean, or a wide and flat stretch of river. Snow clung to some of them, and drifted in sculpted shapes across the flat edges of oth­ers.

“Well,” Kithri said, “now we’ve seen it. Biri-Daar, what did you say the other way across this gorge was?”

“It in­volves trav­el­ing fifty leagues off the road to a ford,” Biri-Daar said. “We have no time. I have crossed Iban Ja’s bridge be­fore. It held me. It will hold you.”

“And by this point, cross­ing it is no longer a mat­ter of choice,” Keverel chimed in.

“Is that so,” Kithri be­gan. She saw Keverel point­ing back up the road, turned to see what he was in­di­cat­ing, and saw—as Remy did at that ex­act mo­ment—the band of tieflings stand­ing in the road be­hind them. As they watched, the band of per­haps a dozen was for­ti­fied with ten times as many hob­gob­lin ma­raud­ers.

Remy had seen fewer tieflings than drag­onborn. The drag­onborn in Avankil had their clan hall, and con­ducted busi­ness when they had busi­ness to con­duct. The city’s tieflings, per­haps sen­si­tive to the per­ma­nent stain on their her­itage, kept to them­selves when they could. When they dealt with non-tieflings, their bravado and short tem­pers re­sulted in vexed in­ter­ac­tions. Ev­ery­one Remy had ever known, from Quay­side toughs to Philomen the vizier him­self, had warned him to steer clear of tieflings.

Now here he was, his back to a path­way of rocks float­ing in midair, fac­ing a large num­ber of ex­actly those crea­tures he had been told his en­tire life to avoid. Remy touched the box hang­ing at his side and won­dered what it might have con­trib­uted to this turn of events. He imag­ined that, if they sur­vived the next hour, Lu­can and the oth­ers might have sim­i­lar ques­tions.

“It seems that some of these tieflings still be­lieve they fight for Bael Tu­rath,” Lu­can ob­served.

“And that we, some­how, wear the col­ors of Arkhosia,” Kithri added. “Well, we do have a drag­onborn with us.”

“It gets worse,” Lu­can said.

“I can hardly see how,” Kithri said.

“I can,” Iri­ani said. “Out there on the bridge, see that? That is a cam­bion ma­gus.”

Some­thing about his tone struck up a quiet, creep­ing fear in Remy’s mind. Iri­ani, who had faced down ev­ery­thing they had seen thus far with­out bat­ting an eye, now paused. “Devil’s off­spring,” Iri­ani said. “You must not speak to it. These magi have the gift of de­ceit. They would talk any of you right off the bridge.”

“You’re as­sum­ing any of us are go­ing on the bridge,” Kithri said. She was up on a rock at the very edge of the cliff, look­ing down into the gorge. “If,” she added, “you can call it a bridge. Who­ever named it, I’m guess­ing, had never laid eyes on it.”

“I read once that Iban Ja’s ghost lives in­side one of the stones,” Keverel said. “One won­ders whether he would be an ally or foe.”

More tieflings and hob­gob­lins spilled from crevices in the canyon walls. “Time to find out,” Biri-Daar said. “Un­less we’d rather fight our way through them and go back to Toradan.”

“I think I would rather do that,” Kithri said. “But I also think you were mak­ing a bad at­tempt at a joke.”

“And I think that your sense of hu­mor is not nearly as well-de­vel­oped as you as­sume,” Biri-Daar said. “Iri­ani. Let us go and rid the world of a cam­bion.”

She leaped to the first block and crossed it in three steps. Iri­ani fol­lowed. As they stepped across the next gap, the hob­gob­lins gath­ered at the end of the road charged with a roar. Be­hind them, the tieflings cocked cross­bows and fired, get­ting the range to the near­est part of the bridge. Kithri danced down the rock face to the edge of the scree, flick­ing a stream of dag­gers at the mass of hob­gob­lins be­fore she made a run­ning jump to­ward the first stone of Iban Ja’s bridge. She landed at the stone’s edge and tum­bled, spring­ing to her feet. Right be­hind her came Lu­can, nock­ing and fir­ing ar­rows with un­canny elf grace as he picked his way back­ward down the scree be­fore fir­ing off a last shot and turn­ing to skip across the void to the stone.

Shoul­der to shoul­der, Remy and Keverel backed their way to­ward the edge of the cliff, skirt­ing the rim of the scree slope to the place Kithri had se­lected for her leap. “My an­ces­tors were cit­i­zens of Bael Tu­rath,” the cleric said. “We were one of the few fam­i­lies who re­fused to take part in the di­a­bol­i­cal pact that cre­ated these tieflings. I do be­lieve they would hold that against me if they knew.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t tell them,” Remy said.

The lead­ers of the hob­gob­lin charge reached them, four abreast; among them came tieflings as well, bear­ing the cru­elly carved blades of their kind. “We should go,” Keverel said. “Remy.”

“What?” Remy said, think­ing the cleric was talk­ing to him. He glanced to his left and saw that Keverel had spo­ken over his mace, which glowed briefly with a pale light be­fore Keverel de­flected the first tiefling’s swing and stove in its skull with a blow of his own. At the con­tact, Remy felt a surge of strength; his sword grew light in his hands; he flicked aside two wild at­tacks, piv­ot­ing be­tween the pair of tieflings to ham­string one and sink the blade half-deep in the other’s back.

A blow rang across the back of his hel­met and Remy’s eyes swam. He heard the whis­tle of an ar­row pass­ing close and the gar­gled scream of an en­emy try­ing to breathe into punc­tured lungs. The blows of Keverel’s mace, steady as the tolling of a bell, marked the time as they fought a slow re­treat to the edge of the cliff, with Lu­can and Kithri killing from dis­tance while Biri-Daar and Iri­ani made their way ever closer to the cam­bion ma­gus at the mid­point of the bridge.

“Go,” Keverel said when they reached the edge. “You first.”

Remy didn’t ar­gue. It was in the cleric’s na­ture to send oth­ers first. He jumped, clear­ing the gap eas­ily, and landed on his feet. Keverel was right be­hind him. As soon as they turned back to the cliff edge, the hob­gob­lins started to fol­low. Not all of them made the jump; some caught the edge of the stone and then slipped to fall scream­ing into the misty depths of the gorge. Oth­ers slipped or were pushed off the cliff face by the press of their charg­ing com­rades. The tiefling cross­bow­men, aban­don­ing the idea of Iban Ja’s bridge al­to­gether, had started work­ing their way up the sides of the canyon wall in search of shoot­ing po­si­tions. One of them reached a ledge thirty feet or so above Kithri’s for­mer perch. It was tak­ing aim when Lu­can no­ticed and picked it off.

“That won’t be the last one,” he said. “We’re go­ing to need to get out into the mid­dle be­fore too many more of them get up there.”

From stone to stone they leaped. The larger ones moved not at all at the im­pact of mor­tal foot, but land­ing on the smaller ones was pre­car­i­ous be­cause they dipped and tilted from the fresh weight. Remy quickly dis­cov­ered that the old bits of cloth and their stakes were a re­li­able guide to a safe pas­sage us­ing stones of suf­fi­cient size, and he thanked all of the gods—not just Pelor—for the life and work of the un­known trav­eler who had set them there. “Hold them here for a mo­ment,” Keverel panted as they gained an es­pe­cially large block set at an an­gle to the rest, so that any­one wish­ing to make the leap onto it had to land on one cor­ner. Remy and Keverel waited for Kithri and Lu­can to make the jump with them. To­gether the four held back five times that num­ber of hob­gob­lins.

“Where do they all come from?” Kithri won­dered aloud.

Lu­can loosed an ar­row at some­thing only he had seen, back to­ward the lip of the gorge. “The halls of the dwarves that lived in the gorge, I’d guess. It was one of the places their an­ces­tors lived af­ter they drove the dwarves out.” He nocked and fired an­other ar­row. “Cam­bion back there, too.”

“Still?” Kithri skipped off to one side for a bet­ter per­spec­tive.

“No, was,” Lu­can said. “But don’t be sur­prised if there are more of them spot­ted in among the tieflings here.”

Be­hind them, Biri-Daar and Iri­ani were within fifty feet of the cam­bion ma­gus. Land­ing af­ter her most re­cent leap, the drag­onborn faced the cam­bion ma­gus and clashed her sword and shield to­gether. “Make way and live, devil,” she said. “Or re­main and die. It’s all the same to me.”

The cam­bion spread his arms in a wel­com­ing ges­ture. “Af­ter the bat­tle,” he said, “I will find your head at the bot­tom of the gorge. I will place it next to my hearth and I will make it speak those words again and again.”

Hell­fire arced be­tween the ma­gus’s hands. Iri­ani landed along­side Biri-Daar on the first stone of the bridge as flames curled out of Biri-Daar’s nos­trils. The thrill of bat­tle burned through her. With an en­emy be­fore her, she knew who she was. To­gether they strode to the next gap and cleared it in a long step. They paused, wait­ing for the stone un­der their feet to stop rock­ing. Three stones re­mained be­tween them and the cam­bion.

“Quickly there!” Lu­can called over his shoul­der. Cross­bow bolts were be­gin­ning to fall around them as the tieflings found the range. They were forced to give up their po­si­tion, which meant giv­ing up that en­tire block all at once; the mo­ment they stepped back, hob­gob­lins leaped across and pur­sued them to the next gap. It turned into a sprint punc­tu­ated by reck­less leaps across greater and greater gaps. Kithri slowed their pur­suers down some­what with a scat­ter­ing of cal­trops in their wake. A half-dozen hob­gob­lins pulled up with punc­tured feet, bog­ging down those that came be­hind un­til they were shoved out of the way.

That gained them a full stone of dis­tance, with two gaps. They turned and poured ar­rows, sling stones, and throw­ing knives into the front rank of their pur­suers, slow­ing but not stop­ping them.

Then out of the caves that lined the gorge, where once the tieflings of Bael Tu­rath had un­der­mined the great bridge, came the black waft­ing shapes of sor­rows­worn.

“I was afraid of this,” Iri­ani said. He and Biri-Daar were two jumps from the cam­bion ma­gus. He had spent the trip drench­ing the two of them in ev­ery pro­tec­tive magic he could think of while they said their prayers to Corel­lon and Ba­hamut that the devil’s Abyssal mag­ics would not over­come them.

Now the sor­rows­worn—three of them, sur­rounded by the flick­er­ing mid­night tor­rent of what could only be shad­owravens—meant that he was go­ing to have to di­vide his at­ten­tions. With a sweep­ing ges­ture, Iri­ani erected a mag­i­cal bar­rier that would slow the sor­rows­worn. At the same time he looked back to­ward where his four com­pan­ions were slow­ing the pur­suit of the tieflings. “Sor­rows­worn!” he cried out. “Keverel!”

The cleric turned and saw the sor­rows­worn. Im­me­di­ately he dropped his shield to bran­dish his holy sym­bol of Erathis in their di­rec­tion. “You sliv­ers of death, frag­ments of the Shad­owfell it­self,” he in­toned. “You haunters of bat­tle­fields, reapers of souls. You will not take those un­der the pro­tec­tion of Erathis!”

At the god’s name, the ris­ing sor­rows­worn slowed. The bril­liance of Keverel’s holy light held them back … but the shad­owravens swarmed around the stones, look­ing for a way in.

“Biri-Daar, fin­ish this!” the cleric called. If the sor­rows­worn got close, their trick­ery would get in­side the mind of who­ever they seized on first. They fed on de­spair and rel­ished the fi­nal thoughts of the sui­cides they cre­ated. In the midst of a bat­tle, one mo­ment of dis­trac­tion caused by un­cer­tainty or re­mem­bered fail­ure could be de­ci­sive. The sor­rows­worn could not ap­proach too near, but they could reach out and find one who might be prey to their wiles.
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In the same way wordly fire burned wood, the cam­bion’s ma­gian fire was fu­eled by the soul. It raised its staff and Biri-Daar’s mouth opened in a scream as she felt the soulscorch burn through her. By her side, Iri­ani did the same—and both of them, strength­ened by their gods and by the wordly pow­ers of the cleric Keverel, sur­vived the soulscorch and kept on. Iri­ani blew across his palm, and a film of ice ap­peared on the block where the cam­bion ma­gus stood. It slipped, reach­ing out to break its fall and melt the ice with a fiery dis­charge. Steam masked it for a mo­ment as the ice boiled away; when the gorge’s winds blew the steam away, Biri-Daar stood be­fore it.

It struck at her with fire. She struck back with steel. Again fire blazed from the cam­bion, wash­ing over the drag­onborn to leave her charred and smok­ing—and again she an­swered with a sword stroke, crack­ing its staff in two. The dis­charge of the staff’s hellish en­ergy en­veloped them both in a swirl of fire; when it faded, Biri-Daar opened her mouth and spat out a long tongue of her own fire.

“You guessed wrong, devil,” she said, and struck the cam­bion ma­gus down to its knees. Then she struck it again, bring­ing her sword down across its back and crush­ing it to the an­cient stone of the bridge. The cam­bion ma­gus lay still. Its blood spread black in the cracks of the stone. Biri-Daar kneeled to send it on its way.

“Ba­hamut watches me as I prove my­self wor­thy,” she growled, flames lick­ing from her mouth. “Your mas­ters turn their backs. Take that knowl­edge with you when you stand at hell’s gates and beg ad­mis­sion.”

She stood and clashed sword and shield once more. “Tieflings of the gorge, your ma­gus is dead!”

A cry went up among the tieflings, yet still they pressed for­ward, driven by the hob­gob­lins be­hind and among them. Biri-Daar saw this and for the first time since Remy had known her, he saw un­cer­tainty on her face. It lasted only a mo­ment, and dis­ap­peared in a gout of fire as she threw her head back and roared. “To me!” she cried. “To the other side!”

From stone to stone came the other four as Iri­ani held off the sor­rows­worn, who were too fear­some an ad­ver­sary to fight di­rectly should they get near enough to use their life-steal­ing scythes. The Raven Queen, thought Iri­ani, still had an in­ter­est in this bridge even af­ter all those years, the cen­turies since the fall of Arkhosia. Iri­ani’s power was a river like the Black­fall, tur­bu­lent, chan­neled only by the deep canyon walls of his will. And while he ar­rested the sor­rows­worn’s deadly march, Iri­ani lost sight of the cam­bion ma­gus af­ter he saw Biri-Daar cut it down. He took it for granted that the ma­gus was dead and that the tieflings would flee in dis­ar­ray. One mo­ment of un­cer­tainty, of inat­ten­tion. An old story, told again and again and never the less true for all of its rep­e­ti­tions.

O wiz­ard you have failed your com­pan­ions, you have failed your­self, you have turned your back on the ad­ver­sary while he still plots against you.

The dy­ing cam­bion ma­gus har­bored hopes of find­ing an af­ter­life in the Nine Hells that ex­ceeded what it had found in the mor­tal realms. It had killed many and for years kept the bridge from be­ing re­born as a path of com­merce that might have united the cities of the Drag­on­down. Now, as the life drained from it and the black blood of its body spilled over the sides of the rock where it lay, dis­ap­pear­ing into spray long be­fore it found the roil­ing wa­ters of the Noon a thou­sand feet be­low. The cam­bion ma­gus knew that if it died there, the mor­tal in­ter­lop­ers would roll its body off the rock, to smash against the rocks or be torn to bits in the rapids. That was all right. He would stand be­fore his in­fer­nal mas­ters and claim that his deeds on the mor­tal plane mer­ited rank and ser­vants in the in­fer­nal realms.

Fool.

His fi­nal bit of proof would be this half-elf wiz­ard who even now stood within arm’s reach, res­o­lutely de­fy­ing the charge of the sor­rows­worn and the shad­owravens who flocked about them.

Fools die and you are a fool, first. You will die, and then be­cause of you, all of your com­pan­ions.

The cam­bion’s mouth was dry. It had to speak the charm three times be­fore mak­ing all of the sounds cor­rectly. And then it knew that as the last syl­la­ble left its mouth that this fi­nal spell would kill it. There was no re­gret in this knowl­edge. The spell would kill an­other as well.
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The shad­owravens boiled in a cloud around the stones of Iban Ja’s bridge, un­able to ap­proach be­cause of Iri­ani’s pro­tec­tive charm and the en­er­gies of Erathis and Ba­hamut pro­jected through Keverel and the pal­adin Biri-Daar. The six ad­ven­tur­ers had slaugh­tered tieflings be­yond count­ing, and the cam­bion ma­gus charged with hold­ing the bridge lay dy­ing; the far side was nearly gained.

Then Iri­ani looked down, to­ward the sor­rows­worn, and his charms fal­tered. “No,” he said. He be­gan to turn, his face a ter­ri­ble mask of help­less re­al­iza­tion and ter­ror, but be­fore he ever saw the ma­gus again, the wiz­ard Iri­ani im­mo­lated in a pil­lar of soul­fire. It burst from the twin seats of the soul in head and heart, an­ni­hi­lat­ing Iri­ani’s body in the time it took for his com­rades to feel the heat. The cam­bion ma­gus died know­ing it had suc­ceeded; Iri­ani died know­ing he had been close, so close to de­liv­er­ing his com­rades through to the next stage of their er­rand. As quickly as the blast of soulscorch­ing fire ap­peared, it blazed out, leav­ing Iri­ani’s body un­marked but life­less, to top­ple side­ways onto the edge of the rock. The body rested there for a mo­ment. Maybe it was the wind that took it in the end, or the heavy tread of a man or elf or hob­gob­lin fight­ing for its life that rocked the stone just enough. Or per­haps the last es­cap­ing breath of an elf wiz­ard named Iri­ani, na­tive to the forests that blan­ket the moun­tains that give rise to the White­fall on its course to­ward Karga Kul and the ocean, was enough to set­tle the body so that it tipped, bit by bit, over the edge. And fell.

The cam­bion ma­gus was dead and smil­ing. And the shad­owraven swarm be­gan to press closer.

“Break!” screamed Biri-Daar. “To the far side! Run!”

They ran, pur­sued by the last of the tieflings, slash­ing their way through shad­owravens that cut them ter­ri­bly with un­dead beak and talon. For the rest of his life Remy would re­mem­ber the shad­owraven talon that slashed along his fore­head seek­ing his eyes. Through the spat­ter of his own blood he saw his sword cut through it, saw the blade tear the shad­owraven into tat­ters of shadow that blew away in the winds of the gorge. They ran and leaped from stone to stone, find­ing the other side to­gether, fight­ing the last of the tieflings as they scram­bled up the ru­ined gi­ant’s play­ground of fallen and tilted stone blocks that re­mained of that side of Iban Ja’s bridge.

When they were across, the tieflings and hob­gob­lins fell back. Not just to the next stone away from the sur­viv­ing por­tion of the bridge. They fell back stone by stone un­til they reached the ex­act cen­ter of the gorge. There they raised their swords and spears, clash­ing them on shield and roar­ing a song of vic­tory.

“Did they win?” Lu­can panted. “I didn’t think they won.”

“We’re here,” Biri-Daar. “But Iri­ani is not.”

“I saw him fall,” Remy said.

Kithri was nod­ding. “Me too. He was al­ready dead.”

Look­ing out over the mass of hob­gob­lins and tieflings, Biri-Daar said, “So should we be. The shad­owravens do not fol­low, the sor­rows­worn re­treat to their lair. The rest come only half­way. Why?”

Lu­can was look­ing at the road that stretched ahead of them, from the lip of the gorge into a misty and forested mid­dle dis­tance. “I have a guess,” he said.

Be­hind them, the tieflings sang. Biri-Daar looked at them with hate plain on her face. When they had caught their breath, though, she led them away and would say no more about their pas­sage across the Bridge of Iban Ja.
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Not even when Kithri tried to pro­voke her. “You weren’t quite your­self out there, pal­adin,” she said lightly af­ter they had walked a few hours into the woods. “Shout­ing, demon­strat­ing …”

“It got those tieflings into a frenzy, that’s cer­tain,” Lu­can added.

Biri-Daar raised a hand, palm out to­ward them. “Do not try to bait me. If Iri­ani’s death is on my head, I will know it. I will re­pent of it. Keverel, I would speak with you a mo­ment.”

The cleric fol­lowed her a lit­tle way apart from the group. The rest of them walked in a loose group. They had no horses, no packs; they would be liv­ing from what they could for­age un­til the next set­tle­ment, and none of them knew where that set­tle­ment might be. “When I passed through here some years ago,” Lu­can said, “there was a trad­ing post near where the Crow Road emerged from these woods.”

“Bring on the danc­ing girls,” Kithri said with as much sar­casm as she could muster.

“Your tongue is some­what dulled of late,” Lu­can said. “I fear for your health.”

“I fear for yours if you don’t hold your tongue,” she snapped.

Remy saw the stresses pulling at the group. He said noth­ing. It was not yet his role to have some­thing to say. He walked. They all walked, in small groups that shifted and broke and re­formed as they rose away from the Gorge of Noon into the high­land for­est on its east­ern rim. None of them had much to say be­cause each of them had much to think. Iri­ani, dy­ing, weighed on their minds.

“These woods are touched,” Lu­can said some­time later, when dusk was nearly to­tal and they had re­signed them­selves to a night of sleep­ing rough.

“Fey­wild?” Keverel said softly.

Lu­can nod­ded, look­ing around. “They will show them­selves when they wish to,” he said.

Which was just at the mo­ment of full dark, when Remy could no longer see a trace of color in the woods around him or on his own clothes. “Trav­el­ers,” came a voice from the trees to their left. “It is for­bid­den to tra­verse this part of the road with­out the per­mis­sion of the Lord of the Wood.”

Lu­can an­swered first. “I can see you, elf. And you can see me. Come out and let us talk like civ­i­lized be­ings.”

“You know you don’t be­long here,” the elf said, ap­pear­ing at the side of the road. “The stink of the city is in your clothes.”

“I be­long where I choose to go,” Lu­can said.

“No. You may choose to go any­where. But you may not choose whether the peo­ple al­ready there de­cide you be­long.” The elf winked at them, sport­ing cru­elty in his smile. “Same for your half-breed who didn’t make it this far. It’s the curse of mixed blood, I’m afraid.”

There might have been blows ex­changed then. On both sides hands fell to sword hilts and eyes locked, gaug­ing de­fenses and re­flexes and—most im­por­tantly—in­tent. More elves ap­peared from the trees.

Then an­other fig­ure on horse­back spoke, and ev­ery­one else present re­al­ized that he had been there for the en­tire ex­change even though none of them had heard him ap­proach. “Easy, Leini. They’ve lost a friend,” he said. “They shouldn’t have to en­dure your bait­ing af­ter that.”

“This is none of your busi­ness, Paelias,” the elf Leini said.

“I be­lieve it is. These trav­el­ers, who have spent their day fight­ing the tieflings and killing off the cam­bion ma­gus of the old bridge, de­serve bet­ter than your hos­til­ity.” Paelias turned to Biri-Daar. “You may stay un­til your com­pan­ions have healed enough to go on. But we want no traf­fic with the wars of the out­side, or the ha­treds of this world. You sur­vived the bridge; for that we of­fer you re­spect, and a meal, and a dry place to spend the night. Please don’t ask for more. Even if,” he fin­ished, glanc­ing at the sharp-tongued Leini, “he pro­vokes you.”

He dropped from his horse to the ground, ex­e­cut­ing a bow and flour­ish in the same mo­tion. “Paelias is my name, as per­haps you have over­heard,” he said. “This is Leini and these are his as­so­ciates. They live in these woods and I have trav­eled, which means that my man­ners are su­pe­rior to theirs and that I am more hand­some, de­spite our com­mon her­itage. Leini and his kin live in these woods and dis­pose of the tieflings who stray within its bound­aries, but—as your elf com­pan­ion noted back down the road—there is a bit of the Fey in this for­est as well. It is my home, at least when I am not some­where else … and you would not be shocked, I think, to know that other eladrin re­side here.”

Greet­ings were ex­changed. Leini and his com­pan­ions were barely civil, but they did not chal­lenge Paelias di­rectly. “Fol­low us,” said Paelias. “Even elves with Leini’s man­ners would not refuse hos­pi­tal­ity to tiefling-killing strangers.”

“And cam­bion ma­gus-killing,” Kithri said.

“Very good,” Paelias said. He winked and even Remy could see that in his eyes was some­thing of the color of starlight. “For that we might even be able to find some wine.”
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Eladrin, Remy thought. If he had al­ways thought of orcs as crea­tures of story more than life, he had been cer­tain that eladrin were fig­ments of sto­ry­telling imag­i­na­tion. They were said to be ce­les­tial knights, walk­ers of the planes, emis­saries of di­vine pow­ers, kin to the elves though not en­tirely elf. Yet here was one, tall and mag­nif­i­cent, pour­ing him a gob­let of wine around a fire that warded off the chill of the high­land woods. “One needs these wood-dweller elves to kill off the de­monic riffraff,” Paelias was say­ing. “They aren’t much for com­pany, though. I watched part of your en­gage­ment at the bridge to­day. You might be much bet­ter com­pany.”

“You watched …” Biri-Daar broke off and nod­ded to her­self.

“That’s why they didn’t fol­low us,” Kithri said.

“Well, it wasn’t just me. The tieflings know that any elf in these woods will hunt them down and send them back across the bridge with­out their skins.” Paelias drank. “But enough about these woods. What’s the news from across the gorge?”

He looked at Remy. “You’re a young one. Where do you come from and how did you get tan­gled up with this mot­ley band?”

Remy told the story, leav­ing out the de­tails of what he car­ried and who had sent him. Paelias watched him as he spoke, and lis­tened care­fully, and by the time he had told the story Remy was sure that Paelias knew not just that Remy had lied but what he had lied about and why. There was some­thing in the de­meanor of an eladrin—or this eladrin, any­way. The star elves, as they were called in Remy’s child­hood fa­bles, were mighty fig­ures, pass­ing where they wished among dif­fer­ent planes and able to see through the de­ceits of mor­tal and im­mor­tal alike.

“A fine tale,” Paelias said. “And you, pal­adin. What has Karga Kul for you—ex­cept a home­com­ing?”

Biri-Daar frowned. “How would you know where I was hatched?”

“All drag­onborn wear a bit of their birth shell some­where on their bod­ies,” Paelias an­swered. He drank again. “But as far as I have heard, it is only the drag­onborn of Karga Kul—the de­scen­dants of the mighty Knights of Kul—who dan­gle their bits of shell in the air as a re­mem­brance of the Bridge of Iban Ja.”

Remy saw the dan­gling ear­ring in Biri-Daar’s right ear. He had never paid at­ten­tion to it be­fore, but now Paelias’s words had opened up an en­tirely new un­der­stand­ing of the drag­onborn pal­adin and her de­meanor out on the bridge.

“You have heard ac­cu­rately,” Biri-Daar said. “Many stray bits of lore have stuck to the in­side of your head, Paelias.”

“Not all of it is stray,” the star elf an­swered. “I prac­tice the mag­i­cal arts, and as you can see, I am eladrin and there­fore not en­tirely wel­come among these elves.” Paelias walked a coin across his fin­gers and back be­fore flip­ping it into the air, where it dis­ap­peared. “The Fey­wild is a lit­tle too much of same­ness for me. Here, in the mor­tal world … I find the change ex­cit­ing, the liv­ing and dy­ing, the way that ev­ery be­ing here knows of its mor­tal­ity. Karga Kul …” Paelias mused. “I have never seen the cities of the Drag­on­down Coast, al­though there are cities across the ocean where my name might still be re­mem­bered.

“But you are tired and I am keep­ing you up for my own amuse­ment. You must sleep, and grieve in what ways your tra­di­tions de­mand on the first night of a loss. In the morn­ing we will talk fur­ther of Karga Kul. And,” he fin­ished with an­other wink in Remy’s di­rec­tion, “of mes­sen­gers res­cued in the desert.”

In the morn­ing Remy woke feel­ing more re­freshed than he would have thought pos­si­ble. The for­est air, the clean bed … the longer he was apart from civ­i­liza­tion, he thought, the more he de­sired its trap­pings. Per­haps the ad­ven­turer’s life was not for him. Com­ing out of the cabin where Paelias had de­creed they be put up for the night, Remy passed a group of elves gam­bling with what looked like an­cient ar­row­heads as chips. He nod­ded to be po­lite, but ex­pected no re­sponse and got none. Across the cleared cen­ter of the camp, he saw Paelias sit­ting with the rest of the group.

“You slept late,” Kithri said. “The rest of us have al­ready been to Karga Kul and back.”

“Only in our minds, only in our minds,” Keverel said.

With a snap of his fin­gers, Paelias said, “That’s what plan­ning is, go­ing some­where in your mind so when you get your body there you can get it out again.” He shook his head. “Karga Kul. Strange place.”

“You said last night you had never been there,” Biri-Daar re­minded him.

“And you were kind enough to ob­serve last night that I have much in the way of lore stuck to the in­side of my head,” Paelias an­swered with a smile. “We are both cor­rect. I would, how­ever, like to see Karga Kul. What say you?”

“Let’s talk it over,” Kithri said.

Lu­can and Paelias ex­changed a glance. “Ex­cuse us,” Lu­can said.

Nod­ding and re­treat­ing, Paelias said, “Of course. I will be at our meet­ing place by the road. Yea or nay, in­form me there.”
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The first vote was three to two against. Remy, Lu­can, and Kithri didn’t trust the eladrin. “And why should we?” Kithri asked. “He ap­pears, wants to know our story, wants to come along at the drop of a hat … if you ask me, this is some trick be­cause of Remy.”

“Be­cause of me?” Remy re­peated. He was con­fused.

“What you carry,” Lu­can amended. “I agree. At least I agree that this is a pos­si­bil­ity we must con­sider. Why would any­one want to come along with us when we’re prob­a­bly all go­ing to go off and die?”

“We’re not go­ing to go off and die,” Biri-Daar said. “We have a sa­cred trust and we will ful­fill it.”

“Ex­cept if we go off and die. Like Iri­ani.”

“Iri­ani,” Keverel said qui­etly, “is pre­cisely why we could use some­one like Paelias. The god pro­vides.”

Other eladrin had ringed them in while they con­versed; al­ready Remy could tell them from the elves. The Fey­wild clung to them even in this world, as if they brought a bit of it with them what­ever plane or re­gion their bod­ies oc­cu­pied. One of them stepped for­ward and spoke. “We do not en­dorse Paelias’s de­sire,” she said. “He is flighty and fool­ish and pos­sesses pow­ers whose ex­tent and pur­pose he does not know.”

“Sounds like the rest of us,” Kithri said.

“Once be­fore, Paelias left this wood in search of ad­ven­ture,” the eladrin said af­ter star­ing Kithri into si­lence. “When he re­turned, it was twenty years be­fore he would speak of what had hap­pened.”

“And what had hap­pened?” Lu­can asked.

“He got a num­ber of his com­pan­ions killed,” the eladrin said. “Be­cause, as I have said, he is flighty and fool­ish. If you would take him with you, you must know this. We found it our duty to tell you.”

“Does any­one around here have any­thing good to say about him?” Kithri asked.

With a shrug, the eladrin an­swered, “Per­haps. But you will find no one here who would trust Paelias with his life.”

They traded with the elves be­fore leav­ing, and the elves cheated them mer­ci­lessly, re­serv­ing their most ruth­less bar­gains for Lu­can. He had his eye on a pair of boots since his had been badly torn in the bridge fight­ing. “Oh, these boots are pow­er­ful,” the elf cob­bler said. “You will move silent as a cat and your en­e­mies will think you are a shadow.”

Lu­can bought them, curs­ing the cob­bler and the en­tire race of elves as he paid the ex­or­bi­tant price. “This is more than your share of what we’ve won thus far. It puts you in debt to us,” Biri-Daar ob­served.

“Oh, fear not,” Lu­can said, putting on the new boots. “I’ll work for my keep.”

Five horses and tack for the long trek ahead of them, plus re­place­ments for gear that had worn out or been bro­ken on the trek so far—oil, torches, flint and steel, fresh wa­ter­skins—took all the gold they had. They rode away from the elf en­camp­ment feel­ing cheated and still feel­ing the cloud of Iri­ani’s death. Paelias, see­ing them ap­proach the road, spurred his mount to meet them. “Let me guess,” he said. “They told sto­ries about me and then swin­dled you at mar­ket.”

“You were watch­ing,” Kithri said.

“No,” Paelias said. “That is what they do. The elves of these woods don’t like me be­cause I come from the Fey­wild and they don’t like the Fey­wild. The other eladrin don’t like me be­cause I like this world a lit­tle too much. Prob­a­bly you voted among your­selves that you don’t want me along. That’s fine. I will ride with you for a while. You can’t stop me un­less you want to fight, and if we fight it will end badly for all of us. So. Let us ride. Yes?”

The five sur­vivors of the bat­tle on Iban Ja’s bridge looked at each other. “All right. Yes,” Biri-Daar said af­ter a long mo­ment. “You may ride with us for a while.”


BOOK III

THE CROW ROAD

They emerged from the elves’ for­est the next morn­ing. The coun­try around them was still wooded, but more sparsely. Sun­light reached the ground there, and the air was heavy with the scents of alpine sum­mer. “Now we’re on the Crow Road,” Lu­can said. He pointed up to the trees that lined the road, and Remy saw them: crows stand­ing sen­tinel, one in the top branches of each tree.

Mind­ful of the story he had heard about how Iban Ja’s bridge had got­ten the way it was, he asked, “Are those crows or ravens?”

Lu­can laughed. “Most peo­ple can’t tell the dif­fer­ence. These are crows. But you’ll see ravens along the way. You’ll see just about ev­ery­thing if you travel the Crow Road from one end to the other.”

“And what is at the other end?”

“Well, that de­pends. Ei­ther you get off be­fore the end and work your way through the Light­less Marsh to … this sounds strange, but there’s a place where the Light­less Marsh isn’t light­less any­more. That’s the best way I can ex­plain it. You get to that place, and you re­al­ize that you have some­how re-emerged into the world from wher­ever you were be­fore. Which, if you’re trav­el­ing the Crow Road, is ev­ery­where. And any­where.”

“And if you don’t get off? If you see the Crow Road through all the way to its end?” Remy pressed.

“Well,” said Lu­can slowly, “then you reach the In­verted Keep.”

“The In­verted Keep?” Paelias looked amazed. “Re­ally? I un­der­stood that to be a leg­end.”

“Most peo­ple in the Drag­on­down would say the same about Iban Ja’s bridge,” Lu­can said. “But they are both real.”

“Most of them would also say it about the Crow Road,” Keverel added.

Paelias nod­ded and scanned the tree­tops for more crows. “True enough. Yet here we are.”

“Is it called the Crow Road be­cause crows sit in the trees?” Remy asked. “They do that ev­ery­where.”

“It’s called the Crow Road …” Kithri started, then stopped. She looked at Lu­can.

“What?” he said.

“You tell the story,” Kithri said. “If you don’t, you’ll just com­plain about how one of us does it wrong.”
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In the years be­fore Arkhosia and Bael Tu­rath put their stamp on the world, a great and now for­got­ten em­pire arose in the high­lands be­tween the Black­fall and White­fall rivers. So long ago did it rise and fall that even most of its ru­ins are de­stroyed and gone, and its lan­guages and arts, its deeds both vil­lain­ous and glo­ri­ous, are lost. All that re­mains of this van­ished em­pire is the Crow Road.

An­cient records of Bael Tu­rath and Arkhosia speak of it and de­scribe it ex­actly as it ap­pears to the ad­ven­turer of to­day: a road whose stones no frost can heave, which even buried un­der mud­slides cen­turies old looks as if it was built yes­ter­day when dug out again. It is a road to out­last the ages.

And on it the trav­eler will ex­pe­ri­ence things that ex­ist on no other road.

The story is that the name­less em­pire con­tained a great builder, who wished not only to build roads across the face of the mor­tal world, but be­tween the planes and other realms as well. The folk­lore of this peo­ple—this is one of very few things known about them—held that crows and ravens had com­merce with all of the realms. There­fore, af­ter the builder sur­veyed his route but be­fore he lay the first stone, he brewed a great en­chant­ment us­ing all of the mag­i­cal might his em­pire’s wiz­ards could muster … and he taught the crows how to un­der­stand hu­man speech.

Then he learned their se­crets. “I have given you a gift, crows,” he said. “Now in re­turn you may tell me the se­cret of your abil­ity to per­ceive and travel to all realms, whether as­tral or abyssal, el­e­men­tal or fey.”

But the crows were crows, and would not tell. Have you ever tried to con­vince a crow to do any­thing? To this day, when you speak in the vicin­ity of a crow, or a raven, be care­ful. Say only what you would not fear to have re­peated in front of your en­e­mies.

Great grew the builder’s fury. Even­tu­ally he rea­soned that if he could not get the an­swers from the crows while they were alive, he would learn it from what hap­pened when they were dead. A bounty went out through the em­pire, and dead crows be­gan ar­riv­ing at the cas­tle where the builder had his plans. At first they ar­rived a few at a time, brought by the bored chil­dren of lo­cal farm­ers. Then, when word spread that the builder paid the bounty he promised, crows started to ar­rive by the sad­dle­bag-full, and then in sacks large enough that mules brought them to the builder’s door. He paid, and paid, and paid. Soon the crows had learned to stay away, but they had also learned why, and from that mo­ment for­ward the crows were sworn en­e­mies of the builder and of his road.

He had one more card yet to play, how­ever. When he brought his crews out to the edge of the elves’ dark wood and dug the first stretch of the road’s bed, he laid the body of a crow un­der ev­ery tenth stone.

Now the crows hated the road and the builder, but the road was also a crows’ burial ground and they flocked to it be­cause—though they might be larce­nous, fickle, and cruel—crows honor their dead. The road stretched mile af­ter mile, and ev­ery man or dwarf, halfling or elf—ev­ery mor­tal be­ing that died build­ing the road was buried un­der its stones. Walk­ing it, the builder de­creed, would be a voy­age that par­al­leled the path be­tween worlds.

Of course he was quite mad by this time, and grew mad­der as the road went on. The builder or­dered ex­otic beasts of the Shad­owfell and El­e­men­tal Chaos, the Fey­wild and the Abyss, all of the planes. He or­dered them brought to the road and there he killed them and buried them be­neath its freshly laid stones. And each of those deaths per­me­ated the stones, and brought a bit of the other realms to the road.

Over it all watched the crows, since the builder had so many that he still buried one un­der ev­ery tenth stone.

At last the road reached its junc­ture with an even older road that led along the path of the White­fall. He could have stopped there, but the builder had dead crows yet, and a few of the strangest un­name­able crea­tures the mag­i­cal hunters of other planes could bring him. He built on­ward, and buried his last crow un­der the fi­nal stone of the road, at the edge of a bluff over­look­ing a bend in the White­fall. There he thought he could rest, and there he built him­self a keep that would be his last build­ing, where he could grow old look­ing out over the road he had built.
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“So that’s the In­verted Keep, isn’t it?” Remy asked.

