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PART ONE
THE BASTARDS OF

EREBUS

1

Aerandir was born to a poor elven woman
from Barrowood named Armandriel. He
never knew his father - a human noble from
Westcrown - as he was a terrible man who
forced himself upon his mother one night as
he passed by the Barrow while hunting.
Eventually, as Aerandir began to develop
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Eventually, as Aerandir began to develop

into a man and take on the physical
characteristics of his father, the reminder
became too much for Armandriel, who sold
him into slavery far to the North. There, he
was forced to work in the mines under the
direction of a particularly vile human named
Vincen. At the young age of 15, Aerandir
fled the mines under suspicious
circumstances during a night which found
Vincen murdered and the mine collapsed
with dozens of workers inside. While the
details are known only to Aerandir himself,
his was - and still is - presumed guilty by
many in the Northern mines. For seven
years, he lived off the land, honing his skills
in hunting, survival, and orienteering.
However, he never forgot about how his
father had ruined his life, and just recently
moved to Westcrown in an effort to finally
track down the man who has caused him to
live his entire life in disgrace and seclusion.

2

Vfogg Khollarix, of the Westcrown noble
house of Khollarix, was stillborn.  His
father, Alarik – a proficient Wizard in his



Council of Thieves

4

father, Alarik – a proficient Wizard in his
own right, used his magic (combined with
other suspect methods and materials) to
perform a powerful, dark ritual (the details
of which have never truly come to light) that
brought life to his stillborn son.  Absorbed
in the great ritualistic task before him,
Alarik did not notice that a couple of his
servants witnessed parts of this rebirthing
ceremony and immediately reported Alarik
to the House of Thrune in hopes to gain a
be er position within the high kingdom’s
domain.  As a result of the servants’
betrayal, Vfogg's mother and father were
swiftly imprisoned for using "dark" magic
without the consent of the Thrune hierarchy,
since they want no one practicing the
infernal arts without their knowledge and
oversight.  Vfogg's parents were never
heard from or seen again and Vfogg never
really got to meet his birth parents.  

Instead of destroying the reborn "life
form" that Alarik spawned, the high council
decided to leave him on the outskirts of
Westcrown - food for the shadows and
demons to devour – a sacrifice of sorts.
Fortunately for Vfogg, a very benevolent
husband and wife, Otik and Tika, witnessed



Council of Thieves

5

husband and wife, Otik and Tika, witnessed

the accursed drop off and quickly took
Vfogg into their home to safeguard.  Vfogg
touched their hearts to the extent that they
raised him as if he were their own (aided by
the fact that they could not conceive a child
of their own).  

There is a taint in Vfogg’s blood, one that
is alien and bizarre.  He tends to think in
odd ways, approaching problems from an
angle that most would not expect.  Over
time, this taint manifests itself in his physical
form.  As Vfogg grew older, he began to
notice some peculiar abilities taking shape in
strange and sporadic ways.  One example of
such eccentricities is one evening Vfogg was
helping Tika wash the dishes after a very
satisfying meal.  As he began to buff and dry
the plates and utensils, he looked down and,
to his u er astonishment, noticed that some
of the plates and utensils were being eaten
away by a foreign liquid dripping from his
fingertips.  He tried to hide these enigmatic
episodes from his adopted parents for a long
time, but they eventually began to happen
too frequently and could hide them no
longer.  That is when Otik and Tika told
him of his dark and exotic past and
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him of his dark and exotic past and

disassociation with the House of Thrune
(how they came upon this information is still
somewhat of a mystery).  They also exposed
the rumors that Vfogg had a half-sister that
was sired by his father prior to meeting and
marrying his mother.  This half-sister is
reported to be only partially human and the
story initiates that she is most likely a half-
elf.  The details of how she came to exist and
how she came to live with Vfogg’s natural
parents are very ambiguous at best.  So too
is her identity and her whereabouts as she
went missing after the imprisonment of
Vfogg's parents.  From these chronicles, true
or not, Vfogg has an ingrained affection and
empathy towards half-elves and their plight
in human society.  He is also becoming more
familiar and adept at using his inherent,
alien magical powers.

Vfogg despises the Thrune royal family
and all of their supporters for what they did
to his family and his blood seethes ever
more for retribution as his years accumulate.
Once a well-respected house, his noble
House of Khollarix has been in great decline
for numerous years and he has vowed to put
his family name back to the upper echelon of
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his family name back to the upper echelon of

the Westcrown noble hierarchy.  He would
love nothing more than to see the House of
Thrune (and their supporters) destroyed
and their infernal ways banished forever!!

3

The Shadow Cat wears smoked black
leather armor over her charcoal-grey
garments.  Her epaulets and tassets are
covered with soft ebony fur, and she wears a
black leather cat mask.  She carries an
extremely fine rapier on her right hip, its
scabbard and basket dripping with jade and
coral fragments.  She will be upset if
Regimond Julistarc calls her anything more
than “Priss” or “The Shadow Cat.”
Tunnelhome would only know her by her
working name (Shadow Cat).  She will tell
the party her first name, but the last name is
something she will hold in reserve until they
prove themselves to each other, or if political
or party events force the issue (subterfuge
involving her family’s House or one of their
client houses, for example.)
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Prisca Phandros is the only daughter and
youngest child of her House.  She had two
brothers, Marius Quintillus and Nerva ,
twelve and four years her senior,
respectively.  Prisca idolized Marius; he was
kind, handsome, and an aspiring bard of
great promise.  She followed him
everywhere, and he more than tolerated it.
Nerva, jealous of the a ention shown to the
Prodigy and the Baby, hated them both.  He
excelled in martial endeavors, but never
quite earned what he believed he deserved.

“Li le Cat,” as Marius called her, was too
young to understand that her beloved big
brother was a member of The Resistance.
She knew that he “disappeared” when she
was six, and that her life grew considerably
darker after that.  Her father intended her to
be a bargaining tool, to be married off to
another House of his choosing.  She learned
to fence, to dance and act, to be seen but not
heard, and other subtle arts—not all of them
known to her patron, and several of them
actively employed against him.

She learned to spy and steal.  Initially, she
would just rearrange things—swapping
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would just rearrange things—swapping

mundane items for ones locked in her
father’s safe/vault, then shadowing him so
she could watch his reactions when he found
them—then she began taking small objects
he valued and “losing” them in needier
parts of Westcrown.  By the age of 14, she
was convinced that her father—and possibly
Nerva—had something to do with her eldest
brother’s disappearance.  She grew obsessed
with finding out the truth.  During one of
her “raids” on her father’s vault, she
discovered her brother Marius’ prized
possession: a mithral rapier with jade and
coral floral inlay.  

A few years later, she finally stood up to
her father and demanded to know what
happened to Marius Quintillus.   He refused
to answer, so she pressed the issue, using
the rapier as proof.  He accused her of
working with the Resistance and trying to
foment the destruction of House Phandros,
just like Marius.  He then had Nerva beat
her severely before he cast her out of the
House with only the clothes on her back and
the rapier in her hand.  

Stealing became a full time job, at which
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Stealing became a full time job, at which

she has excelled for several years.   She has
also sought out one of her father’s political
enemies and done several discreet tasks for
Regimond Justilarc.  Initially, she hated the
government, not because of what they do,
but because her father so rabidly supports
the current order.  Now that she’s been out
on her own for the last five years, she has
seen how wrong things are when you aren’t
one of the favored scions.  The easiest way
to get her to do something is to either
convince her it has something to do with
Marius, or to mention that whatever it is,
would irk her father.

4

On a cloudless afternoon, nestled safely
amongst the heat soaked granite boulders
that she has enjoyed for more than two
decades, Rae stares out across the sparkling
waters of the inner sea, struggling to find the
peace and purpose that was hers only weeks
before. This gifted, but unsolicited, freedom
offers nothing but fear to her as she shivers
in the warm embrace of the sun working to
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in the warm embrace of the sun working to
focus on the calming and rhythmic sounds
of the surf that she must now leave behind.
Occasionally she whispers words of faith
and encouragement to herself and towards
the heavens. The celestial language falling
quietly from her lips, well spoken, but not
intended… this young oracle's former life of
service is now her own…

Rae glanced back over her shoulder into
the town of Merab and spo ed the Thuvian
manor on the low rising hills that had been
her home yesterday, She appreciated its
noble architecture, the reflection of the sun
on its white washed walls and the expansive
courtyard of lush greenery that only the
very wealthy could afford to keep alive
without sorcery. Over the years Lord Gorn
had done well with his careful manipulation
of the region's sun orchid elixir… each and
every cycle hosting one fortunate dignitary
who was able to obtain a precious vial from
the Merab session of distribution thus
earning himself a goodly portion of the
town's bid income.

Slavic Gorn was very clever. During each
period of waiting, he would target one
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period of waiting, he would target one

wealthy and particularly vain candidate
whom he would host for weeks at a time
over the course of 4 years earning their trust
and quite measurable appreciation. The
manor staff, with which he surrounded his
guest, was comprised almost wholly of the
beautiful Aasimar half breeds that Slavic
easily found despite their rarity in the
region, and a few well formed half elves and
humans such as Rae. The entire staff, always
at their physical peak, was well groomed
and clad in minimal garb as justified by the
arid Thuvian climate and the guests lust for
eternal youth. Only Slavic himself aged
within the walls of the manor as was
respected due to the Thuvian oath. In hind
sight, Rae thought that this strategy worked
well to provide his guests with a stark
contrast regarding their potential futures.

In her time there, 5 wives came and went
sometimes bringing children into the manor
and always leaving them if Gorn blood ran
through their veins. These children, their
numbers swelling and shrinking over the
years, were Rae's cherished responsibility…
until yesterday when Slavic noted the
wrinkles forming in the delicate 28 year old
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wrinkles forming in the delicate 28 year old

skin around her eyes. Yesterday, when Rae
received the generous severance pay that
filled one of the packs near her back.
Yesterday when her purpose was lost and
her home closed to her.

She felt again as she had during the first
12 years of her life on the streets of Murab…
alone and frightened. She focused again on
the sparkling horizon and reminded herself
that good fortune could still come her way
as it had the day that the gentle priest
befriended her and coaxed her into the
temple to feed and care for her; the lanky
orphan girl with amber eyes and long
unusually blond hair that he named Rae for
her semblance to Sarenrae.

Slavic knew precisely how to distribute
his wealth throughout Merab in ways that
would benefit his endeavors and those of his
foreign house guests. His tithing at The
Temple of the Rising Sun was both
generous and reliable, earning him several
hand-picked servants over the years. The
arrangement was satisfactory to the priests
as the donations allowed the temple to take
children off the street, away from lives of
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children off the street, away from lives of

crime and into training that would someday
serve the deity. The pupils/servants chosen
for the House of Gorn, were equally happy
with the prospect of living in such beautiful
surroundings with a seemingly kind Lord
who supported the Temple so richly.

After her rescue, Rae spent the rest of her
12th, 13th and 14th years in the temple
studying language and use of a scimitar
whenever her general studies or chores
allowed, Both of these things inspired her
deeply and the days flew by. She was often
seen practicing her weapon skills in the pre-
dawn hours, eager to impress her
instructor… eager to defend the Temple if
necessary. Her rapid study of languages was
enriched by the droves of visitors to the
chapel with whom Rae would a empt to
converse verbally or with universal hand
gestures, Within these years, Rae was able
to master a few languages and communicate
slowly in several more. When The Lord
Slavic Gorn came to the temple looking for a
new governess for his children, the now
lithe, radiant and graceful Rae was the
obvious choice to teach and protect them. It
was decided that Rae would spend a final
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was decided that Rae would spend a final

year at the Temple completing her current
studies while working to develop additional
healing skills that would insure her ability to
care for Slavic's prized possessions, his
children, representations of his own youth
that he was unable to secure with the Elixir
spoils that overflowed from his vault.

The temple ceremony that occurred at
noon two days following his selection was
auspicious and powerful, a ended by all of
he local Sarenrae priests. Rae was unable to
remember the exact details of the ceremony
but flashes of bright light and the sense of a
powerful energy within her body dominated
the experience. Rae felt special as a healer,
driven forever forward to explore the
mystery of life. She was chosen to serve the
great family of Gorn and took to the healing
studies quickly. She was bestowed with the
title of Oracle on her 16th birthday. Lord
Gorn was present for this event after which
he un-ceremoniously loaded a smiling Rae
and her belongings into the carriage and
took her to stay at his beautiful home… until
yesterday… 

 
The old priest recognized the girl, now a
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The old priest recognized the girl, now a

woman, before she left the top step of the
temple to enter its cool recesses in search of
solace.  She stood a head taller than the
average woman with a waist length braid of
thick golden colored hair.  These traits
quickly distinguished her from the shorter
and darker haired women of Merab.  Her
need for him was wri en clearly in the slow
unsteady pace of her walk, the slump of her
shoulders and the number of satchels that
she carried.  He recognized these final
scenes from the house of Gorn drama, as it
had played out many times in the temple of
Sarenrae before.  He knew well his role in
the drama as well but this time found
himself excited to perform it.

When their eyes met, Rae emptied her
arms upon the marble and rushed to meet
him, falling to her knees, tears streaming
from her eyes in a manner that he had not
seen in many years.  The priest lay his hand
gently atop her head and murmured
consoling words in the common tongue,
responding to the long chains of verbal
lament that poured from her mouth in
celestial.  The curse of Tongues was still
present in this child, betraying any fear or
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present in this child, betraying any fear or

stress that she would normally keep
carefully concealed.

The priest was proud of this girl whom he
had plucked from the market, her pockets
filled with stolen figs.  She was tall and lean
now with a sturdy musculature and
nimbleness that many would envy.  During
her years with Slavic's brood of bastards,
healing their broken bones and stomach
aches, he hoped she had continued to
practice her weapon craft.  Many of her
male peers had underestimated Rae's
prowess with the scimitar during her
training…  but only once.

Si ing now on a bench with Rae, he
smiled and nodded at the appropriate
intervals as her amber eyes began to clear
and her shoulders straightened. As she had
always done, she was talking her own way
through her worries, developing strategies
that would move her past current
undesirable conditions.  As she spoke, his
eyes traveled across the flowing shift of pale
yellow silk that she wore, the open sandals
on her feet and the delicate pieces of jewelry
that were visible from head to toe.  Slavic's
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that were visible from head to toe.  Slavic's

guilt for tossing out this still-beautiful
creature was evident leading him to surmise
that one of the two leather satchels tossed
upon the floor would be heavy with gold.
This would come in handy to outfit her in
the manner necessary to facilitate the plan
that she had just laid out for his approval.

The following days spent assisting Rae
were some of the finest in his recent
memory.  He enjoyed mentoring her now as
deeply as he did the day he walked her into
the temple and introduced her to his peers,
placing great emphasis on the child's
resemblance to Sarenrae herself, even
naming her Rae to help build the connection
within their minds.  In his heart the priest, a
closet realist, assumed that Rae was most
likely the discarded prodigy of a local whore
and some traveling Ulfen sailor.  This
calculated presentation of Rae resulted in
the natural provision of additional
mentoring, teaching and general support
given to her by all members of the temple.
As he had anticipated, She took advantage
of her new resources and excelled in her
studies, particularly those of the scimitar
and language.  Rae was known to spend
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and language.  Rae was known to spend

most of her free time working with her
blade in the courtyard, driven by her innate
desire to defend Sarenrae,  or developing
her language skills in the temple through
lively conversations with its various visitors,
using hand gestures where her tongue fell
short.