Lu­can nod­ded. “That’s what the story says.”

“How did it get in­verted? What hap­pened to the builder?”

“Those are other sto­ries,” Lu­can said. “I’m tired of telling sto­ries. Let’s ride, and let’s look out for what the crows get up to along this road.”

“Sounds like the crows are the least of our prob­lems,” Kithri said.

“Some of them are shad­owravens,” Lu­can said.

Kithri nod­ded. “See?”

“But there are no sor­rows­worn around be­cause no great bat­tle has ever been fought on the Crow Road. No gen­eral has ever kept an army to­gether along its path.”

“Why would a gen­eral have wanted to come this way?” Biri-Daar won­dered. “Be­tween here and Karga Kul there is noth­ing.”

Lu­can took a drink to wet his throat af­ter the story. When he was done he said, “Who other than gen­er­als knows why gen­er­als do any­thing?”

Keverel leaned over to­ward Remy. “This, you see, is why none of us be­came sol­diers.”

For the rest of the day they rode. Remy turned over in his mind the idea that Biri-Daar was a de­scen­dant of the Knights of Kul. How was it pos­si­ble to know things like that? Iban Ja was a name in a story. Even the ar­chiv­ists of Arkhosia were un­sure when he had lived, which meant they were un­sure when the bridge had fallen.

What his­tory might lie be­hind Keverel, or Kithri?

What, Remy won­dered, might lie be­hind me?

He knew lit­tle about his own fam­ily. His mother Me­len­dra had died five years be­fore, when he was four­teen and by the laws of Avankil a man. Since then he had slept at the docks, usu­ally on ships that had been aban­doned or whose cap­tains had died on­shore. It took the Avankil au­thor­i­ties quite a while to track down and auc­tion off those ships. In the mean­time they served very well as a pro­tected place to sleep for the urchin youth of the city. Remy had avoided the gangs by spend­ing just enough time at the keep for the gang lead­ers not to trust him, but also to de­cide not to kill him … which he could have made dif­fi­cult be­cause a year af­ter his mother died was when he had bought his first sword.

Of his fa­ther he knew noth­ing but sto­ries. His mother had told him that his fa­ther was a sailor on one of the fast ships that es­corted valu­able car­goes on the cross-Gulf run be­tween Fu­ria and Saak-Opole. This route of­ten ran afoul of pi­rates at the Kraken’s Gate, part of the ar­chi­pel­ago at the mouth of the Drag­on­down Gulf. To hear Remy’s mother tell it, his fa­ther had fought through the pi­rates a dozen times and more, and had seen things in the wa­ters be­yond the Kraken’s Gate that he lacked the words to de­scribe. Phys­i­cally, she said, Remy re­sem­bled his fa­ther more and more as he grew older. He won­dered what she would say now that he was grown. He won­dered whether his fa­ther was alive, squint­ing into this same sun­set from the deck of a ship in the Gulf—or dead, his bones long since sunk into the seabot­tom muck far away from the light, deeper than even the sahua­gin will ven­ture …

“Remy.”

He looked up into the con­cerned face of Lu­can. “You were far away for a minute there,” Lu­can said.

“His­tory,” Remy said. “I was think­ing about his­tory.”

Lu­can whis­tled. In the trees, crows ruf­fled their feath­ers at the sound. “They will talk to me a lit­tle be­cause I know some of their lan­guage,” he said. “Crows don’t like it when you as­sume that they will learn your speech and you don’t have to learn theirs.”

“Is that right,” Remy said. He wasn’t sure whether Lu­can was jok­ing or not.

Lu­can raised his arm and whis­tled a com­pli­cated pat­tern. Out of the set­ting sun fell a crow. It landed on his fore­arm and cocked its head at him. “See?” he said to Remy.

“I see you can call it,” Remy said. “I haven’t seen that it can talk.”

“Awk,” the crow said. “Talk.”

Lu­can clucked at it. “Slow, slow. No need to rush.” He looked up at Remy. “It has been a very long time since they re­ceived their gift. Most of them never use it and it comes back slowly when they try.”

“Time,” the crow said.

With a wink at Remy, Lu­can said, “Time, right. Plenty of time.”

“No time,” the crow said.

“Why not?” Remy asked it.

“No time to talk,” the crow said. It flapped over to Remy and landed on his shoul­der. Lean­ing in close to his ear, it said, “Found you. They found you. Time to watch you die.”
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He would learn later that some of those who had died build­ing the Crow Road re­turned as spec­tral un­dead, yearn­ing for their bod­ies to live again—or, fail­ing that, to at least be buried with the cer­e­monies of their gods. There were un­dead in Avankil, of course. Bod­ies rose from the slack wa­ters un­der the piers, or dug their way out of the rub­bish heaps where mur­der­ers dis­posed of their vic­tims. Ghosts haunted the lower cor­ri­dors of the keep and the places near the walls where the specters of sol­diers re­mem­bered in­vaders long since gone to their own re­wards. The Crow Road, though, built on death, gave rise to un­death with ev­ery step.

They turned af­ter the crow spoke and saw be­hind them the in­sub­stan­tial shapes of wraiths and specters. They did not pur­sue; they shep­herded. “We’re be­ing walked ahead to meet some­thing,” Paelias said. “I won­der what.”

“I’d rather not find out,” Kithri said. She rubbed at her fore­head over her right eye. Remy had no­ticed her mak­ing that ges­ture fre­quently these past few days. He won­dered if she was still suf­fer­ing the ef­fects of the ogre’s kick back in the orc lair. Lu­can seemed to have re­cov­ered, but the Eye of Gru­umsh’s spear point had passed only through meat; his joint and bones were un­hurt, and Keverel had sewn his wounds up so well that Lu­can was al­ready com­plain­ing that the scars would be too small to im­press the bar­maids of Karga Kul.

The crow still sat on Remy’s shoul­der. “Ever get the feel­ing that you had a crow on your shoul­der so the en­emy knows who to aim at?” Paelias said loudly.

Feath­ers rus­tled in the sur­round­ing trees, and out of the deep­en­ing dark­ness came more crows, to fes­toon the party and the horses. “Wrong again,” croaked the crow on Remy’s shoul­der. They kept a stead pace, mov­ing for­ward, al­ways for­ward, even though the time for camp had long since come. Remy’s eyes jit­tered back and forth from fa­tigue. He couldn’t fo­cus on any­thing for long.

“Found me, you said,” he said to the crow.

“Awk,” the crow said. “Aye.”

“How come they don’t at­tack, then?”

“Be­cause of us,” the crow said. Its voice grew clearer the more it was used.

“How droll,” Lu­can said. “It tells us it’s time to watch us die, then says that we are not dy­ing be­cause of it.”

“Per­haps you have failed to at­tune your­self to the crow sense of hu­mor,” said Biri-Daar. She was rid­ing out in front of the rest of them, scout­ing to make sure the mass of un­dead be­hind them had not some­how raised re­in­force­ments ahead.

“Are you sug­gest­ing that a crow has more of a sense of hu­mor than I do?” Lu­can said.

“If she wasn’t, I will,” Kithri said.

The crow on Remy’s shoul­der fol­lowed this back-and-forth with cocked head. “Awk,” it said at the end.

“Re­ally, they’re not at­tack­ing us be­cause of you?” Remy asked it.

“Re­ally.”

“Why are you do­ing this?”

“The elf, awk,” the crow said. “Speaks our lan­guage. Few Ten­fin­gers care. Awk.”

“Who would like to apol­o­gize first?” Lu­can said smugly.

“What I want to know,” Kithri said, “is why the wraiths back there are afraid of a bunch of crows.”

Paelias chuck­led. “This is the Crow Road, isn’t it?”

The crows on their shoul­ders and on the pom­mels of their sad­dles awked.
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All night they rode, un­til the horses’ heads drooped and their rid­ers were slumped for­ward over the horses’ manes. Even some of the crows rode silently, heads tucked un­der one wing. Remy re­mem­bered lit­tle of that night ex­cept the oc­ca­sional flut­ter next to his ear as his first crow pas­sen­ger shifted in its sleep.

The sun rose di­rectly ahead, bring­ing them out of sleep with sandy eyes and frayed nerves, not to men­tion bruised back­sides. The crows were gone. When they looked be­hind them, so were the wraiths. “Well,” Paelias said. “If that’s the ap­pe­tizer, I won­der what the main course will be?”

Biri-Daar yawned, show­ing teeth that seemed to go all the way down her throat. “That will be funny ex­actly un­til we find out.”

“Re­mem­ber that the builder of this road poured more and more of his mad­ness into it as he went, and his mad­ness grew more and more con­sum­ing,” Keverel com­mented. “It could well be that the crows will not want to con­front what­ever comes tonight.”

“Then per­haps we should sleep dur­ing the day,” Kithri said. “As much as I hate to sug­gest it.”

They could all tell how much she hated to sug­gest it by how her eyes stayed half-lid­ded and her head lolled a lit­tle while she spoke.

“Not a ter­ri­ble idea,” Biri-Daar pro­nounced af­ter some con­sid­er­a­tion. They rode off the road and found a shel­tered spot in a dell over which the branches of trees had knit into a canopy. There they staked out the horses, at­tended to their im­me­di­ate needs, and slept.

“Awk,” said a crow. Remy awoke and saw it star­ing into his eye. He flinched. Then he re­al­ized that if the crow had in­tended harm, the harm would al­ready have come. Shad­ows were deep­en­ing un­der the trees; in the gaps through their branches he could see both or­ange and blue in the sky.

“Right,” he said, sit­ting up. “Time to go. Thank you.”

The crow awked and flew away into the trees.

Remy went around the camp wak­ing ev­ery­one up. Even Lu­can and Paelias, who did not sleep, mut­tered and blinked and had a hard climb back to wake­ful­ness from their quiet med­i­ta­tive state. “It’s a twi­light world out here. Up here. On this road.” Paelias stretched and cracked his neck. “One can only won­der what awaits us around the next bend.”

“An un­holy abom­i­na­tion that will catch those words and shove them down your throat, side­ways,” Kithri growled.

“Oh halfling, do ex­cuse me,” he said. “I do not mean my hu­mor to of­fend lit­tle peo­ple with headaches.”

She spun, knife in hand. “Stop!” Biri-Daar com­manded. She stepped be­tween them. “Sheathe the knife, Kithri. And Paelias, if you must speak, per­haps not all of your speech could be ded­i­cated to ag­gra­vat­ing those who must ride with you.”

The eladrin ap­peared to con­sider this. “Per­haps,” he al­lowed. He swung up into the sad­dle and went out onto the road to await the rest of them.
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Per­haps in­spired by Paelias’s ex­am­ple, Remy found him­self try­ing to pick a fight later that day, when they had stopped for wa­ter and Kithri started her spar­ring with Paelias again. Remy lis­tened to it as long as he could, Paelias coolly pro­vok­ing her and Kithri gladly be­ing pro­voked to com­plain about the un­fair­ness of the larger party mem­bers to her—the horses were too large, the por­tions of the meals poorly con­sid­ered, the tasks given her were de­mean­ing and mun­dane … fi­nally Remy had had enough. He had a few things he needed to say, too. “What’s un­fair is that I keep on fight­ing with you and keep­ing the en­e­mies from your backs, and then the minute you have a chance to gather your thoughts you get sus­pi­cious again. When does the fight­ing count for some­thing?” Remy was go­ing to have trou­ble stop­ping him­self, he knew. He al­ways did once he started to let his feel­ings run. “And how do I know I can trust you? You keep me along be­cause I have this box, maybe, and maybe you know what to do with it and you’re just wait­ing for the mo­ment to do it and then I’m go­ing to get a knife in the back. How do I know that’s not go­ing to hap­pen?”

None of his com­pan­ions could an­swer … ex­cept Paelias. “Sim­plest of ques­tions,” he said. “You don’t know. None of you do. Remy, you could be wait­ing to kill us all. Biri-Daar could be wait­ing to do some­thing un­speak­able to Remy at the cor­rect mo­ment. And I,” he added with a dra­matic ges­ture, “might be schem­ing to do you all in. We can’t know. Shall we kill each other now, or shall we as­sume that we are work­ing to­ward a com­mon goal for the mo­ment?”

No one spoke.

“Per­fect,” Paelias said. “Then we should ride. It’s a long way to the In­verted Keep, and this Crow Road has us all at each other’s throats. Re­mem­ber that.”
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Sev­eral un­event­ful days passed, en­livened only by bick­er­ing. Then, one af­ter­noon, Biri-Daar dropped back from her cus­tom­ary po­si­tion at the front of the group. When she was next to Remy, she said, “So. I have told you part of why we must go to Karga Kul. Would you like to hear the rest?”

Look­ing straight ahead, Remy nod­ded. “Yes, I would,” he said.
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Karga Kul! Where demons fear to tread …

When the Crow Road was built, Karga Kul was there. When Arkhosia and Bael Tu­rath de­stroyed each other in blood and sor­cery and the smoke of sacked cities, Karga Kul was there. Its schol­ars claim seven cities have risen on the great cliff where the White­fall meets the sea, and seven times seven lan­guages have been spo­ken in the halls of its keep, and seven times seven times seven rooms are built be­low the low­est level in a dun­geon from whose fur­thest cor­ners one can step, in­cred­i­bly, up into the Un­der­dark.

And in one of those seven times seven times seven rooms is a door that leads nowhere on the mor­tal plane. This door is bound in iron, its hinges ru­ined with acid, molten lead poured into the cracks and the mag­i­cal sig­ils of seven civ­i­liza­tions in­scribed into the lead.

Over all of this, form­ing an un­break­able bar­rier, is the el­dritch Seal of Karga Kul.

If any man or woman knows who put the seal on that door, the story has never been told, or it has been lost over the cen­turies. What is known is that on the other side waits Dore­sain, the Exarch of the De­mon Prince Or­cus. For a cen­tury of cen­turies he has waited for that door to open. His de­monic al­lies and un­der­lings wait with him: the ape­like barl­gura, in­sec­toid mez­zode­mon, avian vrock and great pin­cered glabrezu, six-armed marilith with the ser­pent’s tail. The Abyssal cham­ber where Dore­sain held his watch was lit by the in­fer­nal glare of the im­molith, and the hulks of goristro mus­cled smaller demons out of the way along the walls.

Some­where in the world, it was said, se­cret cults wor­shiped Or­cus. The most ded­i­cated of these cults spawned pow­er­ful death priests, anointed by Or­cus him­self and given power over men’s dreams. These cults work to open gate­ways be­tween the Abyss and the mor­tal realms; their meth­ods are as­sas­si­na­tion, in­fil­tra­tion, se­duc­tion … rarely do they show them­selves. Karga Kul is their great­est prize, and the one they have never gained. Other armies have marched on Karga Kul, and bro­ken on its walls. Never has the seal been bro­ken, and never have the demons of the Abyss been un­leashed to rav­age the city from the in­side, and, with it de­stroyed, spill into the mor­tal world.

Pe­ri­od­i­cally the seal grows weak, and must be rein­scribed. The quill that may in­scribe the seal is kept far away, in a lo­ca­tion known only to the Knights of Kul, the drag­onborn elite given the Duty of Moidan’s Quill af­ter the great vic­tory at the Bridge of Iban Ja …

[image: ]

“That’s you, isn’t it?” Remy said.

Biri-Daar nod­ded. “Me, and my an­ces­tors stretch­ing back per­haps a hun­dred gen­er­a­tions. I am given a most sa­cred trust.”

“We have the quill now?”

“No.” Biri-Daar looked out over the Crow Road, where shapes danced in the gloam­ing as the sun fell into the moun­tains be­hind them and the sky dark­ened through vi­o­let and to­ward black in the dis­tance ahead. “Moidan’s Quill was first held by Ba­hamut him­self. He in­scribed the sym­bols that hold the Abyss bot­tled in the bow­els of the dun­geons be­low Karga Kul. Never have the drag­onborn guardians of the quill failed to present it when the seal grew faint and needed rein­scrip­tion. I will not be the first.”

Remy worked out in his head what he was al­ready as­sum­ing to be the truth. “It’s in the In­verted Keep.”

“Yes,” Biri-Daar said. “It’s in the In­verted Keep.”

“How did the In­verted Keep get … in­verted?” Remy asked. Also he wanted to ask what were those shapes danc­ing at the edge of the dark­ness ahead of them, but they were far enough not to worry about just yet … and in any case could be just il­lu­sions born of the road’s bizarre ori­gins … and the story Biri-Daar told was too fas­ci­nat­ing. Remy couldn’t imag­ine lis­ten­ing to any­thing else …

There was a jerk around his waist, and Remy flew off his horse and hit the ground hard. The im­pact jarred some­thing loose in his shoul­der, and also in his mind. He had been en­sor­celled! Some­thing …

The thing wrapped around his waist was a vine. Remy dug his heels into the earth and found his knife. He slashed at the vine un­til it snapped, and fell back­ward against the em­bank­ment of the Crow Road.

Sud­denly the earth around him was alive with the vines—no, they were roots. And one of the great old trees at the edge of the road was mov­ing. “Tre­ant!” shouted Lu­can. “A black­root!”

Tre­ants, those leg­endary guardians of the forests, were as vul­ner­a­ble as other kinds of life to the un­dead trans­for­ma­tions that oc­curred along the Crow Road. This one moved with the sound of crack­ling bark and the whis­per of long-dead leaves that did not fall from its branches. The roots bind­ing Remy dragged him to­ward it. “Be­hind it,” he called out as the rest of the group leaped off their horses. “There’s some­thing be­hind it!”

From ei­ther side of the tre­ant, sword wraiths ap­peared, their blades catch­ing the moon­light. Remy strug­gled to draw his own sword but his arm was bound fast. All he could do was saw with his knife at the roots that drew him ever closer to the tre­ant’s great fists, which would pound him into a bloody paste in the un­der­growth.

If the sword wraiths didn’t kill him first.

Keverel was the first to reach him. For­bid­den by his oaths to use bladed weapons, he lent his weight to Remy’s strug­gle against the roots, while rais­ing his holy sym­bol high with one hand and call­ing out. “Back, spawn of the Shad­owfell! By Erathis, you shall not have this boy!”

The wraiths paused and flit­ted smoothly away from Keverel, keep­ing Remy be­tween them and the cleric. “We will have ei­ther him or what he car­ries, holy man,” one of them said. “Or per­haps both.”

“And per­haps we bring you along as well. The Shad­owfell has de­lights for the mor­tal who de­nies him­self worldly plea­sures,” the other added. One of Lu­can’s ar­rows passed right through it, wisps of black the only sign of its pas­sage un­til it thun­ked into the trunk of the tre­ant. Rum­bling, the un­dead tree spirit took a step to­ward Remy.

Paelias landed next to Remy, sword drawn and ready to en­gage the wraiths. “You surely draw a lot of at­ten­tion, youngling,” the eladrin said. His sword flicked out and was par­ried by one of the wraiths. “Lu­can! Even the odds, mind?”

From the wraiths’ side, Lu­can at­tacked, driv­ing one of them into the other. Both glided out of his reach, but Paelias was watch­ing the shad­ows and was ready when the first emerged from the shad­owglide. His sword struck home, bring­ing a mis­er­able screech from the wraith, whose re­turn stroke caught only Paelias’s blade. Press­ing his ad­van­tage, the eladrin struck again, and with a trail­ing scream the sword­wraith van­ished. Lu­can awaited the other’s re­turn from its shad­owglide, look­ing hard for any trace of moon­gleam on its blade.

Biri-Daar thud­ded to the ground next to Keverel as the black­root tre­ant took an­other slow, im­pla­ca­ble step for­ward. “I am loath to do this,” she said.

Land­ing next to her with flint and steel in one hand and an oil-soaked torch in the other, Kithri said, “If you let it squash Remy, it will prob­a­bly go away.”

“Life is never that easy,” Biri-Daar said. She took a run­ning step and leaped, new twin katars from Crow Fork Mar­ket re­versed in her hands to use as im­pro­vised climb­ing axes. Be­low her, Kithri ig­nited her torch.

Lu­can and Paelias backed slowly to­ward each other, keep­ing Remy and Keverel in the cor­ner of their fields of vi­sion. “You didn’t ac­ci­den­tally hit both of them?” Lu­can asked.

Paelias shook his head. “Just the one. Might have killed it. Or what­ever it is you do to fin­ish a wraith.”

Then the sec­ond sword­wraith ap­peared, all the way on the other side of Keverel, emerg­ing from the shad­ows cast when Kithri lit her torch. She reared back and threw it at a knot of branches half­way up the tre­ant’s trunk, on the side op­po­site where Biri-Daar slowly worked her way up to the sug­ges­tion of a face in the dead branches of its crown. It swat­ted at her but could not dis­lodge her, and the torch caught its bark on fire. Im­me­di­ately the tre­ant de­voted all of its at­ten­tion to putting out the flames; us­ing the dis­trac­tion, Biri-Daar reached the base of the crown, where its ears would have been if the tre­ant had been hu­man. In­stead of ears it fea­tured a knot­ted hole on ei­ther side, with a mul­ti­tude of tiny branches sprout­ing like whiskers above and around it.

On the ground, the sword­wraith’s blade flashed out to strike an un­wary Kithri, who was strik­ing flint over an­other torch—but with a clang, Keverel flung out his mace at the last mo­ment, de­flect­ing the blow. His pro­tec­tive bless­ing wa­vered and the sword­wraith turned on him, slash­ing open his mail shirt and the flesh un­der­neath.

Her torch lit, Kithri swung it around and swept it through the denser shadow of the sword­wraith’s head. The flame bloomed up and down its body and its screech pierced the night, spurred to a higher pitch when a leap­ing Paelias landed next to the prone Keverel and dis­patched it with a stroke of his sword.

All of them looked up at Biri-Daar then, as she drew a deep breath and put her beaked mouth to the black­root tre­ant’s ear.

She did not want to use fire. She did not want to burn the for­est or de­stroy the spir­its that lived therein. But she did very much want this black­root tre­ant to find death, to re­turn to the soil that had given it life. All of that time spent with elves and rangers had made her too sen­si­tive, no doubt—but what­ever the cause, when Biri-Daar un­leashed her drag­onbreath into the knot­hole at the side of the black­root’s head, she did so with more pity than anger.

Flames flared out through the great rot­ting holes of its eyes and mouth, roar­ing along with the ag­o­nized roar the black­root made. Blindly it grasped at Biri-Daar, found her, flung her away into the trees—but too late, as the flames caught the dead leaves of its crown and ex­ploded into a great mush­room of fire. The roots hold­ing Remy spasmed, twisted, and fell limp. Kithri sawed them away from his legs with a knife. “Lu­can! Paelias! Find Biri-Daar!” she yelled over the sound of the flames.

In the last mo­ments of its un­death, the black­root stag­gered back to­ward the for­est where its roots had first found sus­te­nance. Then, Remy saw, it caught it­self, jerk­ing back from the edge of the for­est in a shower of em­bers. Turn­ing, los­ing its bal­ance as the life burned out of its long-dead heart­wood, the black­root took one great step—over him, over the moan­ing Keverel, over Kithri—onto the Crow Road. And when it had got­ten both feet on the road, it fell, its roots and branches dy­ing by inches, curl­ing and black­en­ing as the flames found ev­ery inch of what cen­turies be­fore had been one of the no­blest be­ings of the world.

“Did you see that?” Lu­can said won­der­ingly. “It moved out of the trees.”

Kneel­ing over Keverel, Kithri said, “Lu­can, don’t be an id­iot. It was un­dead. It didn’t know where it was go­ing.”

“You be­lieve what you be­lieve,” Lu­can said. He looked over at Paelias, whose chis­eled face bore the same ex­pres­sion of dis­be­lief as his own. Both of them looked at Remy.

“I think I saw it too,” Remy said. “It stopped and turned around, didn’t it?”

“Go find Biri-Daar!” Kithri screamed. “Go!”

They went, not want­ing to ar­gue, even though they were fairly sure that Biri-Daar was all right. She had sur­vived far worse than a short flight through tree branches.

And they were very sure that they had seen that night some­thing that none of them might ever see again: an un­dead crea­ture re­mem­ber­ing, at the mo­ment of its death, some­thing of its long-gone liv­ing self.

Nei­ther Lu­can nor Paelias said any­thing about this as Biri-Daar limped out of the dark­ness be­fore they had got­ten a hun­dred paces away from the road. They fell into step with her, wait­ing to see if she needed help. She waved them away. “Sore is all,” she said. “I am tempted to be­lieve that the other trees … tre­ants, per­haps, but per­haps just trees … I am tempted to be­lieve that they looked af­ter me a lit­tle.”

“I be­lieve it,” Lu­can said. “Af­ter what I saw that black­root do, I can be­lieve any­thing.”
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That night they were able to sleep a lit­tle, in the lee of a grassy knoll far enough from the road that the crows wouldn’t fol­low them all the way. “How much far­ther are we on this road?” Paelias asked. “Which of you have trav­eled it all the way?”

“All the way? None of us,” Lu­can said. “I have been on part of it.”

“I too. As far as the Crow’s Foot at the Tomb Fork,” Biri-Daar said.

Paelias looked around. “Just the two of you,” he said. “And nei­ther as far as this In­verted Keep. In­ter­est­ing. Well, I’ll take the first watch and per­haps in the morn­ing one of the crows will bring us a map.”

In the morn­ing, while they brewed tea and toasted bread, Remy said, “Would the crows do that? I mean guide us.” Keverel was slic­ing jerked meat. He paused and looked at Lu­can.

“In­ter­est­ing,” he said. “Would they?”

Lu­can chuck­led. “My guess is that I have no idea. I’ll give it a try.”

They waited as Lu­can walked closer to the road and whis­tled out to the crows. Two of them flapped down into a dead tree closer to him. Remy watched as the crows bobbed their heads at Lu­can. He pointed down the road, made a cir­cu­lar mo­tion in the di­rec­tion of the sun. Af­ter a few min­utes, the crows flew back to their sta­tions at the tops of the near­est trees. Lu­can walked back to­ward the camp and the crows be­gan to caw.

“They’re just sen­tries,” he said. “They’re de­scended, or say they are, from the crows buried along this part of the road, which ac­cord­ing to them orig­i­nally came from a clan that lived on the edge of the elves’ for­est near the Gorge of Noon. Who knows whether it’s true.

“But they also said that they thought it was five more days to the Crow’s Foot, and a day af­ter that to the In­verted Keep. I’m not sure how clear their ideas are about how far we can go in a day.”

“Not far enough,” Kithri sighed. “Is there wa­ter on the way?”

“Odd you should men­tion that. The crows said that the last day or so of the trek would be through a swamp.” Lu­can squat­ted by the fire and poured tea. “They don’t like the swamp. They wouldn’t say why, but it was clear they didn’t like the swamp at all.”

“Well, I love swamps,” Paelias said brightly.

Keverel snorted. “Gods,” Kithri said. “You made the cleric laugh. Ei­ther this will be a great day or we will all die.”

Sad­dled up and back on the road, they watched the crows watch them for that day and the next. The Crow Road lev­eled out and tra­versed a broad land­scape of naked gran­ite and clear wa­ter, punc­tu­ated oc­ca­sion­ally by twisted pines fes­tooned with ob­ser­vant crows. “So,” Remy said when they had rid­den the en­tire day with­out in­ci­dent. “I’m start­ing to feel un­usual be­cause noth­ing has hap­pened.”

“You mean no­body be­sieg­ing us be­cause they want your box?” Kithri said.

“Or un­dead spir­its want­ing to drag us down be­low the stones, to trans­form us into ghouls and wights.” Keverel smiled thinly. There had been too much of that in the re­al­ity of their days for it to carry much hu­mor.

“When we get to the In­verted Keep, what are we go­ing to find?” Remy asked.

“I don’t know.” Biri-Daar looked at the clouds gath­er­ing to the north­east. “I’ve never seen it ex­cept from the other side of the White­fall. And I have never spo­ken to any­one who has been in the Keep and re­turned.”

“What do you know?” Paelias. “Ev­ery time some­one asks you some­thing, O drag­onborn leader, you tell us what you don’t know.”

“What do I know?” Biri-Daar re­peated. “I know that the In­verted Keep hangs hun­dreds of feet in the air over the White­fall, and that the way into it in­volves a way un­der­ground through the tomb of the Road-builder. I know that he trans­formed him­self in some way, and pre­sides over the Keep as he has done for cen­turies. I know that …” She fal­tered.

They rode in si­lence un­til she was ready to speak again.

“I know that there is a drag­onborn there. One of my an­ces­tors,” Biri-Daar said qui­etly. “I know that one of the Guardians of the Quill is there. That …” Again she trailed off and again she mas­tered her­self. “That will not be so once we have come and gone.”

None of them knew what to say. Remy watched the drag­onborn who had led them this far, and he un­der­stood more about how and why she did what she did.

“I will find Moidan’s Quill, and bring it out, and we will take the quill to Karga Kul,” Biri-Daar said. She said it to the sky but meant them to hear it. “The Mage Trust of Karga Kul will use the quill to rein­scribe the seal and re­plen­ish its power. There are too few points of light in the world,” Biri-Daar went on, and her voice broke. “Karga Kul is one of them. It is also my home though I have not been there in many years. I would not have it drown in the chaos of the Abyss.”

If some­one had asked him to list five things he thought he would never see, Remy would have put see­ing a drag­onborn cry high on the list. And he would have put tears from Biri-Daar at the top of any list. The pal­adin cried silently and with­out mo­tion, rid­ing for­ward with no change in her pace or ex­pres­sion. “It oc­curs to me,” Lu­can said, “that if all of us chose to bear the sins of our an­ces­tors, we would surely be sui­cides.”

“I fear that I can dis­agree. My an­ces­tors have pledged them­selves to Erathis for as long as there are records in Toradan,” Keverel said.

“Surely we don’t have to re­mind the good cleric that holy men sin,” Kithri said. “If we do have to re­mind him, I know some songs.”

“I don’t think so,” Keverel said, but once Kithri got started with a song, there was no stop­ping her.
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Here I am, Remy thought pe­ri­od­i­cally over the next few days of rid­ing. I am with a group of strangers on a quest that means lit­tle to me. Why did they in­sist I come with them? Why didn’t they leave me at the mar­ket?

The box that had caused all the trou­ble was a foot long, give or take, and per­haps three inches wide and two deep. Its clasp was pewter and the seam be­tween its lid and the box was in­vis­i­ble—un­less mag­i­cal at­ten­tion was di­rected at it. The seam had glowed right along with the sig­ils on its lid when Iri­ani had first in­ves­ti­gated the box. Remy won­dered again what would hap­pen if he opened it. It had been some time since any­one or any­thing had tried to take it from him.

What did Philomen want? Was Biri-Daar right that the vizier was un­trust­wor­thy, that he had sent Remy out into the wastes to die? Biri-Daar’s the­ory was that Philomen needed the ob­ject Remy car­ried to dis­ap­pear be­cause other forces in Avankil wanted it. Or that Remy was never in­tended to sur­vive the trip to Toradan, and that af­ter his death some agent of the vizier’s would have found his body and re­cov­ered the box.

No one in the group seemed to have any pa­tience for the idea that Remy had been in­tended to de­liver the box to Toradan.

“Who were you sup­posed to speak to there?” Biri-Daar asked on their fourth day. The Crow Road switch­backed down a steep slope for as far as they could see in front of them be­fore dis­ap­pear­ing into what looked like a low­land jun­gle. They weren’t in the low­lands yet, but be­fore they got to the White­fall there would be a good deal of marsh to tra­verse. Biri-Daar re­mem­bered that much of her pre­vi­ous pas­sage along the road.

“I was given a place,” Remy said. “The vizier told me that when I ar­rived at Toradan, I should find the Monastery of the Cliff and speak to the ab­bot. But he never told me the ab­bot’s name.”

“The Monastery of the Cliff,” Biri-Daar echoed. “What would those monks want with a pack­age from the vizier of Avankil?” She clucked her tongue, some­thing that Remy had learned meant she was mulling a prob­lem with no ob­vi­ous so­lu­tion. “You were sent out into the desert to die, Remy,” she said shortly. “That is clear to you now, isn’t it?”

“I know it’s clear to you,” Remy said. “That’s why I came along. But I still don’t un­der­stand … I don’t know any­thing. What does any of this Karga Kul busi­ness have to do with me?”

“The Abyss pur­sues you. And demons threaten Karga Kul,” Biri-Daar said qui­etly. “Do you want to stake your life on that be­ing a co­in­ci­dence? I would sooner cut my own throat than de­liver an un­known, mag­i­cally guarded item to the monks on the cliff.”

“Why?”

“It has been long years since those monks kept their holy or­ders,” Biri-Daar said.

They rode in si­lence for some time af­ter that. Even­tu­ally Remy worked up his nerve and said, “Biri-Daar. This is a per­sonal quest for you.”

The drag­onborn nod­ded.

“Al­most an ob­ses­sion.”

Biri-Daar made no re­sponse.

“Per­haps your ob­ses­sion is mak­ing it seem like my er­rand has some­thing to do with your quest,” Remy said. “I don’t see it.”

“Would you like to turn around and go home now, Remy?” Biri-Daar asked.

Yes, Remy wanted to say. I would like to turn around and go home and for­get that any of this ever hap­pened.…

Ex­cept that wasn’t true. All his life he had dreamed of ad­ven­ture. He had looked at the ships docked in Quay­side and imag­ined go­ing all the places they had gone … all the places his fa­ther had gone. Remy had in­sa­tiably de­voured ev­ery tale of hero­ism and magic, of quest­ing and ex­plo­ration, that he could find. He had learned to read solely so he could fol­low the sto­ries told in the one book his mother had—her great-un­cle’s mem­oirs about his time at sea in the wa­ters far be­yond the Drag­on­down Coast, wa­ters be­set with float­ing ice or great mats of liv­ing vines that grew up from the depths to en­snare and de­stroy un­wary mariners …

He had mem­o­rized the names of ev­ery city and town on the coast and de­ter­mined to visit each and ev­ery one, swear­ing to him­self that he would make his name in the world and leave be­hind sto­ries that other men would write.

“No,” he said to Biri-Daar. “I don’t want to go home.”

“Wise,” said the pal­adin.

“We both know I can’t go home any­way. It’s not wise to ac­cept that which can­not be changed.”

“Per­haps not,” Biri-Daar said. “But it is cer­tainly un­wise not to. You are good com­pany, Remy. And you have the mak­ings of a fine war­rior, it seems to me. But you are with us be­cause … I must be hon­est here. You are with us be­cause I trust noth­ing that has any taint of the vizier,” Biri-Daar said. “And that in­cludes you.”
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The Crow Road wound like a snake through swamp and jun­gle af­ter de­scend­ing along the flanks of the last north­east­ern range of the Draco Ser­rata. The earth it­self turned first to mud and then seem­ingly to a slip­pery tan­gle of root and rot­ten leaf, as if they walked on a pad of float­ing plant mat­ter un­der which there was noth­ing but dark wa­ter all the way to the cen­ter of the earth. That was what it felt like when the skies low­ered, and through the mid­day semi­dark­ness they tried to keep to the road, feel­ing its al­gae-slicked stones un­der their feet un­til in­evitably they stepped off and be­gan to slide into the depth­less muck. Biri-Daar nearly roped them all to­gether, but at the last minute thought bet­ter of it; the threat was a lit­tle too real that they might all be reeled down­ward like a stringer of fish.

“Hey, Lu­can, what do the crows have to say?” Kithri asked on their sec­ond day out of the moun­tains. The en­tire world was the drip, drip of wa­ter in the over­hang­ing trees and the softly ter­ri­fy­ing sounds of crea­tures un­seen mov­ing in the shad­ows.

“These are the Raven Queen’s watch­ers here,” Lu­can said, look­ing up into the tan­gled canopy. Remy couldn’t even see the birds he was see­ing, and even if he could have seen them, he wasn’t en­tirely sure about the dif­fer­ences be­tween crows and ravens. “They are less will­ing to speak to me. The Queen, they think, is un­happy with our er­rand.”

“Why would that old bitch care about what we do?” Paelias spat off the road into still black wa­ter. “She’ll get her share of dead whether we ever see Karga Kul or not.”

“The Raven Queen has never con­cerned her­self with get­ting enough,” Biri-Daar said. “For her, the only enough is ev­ery­thing. Ev­ery life we save is an af­front to her.”

“Then let’s make sure we do enough killing to keep her happy be­fore we start sav­ing all those lives,” Kithri said, so brightly her voice was al­most a chirp.

“The ravens say one thing,” Lu­can added. “Ahead, the dead things buried un­der the road are not al­ways dead.” He paused, lis­ten­ing. “And the live things are in com­merce with the dead.”

Keverel, in a hu­mor­less mood, made a ward­ing ges­ture. “Must the crows speak in rid­dles?”

The ravens cawed back and forth to each other. “Ravens speak the way ravens speak,” Lu­can said with a shrug. “You don’t have to lis­ten. They also said that in an­other mile or so, we were go­ing to have to learn to swim. Then they laughed.”

In an­other mile or so, the Crow Road sub­sided be­low still black wa­ter. It was still vis­i­ble, as a rib­bon of open wa­ter wind­ing be­tween im­pen­e­tra­ble walls of jun­gle swamp on ei­ther side, but as far ahead as they could see it did not re-emerge from the wa­ter. The horses stopped at the wa­ter and would not go for­ward no mat­ter how hard they were spurred or dragged. They dug in their hooves, eyes wild and rolling, un­til the party gave up and stood apart from their mounts at the wa­ter’s edge.

“So the crows tell jokes as well as rid­dles,” Keverel said.

“Ravens,” Lu­can cor­rected him again. “But the same is true of crows.”

They stood watch­ing each other and look­ing out over the wa­ter for a long mo­ment. “Does any­one know how to charm a horse?” Paelias asked. No one laughed.

“The horses know bet­ter,” Lu­can said. “Too bad we don’t.”

“The only way is for­ward,” Biri-Daar said. “If the horses will not go, we will go with­out them. Sal­vage as much of your gear as you can.”

They loaded them­selves with what they could carry, then drew lots to see who would go out into the wa­ter first. Paelias won, or lost. “Cleric,” he said. “Bless me.”

Keverel did, call­ing the power of Erathis to pro­tect the eladrin. “Now we will find out what power Erathis has,” Paelias said, and he took a step into the wa­ter. It was an­kle deep. He took an­other. “I can still feel the road,” he said. He stepped far­ther out. Af­ter ten paces he was knee-deep. Af­ter ten paces more, still knee-deep.

“All right,” Biri-Daar said. “Any­thing that can’t get wet, stow it high. We walk un­til we have to swim, and then we’ll see what hap­pens.”

“Easy for you to say,” Kithri said. But she stepped into the wa­ter right af­ter Paelias, and swal­lowed her pride when she needed to be lifted onto Biri-Daar’s shoul­ders as the wa­ter grew slowly but in­ex­orably deeper.
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They slogged through for the rest of the day, usu­ally in knee- to thigh-deep wa­ter but ev­ery so of­ten hold­ing swords and packs over their heads as they ne­go­ti­ated stretches where the wa­ter deep­ened to their necks. Once they had to swim for a stretch. All of them ex­pected at any mo­ment to be snatched un­der the wa­ter by some­thing form­less and hor­ri­ble. Keverel, Biri-Daar, and Paelias kept up a steady stream of whis­pered and ges­tured charms, to dis­close the pres­ence of malev­o­lent crea­tures and to ward them away when and if their pres­ence was dis­cov­ered. It was only a mat­ter of time. They knew it was only a mat­ter of time.

In late af­ter­noon shad­ows, the wa­ter held at thigh level. “Biri-Daar,” Keverel said. “We can’t do this all night. We’re go­ing to need to camp. It’ll be dark soon and I don’t rel­ish try­ing to build a tree­house in the dark with the lo­cal wildlife com­ing out to greet us.”

Biri-Daar stopped. “Agreed,” she said af­ter a look around. “Lu­can. What’s your feel­ing about the trees around here?”

“Most of them are dead. There are a few black­roots far­ther back off the road,” Lu­can said. “If we keep fires burn­ing, I don’t think they’ll come too close, but none of these trees are go­ing to like fire very much. That means they don’t like you very much, Biri-Daar. But if one of them is go­ing to let us stay, it will be one of these old wil­lows. They soak up so much wa­ter that you can’t hardly burn them if you drop them into a vol­cano.” With a wink, he added, “And they’re just a bit more friendly than most of the trees you’ll find back here.”

“Do they talk?” Remy asked.

“Not ex­actly,” Lu­can said. “But I can tell what they feel. Some of them re­mem­ber this marsh be­fore the Crow Road was built. They don’t like what it has be­come. One of those will let us ham­mock for the night.”

“Well, which one? Let’s find it,” Kithri said. Her usu­ally in­vul­ner­a­ble good cheer had been much tested by the amount of car­ry­ing and as­sis­tance she’d needed dur­ing the day. Pride was a dif­fi­cult thing.

Lu­can pointed ahead of them and to the left. “See the wil­low there? It’s will­ing.”

They sloshed to­ward it, keep­ing on the road un­til the last minute, when they had to leave the rel­a­tively sta­ble foot­ing of the stones for the treach­er­ous swamp bot­tom. It was twenty yards per­haps to the long-hang­ing branches of the wil­low. As they made their way for­ward, the wa­ter started to boil around them, and Remy knew that the feel­ing he’d had all day—the feel­ing of be­ing ob­served, awaited, hunted—had been jus­ti­fied.

They came out of the wa­ter all at once, yuan-ti mal­isons in a dou­ble cir­cle around them, eyes gleam­ing black. “I should have known we wouldn’t get through a place like this with­out find­ing them,” Keverel said grimly. “Wher­ever there is poi­soned wa­ter and dark magic, there will be yuan-ti.”

They started mov­ing closer to­gether, de­cid­ing whether to move for the safety of the tree or open space of the sunken roadbed. “Some­thing in the trees, there,” Lu­can said.

Keverel glanced over where Lu­can had pointed. “Abom­i­na­tion,” he said. They could see its coils draped over a low branch of a live oak. Its only hu­manoid fea­tures were four arms and a head that had as­pects of both man and snake.

Be­fore he got his shield up, a spear hit Remy square in the pit of the stom­ach. With­out his mail coat it would have punched straight through his vi­tals and he would have died be­fore he could count to fifty. With his mail coat, the im­pact still punched the wind from Remy’s lungs and the strength from his legs. He went down, gasp­ing in wa­ter and chok­ing it back out. Hands caught one arm and in his hair, haul­ing him back to his feet. “Stay up!” Keverel shouted in his ear. Remy clutched at the cleric, gath­er­ing his bal­ance. An­other spear rang off Keverel’s shield.

“To me! The wil­low!” Biri-Daar’s voice rose over the sounds of the bat­tle, and twin­ing through it all, the rat­tle and hiss of the yuan-ti. It was a sound nearly like speech, so that Remy’s mind looked for words in it, but never quite found them. Hyp­notic and dan­ger­ous to hear, the hiss of the yuan-ti was ev­ery bit as dan­ger­ous as the poi­son in their fangs or the blades in their clawed hands.

Paelias sent a blast of mag­i­cal en­ergy spread­ing out across the sur­face of the wa­ter, singe­ing the yuan-ti and gath­er­ing them a mo­ment to get into a de­fen­sive po­si­tion. More spears arced in, but they had shields ready. Lu­can even flicked one aside with his sword. Above them, the in­can­ter whis­pered, its al­most-words buzzing in their heads, dis­tract­ing them, keep­ing them off bal­ance. Remy started to get his breath back, but some­thing was wrong and he couldn’t tell what.

Lu­can looked around as they knit them­selves into a cir­cle. Blades out, backs in. “Where’s Keverel?” he shouted.

Of the cleric there was no sign.

Paelias swore and dived un­der­wa­ter be­fore any of them could stop him … and with a whis­tle and hiss, the in­can­ter in the tree un­coiled and dropped down, dis­ap­pear­ing with barely a rip­ple af­ter him. A mo­ment later the wa­ter ex­ploded into foam near the base of the tree. Si­mul­ta­ne­ously the rest of the yuan-ti reap­peared, clos­ing in with spears and nets. Kithri, al­ready neck-deep, said, “Try not to step on me.”

“What?” Remy said.

With­out re­peat­ing her­self, the halfling took a deep breath and ducked un­der.

That left Lu­can, Biri-Daar, and Remy. Three swords against two dozen yuan-ti. “We fight,” Biri-Daar said. “They can­not gain what you have, Remy. If we must kill ten of them for each of us, or twenty, then that is what we must do.”

One of the yuan-ti, more ag­gres­sive than the rest, probed with its spear. Biri-Daar caught the barbed spear­head in one of the curls of her blade and jerked the mal­i­son off bal­ance, close enough that both Remy and Lu­can ran it through with­out hav­ing to take more than a step.

The oth­ers, seiz­ing the op­por­tu­nity, surged for­ward—but at that mo­ment Keverel stood up out of the wa­ter, blood run­ning from claw marks across his face and neck. In the crook of his arm dan­gled the life­less form of the yuan-ti in­can­ter. “There!” he cried, and brought his mace down on the in­can­ter’s head. The blow forced one of its eyes out to dan­gle on the sur­face of the wa­ter. A con­certed hiss­ing whis­tle arose from the rest of the yuan-ti.

Paelias ap­peared, and he and Keverel backed to­ward the cir­cle. “Where’s the halfling?” Keverel asked. He let the in­can­ter’s body go. It sank out of sight.

“She went look­ing for you,” Remy said. He was still see­ing dou­ble some­times, and feel­ing weak in his hands and knees. “Too long ago.”

As if they were ac­tors in a play, two of the yuan-ti be­tween the cir­cle of war­riors and the invit­ing branches of the wil­low threw back their heads with a gar­gling hiss and sank into the wa­ter. Be­hind them, Kithri ap­peared, scam­per­ing up the hang­ing wil­low branches. Nearby yuan-ti stabbed their spears at her, but she quickly moved higher, out of reach. “Let’s go!” she cried. “How much of a path do you need?”

“Now you know,” Remy said.

Keep­ing the cir­cle, they forced their way through a thicket of spear­points, catch­ing and killing any yuan-ti that drew too close, mak­ing a tor­toise­shell of their shields when the yuan-ti drew back their arms to throw spears in­stead of thrust them. Lit­tle by lit­tle, they fought their way to­ward the safe haven of the tree.

“Where did you go?” Remy asked Keverel.

“Slipped,” the cleric said. “Paelias found me at the same time the in­can­ter did. I couldn’t see, but they could. I think it bit him. Have to see to him when this is over.”

“See that you do see to me, holy man,” Paelias said. As he spoke he slowed the ad­vance of the yuan-ti with a sheet of ice across the wa­ter. They started in break­ing it apart with the butts of their spears.

It didn’t look like any of them were go­ing to be see­ing to any­thing when the yuan-ti were through. There were too many of them, even with­out the in­can­ter. And there was nowhere to stand. Still they fought their way to the trunk of the wil­low and got their backs to it as the yuan-ti closed in. Kithri picked some of them off with throw­ing knives that snapped out of her hands faster than any of them could see in the fail­ing light, but more arose from the wa­ter … and still more were com­ing through the jun­gle canopy.

Remy had been afraid but now was not. If he was go­ing to die, he was go­ing to die among com­rades who had plucked him from the wastes and be­gun to teach him what it was to be a man, to fight for some­thing worth fight­ing for. He would fight un­til he could fight no longer … as he had the thought he struck down into the wa­ter to his right, bury­ing the point of his sword in the open mouth of a mal­i­son poised to strike at his thigh.

“Up into the tree,” Biri-Daar or­dered. Lu­can caught a branch and swung him­self up, tak­ing a glanc­ing slash across his leg and re­turn­ing with a blow that struck out one of the yuan-ti’s slit­ted eyes.

A net sailed from the shad­ows, its weights clat­ter­ing against the wil­low trunk and its weave tan­gling the sword arms of Biri-Daar and Lu­can strad­dling the tree branch above her. More nets spun in to catch at Paelias’s limbs and web the spa­ces be­tween the branches and the wa­ter. Remy cut at them, but they were com­ing in faster than he could han­dle them.

Help ar­rived then, from a most un­ex­pected quar­ter; a bliz­zard of short ar­rows swept across the yuan-ti from an an­gle back in the di­rec­tion of the sunken road. Whis­tles echoed across the wa­ter as small shapes ap­peared in the trees, com­ing from nowhere to am­bush the yuan-ti. Their clos­ing cir­cle sud­denly be­came a sand­wiched line. Remy worked fu­ri­ously to free Biri-Daar and Paelias from the net cords that tan­gled them. Lu­can was al­ready free. From higher in the tree, Kithri shocked them all by whistling just as their shad­owy res­cuers had.

“Halflings!” Kithri cried out. “The White­fall halflings!”

They struck out from the trunk of the tree, forc­ing the yuan-ti back into the teeth of the halflings’ bar­rage. Remy flinched as the ar­rows of the un­seen halfling archers hissed by un­com­fort­ably close. He sunk lower in the wa­ter—and saw that the sig­ils on the pack­age from Philomen were glow­ing brightly through its wrap­pings. Any­thing un­der the wa­ter could see it.

And some­thing did. Erupt­ing from the swamp-bot­tom muck, two un­dead cor­rup­tions reached out for him. Their mouths fell open, spilling wa­ter and weeds and teeth. The sound they made seemed in­tended to be words but Remy could not parse them. He struck at one, his sword slowed at first by the wa­ter; still the blow landed and the crea­ture’s arm snapped off just above the el­bow with a crack of rot­ten bone. He swung around, stag­ger­ing against in­vis­i­ble roots, and barely de­flected a swip­ing claw. With a shock of recog­ni­tion he re­al­ized what he was fight­ing, and just as he did Biri-Daar ap­peared, the right­eous fires from her mouth in­cin­er­at­ing one of the un­dead and her sword hack­ing the other back down into the muck from which it had come. “Apos­tate,” she said, the words smok­ing in the dusk. “Heretic.”

Drag­onborn. They had once been drag­onborn.

The yuan-ti were gone, driven back into the vine-draped dark­ness by the hail of halfling ar­rows. The halflings them­selves were sud­denly ap­pear­ing ev­ery­where, call­ing out to Kithri in a river­boat pid­gin that Remy rec­og­nized but did not un­der­stand. The burn­ing un­dead floated for a mo­ment, the stink­ing wa­ter ex­tin­guish­ing the flames in puffs of loath­some steam. As it sank, Biri-Daar watched and spoke softly for only Remy to hear. “The builder of this road has much to an­swer for,” she said.
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Their halfling res­cuers were a river tribe that raided into the Light­less Marsh when­ever the mood took them, it seemed. Few of them spoke a Com­mon that Remy could un­der­stand, and the only one among the trav­el­ers who could un­der­stand their river pid­gin was, of course, Kithri—and even she laughed at their odd col­lo­qui­alisms. “We Black­fall halflings are a very dif­fer­ent bunch,” she chuck­led. “In­ter­mar­riage must bring some rau­cous fes­ti­vals.”

“What are they do­ing this far into the marshes?” Keverel asked. “There’s noth­ing back here but abom­i­na­tion.”

“Ac­cord­ing to them, abom­i­na­tion and loot go to­gether like bread and cheese,” Kithri said. She was about to go on when the leader of the halflings spoke up in Com­mon.

“The road is as much wa­ter­way here as any­thing else,” the halfling said, point­ing back at the gap in the trees where the sub­merged Crow Road led on to­ward Tomb Fork. “So here we are. Would you pre­fer to dis­pute fur­ther, or shall we make our exit?”

“Exit sounds good to me,” Lu­can said. “This is no for­est. This is a cesspit.”

The halflings had stowed their boat in the lee of a dy­ing cy­press whose girth it would have taken six men link­ing arms to en­cir­cle. The boat was flat-bot­tomed and broad-beamed, de­signed to take weight over dis­tance on quiet wa­ter. Cur­rently it was empty of cargo save for what looked like a short pyra­mi­dal stack of muddy coffins. Remy asked if that was what they were, but ev­ery­one he asked pre­tended not to speak Com­mon. The boat ac­cepted the five ad­ven­tur­ers’ weight with no trou­ble and its pi­lot Vok­oun, at a bow tiller, waved at a half-dozen pol­ers to get them mov­ing.

“There are more yuan-ti than there used to be around here,” the pi­lot said as they poled their way through the swamp. Along the sides of the raft, archers stayed at the ready. Ahead, there was light—a patch of sky. Remy felt a weight leave his chest as he saw it. They had been closer than he’d thought; how ter­ri­ble it would have been to die so near the goal … or the next stage in the goal, at any rate. “We run the trib­u­taries all along here,” Vok­oun went on, “and dip into the swamps as we hear about this or that ruin that might be worth a look. Usu­ally what­ever we find isn’t worth the fight to get it, es­pe­cially the closer you get to the road. But to­day our shaman had dreams about the road­side near the fork, so we de­cided to come and see what might need our at­ten­tion.” He turned to the group and winked. “Turned out to be you. Should have known you had a halfling with you. That’s prob­a­bly what the shaman was re­ally dream­ing about. Half the time he’s chewed so much kaat that he can’t in­ter­pret his own mind.”

Vok­oun paused for breath and Biri-Daar jumped in be­fore he could get started again. “Can you take us as far as Iskar’s Land­ing?”

“Sure, that’s where we’re go­ing any­way. From here, not much choice.” Vok­oun spat over­board. Remy noted from the color that he was a bit of a kaat chewer him­self. “But what do you want to go there for, if you’re headed for Karga Kul? We can get you there. For a halfling cousin—even a Black­fall cousin—it’s the least we could do.”

“We are in your debt,” Keverel said for­mally.

Vok­oun laughed. “You sure are. But it’s a debt we’ll never col­lect, so why worry about it?” He spat again and looked over his shoul­der at the sleep­ing Kithri. “She’s not do­ing well? She’s hurt?”

“She was badly hurt by an ogre some time back,” Keverel said. “She is heal­ing, but more slowly than I would like. It’s the air, the bad spir­its … for all I know, it’s the crows. What­ever it is, she’s not do­ing as well as I would have hoped. But she is tougher than the rest of us; she’ll come through.”

Vok­oun clucked in his throat and said some­thing in the river pid­gin to the archers. Each of them made a sim­i­lar cluck and a quick ges­ture over the sleep­ing Kithri. Biri-Daar and Keverel ex­changed a glance. Remy watched, won­der­ing if Keverel would add an Erathian bless­ing. When he did not, Remy then won­dered whether it was be­cause he didn’t want to of­fend their hosts or be­cause he be­lieved that, among halflings, the halflings’ be­liefs car­ried more power. Remy knew lit­tle of gods. He had heard their names, and his oaths, when he swore them, were to Pelor, but that was be­cause his mother had done the same. To de­vote one’s life to the ser­vice of a god … it was not the life Remy would choose.

And yet he would choose—was choos­ing, had cho­sen—a life of ad­ven­ture, and so had Biri-Daar and Keverel. So per­haps a life lived for a god was not such a bad life af­ter all. Remy was think­ing of that when he fell asleep to the whoosh of the poles and the slap of wa­ter against the front of the halflings’ flat-bot­tomed boat.
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In the morn­ing, sun beat down on Iskar’s Land­ing and Vok­oun’s band of river traders—or river raiders, if there was a dif­fer­ence—was gone. There the sec­ond ter­mi­nus of the Crow Road—the South­ern Fork—wound down through a cut in the high­lands to a flat place at a sweep­ing bend in the White­fall. The land­ing it­self was a col­lec­tion of docks and a rope-drawn ferry across to the Karga Trace, which rose through the White­fall High­lands and led af­ter fifty leagues to Karga Kul it­self. River traf­fic from up­stream stopped there dur­ing times of year when flood­ing out of the Light­less Marsh made the White­fall too dan­ger­ous to sail; dur­ing those times, an im­promptu town arose, loud with gam­bling, whor­ing, and the rest of the ac­tiv­i­ties bored trav­el­ers get up to when their jour­neys are in­ter­rupted for weeks on end. There had been no rains in the past month, how­ever, and the White­fall ran easy there, deep and green in the shad­owed over­hang of the bluffs along its north bank.

Remy had dim mem­o­ries of ar­riv­ing the night be­fore, stum­bling off the halflings’ boat where it beached on the bank of a White­fall trib­u­tary stream that ran into the main river a hun­dred yards up­stream of the land­ing. He had stripped off his wet clothes and wrapped him­self in a slightly less wet blan­ket and fallen straight back to sleep near a camp­fire on the river­bank.

“They got out of here early,” Remy said to Lu­can. Some­one had strung the wet clothes near the fire to dry.

“That they did,” Lu­can an­swered. “But you also slept in. You can thank our cleric for your dry clothes. What a mother hen he is some­times.”

Remy got dressed, look­ing around. Keverel was nowhere in sight.

“Be­fore they left,” Lu­can went on, “the halflings of­fered us a ride the rest of the way down the river if we make it out of the Keep.”

The Keep, Remy thought. He looked up­river, half ex­pect­ing to see it. Lu­can saw what he was do­ing. “We’re not that close,” he said. “We’ll have to head back up the South­ern Fork to the main road and then to the Road-builder’s Tomb. Ac­cord­ing to Vok­oun, the road isn’t un­der­wa­ter af­ter the Crow’s Foot, and the lo­cal beast­ies are fairly tame be­cause they’re scared of what­ever’s in the tomb. Sounds good to me.”

“Sure,” Remy said. “Ex­cept the tomb part.”

“There’s where you’re wrong.” Lu­can pulled a mug out of the ashes near the fire and tested the liq­uid in it with a fin­ger­tip. Sat­is­fied, he took a sip. “Tombs mean plun­der, young Remy. And even our pal­adin won’t ob­ject to us help­ing our­selves to what­ever we find in this tomb. Not af­ter the un­dead drag­onborn the two of you saw back there.”

“She told you about that?”

“Why wouldn’t she? Biri-Daar’s proud, but she’s not one to hide things from us. You could live your whole life and not be part of a band whose leader cared more for your life than she does.” Lu­can drank again, then sneezed. “She’s not much fun, but she’s a leader even I can trust. And I don’t trust lead­ers.”

Keverel and Paelias came up from the river­bank, where they had been trad­ing trav­el­ers’ tales with the oth­ers pass­ing through the land­ing. “The word is out that some­thing got away from Avankil that wasn’t sup­posed to,” Paelias said qui­etly. None of them looked at Remy. “There are boun­ties. What­ever it is we’re do­ing with Remy’s pack­age, we should do it quick or we’re go­ing to have demons like orcs have lice.”

“And we need to get mov­ing out of here now,” Keverel said. “It won’t be long be­fore some of the more un­sa­vory char­ac­ters down there fig­ure out that maybe we might be car­ry­ing what we’re ask­ing about.”

Paelias looked pale and shaky, as if he had just fin­ished vom­it­ing. “Be­lieve I should have some­thing to eat,” he said. “But I don’t much feel like it.”

Keverel took his arm and pulled his sleeve back to re­veal a ban­dage. Pulling the ban­dage back, he re­vealed a yuan-ti bite mark, four punc­tures that formed an al­most per­fect square on the eladrin’s fore­arm. “The poi­son’s not go­ing to kill you. I made sure of that. But you are go­ing to feel a bit un­der the weather for a day or so yet,” Keverel said.

“Won­der­ful news,” Paelias said. Then he bent over, Keverel still hold­ing one arm, and threw up at his own feet.

Biri-Daar and Kithri ap­proached from the other side. “We leave now,” Biri-Daar said. “Much of the morn­ing is gone and we’re not go­ing to want to spend a night any­where near the tomb. That means we need to get to the Crow’s Foot in the Crow Road to­day and find a de­fen­si­ble place to make camp. Paelias, can you do it?”

“The real ques­tion is, does he want to do it?” Kithri asked. “Thought you were just rid­ing along with us for a while.”

“A lit­tle poi­son isn’t go­ing to stop me go­ing into a tomb full of hor­ri­ble mon­strosi­ties with my new com­pan­ions,” Paelias said. Then he threw up again.

Kithri’s skep­ti­cism not­with­stand­ing, Remy re­al­ized that at some point Paelias had be­come one of the group. No one had said any­thing about it, and he couldn’t tell ex­actly when it might have hap­pened, but he was one of them, with the same mis­sion.

They broke camp quickly. Remy wanted to ask Biri-Daar why the sig­ils on the box had glowed so brightly. Had some­one put a charm on it, to call at­ten­tion to it when cer­tain kinds of crea­tures were near? Was it sen­si­tive to the pres­ence of the un­dead?

Or was some­thing within it call­ing out to the un­dead? Or to the yuan-ti?

Remy had many more ques­tions than an­swers. But he wasn’t go­ing to be able to ask many of them that day, not with the pace they were go­ing to have to set if they wanted to make the Crow’s Foot with enough light to set a fire and call the watches be­fore dark.
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They made it, just. The sun was low, touch­ing the moun­tain­tops, when they came over a crest on the South­ern Fork and saw the Crow’s Foot ahead of them. The Tomb Fork led straight away to the east, along high ground. The tomb it­self was ob­scured by the un­du­la­tions of low hills, but above and be­yond it they saw their des­ti­na­tion, and each of them re­garded it in si­lence for a mo­ment, awed by the pow­er­ful sor­ceries that had made it pos­si­ble.

High over the White­fall, its tow­ers burn­ing in the sun­set over the Draco Ser­rata, hung the In­verted Keep. “I fear what we will find within,” Biri-Daar breathed. Remy asked her why, but she would not an­swer. They camped in si­lence, and in the morn­ing en­tered the tomb of the mad sor­cerer and self-pro­claimed king who had built the Crow Road.


BOOK IV

THE IN­VERTED KEEP

The next day as they broke camp, Remy couldn’t keep the ques­tions out of his mouth any longer. He walked up to Biri-Daar and asked, “Did those … you know … Did they rise be­cause of me? Be­cause of what I’m car­ry­ing?”

She had been work­ing a whet­stone through the com­pli­cated curls on the back side of her blade. With­out stop­ping, she said, “Per­haps.”

He waited. When she didn’t go on, he prompted her. “Should we open it? Should we know what we’re get­ting into if we go into a tomb? If this is go­ing to raise un­dead, we’ll likely find our share of them in a tomb, won’t we?”

“We likely will,” Biri-Daar said. She paused in her sharp­en­ing and added, “But we have com­mit­ted to a course. We are tak­ing you to Karga Kul and the Mage Trust. They will know what to do. And if they do not, then I have no hope of fig­ur­ing it out here. So it’s best not to think of it.”

Remy would have pushed the con­ver­sa­tion fur­ther, but Biri-Daar stood. “Time to get mov­ing.”
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The Road-builder’s Tomb was ringed by the last paving stones of the Crow Road, at the ter­mi­nus of the grand and ter­ri­ble project be­gun some­where near the Gorge of Noon a thou­sand years and more be­fore Remy stepped onto those stones and said, “So. We have to go down to go up?”

“Yes,” Paelias said. “And then ap­par­ently up will be down.”

In the cen­ter of the key­hole cre­ated by the turn­around at the end of the Crow Road lay the open en­trance to the Road-builder’s Tomb. “The story goes that he couldn’t stand the idea that the road could end,” Paelias said. “Once, I be­lieve, there was a key­hole at the other end as well. Some say it was de­stroyed in the war be­tween Arkhosia and Bael Tu­rath. Oth­ers say it was never there at all.”

“I heard that the drag­onborn of Karga Kul pulled up those stones and car­ried them off for their clan lair in Toradan!”

They turned as one. The speaker, stand­ing on the far end of the ridge where they had made their camp, leaned on a tall shield, his face split in a broad grin. He was tall and broad, heav­ily built, his skin the color of old brick. His horns curled back from his fore­head, carved with sym­bols of clan and god. “A tiefling,” Kithri said. “How about that?”

Biri-Daar took a step for­ward. “You pro­voke me, tiefling?” she asked.

“I jest, O mighty drag­onborn, Biri-Daar, pal­adin of Ba­hamut.” The tiefling ap­proached and dipped his head in for­mal greet­ing. “I am Obek of Saak-Opole. My an­ces­tors and yours, drag­onborn, did bat­tle on the Bridge of Iban Ja. Now, though, events con­spire to make us al­lies.”

“Do they?” Biri-Daar looked back at the rest of them. “What say you?”

“I am cu­ri­ous how a tiefling ap­pears to bait our res­i­dent drag­onborn just when we’re about to go into a tomb that is, ac­cord­ing to leg­end, heaped to the ceil­ing with trea­sures be­yond imag­in­ing,” Lu­can said. “If this is a strat­egy, I can­not fathom its goal. Not to men­tion my cu­rios­ity as to how you know her name.”

“The goal is sim­ple,” said Obek of Saak-Opole. “Word has spread on the river of a cer­tain some­thing headed to a cer­tain place. You can al­ways use an­other sword. I can use a chance to get back to Karga Kul and set­tle an old score there.”

“You don’t need us for that,” Keverel said.

“No, I need her.” Obek pointed at Biri-Daar. “She is known in Karga Kul, and I sought her specif­i­cally. With­out her, the Mage Trust will strike me down as soon as I am within sight of the gate. With her, I at least have a chance to en­ter the city. That is all I ask.”

“And what do you of­fer?” Biri-Daar asked.

Obek drew his sword. “This. You’re go­ing to need it.”

“You’re a fool,” Paelias said, and burst out laugh­ing. “I thought I was the only one.”

Mov­ing closer, Obek said, “You and I have noth­ing in com­mon, eladrin. You’re a free­booter. I would sac­ri­fice my life to get back in­side Karga Kul. If the only way to do it is by go­ing through that tomb and that keep …” He spread his arms. “No one day is a bet­ter day to die than any other.”

Biri-Daar walked up to the tiefling. “In one hour we are en­ter­ing the Road-builder’s Tomb. You will not en­ter with us.”
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On sched­ule, in an hour, they be­gan the en­try of the tomb. From the rise, Obek watched but made no move to fol­low.

The Road-builder’s Tomb be­gan with a broad flag­stone plaza, each stone carved with a dif­fer­ent rune. “Once I read that these stones are a code, and that who­ever solved it would bring the Road-builder back to life,” Keverel said.

“I’ve heard that he brought him­self back to life,” Lu­can said.

Kithri looked at each of them in turn. “Any other sto­ries?”

“I heard that he takes the guise of a tiefling and tries to come along with any­one stupid enough to want to en­ter his tomb,” Paelias said. They all looked at him. “Why not bring him along?”

“Be­cause, id­iot,” Lu­can said. “He could as eas­ily be com­ing af­ter Remy’s lit­tle box. How do we know oth­er­wise? How is that he ap­peared at ex­actly this mo­ment?”

“Sus­pi­cion makes you die younger,” Paelias said.

“Un­less you get mur­dered in your sleep be­cause you weren’t sus­pi­cious enough,” Remy pointed out.

“Ev­ery­one be silent,” Biri-Daar said. “The tiefling does not come with us.”

The un­paved earth that formed the hole in the key­hole was over­grown with high­land brush and a few stunted, wind-sculpted trees. “It’s sup­posed to be in the cen­ter here, the ex­act cen­ter,” Keverel said. They hacked a path into the un­der­growth, stop­ping pe­ri­od­i­cally so Keverel could get his bear­ings. At what he de­ter­mined to be the cen­ter, they tore the brush out by the roots, first chop­ping the larger trees out with camp hatch­ets. Then, us­ing the trunks, they lev­ered the roots up out of the earth, leav­ing a pit … that in the mid­dle seemed a bit deeper than it should have been, ex­pos­ing a stone that was a bit too reg­u­lar in edge …

Half an hour later they had ex­posed the en­trance to the Road-builder’s Tomb.

A sim­ple stone stair, just wide enough to de­scend sin­gle file, led down into the cleared and tram­pled earth. Be­low the nat­u­ral roof formed by gen­er­a­tions of root sys­tems, its first eight steps were ex­posed. Be­low that ab­bre­vi­ated space, they found a solid seven feet of earth and brush, packed by the ages into nearly stone­like hard­ness. “Ah, the glo­ries of ad­ven­tur­ing,” Kithri said.

Two hours later they had cleared it out, chip­ping it into pieces and hand­ing them up in a chain to toss them out onto the plaza. Kithri, by far the small­est of them, was stuck down in the hole, lev­er­ing pieces loose and scoop­ing hel­mets full of loose dirt and gravel. When the land­ing was clear, they brushed off the door and ex­am­ined it.

Un­like the paving stones, the door was un­adorned. It was con­structed of sim­ple bricks and mor­tar. Nei­ther Paelias nor Lu­can nor Kithri could find any mag­i­cal traps or bind­ings. “Well,” said Keverel when they had cleared the door, “Erathis for­give me.”

The door was not de­signed to open. Nei­ther was it de­signed to with­stand re­peated im­pacts from a steel mace. Its blocks, held to­gether only with mor­tar, be­gan to shift al­most im­me­di­ately. Half a dozen blows had knocked it loose enough that Biri-Daar and Remy could wedge the edges of their shields into the gap and pry it open far enough for them to en­ter.

Biri-Daar went first, her ar­mor aglow with a charm Keverel placed on all steel they car­ried. Lu­can and Remy came next, then Kithri, with Paelias and Keverel act­ing as rear guard. When they were just in­side the door, Biri-Daar stopped and said softly, “Kithri. Quick, back to the top of the stairs. Is the tiefling still there?”

She van­ished and re­turned a mo­ment later, her com­ing and go­ing nearly sound­less. “No sign of him.”

“Too bad,” Lu­can said. “We could have used the com­pany.”

Paelias stopped. “Didn’t you just—”

“One thing you can al­ways count on from Lu­can,” Kithri said, “is that he’ll be con­trary.”

“Quiet,” Biri-Daar said. They moved for­ward into the tomb.

The first pas­sage was long and straight and an­gled slightly down­ward. The stone un­der their feet was dry, the air in their lungs musty with an odd hint of spices scat­tered cen­turies ago and never dis­persed by wind or age. Light from their ar­mor and ready blades suf­fused the pas­sage with a glow bright enough to il­lu­mi­nate but not blind. On the smooth bedrock of the walls, the story of the build­ing of the Crow Road un­folded in a paint­ing that stretched from en­try to a plas­tered-over door­way at the pas­sage’s end.

“Any sign?” Biri-Daar asked qui­etly.

“None I can find,” Paelias said. Keverel shook his head. Kithri darted for­ward to look for the kind of me­chan­i­cal am­bush that even the most skilled magic never found. She, too, backed away with­out find­ing any­thing.

Biri-Daar gave the plas­ter an ex­per­i­men­tal tap. All of them could hear how hol­low a sound it made. She hit it again with a fore­arm, send­ing a cloud of dust rolling along the floor and leav­ing a vis­i­ble dent in the door. Lu­can punched a hole through where she had hit it and he peered into the dark­ness on the other side. “An­techam­ber,” he said. Then he sneezed.

Remy and Biri-Daar broke out a hole big enough to step through, cov­er­ing them­selves with chok­ing dust that picked up the mag­i­cal glow. The ef­fect was of walk­ing into a faintly lu­mi­nes­cent fog as they passed into the an­techam­ber and saw what lay within. Like many prom­i­nent per­son­ages who built them­selves ex­trav­a­gant tombs, the Road-builder had wanted his to re­flect his sta­tion and achieve­ments in life. So in the an­techam­ber were ar­ranged the tools and ma­te­ri­als of ex­plo­ration and road­build­ing. In wall sconces, be­jew­eled sur­veyor’s tools gleamed next to hang­ing picks and shov­els of solid gold. On the ceil­ing, a sky map was picked out in di­a­monds.

Along the walls be­low the sconces, rows of shin­ing sil­ver wheel­bar­rows were piled high with un­cut gems and chunks of ore rep­re­sent­ing de­bris. “Amaz­ing,” Lu­can said.

“De­light­ful, I would say,” Paelias added. He picked up an un­cut ruby the size of an acorn. “Hard to be­lieve no­body ever both­ered to come find this be­fore.”

A dis­tant boom echoed in the cham­ber and down the hall. All of them looked back to­ward the tomb en­trance, which was much too far away to see di­rectly. “Our tiefling friend?” Kithri won­dered.

An­other boom came, and the rum­ble of what sounded like a col­lapse. “Well,” Lu­can said to Biri-Daar. “I hope you’re right that we can get to the Keep from in­side here. Now how were we go­ing to get out of the Keep?”

“One thing at a time,” Biri-Daar said. She was still look­ing back to the en­try pas­sage, and she drew her sword. The rest armed them­selves as well, as the guardians of the Road-builder’s tomb be­gan to pour into the an­techam­ber.

They were long dead, the last crew to work on the Crow Road, buried with the Road-builder in­stead of be­neath the stones of his road. Their bod­ies were held to­gether by the post­hu­mous strength of his magic—some had once been hu­man, oth­ers dwarves, even a few tieflings and orcs among them. They thronged in the en­try hall, dully re­spon­sive to their sin­gle im­per­a­tive: to de­stroy the in­trud­ers.

And, in­cred­i­bly, to re­build the tomb. As Paelias flung a sear­ing splash of light onto the ceil­ing, they saw back to­ward the en­trance that some of the re­an­i­mated work­ers were al­ready mov­ing stones and mix­ing mor­tar from the dust of the floor and the black flu­ids of their own bod­ies. How many times had this hap­pened be­fore? “I re­vise my ear­lier state­ment,” Paelias said. “In­stead, I choose to find it hard to be­lieve that any­one ever sur­vived this to get into the Keep.”

“Hold them!” Keverel cried out sud­denly, as within the an­techam­ber more walk­ing dead emerged from the stones of the walls. He forced them back with the chan­neled power of Erathis, blind­ing and con­fus­ing them, as the rest of the party dug for their lives. They used the picks and shov­els and mauls, but gold was a poor ma­te­rial for weapons—heavy and soft and slip­pery in the hands of the half-de­cayed guardians. A heavy sledge­ham­mer, its strik­ing face set with a sin­gle great emer­ald, went over Remy’s head and rang against the wall, crack­ing the gem and bend­ing the ham­mer’s han­dle. Remy first struck off the hands hold­ing the ham­mer, then the head of the an­i­mated corpse. But right be­hind it loomed a great hulk­ing corpse of what must have been an ogre in life, swing­ing a pick whose head was as long as Remy was tall. Keverel was smash­ing his way through the oth­ers, break­ing them apart and crush­ing the skulls to make sure.

At the an­techam­ber’s en­trance, Biri-Daar and Lu­can and Paelias made a wall too strong for the surge of un­dead to break. The corpses died again and again, some of them com­ing back to life be­neath the march­ing feet of their suc­ces­sors only to be cut down again as soon as they could rise. It was go­ing to be up to Remy to deal with the un­dead ogre.

It brought its great pick down, bury­ing it a foot into the stone floor as Remy skipped aside and hacked at its arm. Once, twice, three times he struck as the great hulk­ing zom­bie worked the pick free. On the third blow, he sev­ered its arm just above the el­bow. It swung the stump at him, spray­ing him with a foul black fluid. With its other hand it got the pick free and piv­oted to gut him with a side­ways swipe.

Remy ducked un­der it and dragged his blade along the un­der­side of its wrist, cut­ting it to the bone. The pick flew from its hand and crashed into the other wall, crush­ing a smaller zom­bie against the row of wheel­bar­rows. The ogre’s sev­ered arm still clung to the pick han­dle. It reached for Remy, its eyes in­fer­nally alight.

And then one of them went out, its light re­placed by the gen­tle gleam of Keverel’s magic im­bu­ing the steel haft of one of Kithri’s throw­ing knives. A mo­ment later, the same hap­pened to its other eye. Remy closed, swing­ing his sword as if cut­ting down a tree. He chopped through one of its legs and danced back as it fell. Be­hind him he heard Biri-Daar and Lu­can shout­ing about some­thing but he could not turn to see what it was; as the zom­bie hulk hit the ground, he struck again and again at its blinded head, even­tu­ally hack­ing away part of its skull and brain. Tremors ran through it, sub­sid­ing into si­lence.

Remy turned to see that ev­ery­one else had stopped fight­ing as well. All vis­i­ble corpses were just that—corpses. Keverel was whis­per­ing bless­ings over them to per­ma­nently re­lease those that had been ris­ing again.

Ten or twelve feet out­side the an­techam­ber door, the last stones were be­ing fit­ted into a new wall clos­ing off the hall. The Road-builder’s crew were do­ing their jobs.

“This was a trap for wan­der­ing tomb rob­bers,” Paelias said. “Not hardy fight­ing folk such as our­selves. One won­ders if the Road-builder left any­thing a lit­tle more in­ter­est­ing.”

“More in­ter­est­ing than be­ing forced to go through the rest of the tomb and dis­cover what joys await us in the In­verted Keep? Care­ful what you wish for,” Kithri said. She was eye­ing the ceil­ing, and as soon as she spoke, she be­gan climb­ing one of the walls, us­ing the edges of al­cove and sconce for footholds un­til she was within arm’s reach of the ceil­ing. Then out came a stubby, thick-bladed knife and she be­gan to work it into the near­est of the star map’s con­stel­la­tions.