When she became an oracle of Sarenrae,
He had shared with her an ambiguous and
slightly embellished theory of her genetic
roots (at least the Ulfen half of them) in
response to her questions of past.  His
responses were designed to infuse her with
pride and a sense of connection to a strong
people.  Rae had apparently held onto this
thin thread of a potential lineage, adding to
its possibilities within her daydreams
through the years and she was now
determined to head north to the land of the
Ulfen to create the destiny that might have
been denied her.  She would build a life that
was her own, something completely
different from the former drenched in
luxury, sun and the laughter of children
who trusted so completely in their safety.
Something that she would be proud of; that
no man could ever take from her as Slavic
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no man could ever take from her as Slavic

had done.  To this future and the Ulfen
people that would populate it, she would
bring the favors of Sarenrae in the form of
her healing arts.  Those that would help this
young, seemingly helpless, woman along
her journey would also benefit from these
skills and her ability to interpret for and
communicate with the varied populations of
the inner sea.

Inside the span of one month, Rae knelt in
front of him once again. This time he looked
down into the serene and smiling face of a
fearless and appealing lioness of a woman,
confident of her place on the path before her.
The early morning light danced in her hair,
set free now and rippling down her back
while several well-chosen pieces in front
were braided with soft blue leathers to keep
them off of her face as is the tradition of the
Ulfen women that she had been studying.
The priest pulled Rae up by the shoulder
pads of her light leather armor and gave her
a generous hug.  it was evident to him that
the temple leather smith had made good use
of the moon cycle to create uncommon
flexibility in these pieces that would help
Rae to move quickly when needed.  All of
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Rae to move quickly when needed.  All of

the young  women were taught more
thoroughly to dodge and sidestep a acks in
the courtyard but Rae had mastered the
techniques proving more difficult to corner
then a well-fed feral cat.  A matching
scabbard hung from her waist and a small,
less obtrusive scimitar that she designed
with the blacksmith, rested inside.  Leather
boots protected all of the flesh beneath her
knees and bracers, the lower portions of her
arms.  He noted with approval that her
delicate textiles had been replaced with
courser and more pragmatic fabrics in
deeper hues of ocean blue.  Once standing,
he untied the dark blue suede cloak that
hung from her shoulders down to the top of
her boots.  Lined with the softest rabbit furs
he could find in the temple storage rooms, it
was his personal gift to her.  He carefully
folded the hood into the garment before
folding it up and placing it within her
backpack, enjoying the magic of this pack
that was so small yet held so much.  Inside
he knew she would also find the fur lined
leather gloves and fur liners for her boots
that would be needed up north along with
the essentials required for effective healing
and long distance travel.
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Rae had given all of the gold severance
pay from Slavic to the old priest in payment
for the temple services keeping only enough
for passage across the Inner sea to Cheliax
and 2 weeks room and board.  The old priest
had plans to set the surplus aside should she
ever come back to the temple in need,
silently lamenting that he would likely not
be here to assist her again.  Rae wrapped her
arms around her mentor and friend one last
time, said goodbye and disappeared quickly
down the steps of the temple, deftly
dodging visitors and beggars in her path.
His part in her adventure was over.

On a cloudless afternoon, nestled safely
amongst the heat soaked granite boulders
that she has enjoyed for more than two
decades, Rae stares out across the sparkling
waters of the inner sea, struggling to find the
peace and purpose that was hers only weeks
before. This gifted, but unsolicited, freedom
offers nothing but fear to her as she shivers
in the warm embrace of the sun working to
focus on the calming and rhythmic sounds
of the surf that she must now leave behind.
Occasionally she whispers words of faith
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Occasionally she whispers words of faith

and encouragement to herself and towards
the heavens. The celestial language falling
quietly from her lips, well spoken, but not
intended.....this young oracle's former life of
service is now her own... .

++++++++++++

What does a woman do when everything
she knows, all she has come to understand
as life, is tossed away as casually as the pit
of a fig? Rae had gone to her master, had
gone to her priest, and there was naught left
to do but seeking out Sarenrae's blessing in
the wider world.

The world, however, was much wider
than Rae had initially thought. She had, of
course, imagined Absalom when she
imagined leaving the dusty, clay-colored,
skin-darkening land of Thuvia. Absalom!
The greatest of Golarion's cities, the
crowning jewel of the Inland Sea. Absalom
stood in her mind as a golden spire on a
mountain on an island on the bluest of seas.
Absalom was where every runaway's heart
sped too, every castaway's thoughts drifted
to, where every creature who ever felt
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to, where every creature who ever felt

themselves misunderstood, out of place, out
of time or out of luck dared to hold as the
city where they would find their fellows.
Welcoming Absalom! She took all comers,
she absorbed all immigrants, she welcomed
the wronged of Golarion and gave them
place and purpose. Absalom would shelter
Rae of Merab, thought Rae of Merab.

Rae, however, was not going to Absalom.
"Forty gold rials!" the shipmaster had said to
her. "And five for your baggage!"

Rae blustered at the obvious chicanery,
especially so since her "baggage" amounted
to a single, worn backpack, a scimitar on her
hip, and a walking stick. "You jest,
blackguard!" she yelled up at the dusky-
skinned man, whose kaftan, once white,
now shone yellow with salt and sun.
"Absalom is not so dear."

"I 'll get half again as much for every berth
on this galley!" he yelled down to Rae on the
dock. "I  was being kind!"

She gestured rudely in what (she had
previously claimed) was a common Ulfen
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previously claimed) was a common Ulfen

gesture of rudeness, and moved on toward
the dock. 'There are other ships to Absalom
leaving this wharf,' she thought. And indeed
there were - with berths more expensive
than the earlier shipmaster's. Perhaps, Rae
thought, he had been telling the truth. The
reality, she learned, was that passage from
Merab to Absalom was dominated by the
merchant class - clever Thuvian traders,
who had business in Absalom, the need to
be there, and the gold to get them there.
Prices had risen in response to demand,
excluding all but the wealthiest casual
travelers in favor of those with transactions
to conduct. Rae, she found, fell into the
former category, save for the lack of wealth. 

 
An hour on the steaming wharf under the

searing Thuvian sun convinced Rae that a
passage to Absalom was out of the question.
Her scalp shone with perspiration under her
effulgent hair, and her back dripped
underneath the leather of her pack. A small,
lean galley caught her eye from one down-
wharf berth. The  sailors and porters stood
out from the usual run of dark-skinned
Thuvians - pale olive skin, black of hair,
they sang dirge-like work-songs under the
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they sang dirge-like work-songs under the

watchful eye of a black-robed priest with a
large red five-pointed star inverted on an
enameled chain. The sailors wore skullcaps
of white linen to keep the sun from the faces,
their broad brims bright in the sun. 

 
"A thousand pardons, captain!" Rae yelled

up at the intriguing ship. "To where does
this vessel voyage?"

 
The priest turned and gave Rae a kindly

smile. "Greetings, maid! We sail for Cheliax
on the eventide. Westcrown bound, with a
cargo of spice and glass!"

 
Cheliax. Rae had heard tales, albeit

relatively few of them, of that devil-haunted
land. The history texts in Gorn's library had
told of the fall of Aroden, once god of that
country, now dead and replaced by
Asmodeus. She guessed this captain served
the la er. The priests of Asmodeus were, by
all accounts, a black-robed lot. 

 
A shiver trilled up her neck despite the

heat. Cheliax! Only Osirion captured the
imaginations of travelers with more terrible
stories. And here in Thuvia, Osirions came
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stories. And here in Thuvia, Osirions came

and went with aplomb, their reputation for
ancient cruelty and serpentine ferocity
belied by the smiling, joking, jelibah-
wearing visitors who came and went from
Merab. Perhaps the reputation of the
Chelaxians was similarly unearned...

In a few hours, the tide would reverse and
most of the ships would depart. If she
hesitated, it would mean another day lost,
another quarter-rial spent on food and a safe
bed. She made her decision in a half-
heartbeat. 

"Take ye passages?" she yelled up at the
priest. 

 
"Passage? To Westcrown?" The priest

seemed nonplussed at the concept. "Aye, we
have a room, and 'tis empty. Forgive me,
maid, we do not often receive inquiries of
this nature. Few Thuvians wish to come to
my beloved homeland." 

 
"As it happens, I  am no Thuvian," Rae

said. "I  will give you five rials for passage to
Westcrown and board from your stores -
what say you, Captain?" 
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The priest appeared to consider the offer.
"Agreed, milady!" he finally shouted down
with an even larger grin. "You will be my
personal guest. Three rials in advance! Two
upon arrival."

 
"Done!" Rae laughed, thinking that

Chelaxians had different ideas as to what
constituted being a 'guest' of someone, and
that rarely did it involve payment in
advance. Still, she found his smile charming.
"When do we sail?" 

 
"Upon the twilight, milady," he replied.

"Be ye not late, we cannot afford to delay
once the tide lets out." 

 
"I  will be here long before that," Rae said.

"I  have already made ready to depart." 

"Unless you have final preparations, then,
I  bid you come aboard!" the priest said.
"What do they call you, milady?" 

 
"I  am Rae," she said simply, as she

mounted the short, wide gangplank and
strode forthrightly toward the gunwale. 
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"Lady Rae, welcome aboard the

Ravenscroft," the priest said, taking her
hand to assist her off the plank and onto the
deck. "I  am the Advocatus Ferdrigo
Bounonokte, and I  am at your service." He
bowed, then straightened and offered Rae
his arm, which she took. "Allow me to show
you the stateroom, milady, and see if it
meets your approval..."

 
+++

Westcrown was as unlike Merab as Rae
herself was unlike a Thuvian, Rae observed
wryly.

Merab was a desert city at heart, baking in
the southern sun, languid and somnolent as
a lizard on a rock, Things happened in
Merab, but slowly and with much
deliberation, at least until evening.
Westcrown, by comparison, rang with
activity. From three leagues a'sea, a careful
listener could hear a sussurus of industry,
carried across the emerald ocean on winds
of exchange. Once in sight (at first by
Ferdrigo's spyglass, then unaided, pale blue
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Ferdrigo's spyglass, then unaided, pale blue

eyes) the docks of Westcrown astonished
Rae with their scope and alacrity. Scores of
ships made their way in and out of the
harbor. Closer, porters sang proudly,
captains argued with mates in a dozen
languages, fishermen and speculators called
out their wares, each vigorously competing
for the earspace of the merchants, buyers,
and tradesmen.

The Ravenscroft docked at what must
certainly be, to Rae's eyes, a familiar wharf
but without fanfare. Hawsers were thrown
to insouciant dock-hands, wrapped around
metal nubs spaced evenly around the
wooden docks, and forgo en. "Hail, 'scroft!"
said bored landlubbers. "In a pig's arse!"
came the reply. Rae blushed.

"Never mind them, Lady Rae," said
Ferdrigo kindly. She smiled at the small
comfort. Ferdrigo had been her watchdog
and gallant the entire voyage. The old
advocatus had hosted Rae each evening in
the captain's staterooms, for meals served by
a messhand at most barely a teenager, and
wine from his personal stores. Like all the
aged, he had a wealth of stories and,
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aged, he had a wealth of stories and,

thankfully, they were for the most part
entertaining and he rarely repeated himself.
The food was good - hearty and plentiful -
which appealed to Rae's Ulfen sensibilities,
and Ferdrigo's a ention warded off the
machinations of the casanovas amongst the
crew. However gentle he appeared to Rae,
he generated uncommon fear amongst the
sailors. 

"I  want to thank you, Ferdrigo," Rae said
solemnly. "You are a gentleman, and you
have treated me kindly when I  had done
naught to deserve it."

"Forsooth!" the old priest exclaimed, albeit
with a smile. "You, milady, have made this
errand tolerable." He took Rae's hand in his
crooked paw. "Without you aboard, I
would've been relegated to my usual duties
of chastising the crew, which is a
monotonous business."

"You are too kind to me, Ferdrigo," Rae
said. "I  will miss your tales, and your
indulgence, you sinister rogue."

"Ah!" Ferdrigo said in mock
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"Ah!" Ferdrigo said in mock

consternation. "And your departure will
make this ship less light, and will disappoint
Ouro significantly." Ouro was a crewman
who pined for Rae so obviously that, had
the vessel sped on sailors' mirth rather than
wind, the trip to Westcrown would have
been completed far sooner.

Both were silent at the galley was made
fast. "Milady," Ferdrigo said. "I  wish you all
blessings of the devils. Cheliax and
Asmodeus welcome you, and know ye the
safe darkness of the Nine Hells." He bowed
and touched his inverted star, his other hand
beckoning toward Rae.

"And you," said Rae. "May the Peace of
the Dawnflower be upon you." Rae gently
touched Ferdrigo's forehead, drawing a
light curve across his brow, like a scimitar.
He waited a moment, out of respect, before
rubbing a gnarled hand across his brow.

Rae reached into her pouch and withdrew
two rials. "The remainder of the fee," she
said. She held the two coins out to Ferdrigo.

"Ach, Milady, keep them," Ferdrigo



Council of Thieves

33

"Ach, Milady, keep them," Ferdrigo

waved off Rae's proffered payment. "Ask ye
for Enfantido at the Three Goats Inn in
Southtown, mention my name..."

"You have TOLD me, Ferdrigo!" Rae
exclaimed. "If I  do nothing else in
Westcrown I  will absolutely, resolutely,
without a doubt, go see Enfantido at the
Three Goats Inn in Southtown!"

"He will welcome you!" Ferdrigo
reprimanded. "Westcrown is not a city that
welcomes singletons. You need friends and
allies!"

"You worry too much, faidaer," Rae
chided. "I  will abide."

A pause. "All right. Get thee off my boat
before I  shed tears," Ferrigo said. He made
the sign of the darkstar at Rae, then went
below, his slow steps reluctant, his hand
reaching often to his brow.

Rae watched him depart, with some
sadness. Were all devil-worshipers as kind?
Were all Chelaxians so noble? The noise of
the dock greeted her abruptly as she
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the dock greeted her abruptly as she

descended the gangplank in two bounds.
Her pack slapped against her frock, sea-
washed and clean but stiff with salt, as she
strode purposefully toward the city, her feet
creaking experimentally across the white,
sodden dock-boards. Westcrown intrigued
her. It was, almost like she herself, a city of
contradictions, of oddments. A welcoming
city, Rae thought. She plunged into the dock
crowds, a head taller than most, eyes wide,
bold with determination.

***

Rae changed her money at a dockside
stall, a hut made of birchwood and salted
beech. The gnome 'changer was guarded by
an immense half-orc, with an equally
immense dog and a halberd fit for a stone
giant. Rae could not help but stare; half-orcs
were all but nonexistent in Merab, and dogs
were considered unclean and shunned. The
half-orc met her wide eyes with aplomb,
saying nothing, but not turning away either.
He examined Rae as thoroughly as she did
him, with the appraising gaze of a creature
that is trying to determine whether the soul
behind the eyes has murder, robbery, or
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behind the eyes has murder, robbery, or

simple child's curiosity within it. Rae
eventually turned away, her blush
returning, the pale skin of her throat
darkened with embarrassment.  

Having exchanged her rials for Chelaxian
florins (at a wicked rate, although Rae
thought be er of arguing with the gnome),
she made her way though the labyrinthine
dock-works toward the city proper. If
anything, the noise in the street was louder
even than the cacophony of the dock. The
midday streets were filled to brimming with
people - LOUD people. People hawking
wares from storefronts, pushcarts, even
baskets strapped to their shoulders. A
glover shouted entreaties to her in a
language she didn't understand, while a
round woman with her hair in a scarlet
kerchief a empted to convince Rae of the
compelling quality of her onions. Atop this,
people shouted to each other from the
windows of their buildings - arguments,
gossip, bawls and yawps covered the
already discordant city streets like a net of
loud wool. Gangs of children rollicked
through the street, sending the grown-ups
topsy-turvy as they tried to sidestep the tiny,
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topsy-turvy as they tried to sidestep the tiny,

swiftly moving throng. A panoply of carts -
one horse cabriolets je ing around
haphazardly, wagons filled to brimming and
dragged by pairs of draft horses, carriages
bearing sigils (which Rae would later learn
represented noble houses) topped by drivers
with cruel whips, teamsters soliciting fares
and arguing terms - added to the sense of
barely controlled anarchy.