“Don’t,” said Paelias.

Kithri couldn’t be­lieve what she was hear­ing. “These are di­a­monds, Paelias. What do you mean, ‘don’t’?”

“I mean don’t,” he said. “It is not for noth­ing that I chose the path of the starpact. Maps of the sky are sa­cred.”

“I’ll put some­thing else in their place,” Kithri said.

“Kithri. Look around you. Is there not enough to carry?”

The ar­gu­ment might have gone far­ther, but the ogre corpse in­ter­rupted it by com­ing back to life. It reared up onto its sin­gle leg, wounds still gap­ing, the pulpy mass of its brain slid­ing out through the holes in its skull left by Remy’s sword. With the ad­van­tage of sur­prise, it struck with its re­main­ing hand, the mo­men­tum of the blow top­pling it off bal­ance even as its open palm swat­ted Paelias flat against the wall.

Keverel jumped for­ward, his mace crash­ing into its head as it hit the ground again. He pounded it into si­lence, then spoke his bless­ing and re­lease. The oth­ers were gath­er­ing around Paelias, who had fallen mo­tion­less across two of the wheel­bar­rows, his pos­ture not un­like the van­quished zom­bie crushed by the hulk’s pick. Lu­can slapped lightly at his face, and Paelias’s eyes slit­ted open. He said some­thing in a lan­guage Remy didn’t un­der­stand.

Lu­can an­swered in the same lan­guage. Elvish, Remy re­al­ized. Lu­can looked up at Keverel, who was wip­ing his mace clean. “His mind is scram­bled,” Lu­can said.

The cleric squat­ted in front of Paelias, who fo­cused on him with dif­fi­culty. “Paelias,” Keverel said. “Do you know who I am?”

“The Erathian,” Paelias said. “Keverel. Holy man.”

“Yes,” Keverel said. Out of Paelias’s field of vi­sion, he was do­ing some­thing with his hands. Blood be­gan to trickle from the star elf’s nose. He licked it from his lips, but kept eye con­tact with Keverel.

“We can’t stay here,” Biri-Daar said. “The crew will awaken again if we are here long enough to let them.”

“Per­haps not,” Kithri said.

Lu­can nod­ded. “Per­haps they have done their work once they have walled us in.” From the other side of the new wall, the sounds of build­ing echoed. The crew was com­plet­ing its work.

“Do they plant the trees again?” Kithri won­dered.

“Don’t be stupid, Kithri,” Paelias said sud­denly. “They’re zom­bies. The un­dead don’t go out in broad day­light to plant trees, for the gods’ sakes.”

Ev­ery­one looked at Keverel for con­fir­ma­tion. He winked. Paelias looked around at each of them, wip­ing away the blood from his lip. “What?” he said. “What?”

“Never mind. Are you fit to go on?” Biri-Daar asked.

“If he can in­sult me, he’s ready,” Kithri said. “Let’s get what we can carry and see what the rest of this hole has to of­fer.”

“Not the star map,” Paelias said.

Kithri glared at him. “Fine. Not the star map.” She looked up at it with long­ing that would have been touch­ing had it not been mo­ti­vated en­tirely by greed. Then she sifted through the lit­ter of spilled gem­stones and dis­mem­bered zom­bies, look­ing for the most ef­fi­cient way to fill her pock­ets with riches.
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Remy found him­self next to Keverel as they found a zigzag­ging de­scend­ing pas­sage from the an­techam­ber to what they as­sumed must be the ac­tual burial cham­ber. “What did you to do him?” he mur­mured, not want­ing Paelias to hear.

“Some heal­ing closes wounds on the out­side of the body, some on the in­side,” Keverel said. “His wound was to both body and mind, at the place where they meet. Very dif­fi­cult to min­is­ter to those. But Erathis is pow­er­ful. He has never de­serted me in a time of need.”

Biri-Daar hissed from just ahead, a sig­nal they had learned meant shut up, po­ten­tial dan­ger. Slow­ing, the group drew tighter as they came to a short stair at the bot­tom of which was an­other plas­tered-over en­trance. On the floor di­rectly in front of it lay a trowel and a pan of long-dried plas­ter. Biri-Daar de­scended the stair and said, “Be ready for the road crew.”

Weapons drawn, they looked in all di­rec­tions as she slid the pan and trowel out of the way. Noth­ing hap­pened. She tapped at the plas­ter. Noth­ing. “Be ready,” she said again, and punched a hole in the plas­ter.

The door­way was tim­bered over as well as plas­tered, and took longer to break down. When they were done there was still no sign of the road crew. They stepped over the rub­ble of the door­way into the Road-builder’s burial cham­ber.

It was two or three times as large, in ev­ery di­men­sion, as the an­techam­ber. Their light barely reached the ceil­ing, but it did man­age to pick out a di­a­mond star map slightly dif­fer­ent than the pre­vi­ous. Remy won­dered if each one re­flected the sky on a par­tic­u­lar date, and if so what the dates were. The Road-builder’s death? The com­ple­tion of the Crow Road? Prob­a­bly he would never know. The trea­sures in the burial cham­ber were dif­fer­ent. The an­techam­ber had cel­e­brated the Road-builder’s tools; the burial cham­ber cel­e­brated the cul­mi­na­tion of the work. The floor was a map of the Drag­on­down, with the Crow Road picked out in a sin­gle poured stream of gold. The White­fall was a string of opals, the Black­fall ob­sid­ian. The Drag­on­down Gulf, cov­er­ing nearly a quar­ter of the room’s floor, was worked from lapis lazuli. In the cen­ter of the room, the Road-builder’s sar­coph­a­gus sat un­touched. Four feet high and seem­ingly large enough for three men, it was in­laid in gold, jade, and mother-of-pearl with a fan­tas­ti­cally com­pli­cated col­lage of dif­fer­ent crea­tures. There were men and halflings, crows and wolves, leg­endary crea­tures Remy had never be­lieved ex­isted such as be­hold­ers and the semi-sen­tient molds said to creep the dark­est cor­ners of dun­geons. Demons, drag­ons, vam­pires …

“These are all of the crea­tures he buried un­der the road,” Keverel said. “His menagerie.”

Lu­can walked over to it and tapped on its lid. “Do we crack it?”

Remy looked to Biri-Daar, know­ing what her an­swer would be. She would have enough re­spect for the dead that she would not have the sar­coph­a­gus it­self vi­o­lated even if they took with them ev­ery­thing else they could carry.

“Yes,” she said.

Stunned, Remy echoed her. “Yes?”

“It has been many cen­turies since the Road-builder lay in this tomb,” she said. “Open it.”

Lu­can found the seam di­vid­ing lid and case. He wedged the blade of his knife into it, work­ing it all the way around the sar­coph­a­gus. Bits of pre­cious stone and gold flaked onto the floor. “I’m go­ing to need a hand here,” he said when he’d cir­cum­am­bu­lated the sar­coph­a­gus. Biri-Daar, Keverel, and Remy stepped up.

On Lu­can’s count of three, the four of them heaved the lid up. It over­bal­anced, tip­ping on end and slid­ing to the floor with a deaf­en­ing boom. “That ought to bring the road crew along,” Kithri ob­served. What­ever anx­i­ety the idea pro­voked in her was not enough to pre­vent her stoop­ing to scoop up some of the larger frag­ments of gold in­lay.

The in­side of the sar­coph­a­gus, as Biri-Daar had sug­gested, was empty.

But not just empty. In­stead of a floor, only black space lay at its bot­tom. A cold damp breath blew out of it.

“Rope,” Biri-Daar said.

Among them, they had two hun­dred feet. “This is where we go down to go up,” Lu­can said.

“And then,” Remy added, re­mem­ber­ing their morn­ing’s ex­change, “up will be down. Is two hun­dred feet enough?” he added as the rope un­coiled down into the dark­ness.

“Some­one has to go first to find out,” Keverel said. “I will.”

“No, you won’t,” Kithri said. “I will. I’m light enough that if there isn’t enough rope you can pull me back up.”

“The halfling talks sense for a change,” Lu­can said.

Kithri climbed up onto the lip of the sar­coph­a­gus, tipped an imag­i­nary cap at them, and rap­pelled away into the dark­ness. She looked up when all of her save her face was in shadow. “One tug means all is well. Two means leave me. If you feel two, don’t be­lieve it. What I mean is three, ex­cept I didn’t have time.”

“What would three mean?” Paelias asked.

“Help,” she said, and low­ered her­self out of sight.

They had re­ceived no mes­sage from her when the road crew ar­rived at the door look­ing to clean up their mess … and them with it.

This was the elite, the fore­men and their hand-picked la­bor­ers. They were brawny, grim, twirling their picks and mauls with flip­pant men­ace. There were dozens of them, crowd­ing the pas­sage from the burial cham­ber door­way past the first bend and be­yond. “Don’t think we can let them re­build the sar­coph­a­gus lid,” Paelias said, look­ing down at the pieces of it scat­tered around their feet.

“Not un­til we get down there,” Lu­can agreed.

Remy shrugged. “Or Kithri comes back up.”

“Hold them,” Biri-Daar said.

The words had not left her mouth be­fore Lu­can’s ar­rows were rip­ping into the front ranks of the crew. As they slowed, pil­ing the oth­ers up be­hind them, Remy and Biri-Daar her­self met them at the door­way, hold­ing them at the choke point where they couldn’t use their nu­mer­i­cal ad­van­tage. Keverel, a step back, held forth his holy sym­bol. “Erathis com­mands!” he boomed. “You shall not en­ter!”

Slowed, pained by the holy force of the god, the un­dead tried to press for­ward. “Keep them back, Keverel,” Paelias said. He was lean­ing over the edge of the sar­coph­a­gus, the fin­gers of one hand rest­ing on the rope. “We’ve got a tug.”

“Remy, you and the eladrin go,” Biri-Daar said. “Lu­can too.” She had her tal­is­man of Ba­hamut out; its fierce glow threw the room’s shad­ows into sharp re­lief and washed over the un­dead crew, driv­ing them back. Remy started to ar­gue, but Lu­can shoul­dered his bow and caught Remy’s arm.

“It’s not cow­ardice when the chief tells you re­treat,” he said. “We go to the Keep. So let’s go.”

When they got back to the sar­coph­a­gus, Paelias was al­ready on the rope, skip­ping nim­bly down the seem­ingly bot­tom­less shaft. “Will the rope hold all of us?” he called.

“Two, any­way,” Lu­can an­swered. “Go quickly and tug when you’re at the bot­tom. Go!”

Paelias went. Remy and Lu­can looked to­ward the door. Keverel and Biri-Daar ap­peared to be hold­ing the road crew back. “Go,” Lu­can told Remy.

Remy shook his head. “You.”

“Remy, I’m go­ing to have to throw you if you get stub­born. Then your box will break and ev­ery de­mon in the Drag­on­down will be here be­fore we can catch our breath. Do you want that?” Lu­can winked. “Go.”

The rope was taut in Remy’s hands, and trem­bling as Paelias rap­pelled far­ther down be­low him. His scab­bard tan­gled his legs and his shield scraped against the op­po­site wall of the shaft as he low­ered him­self away from the rim. “Go, go,” Lu­can said again. He looked up. “How goes it?”

“Move, Lu­can!” Biri-Daar’s voice rang down the shaft.

Lu­can’s face ap­peared over the rim. “Remy!” he called. “Is the rope slack un­der you?”

Remy braced his feet and reached down. The rope moved freely in his hand. “Yes,” he called back. “But I didn’t feel any tug.”

“Devil take the tug,” Lu­can said, swing­ing his leg over the edge. “Go­ing, Biri-Daar! Fall back, let’s go!” As he dropped into the shaft, Lu­can looked down over his shoul­der. “Quickly, Remy. Quickly. Even Erathis won’t hold them back for­ever.”
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Remy had climbed his share of walls. And drain­pipes, rope lad­ders, tim­ber pil­ings … if it was a way to get from a low place to a high place or the other way around, Remy had climbed it. But none of that had pre­pared him for rap­pelling down a rope into pitch dark­ness of un­cer­tain depth with a ten­u­ous re­straint hold­ing back an un­dead army above him that would, given the chance, cast his rope down into the dark­ness af­ter his sud­denly fall­ing body. Above him, he saw Lu­can’s sil­hou­ette, and above it the rec­tan­gle of the sar­coph­a­gus rim, il­lu­mi­nated by the flow­ing en­er­gies of Erathis and Ba­hamut. “Biri-Daar! Keverel!” Lu­can shouted. “Let’s go!”

From be­low Remy heard a voice. Kithri, he thought, but he couldn’t hear what she was say­ing. He called down to her, but she didn’t an­swer. Some­thing lethal was doubt­less ly­ing in wait for them. Remy re­hearsed the ways that he could fin­ish the de­scent, come down off the rope, find his feet, and be ready to fight while a des­per­ate and cruel en­emy awaited him. Would Kithri and Paelias still be alive? He hadn’t heard any sounds of bat­tle, or even the quick sounds of an am­bush. No ring of steel on steel, no screams, no crash of bod­ies …

“Remy,” Kithri said.

She was closer than he would have ex­pected. Remy looked down—and re­al­ized that down was no longer down. He was on his belly, scoot­ing back­ward along a nar­row tun­nel. What he’d thought was look­ing down, was look­ing over his shoul­der. Kithri was there, beck­on­ing him. “You need to get off that rope,” she said. “I’m not sure when you move from tomb to keep, but I do know that we can’t be sure how far some­one would fall along the way if we got too many peo­ple on that rope. Come on.”

He dou­bled around in the tight space and belly-crawled the rest of the way, com­ing out into a low, dark room that smelled as bad as any place he had ever been in his life. “Gods,” he said. “What hap­pened in here.”

“What­ever used to hap­pen in the Keep,” Kithri said, “its cur­rent res­i­dents still need a sewer. Get over here.” She led him across the floor to a raised ledge out of the muck, where Paelias was scrap­ing filth from his boots. “Charm­ing, these acts of der­ring-do,” the eladrin mut­tered. “Oh, look, our boy Remy is here. Wel­come to the In­verted Keep.”

From the tun­nel—the drain, Remy re­al­ized—that some­how, through some magic, led to the tomb of the Road-builder, there came a flare of fire. Biri-Daar’s roar echoed af­ter it. Remy started up and headed back to­ward the mouth of the drain, but Paelias stopped him. Lu­can ap­peared, head and shoul­ders over the drain’s edge be­fore he re­al­ized what he was about to dive into. With an oath to match the en­vi­ron­ment, he pulled up short. “What have we done here?” he said.

As he skirted the edge of the sewer pit, Biri-Daar skid­ded out of the drain. “Keverel!” she called.

The cleric’s voice sounded very far away. “Com­ing …”

A mo­ment later he strug­gled into view. Blood cov­ered the left side of his face and he moved gin­gerly as he swung his legs around to step down. “Took a fall,” he said. “The road crew was kind enough to throw the rope down while they re­stored the tomb to its pris­tine state.”

Heed­less of the thigh-deep filth, Biri-Daar re­crossed the sewer pit and lifted Keverel into her arms. She set the cleric down on the ledge. “Lu­can,” she said. “See to him.”

The ranger looked over Keverel, first check­ing to see that the gash on his head was su­per­fi­cial and then work­ing down the length of his body. “Noth­ing seems bro­ken,” he said, “and I think the cut on his head is just a cut on his head. What say you, holy man? Take a drink.”

Keverel drank from the skin Lu­can of­fered. He pushed him­self to a sit­ting po­si­tion against the wall and said, “My head aches and only this witch doc­tor of a ranger would say that noth­ing is wrong with the rest of me. But I’ll feel bet­ter if we get out of this stench.”

“Me too,” Kithri agreed. “As it hap­pens, there’s a door right over here.”

By the light from her knife blade, she showed them a barred iron door. “An old lock,” she said, pro­duc­ing a set of picks folded into a leather purse. “I’ll have it open be­fore Lu­can can find some­thing else to com­plain about.”

“I doubt that very much,” Lu­can said. “For ex­am­ple, I will com­plain about Keverel’s ig­no­rance of shaman­is­tic tra­di­tions among the rangers of the Nen­tir Vale.”

The lock popped open. “See?” Kithri said.

“See what? I com­plained,” Lu­can said.

“No, you said you were go­ing to. I win.” She smiled sweetly at him and swung the door open with a shriek of rusted hinges that must have been au­di­ble to ev­ery denizen of the Keep.

“Where does it go?” Paelias won­dered.

Biri-Daar walked through into the drier and in­fin­itely less odor­if­er­ous cham­ber be­yond, a small land­ing at the foot of a stair go­ing up. “It goes out of there,” she re­ported. “What else do we need to know right now?”

They climbed the stairs, grad­u­ally shed­ding the stink of the sewer pit—and also, more omi­nously, shed­ding the light charm Keverel had main­tained on the steel they wore or held. “Some­thing about the magic of this place,” he said, with a wor­ried ex­pres­sion.

“Or some­thing with you,” Kithri said. “Truth, holy man. Is the cut on your head just a cut on your head?”

He nod­ded. “Here,” Biri-Daar said, hold­ing out a small pewter vial to him. Keverel took it with a ques­tion­ing look.

“It is a heal­ing brew, from the clan,” she said. “If it can heal the burns of an acid fog or the mad­ness of hear­ing a ban­shee—and it can, I have seen it—it can dis­pel what­ever ails you.”

Keverel drank it off, his face twist­ing. “Aw­ful,” he gasped.

“My peo­ple are not vint­ners,” Biri-Daar said. Then, un­ex­pect­edly, she laughed. On they went into what ap­peared to have been a dun­geon once. The cell doors were open and hang­ing crookedly on rusted or bro­ken hinges. “The Road-builder may know we are here al­ready,” Biri-Daar said. “We must be on guard.”

They peered into each empty cell as they passed. Some con­tained bones, and once or twice a rat flit­ted through their light back into the dark­ened cor­ners. But noth­ing rose to op­pose them. A tor­ture cham­ber ex­posed to the light for the first time in cen­turies yielded only hang­ing chains and in­stru­ments long since cor­roded into ruin. Af­ter it, they found a stair lead­ing up. As they climbed it, Lu­can said, “We’re go­ing down right now.”

“Don’t talk about it.” Paelias looked a bit queasy.

“Best to keep it in mind, I think,” Lu­can said.

“Keep it in mind all you want,” the star elf replied. “Just don’t talk about it.”

That was when Remy sprung the trap. He felt a stone shift un­der his foot and in­stinc­tively he leaped for­ward and up to the next stair, one hand against the wall to his right, look­ing down be­tween his feet for the hole or blade or poi­soned nee­dle he was sure must be there. As he landed, he heard a fad­ing scream. He spun and saw that a pit yawned open where the two stairs be­low him had been. Stones at its edges were still tum­bling in­ward. Shocked, Remy saw Kithri and Paelias above the gap, Keverel be­low it—and Lu­can hang­ing by his hands from its edge, scrab­bling to get a foothold on the ver­ti­cal wall be­low.

“Biri-Daar!” Kithri screamed down into the dark­ness. An an­swer­ing roar told them she was alive. Paelias was reach­ing down for Lu­can when he looked up, said, “If the fall didn’t kill her, it won’t kill me ei­ther,” and let go.

“Pelor,” Remy whis­pered. The oth­ers were shout­ing down into the hole. He heard Lu­can’s an­swer­ing voice, Biri-Daar still roar­ing. He heard the clash and ring of steel, and a throaty in­hu­man rum­ble like no voiced sound Remy could re­mem­ber.

The next thing he knew he was jump­ing in him­self, tear­ing free of Paelias’s grasp and hold­ing out his gloved hands to keep track of the walls as he fell. His mouth opened and a bar­bar­ian’s yell came out. It felt good. What­ever crea­ture was down there, it would know that Remy of Avankil was com­ing.

He hit the ground in a rub­bish heap. Rot­ting garbage and dis­carded bits of clay, glass, wood—ev­ery­thing that might con­ceiv­ably have been thrown away dur­ing the years of the Keep’s nor­mal ex­is­tence—splat­tered away from him as he sank waist-deep in the slip­pery muck at the bot­tom. There was shout­ing, and that gur­gling rum­ble, echo­ing all around him. Light flared as if Biri-Daar was us­ing her drag­onbreath just around the bend … but what bend? Remy couldn’t tell where the walls were. He pulled one of his feet free, feel­ing it hang up on some­thing hard; as he shifted his weight, look­ing around for Lu­can and Biri-Daar, he re­al­ized that his foot was stuck be­neath a long bone. “Out of the way!” some­one shouted from above. Remy slogged off to his right as Paelias and Kithri hur­tled out of the dark­ness into the filth side by side. They too fought their way off to one side as Keverel scarped down the chute and landed awk­wardly on his back, nearly dis­ap­pear­ing into the refuse be­fore Remy and Paelias caught him and stead­ied him so he could get up­right.

“Lu­can!” Remy called. “Biri-Daar!”

Light flared again, and Remy started to un­der­stand that the room they were in curled in on it­self. He put one hand on the in­side wall of the curve and fol­lowed it. Ten steps later he was in sight of Biri-Daar and Lu­can. And the three in­cred­i­ble crea­tures that men­aced them.

They were low to the ground and rep­til­ian at first, their skin slick and oily, their legs splayed and jointed like an al­li­ga­tor’s. But they were larger than any al­li­ga­tor Remy had ever seen, and their mouths were nearly cir­cu­lar, gap­ing large enough to swal­low a halfling whole. From their shoul­ders sprouted ten­ta­cles with clus­ters of ser­rated barbs at their tips, and—most in­cred­i­ble of all—a tail-stalk with a ver­ti­cal row of three red­dish eyes, faintly lu­mi­nes­cent, curled over the beasts’ backs, wa­ver­ing back and forth to take in the new­com­ers.

“Otyugh,” Keverel said from just be­hind him. “If we can see three, there are prob­a­bly more.” He and Paelias piv­oted to form a rear guard as Remy and Kithri surged for­ward. One of the otyughs was wounded, its ten­ta­cles both am­pu­tated and great rents show­ing around its jaws. Tak­ing ad­van­tage of their brief mo­ment of sur­prise, Remy slashed its eye­stalk off. The spurt of blood smelled even worse than the rot­ted slush un­der­foot. Tears filled Remy’s eyes; he blinked them away and struck again as Biri-Daar hit the otyugh from her side with a re­versed blow that tore huge gashes along the hol­low of its jaw. In a foun­tain of stink­ing blood, the crea­ture fell, wal­low­ing in its death throes.

Fresh yells from be­hind him told Remy that Keverel and Paelias were en­coun­ter­ing more of the otyughs. He closed in on the sec­ond fac­ing Lu­can and Biri-Daar; the third, mor­tally wounded by Lu­can’s flick­er­ing blade, waved its ten­ta­cles fee­bly as it died. In the un­cer­tain light Remy could see that both Biri-Daar and Lu­can were wounded. In­fec­tion would be al­most cer­tain given the en­vi­ron­ment. He hoped that Lu­can’s ranger lore would keep both of them from blood poi­son­ing.

Over his shoul­der he saw that Paelias and Keverel al­ready had dis­patched the fourth otyugh. Remy turned back to the sole sur­vivor of the first three. With Biri-Daar and Lu­can and Kithri, he cut it down, Lu­can ap­ply­ing the killing stroke.

Im­me­di­ately Keverel and Lu­can be­gan treat­ing wounds. Biri-Daar and Lu­can him­self were scored by the ten­ta­cles’ barbs. “A walk­ing font of dis­ease, the otyugh,” Keverel said, dis­gust plain on his face. The worst wound was on Biri-Daar’s hip and thigh, where one of the otyughs had bit­ten par­tially through her ar­mor. The punc­tures left were deep and al­ready black­en­ing around the edges. Fever was be­gin­ning to shine in her eyes.

Lu­can found a packet of dried herbs in his satchel and ground them be­tween his fin­gers. He pressed a small amount into each punc­ture, Biri-Daar hiss­ing as he did so. “That will hold the in­fec­tion off. Or should. Let’s get heal­ing, holy man,” he said.

“Un­til we get out of this rot, no heal­ing will take hold,” Keverel said.

“Light,” Paelias said. A stone in his hand blazed up bril­liantly, il­lu­mi­nat­ing the di­men­sions of the room. It was high-ceilinged, with holes in the ceil­ing that must have been rub­bish out­falls. “Back to the chute from the stair­well,” he said. “Per­haps we can climb it.”

But it was too high from the floor. Paelias played his light around, not­ing ev­ery cranny and shad­owed cor­ner in the spi­ral room. “Why this shape?” he won­dered aloud. “The floor slopes down as well. It’s—”

“There’s prob­a­bly a drain at the bot­tom. Long ago, when this keep was still in the ground, its builder found a way to let the garbage rot and drain into an un­der­ground river. It’s the same thing they do at Crow Fork Mar­ket, no?” Lu­can thought for a mo­ment. “If we could get out that drain, we might be able to scale the side of the Keep.”

“Are we dam-builders now?” Kithri asked. “We’d have to hold all this back to get through this drain. If it’s there. And if it’s in a place that would let us get to the out­side of the Keep and climb up.”

“You mean down,” Lu­can said.

“If only I wor­shiped a god,” Kithri said. “Then I would be able to plead for you to be struck dead.”
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Since there was no way up, they de­cided to go down. First they had to find pieces of de­bris large enough that they might be able to build some kind of bar­rier, a cof­fer dam of sorts they could use to ex­pose the drain.

If there was a drain.

And they had to work fast be­cause the mi­asma of the rub­bish pit was very near to over­com­ing all of them, most threat­en­ingly Biri-Daar. She moved slug­gishly, the pol­lu­tion in her blood barely held at bay by Lu­can’s herbs and Keverel’s heal­ing mag­ics. “There’s only so much we can do down here,” Keverel said. “We need to get out soon or that fever’s go­ing to …” He trailed off.

“So much for your god’s fa­vor,” Kithri said.

Keverel looked at her and held her gaze un­til she looked away. “Blas­phemy isn’t get­ting us any­where ei­ther.”

“How is it that we’re wad­ing around in rot­ted potato peels when no liv­ing hu­man has eaten a meal in this cas­tle in … what? Hun­dreds of years?” Remy looked around in con­ster­na­tion.

“I don’t think time passes here the way it does out­side,” Keverel an­swered. “These old veg­eta­bles might have been peeled and dis­carded a thou­sand years ago.”

“Next time I go ad­ven­tur­ing, I’m stay­ing above ground.”

“We are above ground, re­mem­ber? And at least it’s not a sewer,” Lu­can joked. They found sev­eral pieces of wood all to­gether near the mouth of the trap chute and started work­ing them loose to take far­ther down near the drain. Then Paelias stopped.

“Did you hear that?” he asked.

They lis­tened. From the chute came a whis­per­ing, scrap­ing sound. Then a whis­tle.

They looked at each other. Bad enough, ran the thought through ev­ery mind. Bad enough that we should be trapped down here; now some­thing comes down into the trap to fin­ish us?

Then they heard a voice. “Hsst! Is that Biri-Daar the mighty drag­onborn pal­adin down there?” Af­ter a si­lence, the voice came again. “Come now! I heard you speak­ing to each other. I threw a rope down. Climb up or starve. It’s your choice, but make it soon. I’m not wait­ing for­ever.”

Paelias shone his light up into the chute. The curl­ing end of a rope lay less than four feet from its mouth. “Ah, light,” came the voice. “See the rope? Let’s go!”

“It’s the tiefling,” Keverel said. He looked at Biri-Daar.

“Yes,” she said. Her eyes were dull with weari­ness and fever. “It’s the tiefling. Climb.”
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Obek’s sat­ur­nine vis­age hov­ered over each of them in turn as they reached the steep­est part of the climb, just be­low the gap in the stairs. “So,” he said when all six of them were back on the stairs. “Shall we move along to the tower of the keep?”

“Not un­til we get some ex­pla­na­tion,” Keverel said. “Be­gin with how you came to be here.”

“I went through the Road-builder’s Tomb, just as you did.” Obek looked smug. He had the up­per hand on them, and knew it, and looked de­ter­mined to en­joy it while he could. Sit­ting there on the stairs as if they were all around a tav­ern ta­ble, he waited for their ap­pro­ba­tion.

“You fought your way through the road crew on your own,” Lu­can said, his voice heavy with sar­casm.

“No,” Obek said. “I went straight through the tomb, not stop­ping to loot or fight. The Road-builder’s crew only fights if you are still there when they ar­rive to do their work. Then I fol­lowed your trail to this stair, where it ended. Sim­ple. Now. To the tower?”

Biri-Daar’s lid­ded gaze had re­mained on the tiefling dur­ing the ex­change. Remy won­dered whether her fever was sub­sid­ing now that they were out of the pit. “Obek,” she said.

He stopped his needling and looked at her. Some­thing deep and un­spo­ken hung be­tween them. Remy un­der­stood that he would never un­der­stand it. Hu­man his­tory was ev­i­dence that if hu­mans were good at one thing, it was for­get­ting. Drag­onborn and tiefling, it seemed, kept their his­to­ries alive … and in that was the dan­ger that the past would rise up and over­whelm the present. That was what had driven Biri-Daar out on their quest to be­gin with, the sense that she could and must re­dress the fail­ure of an an­ces­tor.

I’ll take the present, Remy thought. It’s all I can han­dle. Let the past and fu­ture take care of them­selves.

“You are re­source­ful and strong. So are the rest of us.” Biri-Daar paused. “But why dare the Road-builder’s Tomb so you can fol­low us to the per­ils of the Keep? There is more to this than you need­ing po­lit­i­cal cover to get back into Karga Kul.”

The tiefling leaned for­ward and the smile faded from his face. When he spoke, he spoke to Biri-Daar, but his words were meant for them all. “Peo­ple look at me and see a devil. They’ve all heard the sto­ries about Bael Tu­rath. Thou­sands of years ago this hap­pened, and yet I am held to ac­count for it. All tieflings are. We have been pari­ahs ever since. Sol­diers, sailors, ex­plor­ers … we live hard, we die young. None of it ever makes any dif­fer­ence.” Obek’s eyes glowed dimly in the near-dark­ness. “You want to know why I have to get back into Karga Kul? Be­cause if I do not, and the Seal is bro­ken, ev­ery de­mon that comes through the gate is go­ing to mean a thou­sand tieflings killed in cold blood some­where else be­cause they are mis­taken for the de­mon-haunted. Some of them will de­serve it. Most of them will not.”

Obek stood. “I do not wish to have that on my soul when I go to meet my gods.”

“Does any­one here be­lieve a word he is say­ing?” Lu­can looked from one of them to the other dis­be­liev­ingly. “The Road-builder’s crew ig­nores you if you just keep mov­ing? Surely we are not go­ing to be­lieve that just be­cause he says it.”

Obek re­turned his gaze. “You want an­swers, friend elf, or are you con­tent to turn your friends against me?”

“I want an­swers,” Biri-Daar said.

“The sto­ries of the Road-builder’s Tomb are around for cer­tain peo­ple to hear,” Obek said. “I have heard them. I could have told you of the crew if you had both­ered to ask. I know a man who sur­vived the trip through the Tomb and the Keep. The way he told it, the Road-builder let him live to spread the story … but took his hands so he would not loot the tomb. He told the story for his bread.”

“Where did he tell this story?” Biri-Daar asked. “Not in Karga Kul. Ev­ery story of the Road-builder that has trav­eled there, I have heard.”

“And I in Toradan,” Keverel chimed in.

“Dif­fer­ent sto­ries travel to Saak-Opole,” Obek said. “Prob­a­bly all of the sto­ries are lies, but we North­ern­ers know bet­ter than to trust any­thing that comes from Avankil or Toradan, and we know that in Karga Kul is one of the thin places be­tween our world and the Abyssal realms. Fit those two things to­gether, and you know why I am here.”

There was a long si­lence. Remy did not know what to do. He was far out of his depth and had no idea how any of them could as­cer­tain the truth of Obek’s tales, and tales about tales. A man with­out hands who had sur­vived the Keep? Fan­ci­ful. But not im­pos­si­ble. What were they go­ing to do? Remy waited, know­ing that all he could do was fol­low the lead of Biri-Daar and Keverel, whose quest this was.

In the end, it was Keverel who spoke. “Obek of Saak-Opole,” he said. “We con­sent to have you travel with us. But know that none of us may ex­pect to sur­vive to see Karga Kul. Or what may hap­pen once we are there again.”

Obek ex­tended his right hand. “You will see,” he said. “There will come a time when you look at each other and think your­selves fools for de­bat­ing over this so long.”

As they shook hands, Remy re­al­ized it was the first time he had ever touched a tiefling. He had seen them oc­ca­sion­ally in Avankil, but the su­per­sti­tions about the race died hard. Few in that city trusted tieflings—or drag­onborn, for that mat­ter, but the drag­onborn were un­der­stood to be of a higher na­ture. Tieflings, the av­er­age cit­i­zen of the Drag­on­down be­lieved, were still barely a step away from the Abyssal side of their her­itage.

“So, you are Remy,” Obek said. “What is it you carry, Remy?”

Steel sang as Lu­can drew, the point of his sword snap­ping still an inch from the hol­low un­der Obek’s jaw. “That’s the wrong ques­tion, tiefling,” Lu­can said.

“Draw back, ranger,” Obek said. He didn’t seem afraid. His hand in Remy’s was cal­lused and pow­er­ful, but Remy felt no threat.

“An­swer, then.”

“I over­heard cer­tain things at Iskar’s Land­ing,” Obek said. “And put them to­gether with the ru­mors that rum­ble from the darker cor­ners of Karga Kul and Toradan. There are those who want Philomen’s er­rand com­pleted, and those who would take the cargo and send it to the bot­tom of the Gulf.” His eyes set­tled on Remy again.

“We do not know what Philomen’s er­rand is,” Biri-Daar pointed out. “That is why we brought Remy. We could not chance let­ting his pack­age fall into the wrong hands.”

“No one seems to know what the er­rand is,” Obek said. “You have been in the wilder­ness for some time. I have been in the city. Ru­mors fly, and there are more plots afoot than any­one can count. There has been a great slaugh­ter in the Monastery of the Cliff at Toradan, and demons clus­ter like flies in the older parts of Karga Kul. What­ever he has, it is a crit­i­cal piece of a very im­por­tant puz­zle.”

Paelias stepped for­ward and pushed Lu­can’s sword down. “So by gath­er­ing up our hap­less Remy and his most dan­ger­ous cargo, we have put our­selves in the same dan­ger he is in.”

“Truth.” Obek nod­ded. He turned back to Biri-Daar. “You are here for Moidan’s Quill, are you not?”

There was a long pause be­fore she an­swered. “Yes.”

“Then you will be fac­ing the Road-builder him­self,” Obek said.

“He will not be the worst we face,” Biri-Daar said.

“He will be if he kills us all,” Kithri said. Ev­ery­one turned to look at her. “It’s true,” she said. “Since we’re all of a sud­den so con­cerned with truth above all else.”

Biri-Daar started climb­ing the stairs again. She seemed stronger. They would need her at her strong­est, Remy thought. All of them climbed up and out of the lower lev­els of the Keep, emerg­ing to the strangest sight any of them had ever be­held.
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Over their heads, the churn­ing rib­bon of the White­fall, the black stones of the canyon that con­tained it, the greens and browns and yel­lows of the high­lands stretch­ing away to the Draco Ser­rata in one di­rec­tion and the coastal plains in the other. A sky of ev­ery color but blue, and the sky it­self, un­der­neath and end­less, dark­en­ing di­rectly be­low their feet to a mid­night in­digo in which they could see the faintest pin­pricks of stars.

“My stom­ach will not ac­cept this,” Lu­can said. He turned away from the vista, fac­ing the wall of the Keep’s cen­tral tower.

The rest of them looked around the court­yard, where lay the rem­nants of the Keep’s first gar­ri­son and res­i­dents—their bones, their cloth­ing, their boots. Kithri and Remy kicked through it, won­der­ing if there was any­thing of value and won­der­ing, too, whether these long-dead sol­diers and cooks would rise to at­tack the liv­ing in­trud­ers. But the bones stayed dead, and yielded noth­ing more in­ter­est­ing than a ring of keys. Kithri picked them up. They were iron, and with­out rust.

“In­ter­est­ing,” Paelias said. “There’s no rhyme or rea­son to the way things age and de­cay. In the refuse pit I saw an ap­ple core that looked as if some­one had bit­ten into it this morn­ing. Here we have bones as dry as any found in a thou­sand-year-old tomb.”

“It’s a dead man’s magic,” Lu­can said. “Em­pha­sis on the man. Hu­mans know so lit­tle of time that they have even less grasp of it af­ter they die.”

The eladrin and the elf ranger looked each other in the eye, some­thing pass­ing be­tween them. “What?” Keverel asked.

“Lich,” Biri-Daar said. “They are de­cid­ing be­tween them that the Road-builder has be­come a lich.”

“Yes,” Paelias said.

Remy looked at each mem­ber of the group in turn. They were all fac­ing one an­other ex­cept him and Obek. Sidling a step closer to the tiefling, he asked qui­etly, “What’s a lich?”

“A hu­man wiz­ard of great power,” Keverel said, “who un­der­goes a dark rit­ual to sur­vive be­yond death. If the Road-builder is a lich, we’re go­ing to need to find his phy­lac­tery, the ves­sel that con­tains his soul. We must de­stroy it to kill him. It will be some­where in the Keep.”

“Per­haps, per­haps not,” Paelias in­ter­jected. “For all we know it’s back in the tomb. It could be any­where.”

Keverel looked doubt­ful. “It’s a rare lich that wants its phy­lac­tery too far away. But we shall find out soon enough.”

Over at the wall, Biri-Daar looked out through an ar­row slit, lis­ten­ing ab­sently to the lich dis­cus­sion. Remy had come to the wall as well, his head spin­ning with the in­ver­sion of earth and sky. The pal­adin’s brief sea­son of hu­mor seemed to have faded. Again she was her im­pla­ca­bly de­ter­mined pal­adin self. “I fear the worst about the quill,” she said, “and we must find it to con­firm those fears or teach me that they were mis­taken.”

“Biri-Daar.” She looked over at him. Remy was ner­vous to say what he was about to say, but it needed to be said. “Couldn’t we leave the box here?”

“We don’t know what’s in­side,” she said.

“True,” he said.

“You will carry it un­til the gods will that you put it down,” she said. “There is no avoid­ing that. Ac­cept your bur­den, Remy. Carry it through. The rea­sons will be­come clear to you.”

He re­al­ized then that he was more like Kithri or Lu­can than Keverel or Biri-Daar. The gods were real to him but dis­tant. He spoke the name of Pelor be­cause it had been spo­ken around him in his boy­hood. In con­trast, Erathis and Ba­hamut were real and present, a con­stant and liv­ing in­flu­ence over the cleric and the drag­onborn pal­adin.

Look­ing out the win­dow at the bot­tom­less sky be­low, Biri-Daar said, “There is a long way to fall.”

“How far would you fall? Be­fore you turned around and started to fall down. Real down.” Kithri had ap­peared next to them. She looked con­fused. “When we came down the shaft in­side the Road-builder’s sar­coph­a­gus, one mo­ment it was climb­ing down and the next up and down weren’t the same di­rec­tions. How far away … is there a mag­i­cal field?”

Paelias, also com­ing over to lean against the win­dowsill, shook his head. “I do not know. This is an an­cient magic, a kind of magic few ini­ti­ates in any dis­ci­pline would at­tempt—would know how to at­tempt—to­day.”

“Back to the lich,” Biri-Daar said. “O eladrin, you ma­nip­u­late the con­ver­sa­tion with sur­pass­ing skill.”

Paelias rolled his eyes. “Sim­ple truths are all I speak.”

“It’s time to go.” Biri-Daar shifted the straps of her shield and walked from the wall to the great dou­ble doors, bound in dwarf-forged iron, that hid the mys­ter­ies of the cen­tral keep.
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The great hall of the keep was quiet and cool, the only light within cast by the gap be­tween the open doors. Once the hall would have been alive with a fire in the hearth, mu­sic from bards and jon­gleurs, the echo­ing im­pacts of bootheels and the click of dogs’ nails, but all of those noises were lost to the past. What re­mained was si­lence. “Where will the Road-builder be?” Biri-Daar asked, talk­ing to her­self. She turned to Lu­can and Keverel, who had en­tered be­hind her. “How many tow­ers are there? I thought I counted four from the ground.”

“Four at the outer cor­ners of the walls, and then there are four in more of a di­a­mond shape in­side,” Lu­can an­swered. “I made a cir­cuit to be sure. It looks as if there’s some kind of bridge con­nect­ing the tops of all four tow­ers.”

“I’ll an­swer your ques­tion,” Obek said. “The Road-builder will be where he can see his road. That means up.” He pointed to an open stair­well at the far end of the great hall. “All the way up, is my guess.”
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Up into the tower they climbed. At each land­ing they stopped and broke down the doors fac­ing each other across the tat­tered wo­ven rugs that were the only splash of color in the gray stone of the tower’s in­te­rior. The rooms had once, per­haps, been sen­try posts or fir­ing po­si­tions for archers, stor­age ar­eas or maid’s quar­ters. They were small, fur­nished only with ru­ins, their slit­ted win­dows look­ing out into the dizzy­ing in­verted out­side world. On the sixth land­ing, Biri-Daar held up a hand. “Kithri,” she said. “Up one floor and back, quickly.”

Kithri could move like smoke. She was back within a minute, but even that minute was long enough for the rest of them to grow edgy and over-watch­ful, cer­tain that some­thing had hap­pened to her and that they were wait­ing for an on­rush­ing doom.

Then Kithri reap­peared. “Next floor opens onto a bridge,” she said. “It passes over the court­yard in­side the cen­tral keep to a rooftop gar­den. If you go the other way on the bridge, it con­nects all of the tow­ers—just like Lu­can thought from down be­low.”

Biri-Daar nod­ded. “That gar­den is where the Road-builder, when he was hu­man, was known to study and walk. Or so the sto­ries would have it. If he has be­come a lich, he will be there or he will be in­side the cham­bers that ad­join it. From here, we must act as if he will at­tack at any mo­ment.”

They as­sumed their bat­tle or­der, al­tered with the ad­di­tion of Obek, and as­cended that last floor, com­ing out onto the open stone bridge that arched from the tower to the Road-builder’s gar­den. “Don’t look up,” Biri-Daar said.

“Or down,” Lu­can added. Obek hu­mored him with a dry chuckle.

Remy heeded nei­ther in­junc­tion. He had never been afraid of heights, or of hang­ing up­side down, and the sheer dis­placed won­der of the In­verted Keep kept draw­ing his at­ten­tion. He looked down, and there were stars be­yond the walls of the keep; the bro­ken stone bridge pro­trud­ing from its main portcullis gate ob­scured a fin­ger­nail moon, ghostly in the af­ter­noon sky. He looked up, and there was the thun­der of the White­fall, in fierce rapids above them, canyon walls de­scend­ing red and gray to the high­land where the Road-builder’s Tomb sat be­low the key­hole at the end of the Crow Road. Remy could see the ridge where they had camped, and where Obek had waited for them to go into the Tomb and then fol­lowed when they were far enough ahead that the Road-builder’s crew had had the time to do their re­pairs.

The tiefling walked at Remy’s right. He too seemed to be en­joy­ing the view. “I won­der how far one would have to jump be­fore down would be down again,” he said, and tapped Remy with an el­bow. “Eh?”

“I was won­der­ing the same thing down­stairs,” Remy said. Up this high, he wasn’t quite as keen to dis­cover the an­swer.

Ahead of them, the bridge peaked and then be­gan its de­scent to­ward the gar­den. In an­other hun­dred yards they would have their an­swers about the Road-builder, one way or an­other. Keverel whis­pered a bless­ing of strength and for­ti­tude over them. Remy felt the strength of the cleric’s be­lief wash through him, in­vig­o­rat­ing his limbs and fo­cus­ing his mind. There would be bat­tle and there would be vic­tory. They started their de­scent to the gar­den.

As they ap­proached, they be­gan to see de­tails. The gar­den was a riot of un­dead plant life and bizarre hy­brids, fruits that looked like faces and flow­ers that dripped blood or gave off faint sparks when a breeze pushed them too close to­gether. “I wouldn’t touch any­thing in there if you can avoid it,” Lu­can said.

Kithri chuck­led. “You don’t need to be a ranger to see that.”

The walls around the roof gar­den were as high as a man. Built along one of them was a long green­house with an en­closed stone struc­ture set into a cor­ner of the wall. Smoke be­gan to curl from Biri-Daar’s nos­trils. Lu­can, bring­ing up the party’s rear with Paelias, nocked an ar­row. “I hear some­thing down there,” he said. “More than just the wind in the plants.”

As she set foot on the gravel gar­den path, Biri-Daar clashed her sword on her shield. “Road-builder!” she cried out. “I, Biri-Daar, pal­adin of Ba­hamut and drag­onborn of Karga Kul, call on you to come out and ren­der unto the Knights of Kul what is right­fully ours!”

Her voice echoed in the space be­tween the walls and up into the earth-vaulted sky above. When the echoes had died away, there was a drag­onborn stand­ing be­fore them. None of them had seen him ap­proach. “Biri-Daar,” he said.

She nod­ded. “Moula. I am here for the quill.”

The drag­onborn she had called Moula stood a head taller than Biri-Daar and wore ar­mor of lac­quered in­digo with the totems of the Knights of Kul etched on his shield and helm. Not­ing this, Biri-Daar said, “And I am also here to tell you that you are no longer wel­come in Karga Kul. Ex­ile is one pos­si­bil­ity. If I must kill you to re­cover the quill, how­ever …” She clashed sword and shield again. “I con­fess to my god that I might take plea­sure in such a killing.”

“Care­ful, pal­adin. If you take plea­sure in killing, you won’t be a pal­adin for long.” Moula set his sword down and tight­ened the straps of his shield over his fore­arm. “To the win­ner the quill,” he said, pick­ing up his sword again.

“Per­haps I might have an opin­ion on that topic,” came an­other voice, dry and sibi­lant. The Road-builder emerged through a glass door in the green­house, clos­ing it care­fully be­hind him. Once he had been a strong man, and hand­some. But in his un­death, rich rags draped and swept around his skele­tal frame, and an in­hu­man light shone from the empty sock­ets of his skull.

“It is rare to find a group of ad­ven­tur­ers clever and hardy enough to brave my tomb and my keep,” he said. “Wel­come. Al­though I fear that I must not let you pass on.” He ges­tured around the gar­den, and Remy, fol­low­ing the ges­ture, saw that the gar­den beds were nour­ished by the bones of pre­vi­ous would-be he­roes.

“Remy of Avankil,” the Road-builder said. “Philomen did not tell me to ex­pect you.”

The vizier’s name in the lich king’s mouth struck a chill in Remy’s spine. It was the con­fir­ma­tion of ev­ery­thing Biri-Daar and Keverel had been telling him from the be­gin­ning. In­stinc­tively Remy’s hand dropped to the pouch con­tain­ing the vizier’s box, as though the Road-builder might try to pick­pocket him. The Road-builder laughed. “Fear not, boy,” he said. “I will not need to take it from you. Soon enough, you will of­fer it to me.”

“You will never touch it,” Remy said.

The Road-builder laughed again, the sound like two stones scrap­ing against each other. “De­light­ful,” he said. “One for­gets so eas­ily the bravado of the liv­ing.”

Moula laughed at that, mim­ick­ing his mas­ter. “Dog,” Biri-Daar said. “Slave of Tia­mat. You turn your back on the Or­der.”

“I re­al­ize the des­tiny the Or­der has ap­proached since the Sol­stice War,” Moula said. “Tia­mat would yet ac­cept your ser­vice, I think; though she would pre­fer to ac­cept your soul.”

“Ah, the Sol­stice War,” said the Road-builder. “I re­mem­ber it with some fond­ness. O hardy ad­ven­tur­ers, you do re­al­ize that you fight the lat­est bat­tle in a war that has never re­ally ended. It was the sor­cer­ers of Arkhosia who first sealed the por­tal to the Abyss that opened be­neath Karga Kul, halt­ing the ad­vance of the demons and dev­ils who en­tered into a bar­gain with Bael Tu­rath … and here, to­day, the fate of that city will be de­cided. Doubt it not. You are for­mi­da­ble, ad­ven­tur­ers. But even if you might sur­vive me, you can­not sur­vive the weight of em­pires. The ghosts of Arkhosia and Bael Tu­rath still con­tend for the mas­tery of this world … and through them, the Knights of Kul came to their cri­sis at Iban Ja’s bridge, no? Now here we have Moula and Biri-Daar, ready to fight on for the right to claim the soul of the Or­der.”

Re­turn­ing his at­ten­tion to Remy, the Road-builder held out a hand. “Don’t,” Keverel said be­fore the lich could speak.

“Cleric, I will have it one way or an­other.” The Road-builder pointed out and up, to­ward his great­est work. “If I could make that, do you imag­ine you can op­pose my will now?”

Keverel drew out his holy sym­bol and held it high in front of him. The Road-builder dis­missed him with a wave. “Now,” he said to Biri-Daar and Moula. “Per­haps the drag­onborn would like to kill each other at this time, for the honor of their en­emy gods?” He turned to the rest of the group and added, “I will do my best to oc­cupy the rest of you.”

As he spoke the last words, bits of shadow be­gan to de­tach them­selves from the shad­ows among the gar­den beds, shap­ing into wispy ver­sions of the Road-builder him­self. They formed a perime­ter around the gar­den and closed in. “Ves­tiges,” Remy heard Keverel say. “Don’t let them near you if you can help it. They die eas­ily, but kill eas­ily too.”

The clean, pure light of Erathis shone forth from his tal­is­man as Keverel in­voked the god’s pro­tec­tion. Kithri, long since out of throw­ing knives, slowly swung a sling back and forth. “Won­der if the bones of that skull will crack,” she said, and snapped off a shot. The Road-builder flicked the stone aside with a glance.

Ghost­ing in, the ves­tiges reached to ap­ply their necrotic touch. Lu­can’s ar­rows tore through them as if they were tis­sue; ev­ery strike swirled them away into dis­si­pat­ing smoke, but more and more of them rose. Kithri’s slung stones ric­o­cheted from the gar­den walls af­ter pass­ing through the ves­tiges with­out re­sis­tance. A win­dow in the green­house shat­tered. The Road-builder hissed. “Poor man­ners for a guest, halfling. Very poor,” he said.

From his hands poured liq­uid shadow that spilled across Remy and Obek. Remy smelled death, the scent of corpses … the scent of his own corpse. Dull­ness af­flicted his legs. Obek growled a tiefling oath and struck out, slash­ing ves­tiges to shreds and leap­ing to land a strike on the Road-builder him­self. Even ap­proach­ing the lich took its toll; Obek bared his teeth against the Road-builder’s necro­man­tic aura and struck again as black spots ap­peared on his flesh.

An en­tire quad­rant of the ves­tiges blew away in a blast of light from Keverel’s tal­is­man. The light flared brighter and brighter still—and steel clashed on steel as, their pre­lim­i­nar­ies out of the way, Biri-Daar and Moula came to­gether in a piti­less bat­tle of for­mer friends. The traitor landed the first blow, shear­ing off a piece of Biri-Daar’s shield and cut­ting deeply into her up­per arm. She shoved him back into a tan­gle of fleshy flow­ers, fol­low­ing with a bar­rage of blows that he barely held off. The flow­ers, sens­ing blood, grew ex­cited. Their stalks stiff­ened and their petals reached and grasped like fin­gers.

But Remy could spare lit­tle at­ten­tion for their duel. He pressed for­ward, strik­ing at the Road-builder but find­ing his blows de­flected by the power of his necro­man­tic aura. It clouded the vi­sion and the mind; only Keverel’s in­can­ta­tions kept them from suc­cumb­ing com­pletely. One of Lu­can’s ar­rows struck true, open­ing a crack in the Road-builder’s skull. He an­swered with a sim­ple ges­ture, two forked fin­gers pointed like a snake’s tongue—but some­thing black burst silently, mo­men­tar­ily ob­scur­ing both Lu­can and Kithri.

When it cleared, both of them lay still. There came a brief hush over the gar­den, a spot in time be­tween blows and par­ries, shout­ing and the crackle of mag­i­cal dis­charge. Into the si­lence came the Road-builder’s voice.

“Do you feel it, Remy? What you’ve brought me? Or should I say—what brought you?”

What brought me? Remy paused. The hes­i­ta­tion cost him as one of the ves­tiges got too close. Remy started to feel thick, started to think he heard the voices of the flow­ers beck­on­ing him closer … they were spir­its. They had not just grown from dead men, they were the spir­its of the dead.

“Remy!”

Light blazed through the cur­tain fall­ing over him—the light of Erathis, as Keverel gave him­self up to the power of the god work­ing through him. Karga Kul was Erathis’s city, one epit­ome of the law and progress that pleased the god. If the quill would save Karga Kul, Erathis would work through Keverel to bring it there.

The ves­tiges be­gan to fall back, torn to pieces by the force of the light from Keverel’s tal­is­man. Moula fell back be­fore a fresh sus­tained at­tack, piv­ot­ing around and re­treat­ing in the di­rec­tion of the bridge over which the party had first come to the gar­den. Biri-Daar pressed him; she grew more res­o­lute and he more des­per­ate, and at the same mo­ment they opened their mouths and en­gulfed each other in flame.

Fire of an­other sort, black and curl­ing and cold, spewed from the Road-builder. It brought forth a fresh clus­ter of ves­tiges. Obek struck again and again at the lich, and Remy did too, rein­vig­o­rated by the blaz­ing Erathian light. He felt his sword bite into the Road-builder’s bones. Paelias, given a brief respite by the mo­men­tary de­struc­tion of the ves­tiges, re­turned to the bat­tle with a fury. All of the un­dead plants sur­round­ing the Road-builder un­coiled and sprouted into sinewy vines, spiked with long black thorns. Some of them caught at the lich’s robe, some his legs, some snaked up his arms. The Road-builder tore some of them free; oth­ers died the mo­ment they came within the reach of his aura. But Paelias grew more vines, the power of the Fey­wild mo­men­tar­ily over­pow­er­ing the lich’s com­pact with Abyssal forces. Slowly the Road-builder was over­come; slowly the sword strokes of Remy and Obek be­gan to tell.

All of them gained strength from Biri-Daar, her pal­adin’s charisma bathing them in its psy­chic glow. With ev­ery strike at Moula, she grew stronger. Light flared more and more brightly from her sword. Be­hind Moula, Lu­can be­gan to stir. He got to his knees be­fore the drag­onborn traitor stum­bled over him and went down, knock­ing Lu­can down again as well. Moula landed heav­ily on Kithri. Lu­can, long dag­gers in both hands, sank one of them to the hilt in a gap in Moula’s ar­mor, be­hind his left shoul­der. The drag­onborn roared in his agony; Biri-Daar bore down and split his shield in two, sev­er­ing his shield arm above the wrist.

The re­main­ing ves­tiges, at a com­mand from the Road-builder, raised their spec­tral arms. In the space above the Road-builder’s head, a sphere of deep­est empty black ap­peared. The in­con­gruity of it, seen against the pleas­ing high­land prospect that was their sky, was sud­denly to Remy al­most as hor­ri­ble as the necro­man­tic sor­cery of the orb it­self. He thrust, and his blade jammed in the hinge of the lich’s jaw. Splin­ters of bone flew away from the im­pact as the necrotic orb hov­ered over to­ward Lu­can and Biri-Daar. Paelias’s vines caught one of the Road-builder’s arms and pulled it off with a grind­ing crack. The Road-builder was speak­ing, the lan­guage long dead and sound­ing like death it­self in Remy’s ears. Dy­ing, Moula got to his feet one last time, knock­ing Lu­can aside. Biri-Daar swung and he raised his maimed arm, sac­ri­fic­ing the rest of it to de­flect the stroke.

Kithri stirred. Her face was pale, her eyes strug­gling to fo­cus. One of her hands felt blindly along the gravel, look­ing for her sling or per­haps an­other weapon. Moula sank back, wav­ing the stump of his arm try­ing to get his bal­ance. Biri-Daar broke his col­lar­bone and brought a freshet of blood from his chest with her next blow. He swung, forc­ing her back … and then he looked at her, the traitor re­gard­ing the aveng­ing pal­adin. Moula looked at her and a sick smile spread across his face.

He turned away from her and with the last de­ci­sive ac­tion of his life, Moula ran Kithri through, driv­ing his blade straight down into the gravel.

Biri-Daar, a split sec­ond later, struck off Moula’s head. At that ex­act mo­ment, Obek and Remy hacked the un­life from the Road-builder’s body.

A split sec­ond af­ter that, the necrotic orb fell among them and det­o­nated in a sound­less ex­plo­sion that was the most vi­o­lent thing Remy had ever felt.

The vines died and their cre­ator was flung back through the green­house wall in a shower of glass. Lu­can and Biri-Daar col­lapsed, and Remy top­pled over back­ward with the bones of the Road-builder fall­ing around him. He couldn’t fo­cus. He couldn’t breathe. His heart skipped, stopped, then raced. Obek was driven to his knees, eyes squeezed shut against the ter­ror that necro­mancy held for the rene­gade tiefling.

And Kithri spun away, still im­paled by Moula’s sword, her body turn­ing over and over as it fell past the Keep’s outer walls up into the sky. The last thing Remy saw was Keverel reach­ing vainly af­ter her.

[image: ]

Con­scious­ness slowly re­turned. Paelias came out of the green­house, bleed­ing from a num­ber of su­per­fi­cial cuts. Lu­can, look­ing out over the para­pet, wept. Obek poked through the Road-builder’s re­mains with the point of his sword while Biri-Daar and Keverel headed straight for the stone struc­ture at the end of the green­house. “Ev­ery­one up,” Biri-Daar com­manded. “We have yet to fin­ish this.”

“Fin­ish this?” Obek said. “What’s to fin­ish? The Road-builder is dead. The drag­onborn is dead. Let’s get the quill and head for Karga Kul.”

“Phy­lac­tery,” Keverel said.

Paelias nod­ded. “Any guess about what it might look like?”

“No.” Keverel shook his head. “Of­ten they are boxes with small slips of pa­per in them. But they can be any­thing. I will be able to tell if we find it.”

“Who cares if we find it?” Obek said. Remy had been about to ask the same thing. They fol­lowed Keverel through the green­house and into the Road-builder’s study, a shad­owed space lit­tered with stacks of draw­ings and plans, bound books and strange in­stru­ments. A sin­gle small win­dow looked out in the di­rec­tion of the key­hole, which hung like a star for­ma­tion in the earthen sky.

“If we don’t find the phy­lac­tery, the Road-builder will reap­pear. Could be now, could be in a few days or a week. No way to tell. But I’d like to make sure that he doesn’t come back at all.” Keverel started search­ing, dig­ging through the fur­nish­ings in the Road-builder’s study, pick­ing up speed as he went. At first he looked care­fully; then he be­gan to tear the study apart. An­cient scrolls and sheaves of vel­lum spun to the floor, along with sur­vey­ing in­stru­ments, bound books, del­i­cate scale mod­els of bridges, re­tain­ing walls, even the Keep it­self.

“What would it look like?” Remy asked, sev­eral times, try­ing to get the cleric’s at­ten­tion.

Keverel swept clear the top of a draft­ing ta­ble, splat­ter­ing ink across the maps and plans he had al­ready flung down. He stood, shak­ing, a cut-glass pa­per­weight held in his hand as if it was a rock he could brain an en­emy with.

“Stop,” Remy said. “It won’t bring Kithri back.” He caught the cleric’s arm. Keverel dropped the pa­per­weight. It rolled across the floor as the keep rocked in a tremor, per­haps an echo of its keeper’s death.

Keverel looked at Remy. Then he looked down. “Your box,” he said. “The seals are bro­ken.”

“How do you—” Remy looked down too and saw gelid light spilling up­ward from the pouch where he kept the box.

“The Road-builder’s death,” Keverel said. “Or the sec­ond orb. Per­haps a com­bi­na­tion of both. The dis­charge of magic broke the seals.”

“Catas­tro­phe,” Lu­can said. “We were hunted be­fore. Now we will be hunted, and all of the hunters will know where we are.” He looked around as if ex­pect­ing demons to rise from the stones of the Road-builder’s gar­den. “The Road-builder knew of Philomen. One won­ders if the vizier him­self might be wait­ing for us when we re­turn to the shores of the river.”

Lu­can’s anx­i­ety in­fected Remy, whose mind filled with imag­ined sce­nar­ios. Had he been meant to fall in with Biri-Daar so all of them could be de­liv­ered to the Road-builder, de­cap­i­tat­ing the Knights of Kul at the very mo­ment the city was most en­dan­gered by the thin­ning of the Seal? He couldn’t know. All he could do was look back on what had hap­pened so far and re­al­ize that if things had gone dif­fer­ently at any num­ber of mo­ments, Karga Kul would al­ready be doomed.

If, that is, the sud­denly un­sealed box had not doomed the city all by it­self.

Remy could re­mem­ber feel­ing that Philomen was among the great­est cit­i­zens of Avankil, a leader of all the Drag­on­down Coast. Now there could be no doubt. He had not only sent Remy out into the deserts to die, he was en­gi­neer­ing some kind of plot in­volv­ing demons and the un­dead. “If I ever see Philomen again,” he said over the Road-builder’s bones, “I will kill him.”

Over­hear­ing, Biri-Daar came to them. “Let’s not get ahead of our­selves. First we had best see what Philomen went to all this trou­ble for,” she said. The rest of them gath­ered around and Remy set the box on the cleared draft­ing ta­ble. The sig­ils, both bro­ken and in­tact, glowed a deep yel­low, dark­en­ing to­ward or­ange. Remy opened the box. Within, set into a vel­vet bed, was a chisel per­haps eight inches long, oc­tag­o­nal in cross-sec­tion with each face carved minutely in long strings of runes.

“Ah,” said Keverel and Biri-Daar si­mul­ta­ne­ously.

An­other glow ap­peared from a writ­ing desk in a cor­ner of the study. Ev­ery head turned to see that it came from a quill in a jar. The quill was long and curl­ing, cut from the tail feather of a phoenix and burn­ing as brightly as if that bird was at that mo­ment im­mo­lat­ing it­self. But it was not burn­ing; it was aglow, fiercely, as if chal­leng­ing the chisel that at that mo­ment was ris­ing from the box.

“Hold it, Remy,” Biri-Daar said. “Steady it.”

“No,” Keverel said, but Remy had al­ready caught the chisel. It was hot in Remy’s hands, but not too hot. The cleric looked as if he might say some­thing else, but he held his tongue and went to the writ­ing desk. Gen­tly he touched the quill and plucked it from the inkwell in which it stood. “It is as I feared,” he said softly.

“What is?” Paelias asked.

“The Road-builder’s phy­lac­tery is Moidan’s Quill,” Keverel said. “We must get to Karga Kul be­fore he re­turns.”


BOOK V

BE­TRAYAL

An hour af­ter the Road-builder’s death, the six sur­vivors clus­tered just out­side the portcullis at the Keep’s main gate. “Obek,” Lu­can said for per­haps the fifth or sixth time. “You heard this from some­one who claimed to have heard it from some­one who knew the man who had no hands that claimed to have lost his hands in this very keep. Do I have that right?”

“Give or take one some­one,” Obek said.

“I don’t be­lieve it.”

“Our al­ter­na­tive seems to be climb­ing back up the in­side of the Road-builder’s Tomb,” Paelias said.

“Would you like me to go first?” Obek said. “I’m will­ing.”

“How will we know it works?” Lu­can asked.

“Enough,” Biri-Daar said. She stepped for­ward and cast the rope off the bro­ken bridge. It snaked out, fall­ing into the sky, look­ing ter­ri­bly frail and thin when it had reached its full length. Biri-Daar stepped back. “If you’re still will­ing, Obek.”

“Ah,” he said. “Sac­ri­fice the tiefling.”

“The tiefling should per­haps re­mem­ber that he of­fered.”

Ev­ery­one stood around for a count of per­haps ten. Then Obek picked up the rope, swung it loosely around one gloved fore­arm, and low­ered him­self over the edge. They watched him de­scend un­til he was out of sight. “We should still be able to see him,” Paelias said. “There is an il­lu­sion at work.”

The rope ap­peared to swing loosely in the breeze be­low—above—the Keep. “Lu­can,” Biri-Daar said. “Then Keverel, then Paelias, then Remy, then me.”

In that or­der they de­scended the rope and dis­ap­peared. “Prob­a­bly the tiefling is killing us one by one as we ap­pear … wher­ever it is that we ap­pear,” Paelias said as he swung over the edge. “Just re­mem­ber as you die that I told you not to trust him.”

“Those will be my last thoughts. Yes, they will.” Remy cast his eyes to the heav­ens, and was un­set­tled when he found him­self look­ing up the White­fall rapids to­ward a spec­tac­u­lar wa­ter­fall, its cur­tain of mist picked out in the evening sun even though the bot­tom of the canyon was in dark­ness.

Biri-Daar nudged him. “Your turn.”

With the rope in his hand, Remy paused. “The Road-builder knew that the quill was nec­es­sary to keep Karga Kul from be­ing over­run. To keep the demons on the other side of the Seal.”

“What bet­ter way to guar­an­tee a long life?” Biri-Daar said. “Or un­life. We’ll talk this over when we’re on the ground. Right now the goal is to get there. Go.”

Remy went, low­er­ing him­self up into the sky. For the first time since com­ing out into the court­yard of the Keep, Remy felt strong ver­tigo. He shut his eyes and con­cen­trated on let­ting him­self down, hand over hand, brac­ing him­self with a coil of rope around one foot. The thought oc­curred to him that he might open his eyes and find him­self on the As­tral Plane. But when he did open them, as his feet found solid ground, he was stand­ing on the rune-scored stones of the key­hole. The rest of the group had al­ready built a fire and set to hav­ing a look at some of the more in­ter­est­ing ob­jects they had found in the keep. Paelias, Keverel, and Lu­can read over some of the Road-builder’s scrolls. Obek was tap­ping at the stone in a ring he had taken from the dead Moula. He also car­ried a satchel filled with other booty, such as they had found in their brief search of the Road-builder’s study and other parts of the Keep on their way to the bro­ken bridge.

No one had yet said a word about Kithri, but all of them felt her ab­sence. When Biri-Daar ap­peared no one asked how it hap­pened that they could climb down into the sky and end up where they had ended up. The Road-builder’s magic, the magic of the In­verted Keep it­self … some phe­nom­ena did not bear close ex­am­i­na­tion. If they hap­pened, they hap­pened. They were to be ex­pe­ri­enced, not un­der­stood.

Paelias, cross­hatched with cuts from his trip through the green­house win­dow, was the first to ad­dress their sit­u­a­tion head-on. They had eaten, drunk, passed around the last of a flask of spir­its Lu­can had picked up back at Crow Fork Mar­ket. The eladrin was whit­tling a small flute when in the mid­dle of the task he broke off and said, “The way I un­der­stand things, our sit­u­a­tion is thus. We are in pos­ses­sion of Moidan’s Quill that is needed to rein­scribe the Seal of Karga Kul. We are also in pos­ses­sion of a chisel that one as­sumes was in­tended to de­stroy that seal. Moidan’s Quill can­not be de­stroyed ex­cept at the cost of los­ing the city of Karga Kul to demons; if the quill is not de­stroyed the Road-builder will ap­pear in its vicin­ity at some in­de­ter­mi­nate but not dis­tant time. So our cur­rent task is to get to Karga Kul, talk to the Mage Trust, evade cap­ture or death at the hands of the vizier of Avankil and his min­ions, and re­plen­ish the Seal so that the quill can be de­stroyed. Do I have that right?”

“In a gen­eral sense,” Biri-Daar said.

“What about the chisel?”

“The chisel … Remy, let me see it,” Keverel said. He in­spected it for a mo­ment be­fore go­ing on. “Those runes speak of ser­vice to the De­mon Prince Or­cus. He and his army are massed on the other side of the Seal, await­ing their chance to pour across any thresh­old into our world. Clearly Philomen has pledged his life and his ser­vice to the forces of the Abyss. Just as clearly, he hoped to get the chisel to Karga Kul, ei­ther via al­lies in Toradan or by other means we have not yet un­der­stood.”

Keverel handed the chisel back to Remy. “The chisel and the quill must be kept apart. Philomen will be on the hunt for one; we must not let him cap­ture both in the event that things do not fall our way.”

“No. We were drawn to­gether,” Biri-Daar said. “Ba­hamut has made it so. Do you not see? The restora­tion of the Knights of Kul and the sal­va­tion of the city of Karga Kul, these are the same task. Ba­hamut has led me to de­stroy Moula, the apos­tle of Tia­mat. Now he leads me on to fin­ish the work against the demons of the Abyss that threaten the city of the Or­der’s birth. Our two er­rands are the same. It is time to fin­ish them to­gether.”

The two locked gazes. “I do not know if this is wise, Biri-Daar,” Keverel said. “The break­ing of the box will have alerted Philomen to our lo­ca­tion. He will waste no time try­ing to get the chisel back. If we are to stay to­gether, we need to move fast and be on our guard.”

“To Karga Kul, then,” Lu­can said. “But we all knew that al­ready.”

“And how are we to get there be­fore the Road-builder comes back?” Remy asked. “How far is it?”

“On foot, ten days. On horse, four.”

“In ten days, we will have met the Road-builder again,” Keverel said. “Per­haps even in four.”

“Then we must travel more swiftly,” Paelias said. “We must re­turn to Iskar’s Land­ing and trade on the hos­pi­tal­ity of the halflings again. The river will take us to the cliff land­ing be­low Karga Kul in two days, will it not?”

“It will, but I fear those halflings will not be nearly so happy to see us now that Kithri is dead,” Lu­can said.

Keverel shook out his blan­ket and lay down. “That must be bal­anced against an­other un­hap­pi­ness,” he said. “Or­cus will be in a fury that we have de­stroyed the Road-builder. All liches pay their homages to the De­mon Prince.”

For a few min­utes more, Paelias whit­tled. He sheathed his knife and blew an ex­per­i­men­tal note on the flute. “Or­cus,” he re­peated. “The De­mon Prince will chase us all the way to Karga Kul. So will Philomen’s agents. And when we get to Karga Kul, we will have to con­tend with a dis­in­te­grat­ing Seal and Corel­lon knows what else. In­clud­ing, pos­si­bly, a rein­car­nated Road-builder whom our only chance of avoid­ing re­quires a boat trip with a tribe of po­ten­tially hos­tile, or at least in­dif­fer­ent, halflings.”

He looked around at them. “Do I un­der­stand our cir­cum­stances?”

“Mostly you have the right of it, yes,” Keverel said.

“Then as long as ev­ery­one knows what awaits us, let us await it no longer. What is it, half a day back down to Iskar’s Land­ing?” Paelias rose and piped a note on the flute. “To the river, com­rades.”

Obek had said lit­tle since re­turn­ing to solid ground. But he too stood. “I’m with the eladrin. Let’s move if we’re go­ing to move.”

“It is not your de­ci­sion,” Biri-Daar said.

Meet­ing her gaze, Obek said, “I didn’t make a de­ci­sion. I of­fered an opin­ion. The right to an opin­ion I earned up there.” He pointed to­ward the spec­tral hulk of the In­verted Keep, some­how less omi­nous know­ing the Road-builder was—how­ever tem­po­rar­ily—dead. And the fi­nal blows, Remy thought, were struck by Obek and me. I helped to kill a lich. It was a story to dumb­found his fel­low Quay­side urchins back in Avankil.

Only Remy wasn’t any kind of urchin any­more. Per­haps he had al­ready been be­yond that when Philomen sent him out on the er­rand he was never sup­posed to com­plete. Cer­tainly he was be­yond it now.

“Drag­onborn and tiefling, the as­sem­bled hu­mans and elves have no in­ter­est in your griev­ances.” Keverel stepped be­tween them, plac­ing a hand on the back of each. “Obek, you fought well in the Keep, but we do not know you. Ask Remy about find­ing a place in the group. Biri-Daar, this quest is per­sonal for you, and spir­i­tual, and it will be the mat­ter of great songs. But only if we sur­vive. Obek will­ingly risked his life to join us, brav­ing the Road-builder’s Tomb on his own. He has earned our trust un­til he proves him­self un­wor­thy of it.”

“That’s what I would have said if I could have thought of how to say it,” Remy said. Ev­ery­one looked at him and he re­al­ized what they were think­ing. It was the first time he had claimed a voice in the group.

Biri-Daar cracked a smile. It was the kind of smile, Remy thought, he had seen on the faces of fa­thers at the sight of their chil­dren’s first steps. Partly he was proud of him­self and of her re­gard, and partly he was spurred on by its slight con­de­scen­sion.

“Let us go, then,” she said. “And let us leave the mem­ory of our com­rade Kithri the halfling to Avan­dra. She, pa­tron of halflings, the Lady of Luck and the spin­ner of for­tune’s wheel, she will bring Kithri’s spirit to its rest.” All of them re­al­ized to­ward the end of these words that Biri-Daar was of­fer­ing up a prayer for Kithri. But be­fore they could grow solemn, Biri-Daar was al­ready walk­ing away down the ridge to­ward the Tomb Fork of the Crow Road.
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As Paelias had pre­dicted and all of them had qui­etly as­sumed, Vok­oun’s band of river halflings did not greet them as long-lost broth­ers, or even as fel­low seek­ers af­ter a com­mon goal. The river pi­lot was cold as he looked from one face in the group to an­other. “So,” he said at last. “You have added a tiefling and left the halfling be­hind.”

“She died in the In­verted Keep,” Biri-Daar said. “Died well, in bat­tle against the Road-builder him­self.”

“And we have a great need for the speed of your boat, Vok­oun,” Keverel added.

“Why would that be? Demons on your trail from the Keep? Dig up some­thing hot from the Tomb?” The halfling, stout and res­o­lute, stood with hands on hips con­fronting the hu­man cleric and drag­onborn pal­adin.

Lu­can stepped for­ward. “Vok­oun,” he said. “Look.” With sleight-of-hand tricks, he made gold coins ap­pear, one af­ter the other, seem­ingly from thin air. “All of us could use a lit­tle en­ter­tain­ment,” he added, “and we need pas­sage aboard your boat. Come now.” He grew sober. “Kithri was a dear friend of mine. None mourns her more deeply than I—and yet there is no time to mourn. Not if we are to get to Karga Kul in time.”

A new camp­fire blazed up on the sandy spit of Iskar’s Land­ing. The sun had long since fallen be­hind the moun­tains. Down by the river, it was nearly dark un­der a sky of rich vi­o­let streaked with or­ange near the hori­zon.

“Teach me that trick,” Vok­oun said. “And some­one go find the up­land men over by the creek. They have spir­its. We can’t run the river in the dark, so you have the night to con­vince me.”

Later, around a fire of their own, Vok­oun said, “Once I saved you folk from the yuan-ti. What am I go­ing to be sav­ing you from if I let you on my boat this time?”

“I be­lieve we could have worked things out with the yuan-ti,” Paelias said. “Per­haps the next time we are am­bushed, you can ob­serve in­stead of in­ter­ven­ing.”

“Per­haps I will, if only to shut you up, eladrin,” Vok­oun said.

“The Road-builder,” Keverel said. “If it is the truth you de­sire and not a story that will let you pre­tend to be bolder than you are, there it is. We will carry the Road-builder’s phy­lac­tery to Karga Kul. And there, once it has ac­com­plished its last task, we will de­stroy it. And him with it.”

Vok­oun drank and started to speak. Then he thought bet­ter of the speech and drank again. Af­ter some time, he spoke. “The story is that the Road-builder be­came a lich.”

“It is true,” Keverel said.

“What hap­pens if I don’t let you on my boat?”

“One of two things. Ei­ther we de­stroy Moidan’s Quill, which is also the Road-builder’s phy­lac­tery, and Karga Kul falls to a horde of demons, or we try to get to Karga Kul on foot and run the risk of the Road-builder ap­pear­ing again be­fore we get there.” Keverel reached out for the bot­tle and took a drink of his own.

Vok­oun took it back, then re­mem­bered his man­ners enough to of­fer it around be­fore drink­ing again. “And this phy­lac­tery. That’s what brings him back?”

“Un­til it is de­stroyed,” Biri-Daar said. “And it can’t be de­stroyed un­til we use it in Karga Kul.”

They told sto­ries af­ter that, in turns around the fire. Vok­oun be­gan, and spun a comic tale of his an­ces­tors’ first boat, up in the marshes around the great in­land sea that was the source of the White­fall. Paelias picked up the theme of sail­ing, and told of an eladrin hero who sailed the as­tral seas of Ar­van­dor in search of a woman stolen from him by Se­ha­nine. Remy lis­tened the en­tire time try­ing to fig­ure out if Paelias was talk­ing about him­self. When the star elf’s story ended with its hero re­turn­ing to the Fey­wild, and from there to the mor­tal world, with­out his beloved, Remy felt that he had learned some­thing he might rather not have known. Paelias was a fine com­pan­ion, and a strong ally in bat­tle. His sor­row, once his story was known, be­longed to the com­pany.