Rae loved it. 'This,' she thought, '...this is a
place full of life!' The vibrancy of the city
streets, after so many years of
herpetologically ghosting through the arid
heat of Thuvia, excited Rae. She nearly
danced through the streets. 'Absalom could
never be this alive,' she thought. 'I  have
chosen well, to come here. Here, in
Westcrown, I  will prosper, I  will seek the
Dawnflower's guidance, I  will do the
Dawnflower's will.'

"But in the meantime," Rae murmured
aloud. "... I  need to find the Three Goats." A
palanquin, shrouded with curtains of yellow
silk, stood in front of her, creeping by
increments through the crowded streets. Rae
slid between the people to approach more
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slid between the people to approach more

closely and saw, through a part in in the
curtains, a woman reclining within. Her
black hair was twisted into complex knots,
her olive skin aglow with sweet oils.

Rae approached the domo at the head of
the palanquin, doing his best to cut a slow
tortuous but safe path through the street.
"Your lordship!" she yelled. He ignored her,
or hadn't heard. She moved closer. "YOUR
LORDSHIP! A QUERY, BY YOUR
LEAVE!"

The man turned to her with disdain in his
eyes and a sneer growing on his lips.
"Begone, beggar, we have no copper for
charity." He turned away, dismissing her.

"I 'm no beggar," Rae said sharply, ge ing
the domo's a ention again. "I  merely need
directions."

"Do I  look like a compass?" he replied
shrilly. "Ask a costermonger."

"I  am asking you," Rae said firmly.

"I  HAVE NO TIME FOR
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"I  HAVE NO TIME FOR

DIRECTIONLESS WAIFS!" he shouted at
her. "BEGONE OR I SHALL-

"Hold, Karedes," said a voice from within
the palanquin. The curtain parted and the
woman, her dark eyes impassive, gazed at
Rae. The domo's shout died immediately in
his throat. "Come, child, let me see you."

Rae moved to the edge of the palanquin,
and the woman's hand snaked out and
caught hold of Rae's chin, She gently shifted
her face upward to see her more clearly.
"What is it you seek, child?" the woman
asked.

"I  must find the Three Goats Inn 'ere
nightfall."

The woman's eyes rolled upward in
thought. "I  do not believe it is far from here,"
she murmured. "Cesio."

"Yes, milady?" An eager bearer-in-waiting
came scurrying up, essayed a bow, and
looked upon the noblewoman with guileless
eyes.
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"Guide this child to where she seeks," said
the noblewoman, dismissively. She turned
to Rae and said: "Child, my slave will take
you where you wish to go."

"Gladly, milady!" trilled the slave. He
turned his animated face to Rae. "If you
would be so kind as to follow? 'Tis the
Three Goats Inn that you seek, was it not? I
know the place well. We can be there in less
than half a turn of the waterclock."

"That would be splendid," Rae
stammered. "Your Ladyship, I  thank you."

"It is nothing," the woman replied, fading
back into her curtained vault, her interest in
the tall, golden-haired interloper now
fading.

"GET MOVING," the domo raged at the
palanquin bearers. "We've lost enough time
already!" He gave Rae a baleful look, then
the processional continued down the
boulevard.

The slave beckoned to Rae. "Come, come!
Let us not tarry."
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***

"So: my Uncle Ferdrigo sent you, did he?"
The barman who answered her request to
see Enfantido looked at Rae with dubious
eyes. "Prove to me that you are not lying."
He crossed his arms.

"He always wears black, and his ship is
the Ravenscroft," Rae said. She prospected
her memories of the voyage for details that
would convince the flagrantly mustachioed
and altogether disbelieving innkeeper that
she had, indeed, been in the company of his
uncle for several days.

"Any rogue from the street could tell me
that," said the barman gruffly. "If you wish
to presume upon my hospitality in the name
of my beloved uncle, you need to come up
with more that that."

"He drinks Taldorian red exclusively,"
Rae said slowly. "Which he guards jealously
at sea but shares with increasing generosity
the  closer he gets to port." 
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"Hmph." 

"His crew fears him mightily, but for no
reason that I  could determine." 

"Hmph." 
 
Rae struggled for a moment, then hit on it.

"He told me a tale of when you were a boy,
on your father's farm outside of Westcrown.
Goblins a acked, but not in force, and they
were repulsed but everyone thought you'd
been taken until they found you with a
goblin, it still kicking, in a headlock behind a
tree."

Enfantido eyed Rae warily. "And what
did my father grow on his farm? There is no
chance that Ferdrigo would have omi ed
this detail."

Rae smiled. "Melons," she said.
"Enormous bu er-melons, which he said
tasted terrible."

Enfatido's grin was genuine this time. "He
always mentions the infernal melons," he
said. "Welcome to the Three Goats. How
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said. "Welcome to the Three Goats. How

fares my uncle?"

"He is a confusing man," Rae said. "He
seems much too mild for a priest of
Asmodeus, and far too feared for a kindly
old man."

"Do not underestimate that 'kindly' old
man," Enfantido warned. "He is a powerful
priest, which is why the men fear him. He
dislikes politics and is unsuitable for the
machinations of church-life, so he takes to
the sea. He treats people who amuse him
with indulgence. I  suspect he was glad to
have the company, for he does not mix
easily with his subordinates." He paused.
"Have you eaten?"

"Not for ages," Rae admi ed. At the
mention of food, her belly growled like a
bobcat.

"I  can resolve that," Enfantido said
warmly. "Sheska! Bowl of po age!" A dark
haired woman nodded to Enfantido from
across the room, turning to head for the
large fireplace. The Innkeeper set a large
boiled-leather ale mug in front of Rae. "It's
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boiled-leather ale mug in front of Rae. "It's

not Taldorian red, but I  brew a fine ale."

Rae sipped and nodded. I  was, indeed,
excellent brew. The Thuvians know li le of
ale or beer-making (and drink li le besides
tinctured water, imported wines and strong
teas in any case) and she was glad to have
something different to taste. Moments later,
a large wooden bowl of fragrant stew
landed at her elbow on the bar. Thick with
vegetables and large chunks of mu on, it
steamed enticingly. A large wooden spoon
appeared in Rae's hand, and she spoke no
more for several minutes.

"Sheska, dress up the corner room on the
third floor, Rae is going to be staying with
us for a while," said Enfantido. With an
approving smile, Sheska bounded up the
stairs.

***

Rae and Sheska shared a table near the
rear of the common, enjoying a trencher of
bread and hot vegetables poached in old
wine, when the abrupt, loud opening of the
door startled both of them to a ention.
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A large, black-armored man with an
immense glaive of crimson stone stomped
noisily into the inn. "Enfantido - wine!" he
yelled with gusto. Enfantido smiled and
brought forth a bo le of something from
under the bar. Behind this man came a
diverse crew of friends, their camaraderie
obvious to all observers. After the glaive-
wielder came an elf, wry and silent, smiling
as his light feet deftly avoided the street-dirt
of the first man's boots. Behind him, a
fashionably dressed woman strode, a
beautifully inlaid sword at her hip and a
black mask across her eyes.

The masked woman was talking to a man
shorter of stature but with the broad
shoulders and heavy biceps of an archer, a
long heavy bow strapped to his back. He
said something ,gesturing at the first man,
and the masked woman nearly doubled over
in mirth. Behind the archer, a human of
serious mien and saturnine appearance
walked, his hands hidden in the folds of his
robes, his eyes somber and alien as he
looked over the crowd.
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Two smaller men followed the solemn
one, walking together and discussing some
ma er vigorously. The first, a gnome, wore
a strange garment with what seemed to Rae
to have a thousand pockets., each bulging
with fascinating items. The other, taller,
looked at first like a dwarf... until Rae
noticed the odd boots her wore, handcrafted
leather sleeves that would never fit a
dwarven foot. Last came what looked to be a
medic, walking slowly as if fatigue had
earned him the right to be last in line.

"Who are they?" whispered Rae to her
friend.

"They are the Master's best customers,"
Sheksa said with a knowing wink. "The elf-
mage, he lives here, but his friends keep a
suite of rooms above and are in here nearly
every evening, either scheming or
celebrating. "They are famous!" Sheksa
seemed a li le abashed at the level of
excitement she exhibited at the opportunity
to talk about the most prominent of the
patrons of the Three Goats Inn. "First, they
a acked a bandit hideout in the northern
part of the city that had been plaguing the
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part of the city that had been plaguing the

people there. There was a great street party
to celebrate their victory, but the
Hellknights wanted to arrest them. The
people would not allow it! They chased the
Hellknights back to their holes, which was
lucky for them because it likely saved their
lives." Sheksa nodded knowingly. "They are
doughty warriors." 

"Then, they put on a play!" Sheksa
laughed.

"They what!?"

"A play! A not only any play, but one of
the most dangerous plays that has ever been
produced!" Sheksa was nearly quivering in
gossipy delight. "They were all nearly killed!
But they were victorious - they were the talk
to the town, and got themselves invited to a
party in the rego - to the Mayor's villa! The
Mayor loves the theater, saw them perform,
and invited them to a party in their honor. It
went on all night! You should have seen
them when they returned - it was obvious
they'd been fighting, and they smelled
absolutely terrible! It must have been a
party of note."
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"Is that all?" asked Rae.

"No!" Sheksa practically shouted. "They
went to the Devildrome - it is a place I
know, north city, where gladiators can fight
wearing special helms that allow them to
control horrible creatures and make them
fight. They took on the house champion
there, beat him, and he was so angry that
they were forced to kill him before he
injured anyone in the crowd. They were
heroes!"

"It sounds like everything they do is noble
and just," Rae said, impressed.

"I  think they're wonderful," Sheksa said,
only half to Rae, her eyes narrowed and
stuck on the young archer as if glued there
with Sovereign Paste.

Sheksa soon departed, leaving Rae alone
with her thoughts. She was intrigued by
these justicars, these noble warriors who
faced down Hellknights, fought bandits, put
on devilish plays, beat gladiator club
champions. She nearly screwed up her
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champions. She nearly screwed up her

courage to approach them, introduce herself,
and (dare she say it) join them...

… when the earthquake hit. At first, it was
a single, sickening shift, in which the Three
Goats and everything in it seemed to slide
downwards and sideways. Rae heard
Enfantido: "'Ware your heads!" and heard
the large man with the glaive curse and say
"Not again! This is becoming tiresome." Rae
had never been in an earthquake, and threw
herself under the table in fear. Her and
Sheksa's tableware ra led above her head;
an empty po ery mug slid off, fell to the
floor with a crunch, and sharded into several
pieces.

Twenty seconds later it was over, and the
inn began the custodial task of returning to
normal operations. Enfantido returned
bo les to the bar; barmaids righted chairs
and put broom and pan to broken crockery.

"Does this occur often?" she said to a
nearby patron.

"Moreso recently," said the man, a
bearded tradesman. "If you'd asked me a
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bearded tradesman. "If you'd asked me a

month ago, I 'd have told you that
Westcrown never gets these sorts of events.
But lately? More than I  care for, and ge ing
worse!" He departed, mumbling something
about checking the stables.

Rae looked over at the 'most famous
patrons of the Three Goats'. They are
returned to their wine far more swiftly than
everyone else. Rae was impressed with their
nonchalance... and made a promise to
herself, a mental note to make sure to do
something later that evening.

***

In the end, she didn't need to ask Sarenrae
for guidance. Guidance came to her.

On her bed, when she entered her room
later that evening, was an immense dog.
Golden colored, glowing slightly, it evinced
an intelligence and self-assurance no mortal
canine ever possessed.

"Ah, you've arrived," it said to her
without turning its head and she noticed,
crazily, that the dog was reading a book. It
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crazily, that the dog was reading a book. It

turned its head; the book vanished.

Rae was stunned into silence. The dog's
piercing eyes met hers, and it cocked its
head slightly to the right. "Do you know
who I  am?"

It took a moment for Rae to physically
restart her vocal cords. While she did so, the
dog stood up and became a humanoid
figure, resplendent in golden armor, an
immense scimitar at its side, with a dog's
head atop it's thickly muscled neck.

"You," she stammered. "You are...
Charlabu."

[I  AM CHARLABU AND
CHARLABU IS ME] said a voice in Rae's
head. The dog-man's lips never moved.

My... my Lord Charlabu, what do you
want with me, Sarenrae's humble servant
Rae thought.

[I  WANT YOU TO DO WHAT YOU
WANT TO DO] Charlabu said.
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Wha... what, my Lord?

[THESE KNIGHTS THAT INTRIGUE
YOU, THEY TOO INTRIGUE US.
FOLLOW THEM, FIND THEM, AID
THEM, ASSIST THEM]

You mean the warriors, them that Sheksa
speaks so highly of?

[YES AFFIRMATIVE CORRECT]

How shall I  assist, my Lord?

[YOU WILL KNOW WHEN YOU
WILL KNOW. THE TIME GROWS
CLOSER. THEY WILL REQUIRE YOU
AND THOSE REQUIREMENTS ARE
IMPORTANT TO US. YOU ARE
IMPORTANT TO US AND SO THUS
SHALL THE TWO IMPORTANCES
BECOME ONE IMPORTANCE. YOU
DO OUR LADY'S WILL IN THIS.
KNOW YOU THE RIGHTEOUSNESS
OF YOUR WAYS. THIS PATH IS
PROPER.]

How... how will I  do this?
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[YOU WILL KNOW]

I... what...

[YOU WILL KNOW]

And with that, Charlabu vanished.
Exhausted, Rae fell to to the floor and
immediately began snoring complacently, a
small smile on her face. Proper. This path is
proper...

***

"Sarenrae aid me!" Rae practically yelled
as she sprinted onto the grounds of the
large, abandoned villa. Trapped in a sphere
of force, a young man screamed wildly as
floods of... spiders? filled the sphere and
began to (Rae suspected) bite the ninehells
out of the young man.

"Help me remove him from the sphere!"
she yelled to the nearby gawkers. Two men,
the closest from amongst the two dozen or
so observers, cantered in, unsure of what to
do.
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"Grab his legs and PULL," yelled Rae.
They did so, even as she pushed him from
behind. After some straining, the boy
emerged from the sphere with an audible
*pop*. His legs were grievously bi en,
blood draining out onto the dead grass.
Inside the sphere, the spiders chi ered
turbulently with disappointment.

"Stand back," Rae said. She placed her
hands on the young man's legs and chanted.
She felt the Dawnflower's blessing flow
through here. The boy's wounds sealed.

"He will need something for the venom,"
Rae said ma er-of-factly. "Take him to the
alchemist! He needs proof against spiders."

"Thank you!" roared an apron-ed woman
of substantial girth. She hugged Rae, nearly
collapsing her ribs. "You've saved my son!"

"Sarenrae saved your son, I  am but the
conduit," Rae said, almost by rote. The fact
was, all the activity behind her faded into
mumbles as she watched the front door of
the villa. I t was quite. But she was sure -
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the villa. I t was quite. But she was sure -

quite sure - that the people she'd been
commanded to help were inside. She
watched them enter; she'd be here when the
emerged, ready to lend aid, ready to heal.

Ready to join them.

5

Treila Briarcursed, the youngest
'daughter' of the Briarcursed clan (once a
Great Merchant House in  , before the house
of Thrune banished the clan to the Mwangi
Expanse during the failed colonization
their) has spent the last 3 years in  Chelam
helping farmers and herders combat the
agressive vile vermin that ooze from the
Wisperwoods.:

   I  am an acolyte of The Green Faith and
While the Barrowood was my home for
years, I  got restless{and a li le bored of the
stuffy Druids of the Faith)so sought
adventure in the plains and savannas of
Mwangi and later on across the Plains of
Chelam.  My companion Chiara and i love
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Chelam.  My companion Chiara and i love
the openness of the plains, but i am always
wanting to see what’s over there!  ...yet
somehow I always end up here, in
WestCrown...in Spring.  WestCrown, with
its taste of Danger and its promise of
Excitement! Don't get me wrong this city is
Vile!  The taint of the infernal~forever-be
Damned! ~ House of Thrune almost oozes
along the streets and alleyways as if flowing
from the rivers themselves! But 'We' of the
faith try to ba le its repugnance 

with our small refuges of nature, like my
park in Rego Aerum! {Well it's not mine
officially… But It Should Be!!, nobody else
takes be er care of it than me!} Anyway it’s
where my great great great something-err-
other Grandfather Lord Therantiumforl
Briarcursed II  was Crucified and Burnt by
those devil-loving-Vermin-F@#%*!G-

{all he did was refuse to be stripped of his
title, lands, family, and life to "help
Colonize" the Mwangi Expanse}

-May-they-be-Eternally-cursed-Thrune-
Lackeys the HellKnights.  My Park is the
only place outside the Barrowood where i
can get Winnies, Terinav, and Malyass to
grow!...Oh did I  mention I  specialize in rare
Herbs! 
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I  prefer to live outside the city, but
recently I 've been spending more time in the
city at the Three Goats tavern where I ’ve
met an eclectic bunch of rebellious
adventures who seem as unimpressed by the
foul-motherless-devil spawn that rule
Chelam.  They seem to may have something
brewing that could provide Excitement and
opportunities to exact "revenge" against the
House of Thrune and those who stand with
it.  

Note: Treila is a petite(3'3") female gnome
with dark purple hair, tatooed
arms,hands,legs and feet, outdoors and
adventuring she is arraiened in Rosewood
spiked Armor, her lower face is covered in a
grey veil, her green eyes peer from under a
lotus-thorn circlet, by her side is her
companion Chiara ~ a Leopard.

6

4'2" 75# brown eyes, long and unruly dark
orange hair a empting to hide the odd thick
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orange hair a empting to hide the odd thick
bones growing from each side of his temples
(with random bits of white, blond and
brown) and darkly tanned skin.  Butcher
and taxonomist by day, explorer of worlds
unknown by night.  Currently exploring a
very small location.

At first glance Sam could pass as a young
human teen just before puberty's taken hold.
Slightly over 4 feet tall and weighing 75#'s
he is slim but well muscled.  Three things
ruin this illusion:  first the back-turned thick
and twisting horns that rise out of his
forehead and closely follow the curve of his
head, ending just above and after his
pointed ears in short sharp points of their
own; second his oddly jointed lower legs,
ending in cloven and hairy hooves
resembling those of a deer or antelope; and
third, upon closer examination he is
properly proportioned as a fully grown
man, just smaller, and there is a sense of
wisdom in his gaze that can not be shown by
one who is truly a child.  All in all, definitely
not a child and certainly not human.  The
pointed ears and proportions do give away
the be er (?) half of his lineage--he is
descended from a humble line of Halfling--
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descended from a humble line of Halfling--

those who have served and slaved for the
benefit of others for most of their existence.
The other half of his lineage is best left
unmentioned.  Perhaps a random fey having
one to many forays into the world of
mortals…  Or perhaps something darker
doing the same?

Samwell discovered at a young age that
he did not appreciate the a ention of
strangers--drawn to him by virtue of horns
and hooves.  So with the help of a comrade
tradesmen, maker of shoes, he
commissioned a special pair of boots that
allowed him, with the aid of a head-to-toe
jacketed cloak, to appear to walk as any
normal-10-toed species.  With the addition
of a drawn hood the illusion of a younger
slightly withdrawn child, traveling from
point "A" to point "B" was handily assumed
as needed.

Those who know Sam rarely see this
illusionary child--and would not know it
was him if they did.  In fact other than his
immediate family, most do not even know
that this "child" exists.  The "Sam" these
friends know is generally light hearted and
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friends know is generally light hearted and

easy going.  A butcher among a family of
butchers, who loves to travel and learn
about the ways of the world.  Those who
know him have learned long ago not to
question his unusual appearance.  And for
good reason--since as far as these people
know Sam's looks have li le bearing on who
he is and what he does.  Perhaps if they
knew truly of the things he has done and
seen they might look with a renewed vigor
and allow a question or two to flit through
their ever distracted minds.  But that is
unlikely, after all, as most people prefer to
remain blind to the layers beneath the
surface of simple good living.

As for Sam, he simply loves to find an
unknown spot and turn his head to look
around at the view...wondering what will be
there waiting for him...at the next peak or
doorway.

7

Nessa is a Monk of the Monastery of
Untwisting Iron, she has spent many years
freeing and escorting orphans and young
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freeing and escorting orphans and young
slaves form the Darklands to cities and
Monasteries in Cheliax, Andoran, and Isger.
She was in the Aspotal Mountains on her
way to Dwimovel when she was suddenly
slammed into the steps at Delhaven, her and
Zartellums curse having one last laugh at
her. 

Hooded in a Burqua-like brown and black
mo led cloak, orangish eyes pierce out from
the hood, a slender staff is slung across a
tiny backpack. The only adornment visible
is topaz dice with silver pips hanging from
the neck, empty hands rest on the worn
small pouches hanging from a simple rope
weave belt.

 "So I  guess he's dead? I  trust it was loud
and fiery, that's the way my husband would
have wanted it... even if he was a
disreputable, thieving, pyromaniac... may
Nivi grant his soul peace." " So who leads
this gang of grave-robbers?" "As you are
his...Companions?, I  assume he robbed you
blind and owes you recompense for brawls,
fires, explosions, and other acts of depravity
he has caused you to become involved in?
so while i am lawfully entitled to his wealth,
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so while i am lawfully entitled to his wealth,

you have had to put up with him so I
propose you divide up his worldly
possessions among yourselves, with 1
portion tithed to any church other than that
of Asmodeas. I  only wish to retain his
symbol of our god and OUR accounts with
that villain Tunnelhome.

8

Journal – Baketisis – Servant of Isis,
Order of the Old Gods

Day 125 of the journal year

I  have arrived at the merchant camp and
se led into the guest tent of one of the more
successful tribe members.  Offering services
as a healer has its benefits and having saved
their daughter from illness five seasons ago
has not been forgo en.  She has grown to be
quite a lovely young lady, may Isis smile
upon her.

After many days on the trade path
through the desert I  am looking forward to a
bath, a hot meal, and not being in a saddle.



Council of Thieves

62

bath, a hot meal, and not being in a saddle.
Tomorrow I will patch up the travel weary,
bruised, and injured caravaners then set out
to peruse their wares and see if any items of
interest to our order have been located and
can be obtained without alerting the
merchants to its real value.

Day 126 of the journal year

No serious injuries this time around, the
typical results of being thrown from a horse,
stepped on by a camel, or having a tent post
fall on one’s head – which, as it turns out,
earns extra payment with the promise of not
disclosing the nature of the injury to
anyone…and of course, not laughing when
in the presence of the story describing a fight
with four bandits as the cause.

With so few in need of tending I  was able
to casually visit each merchant’s stall and
determine that there are no items or artifacts
worth pursuing, that I  have been shown, at
this meet.  I  spent almost all of the coin
earned through services rendered on some
new trinkets, clothes, and jewelry which
should keep me in their good graces and
eventually provide access to any “special”
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eventually provide access to any “special”

items they might be keeping out of site.

I  think I  will make my farewells at dinner
this evening and move on to the next camp
tomorrow.  Isis guide me.

Day 127 of the journal year

I  will not be leaving in the morning after
all.  Something odd happened at dinner and
I feel it warrants my a ention or at very
least my skills as a midwife.  

A bedraggled and emaciated young girl
wandered into the camp while evening feast
was being held.  She is with child and, from
appearances, not far from birthing but most
odd is her behavior.  Her eyes are wild, as if
not seeing the sand on which she walks, and
she holds conversation with beings that are
not there.  I  have witnessed seers and
diviners but this does not appear to be the
same thing.  She may be touched, her mind
stolen by the desert sun but again, I  have
seen those ailed in that manner and, this
does not seem the same.

The girl was corralled by the headman’s
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The girl was corralled by the headman’s

wife and given food and water.  She sat, ate,
and drank compliantly but I  wonder, had
the headmistress not intervened if she
would not have just wandered straight
through the camp and back into the desert
all the while speaking strange words to
invisible ears.

She is being housed in the tent of Nenwef,
a lesser merchant not wealthy enough to
have a guest tent, and much to his chagrin.
No one would deny the law of hospitality in
the desert, especially to a woman with child,
but neither do they want a deranged girl
living with them.  

When Kiya, Nenwef’s wife, prodded him
to answer the call when the headman asked
who would care for their guest his face
looked as if he’d mistaken a goat dropping
for a darkberry!  His mouth fought itself for
a long minute before finally managing a
feigned smile and accepting the honor.  I
managed not to laugh, though a smirk may
have been, briefly, present on my face.

I  will look in on the girl tomorrow and see
what I  can determine of her condition and of
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what I  can determine of her condition and of

how much longer until the child comes.  Isis
aid me in helping her.

Day 128 of the journal year

It was easier to be alone with my patient
that I  expected.  I t turns out after a night of
whispered ramblings and thrashing even
Kiya was reconsidering the wisdom of
earning favor with the headman by
volunteering to care for this girl.  She and
her husband were more than happy to exit
the tent on business leaving the girl to me.

I  was unable to get a name from her but
have taken to calling her Baketamon, I  don’t
know why that name came to mind but she
seems to respond to it and calm when
addressed as such.  Her physical
examination yielded nothing new.  She is
frail and malnourished, in a weakened state
but still capable of flurries of unexpected
strength, and I  expect she will be birthing
this child within the next few days.

From her clothing and adornments, or
what is left of either, she is from one of the
numerous horse tribes of the desert.  Those
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numerous horse tribes of the desert.  Those

tribes tend to be very superstitious,
distrustful of magic, even healing, and likely
her husband, assuming she has one, or the
tribal leaders exiled this girl as a bad omen.
These nomad merchants were not a great
deal be er but had come to trust healing and
some minor magics so long as the individual
earned their trust first.

More curious was my magical
examination of her.  I  tried to cure her mind
with no effect.  I  tried comprehend
languages and, though I  understood the
words, I  was still unable to discern anything
intelligible from her mumblings.  I  tried
detecting magic, poison, charm, and demon,
all with no response.  Even diagnose disease
gave no results.  

Finally, I  went through the litany of
detecting auras and that is where the
mystery deepens.  I  read a very faint aura
leaning toward lawful but it did not resonate
from the girl, or at least not all of her, the
pa ern was coming from her belly.  What’s
more, it was not like that reflected from a
moral laymen, this pa ern and wavelength
is more what you would expect form a god
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is more what you would expect form a god

aligned being!   I  don’t know what this child
is and I  question if I  should take Baketamon
and leave this camp in case of the disastrous
but I ’m afraid she is in no condition to
travel.

I  will perform a divination before I  go to
sleep and pray Isis guide me.  Mother give
me strength!

Day 129, 130, 131 of the journal year (in
retrospect)

129

I am writing this from my small camp on
the side of the trade path.  I t has been 3 days
since my last entry.  This will recount the
events of those days.

I  awoke the first morning after my
divination dream with the knowledge that
the birth would happen when the sun was at
its highest that day, so I  prepared myself,
gathered the materials I  would need, and
prayed for spells and guidance.

I  should note that I  received no clear
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I  should note that I  received no clear

indication from my divination regarding the
child so was forced to prepare spells of
slaying and warding, as well as, healing.

I  a ended Baketamon while the sun was
still some time away from its zenith and
found that she had already begun the birth
spasms.  Her frail, weak body was wracked
time and again but I  noticed that she was no
longer mumbling to an unseen companion
and her eyes looked almost focused.

For hours her labor continued and I  was
forced to expend healing spell after healing
spell to keep her weakened body from
succumbing.  True to my vision, as the sun
reached directly overhead, and with a final
effort the child was brought into the world.

The infant, a boy child, appeared normal
in all respects, praise Isis, so I  quickly
bathed and swaddled him and went back to
the mother.

Her body was covered in sweat, hair
ma ed to her head, and her breath was
coming only in ragged gasps.  I  intended to
cast healing magic to stabilize her but
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cast healing magic to stabilize her but

realized I  had used all I  possessed during
the long, trying, birth.  IN a panic I  reached
for my bag for the few healing potions I
keep.

She grabbed my wrist with unbelievable
strength and held me fast.  She looked into
my eyes, hers more focused than any I  have
ever seen before, or since, said “thank you”
and with a final breath her soul departed
this realm.

By now the hungry and squalling baby
had a racted the a ention of those waiting
outside the tent.  I  tried to convince them to
remain outside, given the passing of the
mother, but at least one li le girl was
peeking under a flap as I  moved to a end to
the infant.  I  picked up the swaddled bundle
thinking about how and where I  would get
food for him when, for the first time, he
opened his eyes.

I  was transfixed, staring at the golden orbs
calmly looking back at me.  His eyes
appeared like twin suns, gold and flecked
with reddish highlights, like sunrise over the
dunes.  Bright, shining, and seemingly
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dunes.  Bright, shining, and seemingly

thoughtful.  Their gaze was not unpleasant,
like trying to look at the sun, but were
reassuring and I  whispered a silent prayer
of thanks to Isis.

Unfortunately, by the sharp intake of
breath near the tent flap, I  was not the only
one who saw his eyes.  Before I  could act the
li le girl had run off screaming about a
demon born in the tent with fiery eyes that
would burn your soul and I  could already
hear the voices and throng of a crowd
forming.

I  had to act fast, without even time for a
prayer of guidance, I  decided what to do.  I
reached in my bag and found the scroll I
needed.  Quickly, before anyone drew up
the courage to enter the tent, I  read the
scroll, casting a spell of feigned death on the
child.  His eyes closed, his head slumped,
and by all inspection his breathing and
heartbeat stopped.

I  then grabbed two scrolls and read them
in sequence over the body of the child’s
mother, one to sanctify the body and
prevent undeath and the second to preserve
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prevent undeath and the second to preserve

the body from decay long enough for me to
get her to proper funerary rights.

Finishing my hasty work I  rose and
prepared to face the crowd.  I  threw open
the tent flap and proclaimed that both
mother and child had died, eliciting an
aggrieved moan from Nenwef and his wife,
and a loud proclamation from the li le girl
that she has seen the demon child alive and
that I  must be in league with the creature.
After several assurances that the girl was
mistaken and a few reminders that I  was
known to them, and had served them well in
the past, I  moved aside to allow the
headman the opportunity to verify my
statements.

He exited the tent and declared my word
to be true and that, if the girl was correct
and she saw the spawn alive, I  must have
surely dealt with the situation and saved the
caravan from harm.  This satisfied the crowd
who all made signs against evil and
returned to their business.  All except
Nenwef and Kiya who looked so
profoundly agitated that were it not for the
gravity of the situation I  might have
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gravity of the situation I  might have

laughed at them.

Instead, I  told them that I  was able to
determine where the pregnant girl had come
from and that I  was familiar with her tribes
funeral rites, and would take the bodies and
deal with them appropriately so as not to
infringe on their gracious hospitality any
further…a lie they readily accepted to solve
their dilemma, so much so, Nenwef
provided a one-horse cart for free to aid me
in my burden (and get “us” away from them
as fast as possible).