He was think­ing this while ev­ery­one looked at him and he re­al­ized it was his turn to tell a story. Hav­ing no grand yarns to spin, no epic lies to tell, Remy opened his mouth and said some­thing he had never said be­fore, to any­one. “Once I saw the City of Doors,” Remy said.
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It was a se­cret he had never told any­one, of the time when, run­ning from a gang of older boys, he had leaped across a sewer ditch and skid­ded on the fog-slick boards he landed on, straight through an open street-level win­dow. He had landed hard, flat on his back, and lain in the dark­ness try­ing to get his breath. Out­side the win­dow, he heard the other boys laugh—they’d only seen him lose his foot­ing and skid out of sight. When their sounds di­min­ished to si­lence, Remy rolled over onto hands and knees and looked around to get a sense of whose home or shop he had ac­ci­den­tally in­vaded. Prob­a­bly he could climb straight back out with no one ever know­ing he had been there; but what would it hurt to take a look around first? If, of course, he wasn’t in the kind of place where a wan­der­ing youth could find more trou­ble than he bar­gained for. Avankil was full of such places.

Slowly his eyes ad­justed to the dim­ness. The room was nar­row and rec­tan­gu­lar, with the win­dow in one short side and two doors in the other. The short walls were stone and mor­tar, slightly damp with the nor­mal con­den­sa­tion of a be­low­ground room, while the long walls were cov­ered with slot­ted shelves, as if some­one had once stored bot­tles there. Remy could well un­der­stand why they no longer did; in this part of Avankil, any­thing within sight of a win­dow and un­pro­tected by magic or blade would be stolen the mo­ment its owner turned his back. The room was empty now, but know­ing Whisker An­gle, Remy feared that any­thing might hap­pen.

All the more rea­son, per­haps, to get mov­ing and get out of there—but there were those two doors set into the far wall. One clearly led up. A sliver of day­light was vis­i­ble at its bot­tom, be­tween door and jamb, and Remy could hear hu­man voices on the floor above, their sound re­flect­ing down the stairs. Three voices, it sounded like, speak­ing a sailor pid­gin Remy rec­og­nized but did not un­der­stand.

An ar­gu­ment was per­fect cover, was it not, for a lit­tle ex­plo­ration?

The sec­ond door—it was on the left, and the door met the jamb flush, with no hint of light, noise, or smell from the other side. Remy lis­tened and heard noth­ing. He opened it, slowly, and when he had opened it half­way he stopped and stared, struck dumb by what was on the other side.

A fat tiefling in a butcher’s apron sorted through a bin of sev­ered wings. “You here about the knuck­le­bones?” he asked gruffly. In one hand he held a long, rep­til­ian wing, with stubby claws at its main flight joint; in the other, a cleaver.

“The what?” Remy said.

“Knuck­le­bones. Wyvern knuck­le­bones. If you’re not here for them, what are you here for?”

“I just—” Remy ges­tured over his shoul­der and glanced back.

The room he had just been in was no longer there.

He spun back around to see the tiefling grin­ning at him. “Never been here be­fore? An ad­ven­turer.” He wag­gled a cleaver in Remy’s di­rec­tion. “Lucky you don’t have wings, boy. You’d have walked out of here with­out them.”

The tiefling pointed to an­other door be­yond an enor­mous butcher-block ta­ble. “Out is that way. Back to where you came from is some­where out there. Luck.”

“But—”

“Go, boy. Noth­ing stays in here but me and dead things.”

Remy went. Out the tiefling butcher’s door, he found him­self on a strange street. It was wider than most of the squares in Avankil, and ev­ery­where he saw doors. There were round doors with latches set in the mid­dle, dou­ble doors made of stone or peb­bled black wrought iron; there were doors in the street it­self, and doors that seemed to hang just near a struc­ture with­out be­ing at­tached to any­thing. And among those doors moved … ev­ery­thing. Ev­ery race Remy had ever seen in Avankil, or read of in the il­lus­trated scrolls he spied in ship cap­tains’ col­lec­tions or the vizier’s li­brary, or heard sto­ries of in tal­low-stink­ing tav­erns or be­neath an an­cient pier sway­backed with age. Ev­ery mon­strous hu­manoid or el­e­men­tal pres­ence, ev­ery glim­mer­ing man­i­fes­ta­tion of as­tral will, ev­ery lum­ber­ing un­dead hulk of the Un­der­dark. Remy was in a place that seemed to have no be­gin­ning and no end. No sky arched over the doors and store­fronts, no sun shone to cast a shadow. Yet there was light, and there were shad­ows. No van­tage point let him see be­yond the lim­its of the city … yet he could look up and be­yond, and there he could spy stars and strange lu­mi­nes­cent swirls, as if some de­ity had taken light and made it into ic­ing for a vast and in­vis­i­ble con­fec­tion.

He looked down again. A de­tail jumped out at him: next to the doors that he could see—dozens of them!—was carved a sym­bol. A hand, fin­gers up, with a teardrop in the cen­ter of its palm.

“Or,” com­mented a pass­ing el­e­men­tal wisp, “a drop of blood. The Lady is quite taken with the fall­ing of blood and tears.”

Remy started. “The Lady?”

“Ohhh,” crooned the wisp. It was the color of air, vis­i­ble only as a dis­tor­tion of what was be­hind it. Its eyes were blurs. “You are in Sigil yet you know not of the Lady. A de­light! How has this hap­pened? No, wait. You opened a door, did you not? In a city on the mor­tal plane, where you come from. And you found your­self here.”

“Yes,” Remy said. “But—”

“Where is here? Sigil! City of Doors! Cross­roads of the Planes!” The wisp swept in on it­self, curled into a spi­ral as if as­pir­ing to the col­ors in the sky. “This is the place that is al­ways be­tween all places,” it went on. “The place from which you can get to any other place in a sin­gle step. The place that holds Cre­ation to­gether. The knot­ted, beat­ing heart at the cen­ter of all that ex­ists.”

Then it van­ished. Its voice, lin­ger­ing a mo­ment longer, added, “Or per­haps not.”

Remy walked through the city of doors, see­ing in each of them a gate­way to a world as large and var­i­ous as his own. Could it be true? “Boy,” a voice hailed from a half-open door set be­neath an over­hang carved with a large ver­sion of the Lady’s sym­bol in yel­low and red. Remy looked and saw a devil, three-eyed and four-armed, with a tail curl­ing around its feet. “You don’t be­long here, do you, boy?”

“I’m here,” Remy said.

The devil clapped, one pair of hands slightly later than the other, cre­at­ing a de­layed echo­ing ef­fect. In the por­tion of the sky Remy hap­pened to be look­ing at over its left shoul­der and down a short al­ley be­yond which Sigil ap­par­ently van­ished quite soon, a star went out. “Ex­cel­lent re­sponse,” it said. “The only re­sponse that makes sense, which makes you quite out of char­ac­ter here. It is a point of pride among the cit­i­zens of Sigil that they make sense to out­siders rarely, and then only when they hope to gain some­thing from it.”

It clapped all four of its hands on Remy’s up­per arms. He tensed, fear­ing vi­o­lence—how would he fight a devil in a for­eign place, with no weapon and no friends?—but the devil laughed. “You walked through a door you had never seen be­fore, in a place where you had rea­son to fear for your­self. Is that not so?”

“That’s true,” Remy said.

“True is a word I don’t much like,” the devil said. “So. That is a word. When one speaks of true, one is speak­ing of moral­ity.”

Remy wasn’t sure what to make of this. “Ha!” the devil crowed. “A boy who knows when to keep his mouth shut. Would you like a way home?”

It waved a hand and the door next to it opened. Through the door­way Remy could see the wa­ter­front of Avankil. The Black­fall me­an­dered, wide and lazy, past the quays. A smell of slack wa­ter drifted through the door, be­com­ing one more of the smells Remy had not had time to dis­en­tan­gle from the over­whelm­ing sa­vor of Sigil.

“What’s it go­ing to cost me?” Remy asked.

“You can ei­ther kill a man for me or agree to per­form an un­spec­i­fied deed at an un­spec­i­fied time, which will be no more of a moral trans­gres­sion than killing a man.” The devil grinned at Remy, clasp­ing all of its hands to­gether. “What say you?”

Remy thought about it. He was thir­teen, old enough to know when some­one was try­ing to put some­thing over on him but not quite savvy enough to know what it was. At this mo­ment he knew that no mat­ter what his an­swer, he was likely to re­gret it later.

And he very badly wanted to go home.

The door to Avankil shut and dis­ap­peared. Only the wall, blank stone grimed with in­ter­pla­nar soot, re­mained. The devil’s grin spread un­til Remy thought its head might sep­a­rate along an in­vis­i­ble axis de­fined by the meet­ing point of its up­per and lower teeth. “There will come a time when an ad­ven­ture-minded boy such as your­self might do me a great ser­vice. Here.” She held out a hand, palm up. In the cen­ter of her palm was a sin­gle gold coin.

Remy took it, fear­ing the con­se­quences if he did not. The mo­ment he lifted it from her palm, the devil van­ished. He looked at the coin. It was a per­fect fea­ture­less disk, with no face of king or em­peror on its face.

Remy wan­dered Sigil un­til his legs were heavy and his tongue thick. Once a mer­chant of glass jars of­fered him a drink of wa­ter, but he was afraid to take it. He looked down at the stones of the street and won­dered how many dif­fer­ent worlds they had come from. Some­thing was com­ing loose in his head as fa­tigue took him over. He was un­moored, as Sigil it­self was un­moored. Remy was ev­ery­where at once. He was afraid of never find­ing his way home and afraid to ask any­one where the way home might be.

From the fog in­side his head shone a sud­den clear re­al­iza­tion. If he did not take con­trol, he was never go­ing to find his way out of Sigil. Look­ing around, Remy saw other wan­der­ers. How long had they been there? One of them, a hunch­backed dwarf woman with long braids tucked into her boots, caught his eye. She knew, Remy thought. She knew him for what he was. She was telling him not to make the er­ror she had made.

He was in a dark­ened stretch of street. Ahead, sev­eral streets crashed to­gether into a broad square, alive with light and smoke. Remy headed for it. He would ei­ther find his way home or … for the first time, he re­al­ized that he could make his way here, in Sigil, just as he could in Avankil.

All of the worlds were here, each be­hind a door. Sigil was not a prison; he was not lost there; it was a gate stand­ing open be­fore him. All he had to do was walk through. Remy had good shoes on his feet and a good knife in his belt. He could go any­where. He would go ev­ery­where. Some men looked for Sigil their en­tire lives with­out find­ing it. Remy had fallen in and now, he was think­ing, he didn’t want to climb out. “Pelor with me,” he said softly, and turned to face the next door he saw.

It had no knob, no latch, no vis­i­ble hinge. What it did have was a slot in the ex­act cen­ter. Next to the door stood a tall and bul­bous hu­manoid who looked as if it had been con­structed of pota­toes. “The Lady of Pain de­sires that you leave now,” it said. Roots curled around its mouth and its eyes were black cav­i­ties that Remy would have cut out of any potato he saw in a kitchen. Even its breath smelled of root cel­lars and freshly turned earth.

“No,” Remy said. “I am go­ing to …”

“Per­haps Sigil will wel­come you an­other time.” The potato-man smiled and ges­tured to the door.

Al­ready Remy was aching for the lost op­por­tu­nity of Sigil. If only he hadn’t waited, if only he had seized the chance when he’d had it in­stead of run­ning around like a child look­ing for his mother.

“Young man,” the potato-man said. “You are awaited else­where.”

I could carve you into chips, Remy thought. But he walked to the door and put the de­mon’s coin in the slot.

And his hand came away damp from the con­den­sa­tion on the in­side of the base­ment room’s one stone wall.

Out­side, in the Avankil street where Remy had fled the gang, the nor­mal voices and sounds of the city echoed from store­front to store­front. From the floor above, he heard a man and a woman ar­gu­ing. Home.

Remy sniffed at his sleeve. Earth, smoke, sul­fur, per­fumes dis­tilled from plants that grew nowhere on this world …

Sigil!
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“Quite a tale, lad,” Vok­oun said. “Ei­ther there’s depth to your char­ac­ter or a liar’s skill in your tongue.”

Obek clapped Remy on the shoul­der, and in the same mo­tion pre­vented him from lean­ing for­ward with a re­tort to Vok­oun’s provo­ca­tion. “A tale-teller’s skill,” Obek said. “I’ve been to Avankil. What else do these boys have to do when they’re ly­ing around the docks with the rats all day?”

Laugh­ter erupted around the fire, and Remy took the joke in good hu­mor. Com­ing from Obek it was eas­ier. There was no de­ceit in him. Nor was there any mal­ice. Tieflings were no­to­ri­ous for both, which ei­ther made Obek un­usual for his race or meant that the other cit­i­zens of the Five Cities didn’t know tieflings very well. “Crow Fork Mar­ket re­minded me a lit­tle of it, but I didn’t want to say any­thing.”

“Wise,” Lu­can com­mented. “We barely be­lieve you now. Then, be­fore we’d seen you in ac­tion, we’d never have taken you se­ri­ously.”

“I wasn’t even there, and I can agree with that,” Paelias agreed.

“Is it true?” Vok­oun said.

Remy nod­ded, look­ing into the depths of the fire. He fan­cied he could see a tiny sala­man­der, a scout from the El­e­men­tal Planes sent to see if the sud­denly ex­posed chisel was of in­ter­est to the el­e­men­tal pow­ers … then it was gone. “Yes,” he said. “It’s true. I’ve never seen it since. I would like to go there again.”

“The Lady of Pain has walk­ing pota­toes for ser­vants?” Vok­oun looked as if that, more than any­thing else, was im­pos­si­ble to be­lieve.

“I don’t know what he was, re­ally,” Remy said. “That’s what he looked like, though.”

“The part that wor­ries me is the devil giv­ing you a coin,” Biri-Daar said. Remy looked at her and could see her mea­sur­ing him yet again, de­cid­ing where his obli­ga­tions lay, and his loy­al­ties. The story dis­turbed her, he could tell. It dis­turbed him as well; how was he to know whether some kind of spell or curse had been placed on him?

“Paelias,” Remy said.

The star elf held up a hand. “Biri-Daar,” he said, “dev­ils have many rea­sons for do­ing what they do. There is no taint of the Abyss on Remy, save the chisel.”

“How much more do you need?” Obek joked.

“Si­lence,” Biri-Daar said. “We weigh the suc­cess of our quest here, and the sur­vival of Karga Kul. It is no time for jokes.”

“Ev­ery time is a time for jokes,” Obek shot back. “Es­pe­cially the most se­ri­ous times.” His sword sang out of its scab­bard and hung per­fectly level, its point an arm’s length from Remy. “So. Do we kill the boy and take the chisel our­selves? Do we kill the boy and de­stroy the chisel? Or do we quit this ar­gu­ing and go on to do what needs to be done?” At each ques­tion, Obek turned the blade of his sword, walk­ing the gleam of fire­light up and down its length. “Me, I just need to get back into Karga Kul. What­ever makes that hap­pen faster, I am for.”

“Put up your sword, tiefling,” Biri-Daar said evenly.

He looked at her. “I am called Obek.”

Af­ter a pause, Biri-Daar took her hand from the hilt of her own sword. “Put up your sword, Obek,” she said.

The blade flashed once more as Obek re­versed and sheathed it. “There,” he said. “Done. Now let us go to Karga Kul.” Then he looked at Remy, who had not moved dur­ing the whole ex­change. “Joke, my friend. It was a joke. No one was ever go­ing to get killed.”

Maybe not, Remy thought. But he also thought that Obek was go­ing to be in for a sur­prise if he ever came af­ter Remy se­ri­ously. Remy wasn’t a Quay­side urchin any­more, or even the vizier’s mes­sen­ger. Some­where along the Crow Road, he had be­come a war­rior.
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They pushed out into the lively cur­rent of the White­fall an hour af­ter sun­rise the next morn­ing, Vok­oun at the tiller whistling an elf melody. The river was nar­row and fast but mostly flat for the day, he said. “Just one bit of white wa­ter to get through, past the crook be­low Vagnir’s Ledge.”

“Sounds like there’s a story in that name,” Remy com­mented. He was just be­hind Vok­oun, en­joy­ing the feel of the boat on the wa­ter. The rest of the party was clus­tered closer to the mid­dle of the boat, try­ing to stay out of the oars­men’s way.

“There’s a story in ev­ery name,” Vok­oun said. “Most of them aren’t worth telling.”

The story of Vagnir’s Ledge, Remy found out later, con­cerned a sui­ci­dal dwarf and a chance en­counter with a grif­fon, af­ter which the dwarf be­came a leg­endary hero among his peo­ple—who in­hab­ited the caves along that part of the canyon. But be­fore Remy ever heard that story, he and the rest of the group very nearly ran afoul of those dwarves’ an­cient en­e­mies.

Af­ter a full day of rid­ing the river, monotony bro­ken only by the oc­ca­sional nib­ble of a fish on the hooks they trailed be­hind the boat, they tied up to a lean­ing oak tree, its branches spread­ing a good fifty feet out over the wa­ter and its roots ex­posed at the river’s edge. “In ten years it’ll be a snag,” Vok­oun said.

“In ten years, you might be a snag too.” Paelias jumped nim­bly from the boat up to a low-hang­ing branch and swung into the tree. The rest of the non-halfling pas­sen­gers dis­em­barked onto the shore while the crew made the boat fast and cleaned out the day’s trash. They clus­tered in a flat cres­cent at the base of a wooded moun­tain­side, with the sound of a stream nearby and the for­est canopy alive with the en­er­getic songs of birds. “This would be a fine place to set­tle,” Paelias said from his perch.

Some of the halflings hopped out of the boat and set to work build­ing a fire at the shore­line. “Some­one’s been here be­fore, and didn’t like it,” one of them said, hold­ing up a skull.

“Maybe not such a fine place to set­tle,” Remy said. He and Lu­can scanned the edges of the clear­ing.

Keverel ex­am­ined the skull while the halflings fin­ished lay­ing the fire. “Who­ever this was, a blade killed him, and not two years ago,” he said. Some­thing crashed in the woods, some dis­tance above them. The sun was low; al­ready it was dusk in the trees and on the wa­ter, and the light fall­ing on the other side of the White­fall’s canyon was dark­en­ing to or­ange.

More crash­ing from the trees put them all on guard. Vok­oun and the four halfling row­ers cocked small cross­bows and clus­tered to­gether. Remy drew his sword and heard the creak of Lu­can’s bow­string. “Erathis,” Keverel mur­mured, and at the in­vo­ca­tion of the god a dim glow spread from the edge of the woods. Remy could see it play­ing along the edges of swords and the curves of hel­mets. But it was not men they were go­ing to fight.

“Death knights,” Paelias said as the un­dead sol­diers broke into the open clear­ing. The halflings cocked cross­bows and the party fell into com­bat or­der, their backs to the river. Remy had heard of death knights. In the sto­ries, a sin­gle one of them could tear through a com­pany of march­ing sol­diers as if they were farmhands. At the edge of the trees, he could count at least a dozen of them. Per­haps more.

One, a drag­onborn, larger than the rest and clearly the leader, stepped for­ward and raised a hand to ar­rest the progress of its sub­or­di­nates. They stood at at­ten­tion, eyes dimly aglow along with the steel they wore. “Biri-Daar of the Knights of Kul,” the cham­pion said.

She stepped for­ward to face it. “Once you were Gou­vou, were you not?”

“Once I was liv­ing Gou­vou. Now I am a ser­vant of Or­cus and my name is no longer of any use.”

“Yet I will call you Gou­vou,” Biri-Daar said. “Be­cause that is the name at­tached to your treach­ery.”

“What have I be­trayed? Surely not the legacy of the Knights. That was formed at the Gorge of Noon, at the south­ern foot of Iban Ja’s bridge. Moula car­ried it on. I carry it on.” Gou­vou opened his jaws wide, threw his head back, and roared. A col­umn of flame, burn­ing the color of shadow, or clouds on the hori­zon lit by dis­tant light­ning, erupted from his mouth—and the ra­di­ance of Erathis dis­ap­peared.

“It is their un­holy fire,” Keverel said. “He may think it has driven the light of Erathis away, but he will dis­cover dif­fer­ently.” The cleric touched his holy sym­bol to his lips, then drew his mace up and held it at the ready.

“He did not?” Remy said softly.

Keverel shook his head. “I could bring it back. But to what pur­pose? We can see them now.”

Biri-Daar drew her sword. “Sin­gle com­bat,” she said. “Hold your min­ions to it.”

“You put me at a dis­ad­van­tage. Will your fel­lows sub­mit should I de­feat you?” Gou­vou laughed, a sound like the rat­tle of a snake. The sound hung in the air, against the back­drop of the river’s rush.

Remy never saw the sig­nal, but at some un­spo­ken sign the two drag­onborn, one liv­ing and one dead, came to­gether, swords ring­ing against each other and strik­ing sparks from dec­o­ra­tions on ar­mor. The halfling crew kept their cross­bows at the ready, but Vok­oun held them back from fir­ing. Keverel did the same for the rest of the party. Remy had never seen a rit­ual sin­gle com­bat be­fore. Fights on the Avankil wa­ter­front did not have rules. Even when one party called a man-to-man duel, there was al­ways some­one will­ing to slip in from be­hind and change the odds. The only halfling Remy had known at home spe­cial­ized in slip­ping out of crowds to ham­string par­tic­i­pants in such du­els. He made a fine in­come at it un­til his face be­came known and some­one cut his throat in a crowd be­fore he could come out of it to cut a ten­don.

That was Avankil. This was the lower White­fall, and the death knights stood back as did the liv­ing friends and com­rades of Biri-Daar.

Gou­vou fought with a speed and agility that be­lied the death of his body. Remy had never seen a liv­ing be­ing move so fast; Biri-Daar kept up, but only just. She par­ried, and took the blows she could not parry at an an­gle, strik­ing back enough to keep Gou­vou hon­est … or so Remy thought un­til he heard Keverel chuckle. “She’s learn­ing,” the cleric mur­mured. “In an­other mo­ment …”

Biri-Daar flicked the death knight’s blade aside and struck deep, through his ar­mor and into the un­dead flesh be­low. Gou­vou made a cough­ing noise and rang his blade off the side of Biri-Daar’s hel­met. Dented, the hel­met tum­bled away un­til one of the watch­ing death knights stopped it with his foot. Biri-Daar wounded him again, un­der the arm—and again, at the joint of his hip. Gou­vou stum­bled, the rhythm of his com­bat bro­ken. Biri-Daar opened his ar­mor from col­lar­bone to nip­ple on the right side.

In his ex­trem­ity, the death pal­adin found a last well of strength. Gou­vou blasted Biri-Daar back with a storm of un­holy fire, the shad­owy flames pour­ing over her and driv­ing her to one knee. She held there. Remy started for­ward; Keverel stopped him—as the steady clear light of Ba­hamut shone forth from Biri-Daar’s holy sym­bol, blaz­ing through the un­holy flames. She put her hand on her sword and rose slowly to her feet. The two faced each other.

“Biri-Daar, you fight for a legacy that never ex­isted. This is the true legacy of the Knights of Kul,” Gou­vou said, spread­ing his arms as un­holy flames licked along the rents in his ar­mor. Be­hind and around him, the same flames played across the bod­ies of the other knights. They raised their swords.

Biri-Daar roared out a gout of fire, over­whelm­ing the un­holy flames and scorch­ing the un­dead flesh from Gou­vou’s body. At the same time, Remy and Obek leaped for­ward. Obek shat­tered the death knight’s sword and Remy his breast­plate and the bones un­der­neath. Gou­vou went down, reach­ing for his sword, but Obek cut off the reach­ing skele­tal hand. Remy drove his sword point through the hole in Gou­vou’s ar­mor, feel­ing the blade punch through the ar­mor on his back and sink into the ground. All around them, the sub­or­di­nate death knights were at­tack­ing again. Remy spun away from a loop­ing mace head, let­ting go of his sword and leav­ing it in the de­stroyed re­mains of what had once been the drag­onborn pal­adin Gou­vou. Obek cut down the death knight who had swung at Remy, and Remy reached to pick up a sword from the ground.

“No!” Lu­can called. “It con­tains a soul!”

Remy’s fin­ger­tips brushed the hilt and he heard—as clearly as he once had heard voices from Avankil through an open door in Sigil—the soul speak to him. In­stantly he knew ev­ery­thing there was to know about this halfling who had be­come a death knight. He was from a small vil­lage in the high­lands out­side Fu­ria. He had fought, and fought well, in wars against the en­e­mies of his liege. He had mar­ried, and be­gat chil­dren … and then been cor­rupted. In Avankil.

By Philomen.

The vi­sion van­ished as Remy heard the thun­der­ing crunch of Keverel’s mace. He looked and saw that Keverel had just crushed the fi­nal un­life from a halfling death knight in the act of reach­ing for the sword Remy’s fin­gers had just touched. With the fa­tal blow, the soul had de­parted from the weapon that bound the death knight’s essence.

More of them were com­ing from the woods. Two of Vok­oun’s halflings were down. Keverel’s hel­met was knocked off and the up­per part of his left ear was hacked away. Biri-Daar bled from ev­ery limb, it seemed. Obek, Paelias … they were all wounded, and tir­ing, and the death knights still came from the trees.

Philomen had sent them. The vizier’s power reached even to the lower White­fall.

The halflings called from the shore. All three of them fired their cross­bows in the di­rec­tion of the boat. “More of them!” Vok­oun called. “In the wa­ter!”

“To the boat!” Biri-Daar roared out. They fought a steady re­treat, hold­ing back the flood of death knights as Lu­can turned and un­leashed a bar­rage of ar­rows at tar­gets Remy couldn’t see. Two of the death knights reached the trunk of the lean­ing oak and be­gan to climb.

Remy broke away from the group, seiz­ing a long sword from the ground. He killed the first of the two death knights be­fore it knew he was com­ing. The sec­ond, al­ready clasp­ing the tree’s low­est branch, knocked Remy sprawl­ing with a booted kick to the side of his head. When he got up, he could tell that one of his eyes wasn’t fo­cus­ing prop­erly, and his ears rang. Still he jumped and grabbed the death knight around the legs. The branch broke off from their com­bined weight and they fell, the im­pact send­ing an ag­o­niz­ing throb through Remy’s head. He shoved the death knight away, clear­ing space for a sword stroke that opened its throat. It grinned hor­ri­bly through the blood and Remy barely par­ried its re­turn thrust … but parry it he did, and the death knight over­bal­anced ever so slightly.

In the mo­ment when it was ex­tended, its sword too far out and its cut throat foun­tain­ing blood onto the for­est floor, Remy struck off its head. He turned and headed for the river’s edge, where the rest of the group were stand­ing knee-deep and board­ing the boat. Lu­can’s ar­rows helped to hold the death knights back, but some of them waded straight in, and Remy could see an­other emerg­ing from the wa­ter be­low the tree. “Lu­can!” he shouted, point­ing—but too late. It sev­ered the boat’s moor­ing rope be­fore three ar­rows punched down into it. Look­ing up, the death knight drew a throw­ing knife. A fourth ar­row ap­peared to sprout from its ar­mor, a per­fect shot just to the left of the breast­bone.

Its life force drain­ing away, the death knight raised both hands and clapped them to­gether. As it sank be­neath the sur­face, the tree, and Lu­can in it, burst into un­holy flames.

Lu­can screamed and leaped from the branch into the wa­ter, trail­ing the aw­ful ra­di­ance of the un­holy flames be­hind him. The tree burned as if it had been dead and sea­son­ing for two win­ters, flames roar­ing up from it to cast flick­er­ing shad­ows on the com­bat at the shore. “Lu­can’s in the wa­ter!” Remy shouted. Over the roar of the burn­ing tree, no one could hear him. He dropped his sword, got a run­ning start past the lean­ing trunk, and dived out over the boat into the black wa­ter be­yond.

It was cold and his ar­mor was heavy, drag­ging him down so fast that he could see the bot­tom, dimly il­lu­mi­nated by the burn­ing tree. Lu­can was close enough to touch; the un­holy flames were still dy­ing on his body and his eyes were wide with shock. Remy caught him and kicked hard for the sur­face, pit­ting his strength against the weight of the ar­mor. It was a strug­gle he would only win for a few sec­onds. The hull of the boat above was a leaf-shaped black­ness against the in­fer­nal or­ange of the flames. Remy reached, and kicked, and did not know he had thrust one arm out of the wa­ter un­til strong hands grabbed it and pulled him the rest of the way up. “Remy!” Keverel cried. He held Remy’s arm while Obek and Paelias pulled Lu­can into the boat.

“Row!” Vok­oun or­dered. The boat was drift­ing, far enough out into the wa­ter that the death knights could not reach it—or reach up to it from the river­bot­tom. Remy could see seven of them still, grouped on the shore watch­ing the boat.

Keverel be­gan min­is­ter­ing to Lu­can as Obek helped Remy out of the wa­ter. “Brave stuff there,” the tiefling said.

“And stupid. Who jumps into wa­ter wear­ing a mail shirt and boots?” Vok­oun shook his head. “Now that might be a story worth telling. If we live to tell any sto­ries at all.”

Two of the halflings were dead, and the necrotic magic of the death knights’ weapons was work­ing in ev­ery wound. Remy could see the flesh be­gin­ning to die even around the small nick across the back of his knuck­les. Most of the oth­ers, cut much more deeply, were groan­ing and sick with the death rot. “Lu­can’s go­ing to die soon­est,” Keverel said. “I have to see to him first. Any­one with a heal­ing draught, what are you sav­ing it for?”

Remy had one and gave it to Obek, who was wounded deeply in the side. There were three oth­ers for Paelias, Biri-Daar, and Keverel, whose head wound had ex­posed the bone of his skull just above the ear. The two re­main­ing oars­men were strug­gling against the cur­rent, which quick­ened as the river grew nar­rower and poured through a chute into an­other spot of flat wa­ter be­tween sheer stone walls. “I need more oars,” Vok­oun said. Remy sat down at one of the benches and picked up an oar. Obek took an­other. Paelias joined Keverel at the pros­trate Lu­can, who was mut­ter­ing and gasp­ing in a burn fugue.

“If he catches a chill, he’ll die,” Obek said. “Elf or not.”

One of the halfling oars­men shrugged and said, “One less elf.”

Remy looked at him. “You don’t like elves?”

“He doesn’t have to like elves,” Obek said.

“I don’t have to like him.”

“Oars­men!” Vok­oun called out. “Shut up and row!”

“What­ever you want to call him,” the halfling said, “if he catches a chill he’s go­ing to die.”

Keverel knew that too, and kept Lu­can un­der two heavy blan­kets while he brought all of the power of his heal­ing arts to bear. Lu­can’s hair was mostly gone, his hands and face were badly burned and his chest and stom­ach were scorched where metal buck­les had touched his skin as his cloth­ing burned. Lu­can shiv­ered and mut­tered un­der the blan­kets, and Keverel mut­tered Erathian prayers and bless­ings back. Even­tu­ally Lu­can sub­sided into an un­easy sleep. “Will he live?” Biri-Daar asked.

“I think so,” Keverel said. “I’ll keep do­ing ev­ery­thing I can.” The cleric looked ex­hausted. Yet he went from per­son to per­son on the boat, mak­ing sure that the necrotic ef­fects of the death knights’ blades were ar­rested and that nat­u­ral heal­ing could be­gin. He spent ex­tra time with Obek, who had been hurt more se­ri­ously than any­one knew. When he had made a round of the boat, Biri-Daar com­manded him to get some rest. Keverel was asleep al­most at once.

The banks of the river were lower around them, hilly and dark un­der the light of a gib­bous moon that picked out oc­ca­sional brighter rock fea­tures. “We shouldn’t tie up again,” Biri-Daar said. “In this wilder­ness, the only thing we’re likely to see is more of Philomen’s min­ions.”

Remy watched the banks slide by, his oar across his knees, wait­ing for Vok­oun’s next or­der. Lu­can would live, prob­a­bly. And Remy had saved him from the two death knights, who would surely have killed him in the tree. I put an end to Gou­vou as well, Remy thought. He was proud of him­self even though he knew that he had done only what was ex­pected of a war­rior. He was prov­ing him­self wor­thy. Biri-Daar would ac­cept him.

An­other thought oc­curred to him. What need had he of Biri-Daar’s ac­cep­tance? She had saved his life, yes, but he had long since re­paid that obli­ga­tion, and was now with them of his own free will. He had the chisel, and his per­sonal er­rand was to make sure that it was never used … and also to make sure that Philomen re­ceived the death he had earned.

“Do you think the devil you saw in Sigil marked you out to carry the chisel?” Obek asked qui­etly.

Remy thought about it. “Per­haps. How would I know?”

His brief so­journ in the Cross­roads of the Planes had hap­pened shortly be­fore Remy had come to the vizier’s at­ten­tion. That much was true. Whether one thing had caused the other … that was a ques­tion Remy could not an­swer.

“What else might dev­ils have marked you for, Remy?” Obek was look­ing at the wa­ter, but Remy could tell he was tense and alert.

“It makes no dif­fer­ence,” Remy said. “I am done be­ing marked out for any­thing. I make my own marks now.”

“I hope so,” Obek said.

Paelias came back to sit with them. “Lo, star elf,” one of the halflings said. “Your friend here is marked out by dev­ils. Strange com­pany.”

Obek turned and stared at the halfling un­til he looked away. When he turned back, Paelias said, “Biri-Daar doesn’t think it’s safe to tie up any­where.”

“Didn’t Vok­oun say some­thing about rapids?” Remy asked.

“I did. There are rapids. If we can­not tie up, then we will have to run the rapids at night,” Vok­oun said. Remy looked up to see the halfling pi­lot look­ing right at him, amused at Remy’s sur­prise. “You do know I can hear any­thing any­one says on this boat? No mat­ter how quiet. On my boat, all words come to me.”

“Can we run the rapids at night?” Biri-Daar asked.

“Only if we don’t mind drown­ing or be­ing dashed to death on the rocks,” Vok­oun said. “If we want to live, we should find some place to haul the rafts out and walk them around. There are portages in this canyon.” He lis­tened and Remy grew con­scious of an ap­proach­ing roar. “Hear that? It’s tricky in the day­light. At night? Mad­ness.”

“This whole thing has been mad­ness,” Paelias said.

“We run the rapids,” Biri-Daar said. “It’s too late to do any­thing else.”

Vok­oun sur­prised Remy then. Rather than re­fus­ing, or ar­gu­ing, he shrugged and sig­naled the oars­men. “Very well!” Vok­oun said. “For dy­ing, one day’s as good as the next.”

He might have said more, but the sound of the rapids reached them, and there was noth­ing else to say.
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The moon was al­most di­rectly over­head. In its wax­ing glow, the rapids of the lower White­fall glowed a nearly in­can­des­cent vi­o­let. The ten ad­ven­tur­ers on the boat could have linked arms and spanned the dis­tance from canyon wall to canyon wall—and the river it­self was nar­rower yet by twenty feet of fallen boul­ders and gravel. Half a mile up­stream, the river was more than a hun­dred feet wide. Squeezed down to one third of its width, it surged and boomed over rocks the size of houses, with the walls spray-wet­ted for twenty feet above the river’s sur­face. Vok­oun’s boat moved faster as if chas­ing the cur­rent ahead. “Oars in the wa­ter!” he cried. Remy and Obek looked at each other, not know­ing what he meant; si­mul­ta­ne­ously they looked at the two sur­viv­ing halfling oars­men, both of whom were drag­ging their oars at an an­gle away from the boat. Remy did the same, and the boat swung into the cen­ter of the chan­nel, drawn by the pull of the wa­ter pil­ing over it­self into the first chute of the rapids.

Remy had al­ways lived on flat wa­ter, the Black­fall Es­tu­ary that stretched miles wide away from quays of Avankil. He had never seen rapids like these. The wa­ter ahead, as far as he could see un­der the moon­light, was white foam in­ter­mit­tently bro­ken by dark­ness that could be ei­ther wa­ter or stone. Vok­oun leaned out over the bow. Paelias was up next to him; the halfling called out some­thing Remy couldn’t un­der­stand and Pealias looked back. “Row!” he shouted. “Row, for your lives!”

We want to go faster? Remy won­dered. But the halflings were dig­ging into the wa­ter, and they had sur­vived this run be­fore. He dug in, and saw Obek do­ing the same. The boat leaped for­ward again, and just as quickly swung side­ways. With­out warn­ing Remy and Obek were on the down­stream side of the boat. The halflings dug hard, try­ing to straighten out the boat as Obek and Remy dragged their oars. The boat started to pivot back—and an un­seen rock tore the oar from Obek’s hands. He lunged af­ter it, over­bal­anc­ing and drag­ging the down­stream gun­wale per­ilously close to the wa­ter level. Vok­oun was shout­ing some­thing that Remy couldn’t hear. Remy hauled back on Obek, barely hold­ing onto his own oar with one hand as he tan­gled the other in Obek’s belt. “Back in the boat!” Biri-Daar and the Halflings were scream­ing as Remy leaned back into the boat’s mid­dle and Obek hung over the edge grasp­ing vainly af­ter the oar that had al­ready van­ished into the dark­ness. Vok­oun and Keverel joined the clamor as Biri-Daar got a grip on one of Obek’s legs. The tiefling, know­ing the oar was lost, was try­ing to get back in, but he had noth­ing to grasp and if he reached back his face dipped into the wa­ter.

“High side!” Vok­oun screamed again and again.

The boat swung so close to a group of boul­ders that Remy could have reached out and touched them, had he a free hand—but Obek, closer yet to the rocks, shoved the boat away with both hands and used the same shove to arch him­self back, get­ting just enough of his weight close enough to the boat that Remy and Biri-Daar could haul him the rest of the way in. “Row! Row! High side!” Vok­oun and Paelias screamed.

Remy and Obek flung them­selves up and across the width of the raft, bring­ing it back to level with a crash and foun­tain of spray. Some of their gear went over­board, but in the dark Remy couldn’t tell what it was. Af­ter that ev­ery­thing was the roar of cold wa­ter over black stone, the sting of spray, the ache and trem­ble of mus­cles fight­ing the cur­rent. Remy slowly felt him­self turn­ing into a sort of golem, row­ing when Paelias yelled row and do­ing any­thing else only when told … a row­ing golem, made to move boats through dan­ger­ous mazes of bro­ken stone and surg­ing wa­ter. Spasms racked his back. His hands were partly numb and partly torn with blis­ters that broke, bleed­ing onto the oar and into the wa­ter. Yet he rowed when he was told. Be­side him Obek tried to row with his shield, his harsh dev­il­ish fea­tures set in a mask of an­gry de­ter­mi­na­tion.