Though it may have been be er to wait
until morning to load up and leave I
decided to get as much distance between me
and the trade camp as possible that very
evening.  I  knew the feign death scroll I
used was of low power but couldn’t
remember exactly to calculate how long it
would last and couldn’t risk it, not to
mention having the issue of how to feed the
child until I  could safely reach Sothis.

130

I was able to get far enough that I  felt
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I  was able to get far enough that I  felt

comfortable stopping to rest.  I  wrapped
Baketamon in linen and covered her in
blankets.  The spell would keep her body
pristine until we made the city and members
of the order could complete our rites for her,
I  think she is deserving of them for some
reason.

I  got li le rest but enough that I  was
refreshed and could spend morning prayers
re-energizing myself and thanking Isis for
her blessings, without which, I  certainly
wouldn’t have made it that far.

Despite his “condition” I  carried the
infant in my lap as I  drove the cart.  Call it
sentimentality but I  didn’t want him
waking, lying in a cart, next to his deceased
mother.  He was but a day old and it had
already been a rough start.

131

My prayers were answered.  Not in a way
I would have expected, or requested for that
ma er, but Isis be praised!

I  awoke to a strange feeling that I  couldn’t
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I  awoke to a strange feeling that I  couldn’t

explain.  I  felt a weariness, which would not
be odd given the days prior, but it was not
the tired of one who has worked hard, run
fast, or escaped danger.  I t was more of a
heaviness.  Inexplicable, until…

I packed the wagon, held my morning
prayers, ate a quick meal and headed off,
once again, toward the city of Soth.  I
resumed my journey, reigns in one hand
and “sleeping” infant in the other. 

Then the spell wore off and with a yawn
and a stretch those beautiful golden, sunrise,
eyes were once again taking in their
surroundings.  He coed, gurgled, and with
the instinct of a hungry infant went straight
into the opening of my robe and began to
suckle.  Before I  could register what was
happening I  realized that it was working!  I
was nursing this child!  Again, I  offer, Isis
be praised.

We rode the remainder of the day
stopping as needed to tend to his needs and
making fair progress to the city.

Day 132 of the journal year
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I  have recounted the previous three days.
My candle is now burning low and I  am
tired.  Today has been uneventful and we
are close enough to the city now that we
pass other travelers on their way out on the
trading path.  They see nothing more than a
mother and her child going to the city and
those merchant groups who go to Sothis are
less likely to find more than a curiosity if his
eyes are seen, still, I  keep them covered as
my instinct tells me a child this young
should not be out in the desert sun.  If we
get an early start in the morning we can
reach Sothis and the order before nightfall.

Day 133 of the journal year (In
Retrospect)

Yesterday was a much anticipated arrival
followed by a whirlwind of activity.  My
exhaustion was such that I  had no will to
write at long days end.

We reached the city and arrived safely
within the welcome confines of the order.
The preserved remains of the girl I  called
Baketamon was carefully taken by
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Baketamon was carefully taken by

underpriests to be prepared according to
custom and given a place among the
honored dead in the catacomb.  Despite the
late hour, I , and “my” child, were called to
audience with the high priest of our order,
Ptahshepses, servant of Ptah.  

I  recounted the story of my time at the
trader camp, the pregnant girl, my actions,
and how I came to be surrogate to a
motherless child.  Ptahshepses nodded
sagely, requested my…the child, and after
but a moment declared that he was Aasimar.

Human, but not entirely, His birth mother
was the lover of a being with Celestial
heritage and he was the result.  I t did not
drive her mad, as many suspected, but more
likely she was allowed to know her fate, and
possibly that of her unborn, and instead of
resisting, gave herself to acceptance and
longing for when she and her partner would
be reunited.  Knowing that her son would
be well cared for and thrive. 

Whether because of recent events, a result
of my tired state, or an inexplicable bond
with my young charge, I  found Priests of
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with my young charge, I  found Priests of

Knowledge to be unbearably irritating in
that moment.  I  kept this, or so I  hoped,
from registering on my face but I  think
Ptahshepses knew, of course he did.  I f he
understood more, he did not say, but he
returned my child to me and we departed
audience that he could nurse, we could rest
from our travels, and so the High Priest and
senior Council could deliberate. 

Day 134 of the journal year

Today the council verdict was read.  My
days of traveling the wastes in search of
significant artifacts, building rapport with
tribal traders, and bemoaning saddle sores is
paused.  I  am to reside here in Sothis and
raise my child.  He has been accepted by the
order, to be educated and nurtured until
such time as he can make his own choices.  I
too was offered a choice in the ma er but
that decision was foregone the first time I
looked in his eyes.  I  will praise Isis to my
last day for her blessings!  

Ptahshepses and the senior council
whispered together and made their
pronouncement, “Take you this child,
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pronouncement, “Take you this child,

Amenophis, and raise him in the old ways,
give him strength, courage, and love.”

So be it.

+++

Journal – Baketisis – Servant of Isis,
Order of the Old Gods

Epilogue year not given - sk

My son, Amenophis, grew tall and strong.
I  have spent thirty seasons and more in
Sothis, watching him grow from a child, to a
student, to a man, to a servant of Ra.  His
skill for languages and talent for diplomacy
has made him a valued translator and
negotiator for merchant caravans.  His skill
at arms and power as a conduit of Ra’s holy
power has made him a fierce destroyer of
the undead, and his good looks and charm
have made him popular with the young
ladies of the city…but I  know, he is destined
for much greater things.

My time on this world is coming to an
end.  My eyes squint and fingers swell and
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end.  My eyes squint and fingers swell and

cramp even while writing this entry.  I  have
seen more than one new High Priest rise
and begin to understand Beketamon’s desire
to pass on to the next world even though I
will miss much of this one…

My son is destined for great things.  I
pray to Isis that I  have given him the
strength, courage, and love to meet his
challenges and see Ra’s will be done.
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PART TWO
THE SIXFOLD TRIAL

9

Back at a table in the Three Goats, the
party goes over plans over a couple bo les
of the cellarer's stock. Sam eyes the pieces of
parchment with 'Cat's notes on it with a
critical eye. 'She's right,' he thought to
himself. 'This is a code, and a good one.' He
looked up at the rest of them. "So, I  have to
admit, there's not much of this that I  can
puzzle out - some of it's in local slang, that I
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puzzle out - some of it's in local slang, that I

can see, but a lot of it, well, it's just
nonsense." 

'Cat looked annoyed. "Surely it's not
nonsense," she observed archly. "Someone
wrote these lines and coded them." 

"I 'll tell you what I  can," Samwell said
with aplomb. "The 'pustule upon the water's
knife," could mean Wart Island - it's an
abandoned place, a barrier island that
guards Cutlass Cove, which itself could be
interpreted as the 'water's knife'. And this
portion, the 'shoulders of volcano spit?'
Wart Island has a beach of black sand,
rendered basalt said to have been put there
by the dying gasp of an ancient
hellmountain, rumored to have slipped
beneath the waves centuries ago." 

Sam paused, reviewed the rest, then let
out a sigh. "The rest defeats me, I  am
afraid," he admi ed.

"Idiots!" screeched Khazrae the Head
from inside her cage. "It's a Pathfinder code,
wri en BY intellectually defective
pathfinders FOR their equally imbecilic
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pathfinders FOR their equally imbecilic

brothers and sisters! I  remember this
parchment... Darghentu-may-he-burn-in-
the-bowels-of-a-balor-forever-Vheed
puzzled over it for days, had his pet
Pathfinders a empt to decrypt, and this
burglar got farther in one reading than the
lot of them did in months!
HAHAHHAHAHAHEHEHEHHHAH
AHAHAHAHHAHA. Pathfinders! They
are as stupid as they are venal! GNOME!
Show me the parchment! I  will decipher it!"

***

The crowd erupts will incredibly loud
cries of dismay as the Jyoti slips his small
spear up under the segmented carapace of
the ice devil's chest and the devil, its ichor
rivering out in a long arctic hiss to the sand,
falls to the ground like a marione e sheared
of its strings. Boos, yells of derision, catcalls
and  gamblers' threats seem to echo against
even the walls of force of the dome. 

Mub and Samwell, still in their vessels,
heard one voice surpass the din in both
volume and malevolence. "I 'll kill you all,
you sons of bitches!" it screamed, and as
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you sons of bitches!" it screamed, and as

their heads turned they saw Mantrithor
Thrax throwing his control helm upward.
Eyes glaring , his torso shiny with sweat and
rage, Thrax swept out of the control pod and
disappeared from view. 

Lucca emerged from the vessels' gate, a
wide smile on his face: "Congratulations! I
knew you could do it." Then his face turned
serious when he heard Thrax yell. He
turned to Mub and Sam: "Don't kill him!" he
said with an urgent glare. "I 'll try and stop
him. DON'T. KILL. HIM." And with that,
Lucca turned and ran for the door from
which he'd just emerged... 

Within a second or two, Mub and Sam
found themselves back in their own
sensoria, the control helms lifting from heir
bodies. "Well done!" Tallon Veil said as he
leaned forward to greet the pair. "No time,"
Mub said, loud enough for the entire party
(except 'Cat and Aerandir) to hear. "Thrax is
coming to kill us." 

As Lucca ran for the door, giving chase to
the enraged Mandrithor Thrax, Sam knew
his time in the archon's body was coming to
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his time in the archon's body was coming to

an end. "Forgive me this affront, celestiali,"
he said aloud, his voice low, the words so o
voce. "I  am sorry you have come to this end.
But know that your skills were put to good
use, if for a less than noble cause, and your
blades saw devils conquered." 

There was no response, and Sam found
himself in his own body once again.

10

"Well, what brings you here?" said Mub,
eying the dark haired, blade festooned
stranger that had bought him a glass of
Taldan red and asked for a moment to speak
.

"You do," the man replied simply. "I  came
to ask a favor. A man of your stature,
someone might think he needed a...
seneschal. Someone to take care of things for
him. Someone who understands the concept
of plausible deniability. Someone who's not
squeamish about the messy bits. Someone
who gets things done. Your reputation leads
me to believe that you're the sort of man
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me to believe that you're the sort of man
who could use a fellow like that."

Mub considered him. "Why might you
think that?" he asked. 

"Let me tell you a story," Caltra said. "It's
not long. They say that each boy, when he's
born, is bestowed a talent, some special
ability, by the gods. Most men don't find
theirs. though they might search their whole
loves. But this one boy I  know, well, he
knew his talent from almost the day he was
born. His talent was... ge ing things done.
Sometimes quiet and discretely. Sometimes
loud and messily. But every since he could
remember, he was the sort of boy who could
take a target, taken a price, take a deadline,
and get things done."

Mub raised one eyebrow. "Ge ing things
done, well, that's a common talent in some
places. I 've go en things done on occasion
myself. And you haven't answered my
question: why do you think that I  need that
sort of assistance?"

"Well, it's like this," said Caltra. "With
your hetman likely to get head of a house
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your hetman likely to get head of a house

now among the nobles, and word on the
street that you're taking on the Council,
well, it seemed to me that I  might be just the
sort of fellow who would excel in that kind
of environment." 

"I  have a problem, you see," Caltra went
on. "I  am an instrument - a scalpel, a cudgel,
a ballista." He took a short, severe drink
from his wineglass. "But I  am without
direction. A scalpel with no bloodle er
holding the handle, well, the blade dulls and
chips. I  am good at what I  do," Artemis
said, with a note of desperate ferocity in his
voice. "But I  know that, unless I  am
employed, my talent goes for naught. I  need
something - someone - to hang on to. I  need
it the way ordinary people need food and
drink, sleep and hearth-fires in the autumn.
It's not... correctable. I 'm a pragmatist of the
first order - what works is good, and what I
can make work is be er still. You tell me we
need to kill every woman and child on
Tannery Row? Done. You need me to
extract a name from a reluctant informant?
No problem - he'll be dead when I 'm done,
or close to it, but I 'll have the name. You tell
me that you need a necklace of noblemens'
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me that you need a necklace of noblemens'

teeth? I  bring my own pliers. You tell me to
cut my own throat at midday on the Rego?
That's fine too. Leave me on my own,
though, and I ... start to... lose focus."

Mub's eyebrow went incrementally
higher.

"Hire me," Caltra said simply. "Put me in
harm's way. Give me guidance and direction
in the delivery of my talent. Let me do what
I  do."

11

Aerandir had never seen the streets so
deserted, so empty, so... bereft.

The Rego he knew was vibrant, alive,
bustling. 'F illed," he fumed, '... with their
arrogance.' He sniffed the air, listened to the
screech of the fires as they scorched the sky,
and smiled. 

'This," Aerandir thought, his eyes
narrowing around the hard grin that split
his face, '... is my hunting ground.'
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***

He took a position at the a ic window of a
now-abandoned carriage house, with good
views of two streets and a corner. The sun
was at his back, so anyone looking up
towards him would have the light in their
eyes. The first he took was wearing livery he
didn't recognize; some blend of orange and
magenta. Probably a servant, on some
errand. The arrow took him in the throat
and any sound he made was swallowed by
the noise of the fires. 

The second one came shortly after the
first, same livery, maybe even the same
errand. Aerandir's first arrow took him in
the chest, and he dropped to his knees,
wheezing. His torso heaved as his lungs
tried to fill and found themselves lacking.
His eyes were wide enough for Aerandir to
see them as he loosed the second arrow.
They closed slowly and Aerandir's own
breath slid out of him with a noise like an
owl. 

He felt this was too easy. He wanted to
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He felt this was too easy. He wanted to

feel it. He wanted to feel them. He wanted
to hold their lives in his hands, at the point
of his arrow. He wanted to smell the
coppery smell of their blood. 

The sun was nearly se ing and the
shadows hid him well as he approached the
small villa."Not those shadows, these
shadows," he whispered, remembering the
spidery things he'd put arrow after arrow
into so long ago, after dark in the city.
"Theeeeeeeese shaaaaaaaddows. These ones.
Not those ones. These." He stifled a giggle.
"Shadows." 

He watched the corner of the walls for the
sign of movement. It was full dark, but he
saw it, the elven blood in his veins giving
him the night-sight required to pick out the
slow, methodical movement of the man
behind the stones. 

'A professional,' thought Aerandir,
growing excited. Errand boys die in the
street, straining for breath stolen by arrows
they never see. Professionals were a far
different story, with far different rewards.
Aerandir let the dark grow around him,
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Aerandir let the dark grow around him,

enshrouding him like a protective cloak.
Without looking, he selected an arrow from
a quiver by touch. This arrow, however, did
not have the broad razored tip of his
hunting arrows, or the fine hardened point
of a bodkin. This arrow had a large, round
ball of metal on the end, with a covering of
boiled leather. The weight and shape made
the arrow inaccurate and unsteady,
Aerandir knew, but at this distance...

With a smooth, unerring motion, the odd
arrow found its way onto the cord, was
drawn back, and loosed. It struck the guard
on the side of the head, just above his ear,
and he fell out of sight with a grunt.
Aerandir sprinted the 30 yards to the wall
and leaped it with practiced skill. The guard
lay snoring on the grass, a small trickle of
blood leaching down into his hair from the
split skin where the arrow had hit.

Aerandir flipped him deftly and had a
strong cord wrapped around his wrists in
seconds. He rolled him onto his back again
with a boot (eliciting an 'oof') and jammed a
fetid rag in the guard's mouth. He slapped
him awake, and the guard began straining
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him awake, and the guard began straining

against the gag. 

Aerandir's face very suddenly filled most
of the guard's field of vision, save for that
portion which was filled by a gli ering
dagger. "One," he said. "You wish to live,
and you might just. Two, that outcome,
however, is predicated on your doing
precisely what I  tell you to. Three: trickery
is painful." Aerandir punctuated this by
dragging the blade across the man's
cheek,leaving a shallow but painful slice that
added still more blood to the guard's hair.
"Four, is purely informational: I  don't have
to kill you, but simply cripple you and leave
you in the street for the shadowbeasts."
Aerandir's face was a rictus of suppressed
rage and economical purpose. "Do you
understand? Make no noise, blink twice if
you do."

The guard, his breath whistling through
his nostrils, visibly calmed himself and
blinked, deliberately, twice.

"Good," Aerandir said. "Now we can
discuss business."
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***

When the door opened, Aerandir did
several things in quick succession. First, he
broke the guard's arms by jerking the cord
high up towards his shoulder blades. The
shoulders dislocated with muffled *pops*,
and the wrists followed moments after, the
small bones fracturing with sounds like
pre els snapping. Next, even as the guard
was screaming in pain through his gag,
Aerandir planted a booted foot in the small
of his back and pushed him hard toward the
door, which had barely opened by this
point.

The guard crashed into the door and the
person behind it flew backward into the
room, arms pinwheeling as he desperately
tried to retain his balance. He failed. The
guard's face hit the floor and he lay still, a
single tooth on the floor near his eye like a
gem excised from a ring. Aerandir leaped
him nimbly and caught a middle-aged
nobleman by the lapel of his silken cloak,
saving him from falling backward. This
solicitousness lasted only a second or two,
before Aerandir's leather-wrapped fist
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before Aerandir's leather-wrapped fist

hammered down on the nobleman's
hawkish, aquiline nose. It broke readily, and
a torrent of blood misted outward, borne on
a column of expended air as the nobleman's
diaphragm contracted it's full measure in
response to surprise and sudden pain.

Aerandir caught the man's throat in the
crook of his arm and piroue ed behind him.
The archer's arm contracted and the
nobleman began to wheeze. Soon, his eyes
flu ered, and he fell unconscious. Aerandir
gently, almost tenderly, lowered him to the
floor.

He dragged the guard upright him up in
the corner. A couple of slaps roused him
back to consciousness.

"EYE OO AKE I  RMS?"

"I 'm sorry, what?"

"I  RMS! OO OAK I ERSIN RMS!"

"Ah." Aerandir looked with mock
sympathy the sweating, bleeding guard.
"Yes, I  broke your arms. It was necessary.
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"Yes, I  broke your arms. It was necessary.

Our deal still holds."

"EEL? PYUR RSE!"

"You do not like the tenor of our
arrangement? Very well." Aerandir drew his
dagger, still wet with the guard's blood, and
approached.

"OH! OH OHOHOH!"

Aerandir paused. "The deal is satisfactory
despite the broken arms?"

"ES! ES!"

"Good." Aerandir sheathed the dagger
and went back to the nobleman, who was
groaning and twitching at the fingers. He
whipped another length of cord around the
nobleman's throat. The cord tightened and
the man, his face now nearly green with fear
and pain, blood growing sticky around his
mouth and nose, visibly tensed. His eyes
rolled wildly as he tried to both look at
Aerandir and somehow extricate himself
from the constricting cord. 
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"Ah, ah," chided Aerandir. "You squirm, I
tighten, yes?" The nobleman's eyes lit upon
the bodyguard. The bodyguard's face was
pale, his eyes narrow. Periodic sharp intakes
of air whispered though the  obstructing gag
as daggers of pain from his shoulders and
wrists stabbed into him. 

The nobleman grew very still, an eidolon,
the danger of his situation now fully
impressed upon him. 

"Up," Aerandir said. The nobleman stood
awkwardly with Aerandir holding the cord
and rising behind him. "Chair," Aerandir
said. The nobleman sat. "Good," Aerandir
said, as he whipped the cord around one of
of the tall spindles on the finely carved chair.
He spun the chair around. 

"Now then," Aerandir said with a smile. "I
have a proposition for you. What is your
name?"

The nobleman said nothing. "Come now,
my lord. I 've only asked for your name.
Aren't you proud of it? I  can only imagine
the pleasure with which it has previously
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the pleasure with which it has previously

rolled off your tongue. Let's have it. Tell me
your name." 

<gurgle> gurgled the nobleman.

"Ah?" Aerandir said, pu ing a hand to his
ear. "Couldn't make that out, your lordship."

"Dioso!" the nobleman croaked around the
hurdle of the cord. "Miguelito Dioso, of
House Dioso. We are friends of Thrune! I
have money... I  can pay! Whatever ransom
you wish! Cartloads of gold, I  can see to it!"
Panic made the nobleman's voice shrill and
fast. 

"Whoa, whoa now, Dioso," Aerandir said
with an air of collegiality. "I  simply asked
your name - who said a word of ransom? I
work with the Players of Larazod, the
Champions of the Devildrome! I  have no
need of your money." 

There was a long pause, punctuated by
the ragged gasps of the nobleman."Then...
then... what is it you want?" 

"Ah, see, that is an interesting story,"
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"Ah, see, that is an interesting story,"

Aerandir said lightly. "Would you like to
hear it?"

The nobleman's eyes flicked toward the
bodyguard on the floor, now unconscious,
his hair mated with blood. "Yes, I  would like
to hear your story. Of course I  would!"

"Excellent" Aerandir said. "That pleases
me immensely." A pause, then Aerandir put
one finger across his lips in thought.
"However... I  have met with nobles before
and, because of my low birth, they seem to
have a bit of trouble taking what I  say...
hmm, how shall I  put this... well, taking
what I  say seriously." 

"I  am not that way," Dioso said. "I  take
you very seriously. Extremely seriously!"

"I  am certain of it," Aerandir said. " And
yet, I  can't help but feel that I  need to make
some demonstration of my forthrightness."
Then, Aerandir nonchalantly drew the
previously used dagger, leaned over the
bodyguard, pivoted his head back and
deftly sliced off his nose. 
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The bodyguard came awake with a yowl,
glurting blood and mucus over the ruin of
his face. He turned sideways to keep from
choking, vomit curdling out of his mouth, as
Aerandir casually tossed the lump of flesh
into Dioso's lap.

Dioso screamed, a high womanly sound,
and slapped the nose away. Tears began to
push rivulets through the dried blood on his
face. His own nose ran in physical sympathy
for the bodyguard's plight. 

"Gold," he bubbled. "All you want. All I
have."

"No, milord." Aerandir approached, the
dagger wet with menace. "I  want
information. You live or die on the answers
you give me, yes?"

"Yes! Yes yesyesyeyeysyesysysyeysy..."

"Stop raving, you piece of shit," Aerandir
said calmly. "I 've seen lakes of filth, devils
from the pit, flame and sword. Scars to
prove it, too. Pull yourself together."
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Dioso willed himself to stop crying, closed
his mouth through gri ed teeth. In a few
moments, he spoke: "What is it you want to
know?"

"One: among the nobles, there are slavers.
two: among  the nobles, there are those with
a penchant for elven women. Three: you
will tell me where the two groups intersect." 

"I ... I ... I  don't know this," Dioso said. 

"I 'm very sorry to hear that," Aerandir
said with what seemed to be genuine regret.
He approached, raising the dagger. 

"Wait!" Dioso screamed. "Wait, let me
think!"

One of Aerandir's eyebrows raised. "I
understand - you need mnemonic
assistance." He whirled, strode over to the
bodyguard, and nimbly planted the dagger
in his chest. The man emi ed a great guff of
exhaled air, convulsed once, then was still. 

"Don't kill me don't kill me don't kill me
don't kill me..." Dioso was nearly beyond
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don't kill me..." Dioso was nearly beyond

reach, Aerandir thought. 

"LAST CHANCE, YOU FILTHY
WHORESON!" Aerandir screamed.
"GIVE ME WHAT I WANT!"

"I  want to live, I  want to live!"

Aerandir's voice lowered an octave. "Then
tell me what I  need to know. Slaver. Elves."

"I  don't know ANYTHING!" Dioso
cried. Tears flowed freely down his cheeks,
infusing the drying blood from his nose. 

Aerandir shook his head sadly. "How
quickly the trappings of aristocracy slip
away, who confronted with just the smallest
measure of pain," he said. "Where is your
pride? Where are your hard words? Where
is your precious name? Tsk. I 've seen men
born of the gu er with more fortitude in
their smallest finger than you have in your
whole family." 

Dioso snuffled miserably. "You... you
lowborn! You know nothing of pride!" 
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Aerandir unslung his bow, knocked an
arrow and, moved in a single fluid motion.
Before Dioso could finish the sentence,
Aerandir put an arrow through the palm of
his right hand, spearing it to the wood of the
chair. Dioso howled in pain. In a trice
Aerandir was on him with his callused hand
over Dioso's mouth. "The only words you
will say now," Aerandir said. "Are the
words I  want you to say. Slaver. Elves." 

 
Dioso made a keening noise behind

Aerandir's palm. "I 'm going to take my
hand from your mouth," Aerandir said
cordially. "And you will then tell me a
name. I  will know if it's a good name, and if
it's a good name, I  will disappear and you
will never see me again." He smiled.
"Wouldn't that be nice? It'll be like a bad
dream. You'll come out the other side with a
bump in your nose..." Aerandir lightly
touched Dioso's ba ered nose with his
thumb, "... and a scar on your hand."

 
"A name," Aerandir whispered. "I 'm

removing my hand now." Aerandir's hand
came away slowly, small smears of blood on
it. Dioso breathed in small, ragged gasps.
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it. Dioso breathed in small, ragged gasps.

"Ob.. Oberigo," Dioso said. 
 
"I  SHOOT YOU IN THE HAND AND

YOU GIVE ME OBERIGO?" Aerandir
screamed in Dioso's face. He rose and
walked across the room. When he turned
back toward the nobleman, his bow was in
his hand. A razor-sharp broad-head
appeared on the cord as if by magic, and the
cord bent back to Aerandir's ear. "LAST
CHANCE, YOU BASTARD! Give me the
name or I  send you to hell. Last chance!
LAST DEVIL-DAMNED CHANCE!"

 
"Don't shoot don't shoot it's got to be

Aerlinger Estrovain!" Dioso practically
screamed. "It's got to be him. Got to be!"

 
The bowstring moved backward another

inch. Aerandir's right bicep was beginning
to quiver with the effort required to hold the
arrow from its target. I t was as if it wanted,
practically begged, to be loosed. "More."

"Aerlinger Estrovain is not only a
customer of Oberigo's, he's also a supplier!"
Dioso spat. "He's got a penchant for elves,
buys them, sells them, some he keeps. He
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buys them, sells them, some he keeps. He

sometimes goes on the raids himself. Some
he helps broker all the way to Egorian!
Estrovain is very connected, to the Royal
House. His family has been in their thrall
for generations, before Aroden's fall, long
before!" 

Dioso burst into tears again, as Aerandir's
arm relaxed. The arrow lowered. 

"That's good, that's very good. You've
done well." Aerandir's voice dripped with
kindness. "Thank you."

"You'll let me go now? You'll let me go?"

"Alas, no," Aerandir said sadly. The
arrow came up again and leapt from the
string. I  struck Dioso in the abdomen,
piercing it, punctuating Dioso's cries with an
audible *thunk* as the arrowhead embedded
itself in the backplate of the chair. Dioso was
pinned in two places. 

"Unnnnnn why why why," Dioso kept
repeating. 

"Because you are filthy aristocratic human



Council of Thieves

104

"Because you are filthy aristocratic human

scum," Aerandir said evenly. He stepped
over the bled-out corpse of the bodyguard,
and pulled out a flask. The cork flipped onto
the floor and the smell of naphtha filled the
small room. Aerandir poured the oil slowly
over Dioso. "Because you're arrogant and
thin-visceraed and made of dust." 

A match appeared in Aerandir's hand,
dropped to the floor. It caught a small pool
of naphtha and began to crawl slowly
toward Dioso. "Shadows," Aerandir said as
he turned toward the door. "They are
everywhere in Westcrown, simply
everywhere."

By the time Aerandir reached the street,
the upper floor of the building was in
flames. The light of it  threw his shadow
across the stones of the street, wavering and
flickering in elongated, grotesque
pantomimes. 

"Evvvvreeyyyyyyywherrrrrre," burbled
Aerandir, laughing. 
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12

During the week, you begin to feel the
nascent effects of your bargain with
Anvengen’s Edge begin to slowly take hold.
You purchase a fine black hooded cloak and
begin routinely wearing it; you hit a peddler
that was haranguing you about something
or other, where once you would have given
him a few coppers to send him on his way;
you use your imposing physicality as an
unstated but very real threat against a
loudmouth in a tavern who, while he hadn’t
said anything to you, was irritating you with
his brash, braggart claims. 

Anvengen’s Edge does not routinely talk
with you, and you begin to get the idea that
the personality contained within is truncated
somehow – not quite the entirety of a
personality, but…pieces, perhaps? Anyway
it’s not like you have long philosophical
conversations with it. In fact, it very rarely
speaks at all during the entire week.

Except for one time: you, having recalled
your pledge to follow Asmodeus, get it into



Council of Thieves

106

your pledge to follow Asmodeus, get it into
your head to go down to the main temple
(there are probably a half-dozen Asmodean
temples throughout Westcrown, the main
one is in the noble district and is by far the
largest) and make a pledge/declare for
Asmodeus/light a candle – honestly, you
weren’t sure what you were going to do
exactly, except for basically notify the
powers that, hey guys! I ’m on the team.
Asmodeans are happy to receive new
converts and contributions, so you assume
you’ll receive a reasonably welcome
response in return. 

And you do. You arrive at the Grande
Temple of His Infernal Majesty in your new
black cloak, glaive at your back, looking
every inch the rough-n-ready Asmodean.
You’re welcomed in, brought before the one
of the priests, and you have a splendid
conversation about how Asmodeus is super
awesome and how cool it is to join up. 

When suddenly the Edge speaks to you:
“GO. NOW.” It’s loud and unexpected,
and you unconsciously flinch a bit, since it’s
been days since the thing has said anything
and it surprised you. “Is something amiss?
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and it surprised you. “Is something amiss?

Are you well?” says the priest. “Fine… I’m
fine,” you reply, a li le unsteady. “MUB.
LEAVE THIS PLACE NOW.” 

“I  must go… an appointment, that I  had
forgo en,” you say as you get to your feet,
thanking the priest for his time. “Of…
course,” he replies, eying you curiously. You
turn around and notice notice, for the first
time, another Asmodean priest, in the
doorway, also eying you curiously. You
have no idea how long he’s been there. 

“That… is a very interesting weapon,”
says the other priest slowly, carefully.
“Might I  ask as to how you acquired it?”
“GET OUT NOW” says Anvengen loudly.
“THIS IS SAVASKA. HE IS
DANGEROUS TO US.” 

“It is nothing, I  have had it for ages,” you
say inexplicably. “Family heirloom, your
excellency High Priest Savaska.” 

“Have you now,” Savaska says with a
small smile. “And have you similarly known
my name for ages as well?” “GET OUT
GET OUT GET OUT GET OUT”
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“My most humble apologies, your
Excellency, but I  must depart,” you say as
you move past him and head for the door.
You don’t stop until you have reached the
massive marble steps outside the Temple.
You slow as you near the street, then stop,
catching your breath. Unconsciously you
look back… and at the top of the steps, you
see Savaska, talking to an underling. As he
does so, he points very obviously at you.
The underling nods twice, and then returns
inside the temple. Savaska holds your gaze
until you turn and continue walking down
the street.

+++

"Savaska? You haven't done anything to
cross him, have you??" Said the incredulous
Erynir, si ing across the tavern table from
Mub. "Hextor's balls, man, do not get in the
way of Vestus Savaska." 

"Why have I  not heard of him?" Mub
replied with some astonishment. 