Ev­ery­one be­gan to scream. Remy could not hear what they were say­ing. He looked up and saw that the en­tire river was pour­ing into a sin­gle chute, nar­row enough that the boat turned side­ways would dam it up, the wa­ter charg­ing up the rock walls that bound it in tongues of spray taller than the obelisks at Crow Fork Junc­tion. The boat seemed, in­cred­i­bly, to rise as it rode the crest­ing vol­ume of the river through this choked-off throat—Remy thought, in his ex­hausted golem’s haze, of a rope swing that hung from a long cy­press branch over a deep pool just up­stream of Avankil’s old city walls. When you swung, there was a mo­ment of per­fect still­ness as you reached the top of your arc; the river spread be­low like a sheet of tin on cloudy days, like a blaz­ing mir­ror when the sun shone; and you fell end­lessly un­til you broke its sur­face and plunged through the deeper and deeper shades of greeny brown, the cold of the Black­fall’s deep­est belly just reach­ing your feet be­fore you again hung sus­pended, weight­less, and be­gan to kick to the sur­face with burn­ing lungs and schemes aborn­ing about how to cut in line to do it again faster, sooner next time.…

And in the next mo­ment they were glid­ing across the un­bro­ken glassy sur­face of a deep, wide pool. The sound of the rapids was al­ready fad­ing. The boat turned in a slight eddy, find­ing its way to slack wa­ter in the shadow of a sheer rock wall that dis­ap­peared straight down into the depths. Remy reached out his oar to push the boat away from the wall. “Row,” Vok­oun said. His voice, worn down to a deathbed wheeze, lacked its usual com­mand­ing tone … but they rowed. The boat heeled around and pointed down­stream again.

By dawn, they were in a stretch of river that Remy would have sworn was just up­stream of Avankil, in a re­gion known as the Striped Bank. There the steep hills on ei­ther side of the river, and loom­ing steeply over the trib­u­taries that ran cold and fast down from the hills, were hor­i­zon­tally streaked in fan­tas­tic shades that Remy had only oth­er­wise seen in the frozen sher­bets mixed in the keep for Philomen and oth­ers in the no­bil­ity of Avankil.

Here, too, the streaks in the canyon cut were vis­i­ble, and in sim­i­lar col­ors; and also here, the river it­self ran smoothly be­tween them, even if the smaller streams that fell into it tum­bled over them­selves in their ea­ger­ness. But down­stream, Remy knew, was not Avankil but Karga Kul. They fled to­ward it with death knights on their trail, and Erathis only knew what other min­ions of Or­cus.

Erathis. He had sworn by Erathis.

It was dawn. The ris­ing sun picked out the col­ors in the canyon walls, blind­ing Remy with beauty on this morn­ing he had not ex­pected to live to see … and he was in­vok­ing an­other god. Empty of feel­ing, he ex­am­ined this prob­lem. Why had it hap­pened? Would it hap­pen again?

“Keverel,” he said, but when the cleric looked his way Remy knew he could not say more about the true na­ture of the con­flict he felt.

“Remy.”

A long time passed. Keverel did not press him and the boat was silent. Af­ter the pre­vi­ous evening and night, none of them had much to say. Obek rowed with his shield un­til Vok­oun told him to stop. “Remy can row worth the two on the other side—not,” he was quick to add, “be­cause they’re halflings, but be­cause they’re lazy. Too lazy even to be killed by death knights when there’s some­one else who can do that for them.”

They rowed in the dawn, un­til the sun shone over the di­min­ish­ing canyon walls and Remy knew that what­ever had come be­fore, he was about to see the famed tow­ers of Karga Kul. Paelias and Vok­oun keep­ing look­out at the bow for snags and sand­bars. Af­ter some time Remy said, “Philomen sent them, didn’t he?”

“Yes,” Biri-Daar said. She was trail­ing a hand in the wa­ter to soothe the burns from Gou­vou’s flame.

“He spoke of Or­cus. Was that bravado, or true?”

“True. Or­cus puts his touch on all of the death knights. And ev­ery lich as well. The Road-builder and his ret­inue were given over to the De­mon Prince as well. I fear,” Biri-Daar said qui­etly, as if she meant only Remy to hear, “that we have not seen the last of his ac­tions yet.”

“Philomen is the De­mon Prince’s man.”

It was not a ques­tion ex­actly, and when Biri-Daar an­swered she was ex­pand­ing on what Remy said. “If you can call him a man,” she said. “He may have be­come some­thing else.”

In the few min­utes of their con­vers­ing, the canyon walls had grown lower. “It is one year, al­most to the day, since I have seen Karga Kul,” Biri-Daar said. “These river­banks lower, and the city grows closer. At the mo­ment when the left bank be­gins to rise, and the right bank grows still flat­ter—that is the mo­ment when you may look to the hori­zon and see the tow­ers of Karga Kul. From there they look as if they hang over the wa­ters of the river; but that is only an il­lu­sion. As you draw closer, you see first that they are on the left bank, and then, as you come far­ther down the river, they dis­ap­pear for miles. Only in the last few bends, as you near the land­ing be­low the bluffs, do the tow­ers reap­pear again. It is a trick of per­spec­tive, of the rise and fall of moun­tains. But it breeds sto­ries.”

This was the long­est Remy had ever heard Biri-Daar talk. She was com­ing home, com­ing to the end of her quest. And she was bring­ing him, with his de­mon-tainted chisel and his un­cer­tain his­tory … I have much to atone for, Remy thought. If not in the true sit­u­a­tion of things, then cer­tainly in the eyes of those who have en­dan­gered their lives to save mine.

Yet he was not the only one on the boat with some­thing to prove, some­thing to atone for, some­thing to set­tle and make right. Biri-Daar had her own ghosts. “What did Gou­vou mean about legacy?” Remy asked.

As soon as he had said it, Remy re­al­ized that it had come across as a match thrown into a hayloft. He lifted a hand and started to add some­thing else, but he never got the chance. “Oh, I think he was clear about that,” came Lu­can’s voice. Ev­ery­one looked around in sur­prise that the elf had sur­vived the night and awo­ken co­her­ent—save Keverel, who shocked Remy by shoot­ing him a look of pure anger. Remy hadn’t seen the cleric that fu­ri­ous in any of their en­coun­ters with the min­ions of Or­cus. “I just meant,” Remy be­gan, but he didn’t get to fin­ish.

“Yes, he was,” Biri-Daar said, pick­ing up from where Lu­can had left off. Look­ing at the con­tours of scale and color on her face, Remy re­al­ized that he had learned to read the ex­pres­sions of drag­onborn on this jour­ney—one more thing he had never ex­pected to know, or thought could be known, or thought about at all. “He did not tell us any­thing that we did not know al­ready. Since the bat­tle at Iban Ja’s bridge, Ba­hamut and Tia­mat have been at war for the souls of the Or­der of the Knights of Kul. Ever since, in each gen­er­a­tion, some of the Knights of Kul have been cor­rupted. And we no longer know who to trust.”
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Vok­oun’s boat beached with a crunch of sand against its keel and a last rush of wa­ter swirling around its bow. They looked across the river, where the main docks of the city bus­tled with larger ships in from the Gulf. Car­a­vans of mules and camels car­ried car­goes up the switch­back­ing road that led to the city’s main gate, far above and out of sight. Other mer­chants, will­ing to pay the out­ra­geous fees to avoid that road, loaded their wares straight into a cave. “From there,” Biri-Daar ex­plained, “ev­ery­thing goes up, car­ried by tamed beasts. Those were once caves. Now they have been carved and worked into a dozen lev­els of base­ments and dun­geons.”

“The Seal is in there?” Remy asked. “Seems too easy to get to.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you’d seen what’s in­side,” Obek said.

“The mili­tias of Karga Kul make very sure that noth­ing goes in through that cave ex­cept what has been bought, paid for, taxed, ap­proved, li­censed, and in­spected,” Paelias said. “Or so I am told. A cousin of mine is a mer­chant of Fey­wild herbs. He rages en­ter­tain­ingly about the rules of this city and the Mage Trust.”

“And there are mag­i­cal en­trap­ments through­out,” Obek added. “Any in­vader will find the first caves com­ing down on his head the minute the Mage Trust snaps its fin­gers.”

What a spec­ta­cle it was, Remy thought. The White­fall, run­ning slow and nearly a mile wide, pour­ing into the wa­ters of the Gulf to their right. To their left, the canyons that chan­neled it, all the way up­stream be­yond the land­ing and up into the high lakes coun­try where Vok­oun and his peo­ple came from. Across the river, the zigzag road on the face of the cliffs, rear­ing high above the wa­ter.

And above it all, the tow­ers of Karga Kul.


BOOK VI

KARGA KUL

They came to the front gate via the switch­back­ing road, which they climbed on foot, sand­wiched be­tween a brace of don­keys and a long string of an­gry camels. It was late in the af­ter­noon be­fore they reached the top of the canyon.

Flanked by for­bid­ding watch­tow­ers, the main gate of Karga Kul stood open. At the foot of its walls sprouted a semiper­ma­nent shan­ty­town of itin­er­ant mer­chants, tin­kers, ac­tors, and sup­pli­cants to the Mage Trust or one of the city’s other au­thor­i­ties. “The un­lucky ones who can’t gain en­try,” Keverel said to Remy. “This is why Obek needed to come in with us.” As they ap­proached, some of the shanty dwellers came to­ward them bear­ing prom­ises of fab­u­lous wealth, for­bid­den plea­sures, oc­cult knowl­edge … they fo­cused on Biri-Daar, rec­og­niz­ing her as one of the Knights of Kul.

“No­ble pal­adin! I have lost my let­ter from the Em­peror of Saak-Opole and the Mage Trust will not see me un­less I am spon­sored!”

Biri-Daar reached out a gauntleted hand to fend off the shout­ing, gray-headed mad­man. “There is no em­peror in Saak-Opole, is there?” she asked Obek.

He chuck­led. “Not these last five hun­dred years.”

Closer to the gate, traf­fic was di­vided into com­mer­cial goods and in­di­vid­ual en­tries. Biri-Daar held the bla­zon of the Knights of Kul high in the air and a func­tionary at the gate saw it. He waved them for­ward. “Num­ber in your party.”

“Six.”

The func­tionary counted. “Num­ber of the six who are cit­i­zens of Karga Kul.”

“Two.” Biri-Daar pointed at Keverel and then her­self.

“Er­rand.”

“A re­port from Biri-Daar of the Knights of Kul to the Mage Trust.”

The func­tionary looked up at her. He was a stout and soft man, ac­cus­tomed to a life of quill pens and couches. His sense of pro­fes­sional ethics, Remy could see, was nag­ging at him. Doubt­less he was not sup­posed to let just any­one in to see the Mage Trust. But, he was likely rea­son­ing, even if he did let them in and they went to the trust, there were fur­ther and more for­mi­da­ble bar­ri­ers. That was the ex­cuse he needed.

“Biri-Daar of the Knights of Kul, you and your friends are wel­come here,” the func­tionary said with­out a hint of warmth. He wrote on a sheet of heavy pa­per and handed the pa­per to Biri-Daar. “As I’m sure you are aware, your en­try pa­per must be with you at all times dur­ing your stay.”

“Thank you,” Biri-Daar said, match­ing the func­tionary’s tone. Then they were through the gate, the func­tionary al­ready say­ing again be­hind them, “Num­ber in your party …”

The first thing Remy no­ticed about Karga Kul was that it was clean. He had seen clean­li­ness be­fore, in his mother’s house and in sec­tions of street and square in Avankil. There, money bought clean­li­ness and the threat of vi­o­lence kept it. Here, in Karga Kul, he watched trades­men pack up their store­front ta­bles at the end of the day and pick up ev­ery last scrap of leather or wrap­ping can­vas, ev­ery gnawed chicken bone or ap­ple core that the day’s busi­ness had de­posited in front of them. He had never seen any­thing like it, and the ques­tion that he had even­tu­ally found its way to his mouth.

“Obek,” he said. “Who do they fear?”

All of them were wait­ing while Biri-Daar con­versed with the sec­re­taries of the Mage Trust. They sat at long benches on a cov­ered pa­tio at one cor­ner of the trust’s of­fices, where the trustees spent their days hear­ing the com­plaints of the cit­i­zenry and their nights delv­ing into the av­enues of mag­i­cal re­search—thau­matur­gi­cal, necro­man­tic, wiz­ardly, or el­e­men­tal—that best pleased and piqued their na­tures.

Obek shrugged. “There are mili­tias that en­force the will of the Mage Trust. One thing the Mage Trust wills is that Karga Kul be clean. I like it.”

“What hap­pens if some­one doesn’t clean up?”

“Try it and find out,” Obek said. He walked over to a mer­chant pack­ing jerked meats back into rolls of can­vas and bought a fist­ful of long strips. Hand­ing one to Remy when he came back, Obek watched the con­ver­sa­tion be­tween Biri-Daar and the trust’s of­fi­cial. “Won­der if they’re talk­ing about me,” he said.

“I would guess they’re a lit­tle more wor­ried about the fate of the city and the seal,” Remy said.

Obek chuck­led. “Think you? Per­haps. But I am known in this city, and there are those who de­spise me.”

“You men­tioned that when we met.”

“Did I men­tion that I killed one of the trustees?” Obek coun­tered. He watched Remy’s face with a toothy grin on his own. “I didn’t, did I? Well. We all have our se­crets.” He bit into the jerky and chewed. “Fear not, Remy of Avankil,” he said around the bite. “The trustee in ques­tion de­served it. And so does his suc­ces­sor, al­though I fear Biri-Daar would dis­agree. A word of ad­vice. Do not put the chisel in any­one’s hands. When the time comes to de­stroy it, make sure you do it your­self.” Obek bit off an­other mouth­ful of jerky. “I’ll be there to make sure you make sure. Not be­cause I don’t trust you, mind; just be­cause it’s the kind of thing that can­not be al­lowed to go wrong.”

“How did you just hap­pen to find us?” Remy asked.

Obek nod­ded thought­fully as he chewed. “Noth­ing just hap­pens,” he said, and might have said more, but Biri-Daar was com­ing over to gather the group back to­gether.

“The trust will meet with us,” she said. “But there is no guar­an­tee that they will be­lieve what we have to say.”

“Why not?” Remy asked. “They sent you, didn’t they?”

“They never ex­pected us to suc­ceed. And if I tell the truth, my story will make me look like a liar,” Biri-Daar said.

Lu­can, Paelias, and Keverel were just com­ing over to re­join the group from a brief trip through the last dy­ing cor­ners of the day’s mar­ket. “Liar?” Lu­can said. “Has Remy been telling sto­ries of Sigil again?”

“Much is at stake here,” Biri-Daar said. “If the Mage Trust is not on our side, we are go­ing to have to fight all the way to the Seal, and fight to in­scribe it anew. How much time do we have be­fore the Road-builder re­turns?” She looked to Keverel with this last ques­tion.

He was shak­ing his head. “There is no way to know. Lich magic is un­pre­dictable. He may not re­turn for days; or he may re­turn be­fore I fin­ish speak­ing. But we must de­stroy the quill as soon as we can.”

“Then let us get on with the con­ver­sa­tion,” Biri-Daar said, and led them into the Palace of the Mage Trust.

The civ­i­liza­tion that founded the city that be­came Karga Kul was known only by its ob­ses­sive rep­e­ti­tion of the num­bers six and seven, al­ways to­gether. In the Palace, that rep­e­ti­tion took sev­eral forms. There were six floors and seven rooms on each. The stairs be­tween each floor num­bered thir­teen. The Palace it­self was hexag­o­nal in shape, with seven win­dows on each side of the hexagon, and so on. Guards con­veyed them down a hall paved with hexag­o­nal stones. As they walked, Remy counted, and sure enough, the hall was seven stones wide.

He wasn’t sure what to think about Obek’s rev­e­la­tions. It was cer­tain that the tiefling’s pres­ence would be a prob­lem for the trust—un­less he had been truth­ful in his as­ser­tion that the trustee had de­served death, and the sur­viv­ing trustees agreed with his per­spec­tive. Remy found this un­likely. Was it pos­si­ble that Obek had al­ready in­formed Biri-Daar of this? Remy couldn’t de­cide. It was the kind of se­cret that, once re­vealed, might en­dan­ger the suc­cess of their quest, and for that, Remy knew, Biri-Daar would not hes­i­tate to kill. On the other hand, the Mage Trust of Karga Kul was no­to­ri­ously capri­cious; it was pos­si­ble that a lit­tle fear might make them a lit­tle more tractable.

Not for the first time, Remy was glad that he did not share the re­spon­si­bil­i­ties of lead­er­ship. He was free to act but no other lives de­pended on his choices.

Obek, walk­ing in front of him, looked over his shoul­der at Remy. It was strange to see a tiefling wink in a con­spir­a­to­rial way, as if in get­ting to know Obek, Remy had some­how be­come tinged with the in­fer­nal him­self. It made him ner­vous—but Obek had fought bravely since forc­ing his way into the group in the sew­ers of the In­verted Keep. Remy found that he trusted the tiefling, and could find no rea­son not to.

He winked back and they went on through the jum­ble of sixes and sev­ens un­til they came to the dou­ble hexag­o­nal doors of the Coun­cil Cham­ber of the Mage Trust.

The coun­cil cham­ber was built in the shape of a six-pointed star, each arm of which was a small gallery of long-dead mem­bers of the trust. Around a seven-sided ta­ble in the cen­ter of the cham­ber were six chairs, and in those six chairs were the mem­bers of the trust. A sev­enth chair sat empty. The guards con­ducted the ad­ven­tur­ers into the cham­ber and re­mained near the door.

Remy looked from mem­ber to mem­ber of the trust, see­ing age and wis­dom and fear … ex­cept on one face, a woman no older than his mother. Ei­ther she was a prodigy, or some­thing had re­cently changed in the trust. It was im­pos­si­ble to think that some­one so young had grown pow­er­ful enough in mag­i­cal abil­ity to war­rant elec­tion to such a po­si­tion. “This is Shik­iloa,” an­other trustee said, in­tro­duc­ing her and then the rest of the trustees in turn, her­self last. Her name was Uliana. Remy didn’t re­mem­ber the other names and the other trustees took no no­tice of him. All eyes were on Biri-Daar pri­mar­ily, with leery glances re­served for Obek, who hung be­hind the group near the door. Remy wasn’t sure whether the trustees were ner­vous about Obek him­self or about tieflings in gen­eral, but which­ever was the case, they surely did look dis­com­fited by his pres­ence. He faded back away from the ta­ble to stand next to Obek. “Don’t worry,” he whis­pered, mov­ing his lips as lit­tle as pos­si­ble. “I will speak for you even if no one else will.”

“Biri-Daar of the Or­der of the Knights of Kul,” Uliana said. She was one of the old­est of the Mage Trust and the long­est-serv­ing. “This trust sent you forth on a grave er­rand. Have you re­turned bear­ing good tid­ings or bad?”

“Both,” Biri-Daar said.

“Which out­weighs the other?”

“That yet de­pends on our ac­tions,” Biri-Daar said. “And on yours. We have re­cov­ered Moidan’s Quill that in­scribed the orig­i­nal Seal of Karga Kul.”

“The quill your fel­low knight stole,” one of the trustees whose name Remy had for­got­ten said. He was a fat and red-bearded man with quick in­tel­li­gence in his eyes and a gob­let of wine in one hand.

“True, and dis­turb­ing,” Shik­iloa said. “You will par­don the di­rect­ness of my speech; I fear that the des­per­a­tion of the sit­u­a­tion calls for a sim­pli­fi­ca­tion of this body’s nor­mal rules about age and or­der of speech.”

“You would feel that way, of course,” Uliana said. “Ar­gu­ments of pro­to­col are a waste of time with the seal so thin.”

“There is an­other prob­lem,” Biri-Daar said.

“Which is …?” the red-beared drunk­ard prompted.

“Philomen, the vizier of Avankil, is in league with the De­mon Prince Or­cus,” Biri-Daar stated.

There was a long mo­ment of shocked si­lence. “How can this be?” Shik­iloa said. “Avankil has been our staunch­est ally, even when Toradan and Saak-Opole turned against us.”

Biri-Daar pointed at Remy. “This is Remy, also of Avankil,” she said. Then she looked at Remy and he knew he was ex­pected to speak.

He took a few steps for­ward, to stand next to the empty sev­enth chair. He and Biri-Daar flanked it, with Lu­can, Paelias, Keverel, and Obek in a gen­tly curved rank be­hind them. “Since I was a boy,” he be­gan, “I have been a courier for Philomen. I do not know how it started. But he had al­ways been good to me. A few …”

Remy fal­tered, re­al­iz­ing he had no clear idea of how long it had been since he left Avankil. “The last thing he asked of me was that I take some­thing to Toradan for him,” he went on. “And I could not know what it was. I was at­tacked on the road to Toradan by storm­claw scor­pi­ons. They killed my horse. I would have died too, in the wastes there, if Biri-Daar had not stopped and Keverel had not healed me. I have been trav­el­ing and fight­ing with them ever since.”

“So you have be­trayed your er­rand for Philomen?” Shik­iloa asked.

“His er­rand be­trayed me,” Remy said. “He sent me with this, and knew that it would draw the kind of at­ten­tion that gets mes­sen­gers killed.”

Hold­ing the chisel’s box care­fully in both hands, Remy an­gled it so each mem­ber of the trust in turn could see the sig­ils carved into its lid and along the front near the latch. They rec­og­nized the en­chant­ments, he could see; their eyes widened, and even the red-bearded trustee set his gob­let down and made a sign. “What is in it?” Uliana asked. “We have no time for round­about sto­ries, and less for the­atrics.”

“A chisel,” Remy said, and opened the lid.

“De­signed by some­one closely tied to Or­cus,” Keverel added. “De­signed, I fear, to de­stroy the seal.”

“Ridicu­lous,” Shik­iloa said. “Philomen is a scholar of lan­guages, a ped­dler of petty court schemes, a be­stower of fa­vors upon women of lit­tle virtue. He has trav­eled thrice to Karga Kul in the last ten years. All of us have met him, and none has ever sensed any­thing ill about his de­meanor. Yet you have this that you call proof?”

“There is more,” Biri-Daar said. “Much more. Yet as Uliana says, we have no time. For our news is not yet fully given. Moidan’s Quill,” she went on, pro­duc­ing it from in­side her ar­mor, “is more than what it seems. Uliana. Note the sym­bols, carved so del­i­cately into the bar­rel near the point. Do you rec­og­nize them?”

The trustee paled, her skin fad­ing to nearly the off-white color of her hair. “A phy­lac­tery,” she said. “It has been made into a phy­lac­tery.”

“It was al­ways a phy­lac­tery,” Keverel cor­rected. “Was not the seal laid down at about the time the Road-builder dis­ap­peared and the In­verted Keep tore free into the sky?”

The Mage Trust was silent.

“We killed the Road-builder,” Biri-Daar said. “But as long as the quill is in­tact, he will re­turn. We must act im­me­di­ately.”

“Im­me­di­ately? We must act de­ci­sively, yes, but not rashly,” Shik­iloa said.

“Beg­ging your par­don, Ex­cel­lency, but if the Road-builder re­turns you will find a brief hes­i­ta­tion to have been ex­tremely rash,” Lu­can said as he stepped for­ward.

Red­beard raised his gob­let. “So we have a quill con­tain­ing a lich king, a chisel im­bued with de­monic pow­ers, a se­cret en­emy in con­trol of Avankil, and an Abyssal horde about to break through the seal. There. The sit­u­a­tion is de­scribed. Now let us ad­dress it.”

Sud­denly Remy liked him.

“Quite,” Uliana said. “The seal is weak­ened al­most to trans­parency. I fear it is too thin to rein­scribe.”

Red­beard set down his gob­let. “Then—”

“Then we must in­scribe a new one and de­stroy the old as we lay the new one in its place.” Uliana looked at ev­ery­one in the room, each in turn. “Then we must de­stroy quill and chisel both, and be­fore the re­turn of the Road-builder. Guard!” she called.

The se­nior guard in­side the door stepped for­ward.

“Close the gates to the city,” Uliana com­manded. “Both at the road and at Cliff Quay. No one shall en­ter or leave Karga Kul un­til the seal is re­plen­ished and our cit­i­zens and traders may safely go about their busi­ness again.” The guard left and Uliana turned to Biri-Daar. “You have an un­ex­pected com­rade in your group,” she said. “And I do not mean the boy from Avankil.”

“I’m not a boy,” Remy said.

“Ah, but you are,” Red­beard said, “be­cause you do not know when to keep your mouth shut.” He gave Remy a salute with the now-empty gob­let.

Shik­iloa rose and paced. “As the suc­ces­sor to Vurinil, Mage Trustee of Karga Kul—”

“Daugh­ter, I be­lieve, is the word,” Obek said.

She glared at him, a flush ris­ing across the planes of her face. Remy had seen that look on faces be­fore killing. “—Vurinil, who was killed by the tiefling Obek, may I speak?” she asked Uliana—a lit­tle too sweetly, it seemed to Remy.

“Cer­tainly,” Uliana said.

“Obek will cer­tainly say that my pre­de­ces­sor was a usurper, and a be­trayer of the trust be­tween this city and the trustees. He may be right about this. It is also true, how­ever,” Shik­iloa said, “that since his mur­der of Vurinil—my fa­ther Vurinil, a no­ble ser­vant of the trust and of Karga Kul—the seal has rapidly de­te­ri­o­rated, there have been sight­ings of demons in the streets and in the lower por­tions of the un­der­ground keeps. Now Obek comes back, in the com­pany of Biri-Daar, her­self a mem­ber of the same guild that stole the quill! And with them comes yet an­other stranger, this Remy, bear­ing a de­monic in­stru­ment for the de­struc­tion of the seal! Fel­low trustees, it seems that we have not helped our­selves by en­trust­ing our lives and the life of Karga Kul to these … ad­ven­tur­ers.”

“Yet what strange de­ceivers they be,” Red­beard ob­served dryly. “Com­ing right to the front door and pre­sent­ing them­selves to us.”

With a shock, Remy re­al­ized that the other three mem­bers of the trust, the ones who had not yet spo­ken in the de­bate, were asleep. Could this be the feared Mage Trust of Karga Kul, he thought—the trust that strikes such fear into its cit­i­zens that they pick up or­ange peels from the street?

“You are drunk,” Shik­iloa said. “As is your cus­tom. Well, it is my cus­tom to sus­pect the mo­tives of those who preach un­seen dan­ger, when they might well sim­ply be ag­gran­diz­ing them­selves. You, tiefling. Mur­derer. You risked your life en­ter­ing this room, did you not?”

Obek nod­ded. “I did.”

“If we kill you now, will your risk have been worth it?”

“Erathis is the god of this city, and I am an adopted cit­i­zen of Karga Kul,” Obek said, stand­ing erect and fear­less, not look­ing over his shoul­der at the guards who awaited Shik­iloa’s com­mand to strike him down. “I re­turned to fight for this city, and as far as I pledge my­self to any god, it is to Erathis.”

“And I’m sure he is glad of your de­vo­tion. It’s Erathis we need, and Ba­hamut too, and per­haps the Lady of Pain thrown into the bar­gain, if the Knights of Kul are to do us any good,” said Shik­iloa. “I ex­pect nei­ther the gods nor the drag­onborn to of­fer us any as­sis­tance we might wish to ac­cept.”

A pained ex­pres­sion crossed Biri-Daar’s face at this men­tion of the Knights. “When the Knights of Kul are needed, they will rise to that need,” she said.

“That is my hope as well.” Uliana turned to the win­dow.

Shik­iloa smiled. “Will you go and ask them your­self? Per­haps you could bring them news of Moula and the quill as well.”

“If that is your wish, I am will­ing,” Biri-Daar said, in a tone of voice that in­di­cated she was will­ing only, and just barely at that.

“Do not,” Uliana said. “Not yet. In­stead let us see what the min­ions of Or­cus are plan­ning. I do not be­lieve the Road-builder’s re­turn is im­mi­nent. I would feel it. So we have a mo­ment to gather knowl­edge, and per­haps even to use it wisely.” The last was di­rected at Shik­iloa, in whose eyes burned some­thing more than anger but just slightly less than hate.

She is afraid, Remy thought. He caught Biri-Daar’s eye, and Keverel’s, and saw that both of them thought the same thing. But of what?

[image: ]

The Black Mir­ror of the Trust was a cir­cu­lar pane of ob­sid­ian, pol­ished and laid into a frame of bur­nished cop­per so that it could stand ver­ti­cal or be laid flat. Each po­si­tion lent it­self to dif­fer­ent meth­ods of scry­ing. Uliana laid it flat. The rest of the Mage Trust spread around her and the mir­ror. Remy and the rest of Biri-Daar’s group min­gled with them, Biri-Daar clos­est to Uliana and Obek on the op­po­site side. A vis­i­bly skep­ti­cal Shik­iloa and an ob­vi­ously drunk Red­beard were clos­est to Obek, where they could watch Uliana. From a chain around her neck she took a tiny crys­tal vial. Three drops of clear fluid fell from the un­stop­pered vial onto the pol­ished ob­sid­ian. Whis­per­ing an in­can­ta­tion un­der her breath, Uliana moved her hand in a smooth­ing mo­tion, a few inches over the ob­sid­ian. The drops spread into an in­vis­i­ble layer—and as they spread, an im­age emerged.

First came color: black warm­ing through red to a fiery molten or­ange flecked with bril­liant white. Then mo­tion, the shapes of fig­ures …

Remy saw Obek turn his head, ever so slightly. He fol­lowed the tiefling’s gaze and saw that Shik­iloa was do­ing some­thing with her hands. Look­ing back to the mir­ror, Remy watched the fig­ures re­solve. They were all shapes, all sizes, the name­less hordes of the Abyss un­der the con­trol of their ruler Or­cus. Or­cus, the De­mon Prince of the Un­death, sworn en­emy of all things liv­ing. Goat-legged, dragon-tailed, with the horns of a ram and the fiery eyes of the greater un­dead. Bearer of the Wand of Or­cus, with its skull of a dead god, Despot of Thanatos—his pres­ence loomed over ev­ery­thing they saw.

“It is as I feared,” Uliana said. She spoke with her eyes closed, since to chan­nel the vi­sion into the mir­ror she could not see it her­self—at least not with her eyes. “They are gath­er­ing. They know that the seal weak­ens. They know …”

Mo­tion drew Remy’s at­ten­tion away from the mir­ror and back to Shik­iloa. He saw her hands move. She brought a hand to her face, kissed some­thing she held be­tween fin­ger and thumb.

When she drew it away again, blood glis­tened on her lower lip.

Shik­iloa ex­tended her hand over the mir­ror. “Fa­ther,” she said, her voice low but clear in the nearly silent room. “As you bid me.”

As she opened her hand, Obek was reach­ing to catch the bright bloody sliver that fell from it. Red­beard, his eyes bulging from their sock­ets as he saw what she had done, flung out an arm and shoved her back away from the mir­ror, the ac­tion in­stinc­tive but fu­tile as the sliver fell through Obek’s hand as if it was not there.

Obek clutched at his pierced palm, roar­ing with pain. Blood spurted from it as if it had been pierced by a spear rather than a sliver no thicker than a nee­dle. Drops of that blood fell with the sliver onto the mir­ror’s sur­face. The color of the blood spread like a glaze across the scene of Or­cus’s do­min­ion. When it had cov­ered the en­tire sur­face of the mir­ror, the en­tire sur­face flipped up to the ver­ti­cal. Be­hind the bloody glaze, fig­ures loomed closer. Some­thing crashed into the fin­ish.

“Traitor!” Obek roared, his bloody hand thrust out at Shik­iloa. “Like your fa­ther.”

An­other crash against the glaze left a crack ex­actly the size of the sliver that had fallen from Shik­iloa’s hand. She met his gaze, cold and dis­tant. “You are a traitor to all hu­man­ity. And your kin, the demons, are com­ing to claim you.”

“Fool,” growled Biri-Daar. An­other crack ap­peared in the sur­face of the mir­ror. The Mage Trust, save Uliana, fell back to­ward the shad­owed gal­leries in the points of the star-shaped room. “Who turned you against the trust?”

A chip of the mir­ror came loose and plinked on the hexag­o­nal stones of the floor. Sound came from it: a pro­fu­sion of roar­ing and screech­ing, the scrap­ing of what sounded like claws on the other side of the mir­ror.

“No one turned me,” Shik­iloa sneered. “I am my own crea­ture. My choices are my own. The tiefling dies if the city has to die with him.”

“How did you know he would be here?” Remy asked.

From the look on her face, he knew the an­swer.

“Philomen,” he said.

She did not deny it. She raised a short staff, its head trans­form­ing be­fore their eyes from a cres­cent moon to an iri­des­cent green skull.

“No,” Uliana groaned. Her eye­lids flut­tered as she tried to open her eyes and get free of the vi­sion. “No,” she said again—and then she reached out her left hand, pointed un­err­ingly at Shik­iloa, and in­cin­er­ated the youngest trustee be­fore Shik­iloa could de­fend her­self.

At that mo­ment the mir­ror ex­ploded in a hail of ob­sid­ian shards. They stung and sliced across the ex­posed skin of Remy’s face and hands, tear­ing also at the leather of his tu­nic and boots. He ducked away, hear­ing the frag­ments ric­o­chet around the room. Al­ready there were screams; the un­pro­tected and un­pre­pared trustees were badly cut and slashed.

The demons that came through the opened por­tal were about the size of dwarves, but a burnt red in color with cruel wide mouths and four-fin­gered hands end­ing in ragged black claws. They tum­bled over one an­other com­ing through the mir­ror frame. Be­hind them, the fiery hellscape of Thanatos belched its mi­asma into the coun­cil cham­ber.

“Demons aren’t my kin,” Obek snarled, and cut two of them in half be­fore their feet had found the floor.

Since leav­ing Avankil, Remy had seen many things he’d never seen be­fore. Most of them he had no name for, but these he rec­og­nized. They were known as evistros, or car­nage demons. Remy had heard sto­ries of them ram­pag­ing in packs near places where Abyssal en­er­gies spilled into the mor­tal world. They ex­isted only to de­stroy. And they were de­stroy­ing now, tear­ing the Mage Trust to bits as the em­bat­tled trustees, few of whom had ever fought with any­thing other than words, found them­selves over­run by the sav­age demons who clawed and bit and rent them with­out mercy. They died de­spite the best ef­forts of Biri-Daar and Remy and the rest, who cut down the evistros nearly as fast as they could pour through the vi­o­lated mir­ror.

Of the Mage Trust, only Uliana fought with courage. Her first vic­tim had been Shik­iloa the traitor, but in the mo­ments since she had cut a swath through the evistros as she fought to close the por­tal they had opened. With the mir­ror de­stroyed, she opened her eyes and be­gan to lay waste to the en­e­mies of the trust and her city.

“Eladrin!” she shouted above the in­fer­nal yowl­ing evistros and the sounds of steel on de­monic flesh and bone. “With me!”

The star elf vaulted clear of the melee, leap­ing to catch a wall sconce and swing­ing up to brace against a tim­ber sup­port­ing the vaulted ceil­ing. Grimly and with ab­so­lute calm he be­gan to de­stroy the evistros that ap­proached Uliana. Remy too fell back to pro­tect her, as did Obek from the other side. Keverel swat­ted a leap­ing de­mon out of the air as it cleared the por­tal. It scram­bled on the ground, but be­fore it could find its feet he broke its back and turned to the next, the name of his god re­peated over and over again on his lips.

The sec­ond fo­cus of the bat­tle was Biri-Daar, who stood alone, her en­chanted blade de­scrib­ing an arc of maim­ing and death around her. Lu­can’s ar­rows whis­pered through the air to catch those evistros that got out of the por­tal past Keverel and Uliana. They were ev­ery­where, in fren­zied groups dis­mem­ber­ing the dead and swarm­ing over the liv­ing. Some, caught up in the blood­lust, turned on one an­other, splat­ter­ing their black and sul­furous blood to mix with the spilled red of the Mage Trust.

Some­thing tugged at Remy’s belt, pulling him off bal­ance. He looked down and saw one of the demons, gnaw­ing on his belt—and the pouch where he had car­ried the chisel across the long miles from Avankil. Remy flicked his knife out of his sleeve, the way he’d learned back home on the wa­ter­front, and stabbed it through the eye. It lashed him across the face with one claw and kept dig­ging for the chisel with the other. He twisted the blade, feel­ing the bones of its skull crack. Ma­lig­nant light still shone in its re­main­ing eye, but with the twist of the blade its arms and legs fell limp and it dropped away as a blind­ing flash brought tears to Remy’s eyes. When his vi­sion cleared, he saw tum­bled and black­ened bod­ies of evistros all around, yet he was un­touched save for the fad­ing af­ter­im­age.

“Mind the chisel, Remy,” Uliana said. “If they get their hands on it, the seal is as good as de­stroyed.”

Look­ing down, Remy saw ragged claw marks scored into the leather of his belt and the pouch con­tain­ing the chisel in its box. Then the evistros came again in an­other wave, and he lifted his sword to meet them. Over his head, Uliana’s magic swept and flared, the evistros fall­ing back be­fore it as slowly—slowly, and with the help of Paelias, whose fey magic was anath­ema to the car­nage demons—she choked off the open por­tal. The evistros came through fewer and fewer at a time, Keverel and Lu­can ex­act­ing a ter­ri­ble toll at their emer­gence; then they came through one at a time, wrig­gling through a di­min­ished hole too small to ad­mit a full grown man; then, as Keverel caved in the snarling face of a last sin­gle de­mon, Uliana closed off the por­tal, sev­er­ing the dy­ing evistro at the waist.

Still there were dozens of them in the Coun­cil Cham­ber. Cut off from Thanatos, they knew they could ex­pect no mercy—not that they knew any­thing of mercy in Or­cus’s realm. Gath­er­ing into knots of three or four, they banded to­gether and fought to the death. Lu­can ended the fight with a fi­nal ar­row through the gut of an evistro that had al­ready taken a half-dozen blows from Obek’s sword.

Of the Mage Trust, Uliana alone sur­vived. She bent to pick up a large sliver of the Black Mir­ror, slick with the com­min­gled blood of the rest of the trust. “Karga Kul will never be the same,” she said qui­etly. “And things may yet be­come more des­per­ate. Remy of Avankil.”

Remy took a step for­ward.

“Have you the chisel?”

“I have it,” Remy said. He re­mem­bered the stubby, grasp­ing fin­gers of the evistro feel­ing along his belt, and shud­dered at the thought of what might have hap­pened.