"I  don't know, but I  imagine your new



Council of Thieves

109

"I  don't know, but I  imagine your new

friends have," Erynir said. "Savaska is one of
the high priests of Asmodeus, and one of the
longest serving ones in Westcrown. He also
was the special effects man on that play your
friends acted in, that trials thing? It was
Savaska who conjured all the demons and
whatnot that they all had to deal with on
stage. He's a real corker, that one. You stay
away from him, if you know what's good for
you."

"What's his deal?" Mub pressed. 

"His 'deal'?" Erynir repeated. "He's as
powerful a cleric of Asmodeus as lives in
this city - that's one. He grew up here and
knows everyone, but he's not of noble blood,
but the aristos are all so pissing-scared of
him they don't get in his way - that's two.
Beyond that, I  don't know anything for sure,
but I  hear his torture are such that
Hellknight's blanch at the tales." 

"Pfft, that sounds ridiculous," Mub
scoffed. 

"Have it your way, but if you want my
advice? You steer clear of Vestus Savaska,"
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advice? You steer clear of Vestus Savaska,"

Erynir said with some finality. 

13

"And so you see," Mub said amiably to
the man wearing the ubiquitous black robes
of a priest of Asmodeus, "...being so new to
Westcrown, and finding myself in need of
services, I  felt that certainly the gentlemen
of the Church might be able to point me in
the proper direction. More wine?" Mub
signaled to a waiter with a flourish and
another bo le of Taldorian red [4 GP]. "My
cousin signore Lucca advised me to do the
same, so I  came to you - hopefully you can
help?" [BLUFF=20, SUCCESSFUL].

"I  think I  can help you, Dark Lord be
praised," said the priest. "We at the church
occasionally require these same services, and
we often use neophytes - don't get me
wrong! They are skilled practitioners, they
are simply either non-affiliated, guild-wise
or newcomers to Westcrown." The priest
smiled long and ran an index finger across
Mub's forearm. "We will sometimes assist



Council of Thieves

111

Mub's forearm. "We will sometimes assist
those who show promise to join a guild or,
even, take the Vow," he added, so o voce.
"It's the least we can do, and we get to select
the young mages with the most... talent."

Mub deftly shook off the priest's questing
finger and sipped at his wine. "This is
splendid news, your Grace!" he said with
enthusiasm. "I  have taken a suite in the rego
at the Veritable Pinhook."

"I  know the place," observed the priest
with an erudite mien. "I  will send over some
candidates with potential. Surely one will
meet your... needs."

"Surely!" Mub replied, wishing he had
Anvengen's Glaive with him, the be er to
knock off the priest's head.

***

"... so basically, I  am looking for someone
to enchant this armor I  have acquired," Mub
said with an equanimity that he did not feel.
"I  am willing to pay handsomely... but I
require utmost discretion."
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"I  understand discretion." said the elvish
woman, picking at her mu on and leaving
her drink untouched. "But you frighten me."
[BLUFF 8, FAIL]. She stared at Mub, put
down her fork, gathered her things and
stood to leave.

"Wait, you misunderstand, I  want to aid
you in your studies, help you become an
adept!" Mub pleaded. "My gold will further
much of what you wish to do, and what I
ask is well within your competency!"

"You are Chelaxian and by nature a liar,"
said the elf, clutching her book and candle to
her chest and backing away from the table
toward the door, never taking her eyes of
Mub. "And a murderer, by my reckoning.
I 'll have naught to do with you!" She flung
her self out the door with a cry. Other
patrons turned to look at Mub, who raised
his arms and shook his head. "I  assure you,
and am no more a murderer than I  am a
Hellknight!" The crowd in the inn turned
back to their drinks and meals with smirks,
while Mub steamed inside.

***
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"... so basically, I  am looking for someone
to enchant this armor I  have acquired," Mub
said with an equanimity that he did not feel.
"I  am willing to pay handsomely... but I
require utmost discretion."

"But of course," said the youthful mage,
his robes covered in heliosymbols and silver
braid. He looked, thought Mub, like
precisely the sort of mageling he would
enjoy killing at the end of the job - pompous,
self-centered, with the air of someone to
whom challenge was a thing only heard of.
Mub suspected that this scriptorium
simpleton had never yet seen, let alone cast a
spell at, a determined aggressor. "Discretion
is my watchword, and you may count on it
for this an all future business we may have
together. I  assure you that the puissance of
my dweomercraft is excellent, and any
armor I  ensorcel for you will be proof not
only against the slings and arrows of cruel
fate, but will retain its strength and clarity of
purpose even against strong dispelling
magic, such as the..." The li le mage droned
on and on [NPC SENSE MOTIVE: 10,
FAIL] until he paused for breath.
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"FINE," Mub said a bit too loudly. "I
mean, that will do fine. I  mean for you to
begin as quickly as is possible - I  have duties
to a end to in Westcrown, duties that are
likely to require my innards be as well-
protected as is possible. Can you start
immediately?"

"I  can," said the mage with an air of
satisfaction. "I  will, however..." he paused. "I
will, however,need the entirety of the fee up
front. [SENSE MOTIVE: 18, SUCCESS].
Materials, the garnering of scrolls, magickal
incantational ephermerata, as you as surely
aware..."

"Oh, will you now," Mub said after a
moment, now realizing that this entire
meeting was an elaborate set up. The
'mage's eyes flicked rightward, toward a
cheap, grubby looking sellsword si ing at
the bar, hooding his face with the top of an
ale-mug. "I  tell you what: I  have a
counterproposal." The mage, his confident
grin fading fast on his face, leaned inward to
hear Mub's low voice and, swift as a cat,
Mub's hand came over the top of the mage's
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Mub's hand came over the top of the mage's

head and pushed it down HARD into the
table. The mage let out a scalded yawp,
flipped upward from the table like a trap
released, and pressed a hand to his nose,
vainly a empting to staunch the blood now
welling out of it. 

The sellsword knocked over his stool
leaping to his feat, his rapier singing out of
it's scabbard. But much much faster, Mub
had out a flail, and he swung it gently back
and forth, looking into the eyes of the youth
as the hand-sized iron ball, covered in
spikes, swung hypnotically back and forth
on its iron chain.

"Here is my proposal," Mub said calmly,
almost jovially, in the silence that had now
descended over the room. "One: you leave
now and I  don't kill you. Two: I  never see
you again, and I  don't kill you. Three: if
either of those things fail to happen... well, I
imagine you know the rest."

The sellsword seethed and tried to look as
if he weren't straining at the borders of his
courage not to run from the room. The mage
tried to salvage some of his dignity. "Bis
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tried to salvage some of his dignity. "Bis

oubraitch wunt shtand!" he offered through
his broken nose. Mub just laughed, feinting
toward him with his flail. The mage almost
fell over scrambling away from Mub toward
the door. "Dool buh heearn frub uds!"

After the pair had left, Mub sat and
slowly put his flail away with a frown. The
barman came to the table, se ing down a
sympathetic glass of Taldorian Red. "I  hope
you have a third enchanter in the wings,
milord," he said. "Wine's on the house; I 'll
send over a maid to wipe up that young
fool's blood."

"My thanks," Mub replied quietly. "Let us
hope that third's a charm, my friend."

***

"The price is too low, good sir," said the
young half-elf who sat at the table in front of
Mub. "I  wish to do this enchanting for you,
but I  can't do it for such small pay."

He'll never get to spend it, so I  supposed
adding a few more reals to the bag won't
make much difference, thought Mub. He
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make much difference, thought Mub. He

did not, however, wish to scare of this
timorous wizard off. Mub pretended to
think it over. "I  can perhaps add another...
200 reals to the price. Would that be
sufficient?"

The wizard eyed Mub closely, seeming to
examine him for any inkling that something
was amiss. After a good ten seconds, he sat
back in his chair, rubbed fingers through his
short, pointed beard, and said: "200 then. I 'll
do it."

"Excellent!" said Mub, standing a reaching
across the table to shake the half-breed's
hand. "I  had a good feeling about you from
the start."

"I  will required half the price up front, for
materials and such," the wizard nodded.
"the final half upon pickup. Will that
suffice?"

[APPRAISE 18, SUCCESS] "A third,"
Mub said, realizing that the up-front money
would have to be wri en off - only the end
payment would be retained if everything
went according to his plan.
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"Four reals of each ten," The wizard
countered.

"Done," said Mub. He was anxious to
begin the second - and more egregious -
portion of his plan. "I 'll deliver the gold
tomorrow." [-1600 GP,
NONRECOVERABLE]

***

Six days passed before Mub received
word by messenger that the armor was
complete. "The job is done," it read. "Please
meet me at your suites tomorrow at
highsun." 

That won't due at all, thought Mub as he
scrawled a response. "Let us meet at your
laboratory - I  have an appointment later
outside the Rego and you can avoid having
to transport." The messenger came back
within the hour. "Agreed." it said, with an
address. 

North side, mused Mub. Excellent. Far
less likely to be either eye- or ear-witnesses.
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less likely to be either eye- or ear-witnesses.

The next day, Mub prepared. He put on his
nobleman's clothing, with dagger and flail,
the took Anvengen's Glaive and wrapped it
in cloth. "It still looks like a glaive,
Asmodeus curse it," he said aloud. Then an
idea struck him; outside his rented suite, he
whistled for one of the maids. She arrived,
looking sheepish. "Here's a silver," Mub
said. "Fetch me a broom."

"If there's cleaning that ne' be done, I 'll do
it," said the maid. 

Mub smiled. "Nay, I  just need the broom -
bring it lass," he said, flipping her the coin.
"Another if you hurry!" 

She was back in seconds, and Mub
dropped a second silver coin into her
outstretched hand. "Thankee, sirrah!" she
exclaimed, then sped off. Mub unwrapped
the cloth, laid the broom next to the glaive
(they were nearly the same size), and then
re-wrapped them both together, leaving a
bit of ash-switches peeking out from the
larger side. "Perfect," said Mub. The
package now looked mike a large broom or
two, wrapped together. Certainly not a
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two, wrapped together. Certainly not a

devilish glaive. Mub giggled, just the tiniest
bit. 

He ordered a coach and bad the driver to
travel to the address he provided as quickly
as he was able. Mub had time. He
contemplated what he was about to do. It
was quite... clever, he surmised. His plan
was reasonably foolproof - as foolproof as a
plan of this nature can be, he thought wryly.
He had seen far too many dropped swords,
mud-slips, wet arrowstrings, gaps in armor,
for a lifetime and knew the old aphorism: no
plan completes a ba le intact. With the
glaive in hand, Mub felt that he was a match
for a wizard, especially if he got the drop on
him. Which I  most certainly plan to do,
thought Mub with a dark smile. 

Mub arrived at the wizard's lair, paid the
driver, told him he wouldn't need a ride
back, and watched him depart. "Up here,"
said the wizard, beckoning to him down a
short, narrow flight of stairs. The wizard's
garret was on the top floor of a two-floor
building about a mile north and a bit east of
the Devildrome, a neighborhood of lower
class laborers, tradesmen, workers - not the
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class laborers, tradesmen, workers - not the

desperate poor, but not far from it. They
would keep their mouths shut if a
'nobleman' had an argument with an
enchanter, he surmised. They would not
want his brand of trouble. 

"Well, What do you think?" said the
wizard, a note of pride tincturing his usually
laconic tone. "It is properly ensorcelled;
there were no setbacks I  was unprepared
for. The job went very well." 

Mub examined the armor. He could feel
the dweomercraft in it, he thought, the
added sense of power, however small, that
seemed to have grown. The black of the
metal plates seemed more... ebon, he
thought. The red, more arterial. He liked it.

"May I  try it on?" Mub asked in a voice
that dripped with bonhomie. No mistakes
now, he wanted this wizard to suspect
nothing. He needed have worried too much.
The enchanter bade him assent with a flip of
his hand toward the armor rack, while his
eyes remained glued to the large bag Mub
had laid on the floor when he'd arrived. "Is
that my payment?" he asked. 
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"Of course," Mub said. "Please feel free to
count it. I  assure you it is all there. In fact,"
Mub turned to the wizard, the breastplate in
his hands as he was undoing the straps. "I
put in a small bonus for you. I  had a feeling
that you would do an excellent job, and my
feelings were, as usual, correct." 

This comment elicited the first smile that
Mub had seen from the wizard, and he bent
over the bag hungrily. Mub put on the
armor with economical haste. "Have you a
looking-glass?" he said absently? The
wizard, still engrossed by the gold, waved
toward the rear of his room, where a large
antique mirror laid on a large wooden rack. 

Mub examined himself in the mirror and
like what he saw. He felt powerful,
impregnable... dangerous. He felt
dangerous. "I  brought you a present," Mub
said quietly. 

The wizard looked up from the bag, a
stack of reals clutched in one hand. " A
present?"
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"Allow me to show you," Mub said with a
smile. [NPC SENSE MOTIVE: 6, FAIL].
He reached for the wrapped package and
began stripping off the outer cloths. 

"You brought me a broom?" asked the
wizard, somewhat incredulously. 

"No," said Mub. " I  brought you YOUR
DEATH!" The glaive seemed to leap from
the remaining paper and swing toward the
wizard on it's own accord. 

***

Round 1: Mub surprises Wizard. ROLL
10 +9 BAB + 1 Glaive= 20 hits. DAM 5 +4
STR +1 Glaive = 10 (33hp-1=23 hp
remaining)

Initiative: Mub 20 +1 DEX=21  | Wizard
16 +6=22

Round 2:
Wizard a empts to cast Scorching Ray

CONCENTRATION CHECK: needs 21,
rolls 2+9=11 SPELL FAILS

Mub a acks with glaive ROLL 14+9 BAB
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Mub a acks with glaive ROLL 14+9 BAB

+1 Glaive=24 hits. DAM 8 +4 STR +1 Glaive
=13 (23hp-13=10 hp remaining)

Round 3:
Wizard pulls wand and fires Magic

Missiles (3 missiles, all hit, Roll(3,3,2,+3)=11
DAM. (50hp-11=39 h remaining)

Mub a acks with glaive ROLL nat 20 +9
BAB +1 Glaive= 30 hits ROLL 15 critical
confirmed (double) DAM 6 +4 STR +1
Glaive =11 x 2=22 hp (10hp - 22= -12 hp)

***

Mub was breathing heavily, more from
the Missiles than anything else. But the
a ack had gone well, had been protracted
quickly, and with a minimum of fuss -
surely no one would give the li le noise that
was made a second thought (NPC
PERCEPTION: 14). Mub policed the room
quickly - he re-wrapped the glaive with the
broom, se ing aside a bit of extra cloth. He
retrieved the bag of gold and set it near the
door. He carefully removed the Wand the
wizard had fired at him and placed it in the
bag as well (WAND OF MAGIC
MISSILES: 12 MISSILES REMAINING).
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MISSILES: 12 MISSILES REMAINING).

HE then set about the grisly business of
removing the Wizard's head. Using only a
dagger, it took a few minutes, but eventually
get it sawn off. His hands were crimson to
the elbow, and he wiped them as best he
could with the extra bit of cloth before
wrapping the head and placing it too in the
bag, which he tied off with a leather strap. 

He left the rest of the wizard's rather
meager belongings where they lay, and
finally exited the apartment. Outside, at the
bo om of the stairs, were two men. They
had the habitually antagonistic air that
tradesmen cultivate for a nobleman outside
his demesne, and each held a tradesman's
weapon - the lefternmost, a cudgel with an
iron band wrapped around the head, the
rightward an axe, much sharpened by the
look of the sworls etched on the metal of the
blade. 

Mub stopped about halfway down, le ing
his robe fall open to reveal the armor, and
his flail hanging from his belt. "You two
would be wise to go about your business
and avoid what trouble might be found here
and now," he said. [INTIMIDATE ROLL
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and now," he said. [INTIMIDATE ROLL

13 +7 SKILL=20]

The tradesmen held his gaze for a few
moments more, then slowly back away and
ambled down the street, their receding
bodies a study in calculated nonchalance.
Mub, a small smile on his lips, slung the bag
over his shoulder and chose the opposite
direction.