“At least some of the evistros knew of it, and you may yet meet more ad­ver­saries who will. Yet you must keep it,” Uliana said. “You have brought it this far un­der ter­ri­ble pres­sure and with com­mend­able courage. Now you must keep it a lit­tle longer, for there is no one else who can be trusted to do it.”

“I would trust any of them to do it,” Remy protested, ex­tend­ing his arm to en­com­pass his com­pan­ions.

“Which speaks well of you. Yet you have brought it this far, and we do not know whether that is luck or strength. It would be fool­ish to risk a change now. You will keep it un­til the time comes to de­stroy it. Biri-Daar.”

Biri-Daar of­fered a shal­low bow.

“You will se­lect six Knights of Kul, the six whom you would most trust to up­hold the pre­cepts of the or­der. You will go with them to the guard at the Cliff Quay and you will give him this.” She wrote on a parch­ment and pressed it shut with her seal. “Quickly. Meet us in the Cham­ber of the Seal. You have the quill, yes? Make sure you keep it with you.”

With­out a word, Biri-Daar took the let­ter and left, shards of ob­sid­ian crunch­ing un­der her boots. Uliana was mov­ing at the same time, but in the other di­rec­tion. She passed her hand over a black­ened iron lock bolted into the wall, which fell open. As it did, the out­line of an­other door ap­peared. “We must go now,” she said. “It may al­ready be too late.”
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The door opened to a nar­row pas­sage that an­gled down. “There are few ways to the Cham­ber of the Seal,” Uliana said. “This, and one other from be­low that only the trust knows of. At least I be­lieve that is so.”

Remy could eas­ily touch both walls of the pas­sage with­out ex­tend­ing his arms all the way. The stone was cold and smooth, the an­gle down into the in­te­rior of the cliff from which loomed the tow­ers of Karga Kul con­sis­tent even as the pas­sage dou­bled back on it­self, zigzag­ging down and ever down. Remy touched the walls ev­ery so of­ten, be­cause it kept ev­ery­thing real. He had seen so much in the past weeks—how long had it been since he had left Avankil? He thought per­haps only a month—that he found it dif­fi­cult at mo­ments like these to be­lieve in even the sim­ple re­al­ity of stone.

They reached a land­ing, hexag­o­nal in shape, with doors in each of the six walls. “You would not want to open the wrong door here,” Uliana said. She walked slowly in a coun­ter­clock­wise cir­cle, touch­ing the cen­ter of each door as she passed it. Af­ter a com­plete cir­cuit, she stopped at the door di­rectly un­der­neath the stair­case. Be­fore she touched it, the door opened, dis­ap­pear­ing into the wall. As they passed over the thresh­old, Remy looked and could see no sign that the door had ever ex­isted.

Down they went again. “We are at the deep­est lev­els of the an­cient cham­bers cut into the cliff,” Uliana said. “Soon we will be be­low the level of the sea. I have not been this way since my ini­ti­a­tion into the Mage Trust. I hope I never come here again.”

Remy thought he could smell the sea, but all he could see was the im­me­di­ate length of the pas­sage in front of him. The floor glis­tened in the Erathian light sparkling from Keverel’s helm and the head of Uliana’s staff. When they came to a branch in the pas­sage—the first they had en­coun­tered since go­ing through the door—Uliana nod­ded to­ward it and said, “The knights, if they come, will come from there.”

“They will come,” Keverel said.

They passed the branch and Remy looked to see if he could de­tect any light from ap­proach­ing drag­onborn pal­adins. The branch was dark. “They will come,” he echoed, and they passed on.

The roof of the pas­sage grew higher, and vaulted. “Now we are in an an­cient level that ex­isted long be­fore Karga Kul was called Karga Kul. Ar­chives in long-dead lan­guages men­tion this place as myth. It is pos­si­ble that the builders of the first of these labyrinths opened a por­tal to the Abyss in­ten­tion­ally.”

“Never a good idea,” Lu­can said.

“Your sense of hu­mor is in­ap­pro­pri­ate,” Uliana said.

Paelias winked at his elf cousin. “But ap­pre­ci­ated,” he said softly.

Next they came to a mas­sive stone door, pol­ished to a gloss that shone in the near-dark­ness. It was built of four­teen pan­els, seven black and seven red. “The col­ors of our van­ished fore­bears,” Uliana said. “Red for blood and war, black for ink and knowl­edge.”

“Blood and ink,” Keverel said. “Books and killing build cities.”

Lu­can looked sur­prised. “Ir­rev­er­ent, holy man? That’s un­like you.”

“Prox­im­ity to the Abyss, per­haps, pol­lutes my de­meanor,” Keverel said, grit­ting his teeth.

“Leave him alone,” Remy said.

Lu­can looked to him, flash­ing a bit of the sus­pi­cion Remy had seen in him right af­ter join­ing the group back at Crow Fork Mar­ket. Then he looked away. “All of us need to back down,” he said. Flick­ing an ar­row from his quiver, he spun it through his fin­gers like a ba­ton and slipped it back in, choos­ing his saber in­stead.

The rest of them dropped hands to hilts as Uliana worked an in­vis­i­ble charm that opened the four­teen-pan­eled door. It swung silently back, re­veal­ing a great cham­ber, its ceil­ing lost in dark­ness and its walls writhing with an­cient re­lief sculp­tures. They en­tered, and for a mo­ment looked on in as­ton­ish­ment. “A mar­velous peo­ple they must have been,” Uliana whis­pered. “I mourn them though they have been dead for thou­sands of years. The world is im­pov­er­ished by their ab­sence.”

Remy lis­tened to her, and won­dered what it must be like to think so deeply about the past. The present was more than enough for him to han­dle. The sculp­tures on the walls were of great he­roes, three times the height of a man, de­picted in pos­tures of com­bat against de­monic en­e­mies. “They built this place as a shrine and a warn­ing,” Keverel said. “How long has the seal lasted?”

“How long since the Road-builder shed his mor­tal life and be­came a lich?” Uliana an­swered. “The records be­come par­tial, then frag­men­tary, then …” She ges­tured up at the sculp­tures. “Then they are gone. Per­haps some­one, some­where, knows. I fear, though, that the only be­ings who know the true his­tory of the seal and the city that be­came Karga Kul are …”

She pointed to the cen­ter of the room, as the sound of the ap­proach­ing knights echoed down the pas­sage out­side.
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The por­tal be­tween Karga Kul and the Abyss was a cir­cu­lar stone door, set into the floor and with­out vis­i­ble hinge or spring. The seal it­self was a rec­tan­gu­lar stone the size of a cof­fin lid and per­haps two feet thick, laid over the nar­row gap be­tween por­tal and bedrock floor. Once it had been a mighty stone, car­ried in by six drag­onborn Knights of Kul who held it down while the first of the Mage Trust carved the first char­ac­ters in the first seal.

None of them had known that al­ready the Road-builder had made Moidan’s Quill, with which Uliana stood ready to write, the seat and repos­i­tory of his treach­er­ous soul. At last, they would re­plen­ish the seal, de­stroy the quill, get per­ma­nently rid of the Road-builder, save Karga Kul, and re­store the sta­tus of the Knights of Kul.

Or they would all die.

Six hand-picked knights held the re­place­ment seal, which could not touch the por­tal un­til the old Seal was re­moved; dou­bling the seal would have the ef­fect of can­cel­ing both. So there would be a mo­ment when the por­tal, nec­es­sar­ily, was open. The gods alone knew—and per­haps not even they—what would come through dur­ing that time.

“Hold it so that it over­laps from the seal to the floor,” Uliana or­dered. “Ex­actly as the other one.” She looked over at Biri-Daar, who stood at the head of the cer­e­mo­nial guard car­ry­ing the new seal. “The last time this was done, it was the ab­bot of the Monastery of the Cliff who held the quill. Or so it is hinted in the old­est records we have yet found.”

“Those same monks are now cor­rupt,” Keverel said. “They are a canker on the city of Toradan. When this is done, they are our next task.”

“When,” Paelias said. “The cer­tainty of the holy man.”

“Quiet, please. It is time to write.” Uliana held up the quill. Remy had no­ticed some­thing odd about her voice and look­ing at her he re­al­ized what it was: she was qui­etly weep­ing as she spoke. Be­fore he had more than the briefest mo­ment to won­der why, she thrust the quill into her left eye.

A low, quiv­er­ing noise es­caped her but she re­mained per­fectly still. Re­mov­ing the quill from her eye, she bent over the new Seal and be­gan to write.

Each sigil burned as she in­scribed it, blood and fluid from Uliana’s sac­ri­ficed eye drip­ping from her chin but her hand never wa­ver­ing from its task. The quill moved in broad sweep­ing curves across the seal. The Knights of Kul looked away from her as she ap­proached each of them in turn, work­ing let­ter by ag­o­nized let­ter through the in­scrip­tion that would re­seal the por­tal to Thanatos. And as she wrote, the quill be­gan to burn. Remy’s pulse quick­ened. If it burned away be­fore she fin­ished, would the Seal hold back the hordes of Or­cus?

And would …?

Shad­ows be­gan to form and pool in one cor­ner of the room, far­thest from the door. Biri-Daar saw Remy look­ing. She turned her head and saw ex­actly what Remy saw. She took a step around the edge of the por­tal to po­si­tion her­self be­tween Uliana and the gath­er­ing shad­ows. They bal­looned, piled on each other and grew up along the wall. Remy thought he saw a hu­manoid shape emerg­ing.

Uliana, the flam­ing quill in her hand, added the last char­ac­ters. The shad­ows on the wall had ac­quired a hu­man sil­hou­ette. “Quickly,” Keverel said as Remy drew his sword and faced the sil­hou­ette. “Remy. Not yet. We need both of your hands.”

He sheathed his sword and joined the rest of the group at the edges of the fad­ing seal. Its sig­ils were burnt-out, black­ened as if by the fires of the hellish plane they held back. The six of them got their hands un­der the edges of the seal. Remy looked at Biri-Daar, await­ing a cue. “Hands un­der the edge,” Biri-Daar said. “Ready. Three. Two. One.”

They lifted. The Seal came away from the por­tal and the cham­ber floor, sur­pris­ingly light in Remy’s hands. As it did, sul­furous smoke boiled around the edges of the por­tal and un­der his feet. Remy felt it be­gin to slide and rise. It tilted. He fought for his bal­ance. He and Biri-Daar, still on the por­tal it­self, slipped far­ther from the edge. If they did not let the Seal go, they would pull it out onto the por­tal … and their strain­ing com­rades with it.

Remy and Biri-Daar flung the crum­bling Seal away, clear­ing the bound­ary be­tween por­tal and floor. The air around him burned and shim­mered and he saw that the por­tal was start­ing to sink into the floor. A clear gap emerged on the op­po­site side of the por­tal. De­monic shapes scram­bled up through it. On the side clos­est to Remy and Biri-Daar, the honor guard of the Knights of Kul stepped out onto the por­tal. “Now!” Uliana cried out, her ru­ined eye leak­ing tears and blood.

“Now or never,” Biri-Daar growled. She cut down the first de­mon out onto the por­tal.

A shape re­solved from the shad­ows along the wall—tall, ca­dav­er­ous, bear­ing a staff …

No, Remy thought.

It was not the Road-builder, re­turn­ing at the last mo­ment as his phy­lac­tery the quill burned away to noth­ing­ness in Uliana’s hand. Where Remy had ex­pected the Road-builder stood Philomen, vizier of Avankil. But it was a Philomen trans­formed—his skin pal­lid, eyes alight with a fire like the fire that bled around the edges of the por­tal and flicked at the legs of the demons who con­tin­ued to pour through the gap. The head of his staff, which back in Avankil was a seven-pointed star worked in emer­alds and gold, was now a pale green iri­des­cent skull. Like Shik­iloa’s, Remy saw—a replica of the Wand of Or­cus.

With a flick of one hand, Philomen froze the Knights car­ry­ing the Seal. “Look at me, no­ble drag­onborn,” he said, voice low and invit­ing.

“No!” Biri-Daar roared, but they were look­ing … and they were fall­ing, un­con­scious, the seal bang­ing to the floor and crush­ing one of the knights be­neath it. He lay, his life bleed­ing out of him, eyes un­fo­cused, the pain not reach­ing through the vi­sion of death Philomen had laid over them. More demons vaulted up through the gap. Remy joined Biri-Daar at the gap, cut­ting the in­sec­tile limbs from a mez­zode­mon as Biri-Daar slashed the wings and the head from a vrock flap­ping up be­hind it.

Philomen called out a word in a lan­guage Remy did not rec­og­nize. The demons stopped, not ad­vanc­ing but not re­treat­ing ei­ther. “Remy,” Philomen said, al­most kindly. “My most trusted courier. You have com­pleted your er­rand at last … al­though not with­out some un­for­tu­nate de­tours along the way. Come now. All is for­given. I will take the chisel now, and events will run their des­tined course.”

Remy re­moved the chisel from its case, where he had kept it de­spite the break­ing of the mag­i­cal seals. He let the case fall to the floor and held it up as if it were a knife. “Was it you that time, in Sigil?” he asked. “Did you send me there, mark me, send me back?”

“It wasn’t so di­rect as all that,” Philomen. “Surely you know that I sel­dom act so straight­for­wardly.”

“Un­til now,” Uliana said.

The hi­ero­phant nod­ded with a glance at the last sur­viv­ing mem­ber of the Mage Trust of Karga Kul. “Un­til now.”

Uliana stepped for­ward and con­fronted him. “This, Philomen, is an act of war by Avankil against Karga Kul. Know that in your lust to serve your mas­ter you have doomed not just the peo­ple of Karga Kul but the peo­ple of your own city as well, since war never leaves ei­ther side ut­terly un­touched.”

“Uliana, I fear that I am be­yond car­ing what the Mage Trust thinks. My mas­ter made his wishes known; I am pledged to bring those wishes about. Thus the chisel, and the fi­nal break­ing of this mori­bund seal, which for too long has pre­vented the real pow­ers of the planes from tak­ing their right­ful place at the head and throne of this world.”

Keverel spoke to both of them. “Uliana, you rea­son with a man who is be­yond rea­son and no longer a man. Philomen, you com­mand this rab­ble as though you were a hi­ero­phant, one of the death priests of Or­cus. Surely one so pow­er­ful as a hi­ero­phant may sim­ply do away with us and go about his busi­ness of flood­ing our world with de­monic sav­agery.”

“Wait,” Remy said. “Philomen. Why do I need to give you the chisel?”

Philomen’s eyes nar­rowed. “You stand on a very thin edge, Remy. A word from me and you go into Thanatos. Mor­tals do not re­turn from thence.”

Remy bran­dished the chisel. “This is what you want,” he said.

“Remy, you mustn’t,” Uliana said. Biri-Daar reached out to him; Remy flinched away.

He faced down the vizier. “Philomen, mor­tals do not re­turn from Thanatos. Do chis­els?”

In Philomen’s face, Remy saw that he was right. “You want the chisel for your­self. If it goes into the Abyss, you’ll never see it again.”

Philomen drew him­self up. “Boy. This bravado of yours will fade quickly when you find your­self look­ing into the face of Or­cus.”

The sneer­ing Remy could have stood. The threats were noth­ing new. But af­ter what he had done dur­ing the past weeks, af­ter the be­trayal and the brav­ery, the hor­rors and the mag­nif­i­cence of the com­rades in whose com­pany he had fought his way across the Drag­on­down … he was not a boy, and would not be called one.

“Boy?” he re­peated.

Piv­ot­ing, he drove the chisel like a knife through the slack face of the near­est de­mon. Its skull burst like a rot­ten fruit and it dropped with­out a sound. “Boy?” Remy said again. He kicked the de­mon, rolling it over. “I am no boy to lead by the nose and leave in the wastes to die. Not any­more.”

An­other kick sent the de­mon, and the chisel pro­trud­ing from its head, over the edge of the por­tal slab and into the mid­night fires of Thanatos.

Philomen said noth­ing aloud, but Remy’s mind lit afire with necrotic agony as the de­mon-be­holden vizier, once a man and now a death priest hi­ero­phant, smote him to his knees. The in­vad­ing demons sprang back into ac­tion and from deep in­side the ag­o­nized reaches of his brain, Remy heard the sounds of des­per­ate bat­tle. He looked up into the loom­ing maw of a hezrou, the size of a troll—and three ar­rows, one af­ter an­other, thwocked into the side of its head. Gal­va­nized, Remy sprang back from its fall, which shook the por­tal slab. His sword was in his hand and a bat­tle surged around him, tilt­ing and sway­ing the slab as the com­bat­ants ebbed and flowed across its in­vis­i­ble axis.

A flash, gone in an eye­blink but brighter than the sun for the mo­ment of its ex­is­tence, closed Remy’s eyes. He turned to see what had hap­pened; the talons of a hop­ping vrock raked down his back; he swung blindly, felt the blade of his sword grate along bone, and saw that Uliana had un­leashed some force …

She had brought down the light­ning. A thou­sand feet un­der­ground, Uliana had brought down the light­ning. Demons lay black­ened and un­mov­ing all around. It was, Remy saw, as if the spell she had in­voked to pro­tect him from the evistro was a bee sting. Even Philomen stag­gered—and stag­gered again as Paelias be­gan to work his fey magic, weav­ing a thicket of liv­ing thorns around the hi­ero­phant’s legs. It grew; Philomen killed it with a necrotic touch; it be­gan to grow again. Obek leaped out onto the por­tal slab, bring­ing it for a mo­ment nearly level. A plan pre­sented it­self to Remy. It de­pended on a great many things go­ing right—in other words, on luck … “Paelias!” he cried. “It’s luck we need!”

“And luck you shall have!” the star elf cried in re­turn, the sil­very and lethal charms of the fey flick­ing from him like rain­drops to daz­zle and weaken the de­monic foes. Turn­ing his at­ten­tion back to Philomen, Paelias called out a charm in the liq­uid Elvish of the eladrin—Lu­can, his bow­string bro­ken, and rushed across to join the melee, snapped his head around, eyes widen­ing at the au­dac­ity of his eladrin cousin—and Remy felt a reck­less flood of cer­tainty.

Yes. It was dar­ing. It was bold. It would work. Paelias had stolen the hi­ero­phant’s luck. It was the great trick of the fey war­locks, dan­ger­ous and fickle. There was no telling how long it would last.

Philomen turned to the star elf. “O fey,” he chided. “You would have my luck? We are far past the time when luck could save you.”

Seething necrotic en­ergy arced out from Philomen’s staff and struck Paelias down, the tat­ters of the eladrin’s fey aura swirling away into the dark­ness. Keverel fought back, his mace crunch­ing into the vizier’s back, but it was too late. With a wail Paelias cov­ered his face with his hands and pitched over on his side, his legs scis­sor­ing along the floor. A hulk­ing goristro de­mon fell upon him, heed­less of Lu­can’s ar­rows—and Remy was too far away.

Paelias had known luck would not save him, Remy thought. That is why he handed it off to me. The foot­loose eladrin, un­wel­come among his own, had died sav­ing the lives of strangers.

Remy charged to­ward Philomen, the agony of be­trayal too much to bear—but luck in­ter­vened. A vrock scrab­bling through the open­ing be­tween worlds caught the hem of Remy’s tu­nic in its beak. He lost his bal­ance on the an­gled sur­face of the por­tal slab, and fell. The vrock raised a talon; he par­ried it; the vrock let go his tu­nic and bit into Remy’s shoul­der, the hooked tip of its beak punch­ing through ar­mor and mus­cle straight to the bone. With the hilt of his sword he ham­mered at the side of its head, again and again, break­ing its beak and then shat­ter­ing its skull. It fell limp and he kicked it back through the gap whence it had come.

“The seal, Remy!” Biri-Daar called. “Now!”

Remy ran to help. Reach­ing the cor­ner of the seal near­est him, he dropped his sword and found pur­chase for his hands in the grooves of the deeply cut runes. The magic pour­ing from them tin­gled in his fin­ger­tips; the wound in his shoul­der pained him less, al­though still ter­ri­bly. With ev­ery pull on the seal, the mus­cle in his shoul­der tore a lit­tle more.

The floor of the cham­ber was pol­ished to a fine gloss, and the seal too was smoothed by the at­ten­tions of long-dead ar­ti­sans. It moved much more eas­ily than a stone of its weight should have … un­til it hit the raised lip at the edge of the tilted por­tal slab. “Lift,” Remy said through grit­ted teeth—not to Biri-Daar, stronger than he was, but to his shoul­der, which screamed out in his head as he bent his legs and strained up­ward with ev­ery­thing he had. The seal came up off the ground.

Around them the bat­tle surged, Lu­can and Keverel and Uliana and the re­cov­ered Knights of Kul ar­rayed against a host of demons that grew with ev­ery mo­ment. Uliana’s great­ness, Remy re­al­ized, would never be known. She brushed aside the demons like flies, de­stroy­ing them with a thought. Only Philomen was a wor­thy op­po­nent for her.

And she was slowly, surely, get­ting the bet­ter of him as well. He could draw on the strength of Thanatos, on the aw­ful power of the De­mon Prince of the Un­death—but she drew on the power of the very stones from which the city of Karga Kul had been hewn, the un­known thou­sands of years that men had strug­gled to keep the de­monic hordes from over­run­ning the mor­tal plane. All of that—all of what made Karga Kul, Karga Kul—was with her. Philomen struck at her with necrotic hor­rors, vi­sions of the damned; she struck back with the el­e­men­tal rage of moun­tain and sky. Keverel, the holy man of Erathis, fought with her, the strokes of his mace and strength of his faith slowly tak­ing their toll. In Uliana’s re­main­ing eye shone the grim and some­how ec­static de­ter­mi­na­tion of the war­rior who knows that she will not sur­vive the day, but knows too that a more im­por­tant en­emy will die with her.

The Knights of Kul killed and killed, also know­ing that they were to die. So brave, Remy thought, see­ing one of them at last over­run by a swarm of evistros, killing them even as they tore the life from his body. Let me be wor­thy of that brav­ery and that sac­ri­fice. And Paelias’s sac­ri­fice of luck.

It was a prayer of sorts, and whether any god heard it—Pelor or Corel­lon or Erathis or any other—the act it­self re­stored Remy’s re­solve and strength. With Biri-Daar on the cor­ner of the seal near­est him, Remy braced his feet on the other side of the raised lip of the por­tal slab, haul­ing the seal out over it as Obek pushed from be­hind and the Knights of Kul gave their lives for their city and the honor of their or­der. But still the slab and the seal did not meet flush, and the sig­ils be­gan to flicker. The magic, given its po­tency by fleshly sac­ri­fice, faded just as fleshly life did—only much faster. “To me, Knights!” Biri-Daar called out, and the four re­main­ing Knights of Kul leaped to her, see­ing at once what needed to be done.

They came down on the edge of the slab, forc­ing it down level with the floor—and the luck fled. Flee­ing vrock demons, see­ing their last chance, dropped from the dark­ness above, their sud­den weight enough to pitch the slab over to an op­po­site an­gle. The seal hung out over the gap cre­ated by the tilt. Biri-Daar was left dan­gling at the end of the Seal, and Remy scram­bled back from the sud­den ap­pear­ance of the end­less, de­spair­ing waste of Thanatos spread out be­low him. The vrocks scram­bled through the gap and were gone … all ex­cept one.

It craned its vul­ture’s neck and bit down on Biri-Daar’s leg. She growled and kicked at it with her other leg. It flapped its great wings and tugged, adding its two claws to the grip on her leg.

The seal be­gan to over­bal­ance and slid, grind­ing along the edge of the hole be­tween the mor­tal plane and the in­fer­nal Thanatos.

Remy saw it all hap­pen­ing be­fore it hap­pened. Biri-Daar looked up at the seal as she felt it shift. She looked down at the vrock. She looked up into the dark­ness, to­ward the tow­ers of Karga Kul that whitely re­flected sun­light far above in a world that—Remy re­al­ized as Biri-Daar looked back down, and over, and di­rectly at him—she would never see again.

She let go at the vrock’s next tug, and was gone through the in­fer­nal gap. Remy cried out, word­less and an­guished, lung­ing for her—but she swung a pow­er­ful arm and knocked him away, his ex­tended hand just brush­ing and tug­ging at her breast­plate and down the length of the arm that shoved him back. Biri-Daar fell, eyes open, sword out, killing the vrock even as its com­pan­ions swooped up from the black crags and Remy lost sight of her, the world lost sight of her. He scram­bled back to­ward the cen­ter of the por­tal slab, still scream­ing even as he felt the slab’s in­ex­orable swing, and it closed against the Seal with a boom that rolled up into the in­vis­i­ble heights of the cham­ber and out into the ends of the hall, far above in the quiet space of the coun­cil cham­ber of the dec­i­mated Mage Trust.

Uliana died know­ing that the Seal was re­stored. Paelias, bluish pal­lor seep­ing into the skin around his mouth, lay dead near the fig­ure of Philomen, who was on hands and knees.

Remy ap­proached the vizier. There was some­thing in his left hand. He looked at it and put it in the pouch where for the last weeks he had car­ried the chisel. Then he looked down at the drawn, cor­rupt face of his for­mer men­tor. This, he thought, is the man who got me out of Avankil. For that, de­spite ev­ery­thing else, I owe him a debt.

“Would the monks at the Monastery of the Cliffs have killed me?” he asked. “If I had lived to reach them? Or would they have taken me to the Road-builder them­selves? How did you imag­ine me dy­ing, Philomen?”

“You did not have all the luck,” Philomen said. “Boy.”

Word­lessly Remy ran him through, leav­ing his sword where it stood at an an­gle out from the ribs of the des­ic­cated corpse of the man who had given Remy his first job. But that was when he had still been a boy. He looked around. “Lu­can,” he said.

The elf was kick­ing over the corpses of demons and killing which­ever of them stirred. “Remy.”

“Where’s Obek?”

“Here,” came the tiefling’s voice from the other side of the Seal. “Who do you think kept push­ing when you were out on the carousel there?” Obek came into view—their light was much di­min­ished, and Remy could barely see him un­til Keverel, his voice hoarse with ex­haus­tion, in­voked the name of his god one last time, the word Erathis spread­ing through the cham­ber, bring­ing light to the shad­ows.

“Philomen,” Keverel mused. “Vizier of Avankil.” He walked to the vizier’s body, rolled the staff along the floor with his foot, prod­ded the many sashes and pouches of the vizier’s robe. “It is a very dark day. Biri-Daar was the great­est of the Knights of Kul. Her mem­ory may yet re­store the or­der to the great­ness that is its right­ful legacy.” The cleric’s gaze roved over the car­nage in the Cham­ber of the Seal, and came to rest on the Seal it­self. “This is now the tomb of Biri-Daar,” he said. “Though few will ever see it.” He made a ges­ture of bless­ing over the seal, and it seemed in­con­gru­ous to Remy, who had seen what lay be­neath the floor.

Keverel saw him look­ing, and must have read the ex­pres­sion on Remy’s face. “Bless­ings are not for those places that are al­ready holy,” he said. “Surely you have learned this now.”

“Learn­ing,” Obek said. “I am sick of learn­ing. Let us go away from this place to some­where else, a place where there is noth­ing to learn.”

The four of them were com­ing closer to each other, not in­tend­ing it so but un­der the power of an im­pulse to draw to­gether, the four sur­vivors of a jour­ney long and treach­er­ous. “You did well, tiefling,” Lu­can said.

“Oh, praise from the elf,” Obek said. He looked at the Seal and at the body of Paelias. “None of us did well enough.”

“But we did,” Keverel said. “Karga Kul stands, and will stand. That, at least, we have done.”

They were quiet for a long while af­ter that, in the glow of Erathis that sil­vered the bod­ies of the liv­ing and the dead.


BOOK VII

NEXT

The sun on the Drag­on­down Gulf did as much as any­thing could to dis­pel the mem­o­ries of what had hap­pened in­side the cliff. Remy looked up from Cliff Quay. “It’s time to leave this place for a while. There will be un­rest in the ab­sence of power,” he said. “The Mage Trust is dead. The seal is re­stored. En­e­mies re­main. Our vic­tory is par­tial.”

On Remy’s other side, Obek and Lu­can leaned against the rail­ing of a pier, look­ing not up at the city but down at the ship they were about to board. They were pay­ing in gold for their pas­sage south to the Cape of Toradan, where the city of that name still stood look­ing out over the wa­ters of the Drag­on­down Gulf. Remy con­sid­ered that he had seen two of the Five Cities. Toradan would be the third, Toradan whose na­tive sailor sang to raise a wind to bring them home more quickly:


Spires of Toradan, spires of Toradan
Let the golden fires of the sun
On your rooftops guide me home



Remy re­garded the gold-fil­i­greed frag­ment of eggshell in his palm. He had it from a pal­adin of Ba­hamut, one of the great lead­ers of the Or­der of the Knights of Kul. He shook out the chain and looked at the bro­ken links. Any jew­eler in Toradan would be able to re­pair it. The boat rocked and groaned in rhythm with the swells on the outer Cape Kul, and Remy turned his mind for­ward, to Toradan. Avankil would no longer be safe for him. Like Biri-Daar, per­haps, he was grow­ing into a cit­i­zen of the Drag­on­down; all of this land’s mys­tery, won­der, and dan­ger were his to ex­plore.

Philomen’s agents sur­vived—in Avankil, and Toradan, and in the Monastery of the Cliff. The threats that lay be­low and be­hind the vis­i­ble world were still dan­ger­ous. But where there were threats, there was ad­ven­ture. And glory.

And, of course, the trea­sures of lost civ­i­liza­tions whose re­mains were ev­ery­where … if one knew how to look. Remy saw Obek and Lu­can gam­bling with an­other pair of pas­sen­gers, and Keverel look­ing out over the bow into the lim­it­less reaches of the gulf be­yond the har­bors. These three, and four more who had died along the way, had be­gun to teach Remy to see.

The world would yet teach him more.

The cof­fers of Karga Kul had pro­duced a hand­some price in gem­stones for the staff of Philomen. The vizier’s other trea­sures in­cluded a ring Remy wore on his right hand in­dex fin­ger. Lu­can said it was a ring that brought luck. Remy thought that he had seen how luck op­er­ated in the last mo­ments of Paelias’s life, and wasn’t sure he wanted more luck around. He’d al­ways sur­vived with the luck he’d been born with.

But the ring was his, and in the pouch where he had car­ried the chisel, next to Biri-Daar’s gilded eggshell, Remy car­ried a draw­string bag filled with more money than he had ever seen in one place in his life. His first im­pulse when Lu­can had given him his share had been to give it back, to say that the lives of his com­rades were not worth gems and gold.

Lu­can had seen the ar­gu­ment brew­ing in Remy’s eyes. “Remy,” he’d said. “It never was a trade. You don’t get to choose one or the other.”

And Remy had taken the trea­sure. Kithri, Iri­ani, Paelias, Biri-Daar … I only knew them a few days, or weeks, Remy thought. Yet they will be more alive to me in my mem­ory than any­one I knew in Avankil. This was what des­tiny felt like, he de­cided. When ev­ery­thing around you—ev­ery sen­sa­tion and ex­pe­ri­ence and mem­ory and ex­pec­tion—when all of it was more real than any­thing you’d ever felt, that was des­tiny. That was how you knew you were walk­ing the path your life had laid out for you.

Remy would walk the path. He jin­gled the pouch. He would learn to ex­pe­ri­ence sad­ness and the thrill of vic­tory at the same time. Over his head, the sailors sang, and the ship turned south away from the Quay of the Cliff, head­ing for open wa­ter and the tow­ers of Toradan.
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AP­PEN­DIX

THE BLOOD OF IO

As with all sto­ries that deal with the an­cient past, tales about the birth of the drag­onborn are hazy in their de­tails and of­ten con­tra­dict one an­other. Each tale, though, re­veals some­thing about the drag­onborn that is true, re­gard­less of the his­tor­i­cal ac­cu­racy of the leg­end—and it of­ten re­veals much about the teller.

One tale re­lates that the drag­onborn were shaped by Io even as the an­cient dragon-god cre­ated drag­ons. In the be­gin­ning of days, this leg­end says, Io fused bril­liant as­tral spir­its with the unchecked fury of the raw el­e­ments. The greater spir­its be­came the drag­ons, crea­tures so pow­er­ful, proud, and strong-willed that they were lords of the new­born world. The lesser spir­its be­came the drag­onborn. Al­though smaller in stature than their mighty lords, they were no less dra­conic in na­ture.

This tale stresses the close kin­ship be­tween drag­ons and drag­onborn, while re­in­forc­ing the nat­u­ral or­der of things—drag­ons rule, drag­onborn serve.

A sec­ond leg­end claims that Io cre­ated the drag­ons sep­a­rately, at the birth of the world. Io crafted them lov­ingly to rep­re­sent the pin­na­cle of mor­tal form, im­bu­ing them with the power of the El­e­men­tal Chaos flow­ing through their veins and spew­ing forth from their mouths in gouts of flame or waves of par­a­lyz­ing cold. Io granted them the keen minds and lofty spir­its shared by other mor­tal races, link­ing them to Io and to the other gods of the As­tral Sea.

Dur­ing the Dawn War, how­ever, Io was killed by the pri­mor­dial known as Erek-Hus, the King of Ter­ror. With a rough-hewn axe of adaman­tine, the King of Ter­ror split Io from head to tail, cleav­ing the drag­ongod into two equal halves. No sooner did Io’s sun­dered corpse fall to the ground than each half rose up as a new god—Ba­hamut from the left and Tia­mat from the right. Drops of Io’s blood, spread far and wide across the world, rose up as drag­onborn.

This tale sep­a­rates the cre­ation of drag­onborn from the birth of the drag­ons, im­ply­ing that they are fun­da­men­tally sep­a­rate. Some­times, those who re­peat this leg­end sug­gest that drag­onborn are clearly less than the drag­ons made by Io’s lov­ing hand. Other tell­ers, though, stress that the drag­onborn rose up from Io’s own blood—just as the two dra­conic deities arose from the god’s sev­ered body. Are they not, there­fore, this tale asks, like the gods them­selves?

A third leg­end, rarely told in cur­rent times, claims that drag­onborn were the first­born of the world, cre­ated be­fore drag­ons and be­fore other hu­manoid races. Those other races were made, the leg­end claims, in pale im­i­ta­tion of drag­onborn per­fec­tion. Io shaped the drag­onborn with his great claws and fired them with his breath, then spilled some of his own blood to send life cours­ing through their veins. Io made the drag­onborn, the leg­end says, to be com­pan­ions and al­lies, to fill his as­tral court and sing his praise. The drag­ons he made later, at the start of the Dawn War, to serve as en­gines of de­struc­tion.

This ver­sion of the tale was pop­u­lar dur­ing the height of the Em­pire of Arkhosia, though it was sub­ver­sive at the time—it pro­claimed that drag­onborn should be the mas­ters of drag­ons and not the other way around. It also high­lighted the su­pe­ri­or­ity of drag­onborn to other races, which was a com­mon theme in the rhetoric of an­cient Arkhosia.

One com­mon theme binds all these leg­ends to­gether, though—the drag­onborn owe their ex­is­tence, in some fun­da­men­tal way, to Io, the great dragon-god who cre­ated all of drag­onkind. The drag­onborn, all leg­ends agree, are not the cre­ation of Ba­hamut or Tia­mat—their ori­gin does not nat­u­rally place them on one side or the other of the an­cient con­flict be­tween those gods. There­fore, it’s up to ev­ery in­di­vid­ual drag­onborn to choose sides in the eter­nal strug­gle be­tween the chro­matic and metal­lic drag­ons—or to ig­nore this con­flict com­pletely and find their own way in the world.

CHOOS­ING SIDES

The com­mon peo­ple of most races are un­aligned, with few mak­ing a con­scious ef­fort to choose a good life or an evil one. Drag­onborn, how­ever, are much more likely to choose sides in the cos­mic war be­tween good and evil. Drag­onborn of­ten tell the story of Io’s death and the birth of Ba­hamut and Tia­mat as a moral tale in­tended to em­pha­size the im­por­tance of stand­ing on one side or the other.

“Io didn’t die so we could stand in the mid­dle,” they say. “We’re not called to am­biva­lence. The choices stand be­fore you—Ba­hamut’s way or Tia­mat’s. The only wrong de­ci­sion is re­fus­ing to choose.”

Of course, more drag­onborn choose Ba­hamut’s path than Tia­mat’s. The path­ways of jus­tice, honor, no­bil­ity, and pro­tec­tion are more con­ducive to so­ci­ety’s smooth func­tion­ing than those of greed, envy, and vengeance. Those who fol­low Tia­mat’s ways usu­ally keep their choice quiet, wor­ship­ing the Chro­matic Dragon in se­cret shrines while go­ing through the mo­tions of ful­fill­ing so­cial ex­pec­ta­tions.

Choos­ing sides isn’t just a mat­ter of a one-time choice of align­ment, how­ever. Ev­ery mo­ment of cri­sis calls for a de­ci­sion, and drag­onborn are in­clined to see those de­ci­sions as a mat­ter of stark ex­tremes. When wronged, a drag­onborn can choose the path of Ba­hamut and seek to bring the wrong­doer to jus­tice. Or the vic­tim might choose the path of Tia­mat and swear vengeance. Even good-aligned drag­onborn who are de­voted to Ba­hamut some­times choose the lat­ter path—not out of im­pul­sive rage, but be­cause it’s the best course to take in that par­tic­u­lar sit­u­a­tion.

A few drag­onborn re­ject the idea of choos­ing be­tween Ba­hamut’s way and Tia­mat’s, no­tably the fol­low­ers of the Tem­ple of Io’s Chil­dren. These drag­onborn are of­ten un­aligned, but their po­si­tion is a de­ci­sion not to choose sides, rather than a sign of am­biva­lence. They view the dis­tinc­tion be­tween the gods as a false di­chotomy, a choice be­tween two sides of the same coin, not re­ally dif­fer­ent from each other.

This dis­dain for am­biva­lence ex­tends be­yond choos­ing align­ment. While drag­onborn ap­pre­ci­ate the virtue of lis­ten­ing to both sides of an ar­gu­ment, they don’t re­spect any­one who hears both sides and can’t choose be­tween them. De­ci­sive­ness is a mark of strong char­ac­ter.

This at­ti­tude makes com­pro­mise more dif­fi­cult for drag­onborn to reach or ac­cept than it is for other races, but not im­pos­si­ble. In fact, some­times drag­onborn reach com­pro­mise all the more quickly be­cause they re­al­ize that each side is com­mit­ted to its own po­si­tion and won’t be per­suaded to al­ter its per­spec­tive, mak­ing some kind of com­pro­mise the only pos­si­ble so­lu­tion.


Reprinted from:
Player’s Hand­book Races: Drag­onborn
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