14

The noblewoman laughed with seemingly
helium-infused cackles as 'Cat watched from
her table in the corner, eyes hooded and face
obscured not by her usual mask (which she
eschewed in those public houses she knew
to be safe, amongst innkeepers she knew to
be well-bribed), but by a silver filigreed
winecup, bearing to her lips a regional
vintage she favored, dry and rawboned but
with a splendid heft. I t was good rustic's
wine, and it agreed with her. 

The emeralds on the noblewoman's
bracelet flashed greedily at 'Cat (who
estimated the value of the bracelet at 300gp
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estimated the value of the bracelet at 300gp
intact, 150-180 gp broken up for parts
[Appraise 19]), and she made the decision:
as much as being house footpad for The Six
Trialers of Larazod (the name seemed to be
sticking, around town), and as much
opportunity there seemed to be with these
fellows to ply her avocation (the thought of
the lake of sewage in the Asmodean Knot
gave her a li le involuntary shudder of
revulsion, which she suppressed), it still felt
good to engage in a li le old-fashioned
catburglary. 

The noblewoman left, flanked by a pair of
ribald gentlemen (of dubious lineage,
thought 'Cat) and the trio jumped in a
roofed carriage with driver and
crossbowman atop, to front and rear
respectively. 'Cat looked right and spo ed
an open-topped cabriolet with a hired man
next to it, smoking a pipe and looking bored.

'Cat walked nimbly over. "Three silver
rials to follow that carriage and ask no
questions," she said. 

His eyes ran up and down her figure
before answering. "Six, and *one* question,"
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before answering. "Six, and *one* question,"

he said with a leer. 

"Four-and-ten, you don't ask, and I  don't
answer with a foot of I llyrian steel," 'Cat
said casually. 

"Done," the drive said with equanimity,
and 'Cat hopped into the cab, observing in
the distance the carriage turn the corner.
The driver proved be er than expected (or
experienced in surreptitious following, 'Cat
observed), slowing where necessary to
maintain a steady distance between 'Cat and
the object of her larcenous desire, deftly
keeping the small vehicle amongst the
thinning late afternoon traffic when a bit of
cover seemed warranted. 

Eventually the carriage pulled up to
walled manor, with iron-topped gates
hewed open by liverymen tugging at the
hawsers that moved the big stone blocks.
'Cat laid the coins on the single upholstered
seat (with tip - the man knew his trade, she
thought approvingly) and hopped out of the
cab, her hand habitually reaching for the
small pouch that carried her mask. 
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"T 'is only an hour or so before sunset,
milady," the man said. "You'll want me to
stay around for a return?" There was no
salaciousness in this, strictly business. "Not
necessary," she replied. "But I 'll look for you
again on the street some other time." 

"Done," he repeated, tipped his hat, and
disappeared around the corner [Stealth 26].
'Cat's mask was on her face before the sound
of the single horse's hooves on the cobbles
had evaporated into the dimming afternoon.
She flicked a grayish cloak around here and
backed up against a stone wall some 30
meters away from the gates, observing with
a critical eye the height of the stone, the tops
of the trees obscured by the wall, the corners
and seams of the stonework. [Disguise 19]

The edges of the city began to grow blue
as 'Cat, standing still as the wall at her back,
watched intently the goings-on near the
noblewoman's gate; listened to the activity
hidden by the wall itself; pondered the
timing and pacing of the guards that were
surely patrolling, their positions ('amateurs,'
smirked 'Cat) revealed by the light their
sunrods showed on the undermost leaves of
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sunrods showed on the undermost leaves of

the trees on the manor grounds. She heard
once the sound of a dog whine. She heard
the cough of a guard expelling a bit of
phlegm, risen to the lowering chill of the
evening. All these incidents and
observations whispered to her: this will
work [Perception 16].

Night came over Westcrown with an
almost audible hiss as the sun slid below the
horizon and the stone manor gates opened
again, emi ing a trio of liveryman, two with
sunrods and one with a large crossbow. All
carried shortswords, and well made, 'Cat
observed with the keen eye of a professional.

But she hadn't planned a frontal assault -
she never did. Instead, her eyes carefully
screening the streets for shadowbeasts (she
silently thanked the three guards - their light
would chase off most of the usual shadows),
she slowly made her way, cloak wrapped
high, across the street next to the wall, near a
short elm from which stubby branches
stretched midway across the top of the wall.
With a practiced flip, a small blackened
grapnel and a slip of black silk lunged and
lodged itself amongst those branches. In
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lodged itself amongst those branches. In

seconds, Shadowcat was over the wall, tight
against the tree trunk, almost invisible. The
only sound was the muted thump of the
grappling hook landing in the manicured
lawn, twitched from the branches and, after
a moment, quickly retrieved and put away
Enter, 24]. 

With inexorable slowness, 'Cat made her
way across the manor grounds - not fli ing
this way and that but slowly padding her
way toward the house itself, brightly lit and
echoing loudly the sounds of habitation. She
seemed to carry obscuring shadows with her
as she languorously threaded the trees and,
soon, was against the house [Stealth 34]. 

As 'Cat had moved toward the manor, she
examined the windows - some brightly lit,
some dark - for indications of their use. One,
on the second floor, with a small gilded-iron
balcony ju ing out from the large window
('the perfect spot,' Shadowcat realized, '... to
overlook that garden over there.'), she
adjudged to be most likely the Mistress'
boudoir. Again appeared the grapnel, again
it flicked upward and, after the clink-chunk
of the steel hooking itself into the iron
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of the steel hooking itself into the iron

balusters, 'Cat froze motionless again,
waiting for a luckless guard to come
investigate. 

But none came. 'Cat slithered swiftly up
the rope, her strong arms easily lifting her
weight without need of assistance from her
calves and feet. Soon she was on the balcony
and, moments later, in the room. 

In the low light (it was now full night
out), 'Cat examined the room: bed over
there ('four-poster, with hangings...'),
escritoire over there ('parchments and
quills... I 'll grab a few for Vermithrel if I
have the time...'), a low fainting couch
('pfft!'), several tapestries covering the walls
('where is the vanity, where is the vanity?').

Then she saw it - in her rush to look
deeper into room, she had failed to notice
the small, gold flecked table hear the
window itself. 'Cat's hands buried
themselves in the material atop it - past silks,
past silver combs and horsehair cosmetics
brushes, pushing a powder box out of the
way and breathing in the aroma of fragrant
talc...
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"There," she whispered aloud, as she saw
and grabbed the bracelet at the same time. It
felt expensively heavy in her hand, the
emeralds catching what small moonlight
was entering the room and reflecting it
recolored with an umbra of green. Next to it
- "...and bonus," she said, a bit louder,
[Perception 21] was a small ring, of the same
make and with similar emeralds. "A set."
'Cat knew that this would fetch the lot a
higher price... but would make the need to
break the stones from their se ings more
likely. 

"A theiiiiiiiiiiiiiifffffffffffff...." said a
slitheringly gu ural voice behind her in
Infernal. "A thief come to steal my mistress'
delights? Oh, this is sweet, sweeeeeeet..." 

'Cat whirled swiftly, the loot in her hands,
her rapier out, and faced the source of the
voice. Hidden by the shadows and itself
blue as the night, a small creature lurked
atop one poster of the  large bed. Small,
egregiously female, its bat-like wings tucked
behind it, it pointed a taloned index finger at
Shadowcat and said mockingly: "She's
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Shadowcat and said mockingly: "She's

going to let me eat a piece of your liver, you
know." 

"Be quie-" 'Cat began to say but before she
could finish the words the creature began
screaming, it's voice wildly,
disproportionately loud in the enclosed,
silent space:
"THEEEEEEEEEEIIIIIIFFFFF!!
MISTRESS HAS A THIEF!! ALARUM
ALARUM ALARUM THERE IS A
ROBBER IN MY MISTRESS ROOM!!" It
went on continually like this, eyes laughing
at 'Cat's consternation. 

'Cat whickered into action, throwing
herself out the window and ('...stick it stick it
stick the landing STUPID IMP!') grabbing
the iron rail with both hands, flipped over it
and down to the ground. She landed well, if
with an audible oof! and the dull ache of her
soles chastising her for such acrobatics.
Lights appeared above her and the wordless
yells of guards chased her as she made for
the manor wall with as much speed as she
dared, hoping still that remaining unseen
would stand her in be er stead than being
swift [Stealth 33]
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That thought, however, drained from her
mind as she heard the snuffle and chuff of
an immense dog, coming up fast from her
right hand side. The chuff turned to a howl
of triumph as the creature passed into the
moonlight ('Hextor's ball's, they have a
worg,' 'Cat thought crazily) and she knew
that her only chance of escape now was to
run. Fast. 

'The low elm," her mind whispered to her
and she made for it, the worg barking and
slavering as it closed the fifty or so meters
with an astonishing, fear-inducing speed.
'Cat leaped at the small branches of the elm
at the wall, winced a li le as her knees
scraped the stone, released a small,
strangled scream as the branch she was
holding onto cracked ominously, but then
she was over the wall, the worg just feet
away through stone, furiously clawing and
keening over his lost prey. 

'Cat's knee was protesting this unheard-of
treatment when the shot of the gateguards
roused her from reveling in her narrow
escape. A crossbow bolt spanged off the
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escape. A crossbow bolt spanged off the

tone wall inches from her arm, and she
looked up to see the lights of the sunrods
bobbing towards her. She stood, mentally
told her knee to hang on a moment, and ran
as fast as she could [Survival 9]

The alleys and backways of the 'rego
always were her friend, and soon the
noblewoman's guards were in the distance,
shouting in their confusion and desire to
please their mistress... and more likely,
avoid her wrath. Shadowcat smiled. 'That
could have gone be er,' she thought with a
smile. '... but it could have gone worse, and
now I have this.' She caressed the bracelet
with her fingers inside her cloak pocket, and
remembered, to a small extent, why she
found herself so compelled to take these
pre y, pre y things. 

15

After the constable leaves Mub orders one
more drink and then retires for the evening.
It was a very busy day and Mub is beat.
The next morning, Mub looks for an
opportunity to speak with Vfogg alone.
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opportunity to speak with Vfogg alone.
"Milord, I  would like to talk with you for a
bit.  I f I  may?"

"As you know, I  was a member of the
Resistance.  I  joined because I  was young
and idealistic, and I  did not like the future
that I  saw for Westcrown.  When word
started in the streets about the new 'heroes'
in Westcrown I  was interested to learn
more.  After watching you and your troupe
in the 'Trials' I  asked Ailyn to introduce us.
I  felt then that your leadership is what
Westcrown sorely needed.  I  have tried to be
of value to you and will continue to do so if
you allow me."

"I 'd like to talk to you now about the writ
between you and the mayor.  I  know that I
may have blind-sided you with the idea but
I  want you to know that it was not a rash
decision.  You see, since our encounter with
the constable at the Devildrome in Lucca's
office, I  knew that he would be trouble.
Then I  discovered that the Hellknights also
held a grudge against you.  One night while
mulling over how to get the City Watch off
our backs I  recalled a bard's tale wherein a
king gives an agent of his a writ which gives
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king gives an agent of his a writ which gives

a blank pardon for the agent's actions."  [the
real nexus of the idea came from the movie
'The Untouchables' where the one assassin
has a le er from the mayor's office absolving
the bearer from crimes]

"I  have worded and reworded that one
sentence statement that I  gave you
yesterday since then.  But I  never imagined
that we would ever have the chance to
present it.  And I  never thought the mayor
would even consider signing it even if we
could show it to him.  That is why I  never
talked to you about it before.  But yesterday
I could not believe when the mayor came to
you and under enough duress that he was
willing to sign the writ.  Not only that but it
was witnessed by the very constable which
would have argue it's authenticity the
loudest."

"You now have the chance of making
Westcrown the city that it should be.  Show
yourself capable and your family's honor
may be restored.  Be the leader that I  hope
that you are and you can prove to the
Thrune Empire that you are the right man
to someday govern Westcrown."
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Vfogg lets Mub deliver his thoughts
wholly and without interruption.  After
Mub has finished, Vfogg takes pause, lifts
the pint before him and drains it with
aplomb.  He then presents a sincere smile
and says in an enigmatically loud whisper,
"Mub, let me start by saying that even
though it has been a relatively short
communion thus far, your camaraderie on
and off the ba lefield has been of great
worth to me and the group as a whole.  You
are truly an integral part of our
dysfunctional li le clan and your blade, as
well as your council are welcome additions
to my charge.  That said, there are a couple
of things you must understand."

Conspicuously without inhaling a single
breath, Vfogg continues, "First and
foremost, I  never set out to be a leader of
men.  My unusual upbringing advocated a
more reserved approach to propagating
change and I 've only ever let my actions
speak for me and my cause.  These veritable
actions have spawned both contempt and
admiration in equal measure across
Westcrown.  I  now find myself in a very
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Westcrown.  I  now find myself in a very

foreign position of being the face of a band
of increasingly acclaimed heroes... or
scourge, depending on what side of the table
one sits on.  I  am not only constantly
learning about the aberrant arcane powers
that are rooted in my being, but I  am
congruently learning how to be the
superintendent that everyone looks to me to
be."

"Now, I  am quite erudite and I  can
certainly articulate eloquently enough to
progress a conversation or opportunity,"
Vfogg states in a tone that rises to a more
recognizable, normal state.  "If the situation
has cause for such rhetoric, then I  shall
deliver the required adroitness.  However,
truth be told, I  still very much prefer to
simply let my speech take a back seat to my
actions... lead by example, if you will."

"Having conveyed my proclivity and
disposition towards a leadership role, I  will
add that under no circumstances will I  ever
govern, lead, or even follow any entity that
falls under the House Thrune.  They are a
despicable lot that cavort with the bound
denizens of Hell and have far too long been
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denizens of Hell and have far too long been

the detriment of many a good soul in these
lands.  I f I  am ever to lead on a large scale,
then it will be standing upon the burnt ashes
of the Thrune empire, their abhorrent
followers, and all that they represent!"

Vfogg's tone floats back to its initial
esoteric whisper, "I  cannot follow the path
that so many before me have furrowed as
the thorns that lay there only draw corrupt
blood.  Instead, I  shall go where there is no
visible course and I  shall fashion a new trail!
This will be my vanguard."

16

Later on that week, Vfogg takes his leave
from the rest of the party for a few hours
and makes his way to the noble district, in a
covered cabriolet, to Regimond Julistarc’s
villa. He welcomes you warmly to the same
library that you always end up in (you know
from experience that this is where
Regimond not only conducts all his
business, but the one room in the villa that
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business, but the one room in the villa that
has the best defenses, magical and
otherwise, as well as it is Regimond’s
favorite room), offers you wine, and you sit
at the circular couch, in the sunken area, like
you have many times before.

“I  can’t tell you how pleased I  am at the
results you and your li le band have
garnered on behalf of the revolutionaries I
put you in league with,” Regimond says.
“But of late, I  have grown a bit concerned at
the direction things have taken. And I
cannot but account for it, save for the
appearance of the pathfinder Ghontasavos
amongst you.”

You begin to protest but Regimond holds
up a hand. “Hear me out, my friend. She
appears out of nowhere, claiming to be a
pathfinder, and immediately manages to
infiltrate Arael’s group – that’s one,” he
says, holding up single finger. “No one has
endeavored to establish her credentials,
taking her story at her word – that’s two.
She comes to Arael and immediately not
only ingratiates herself with you and your
team, but then lays out a complex plan in
which you become actors, infiltrate the Lord
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which you become actors, infiltrate the Lord

High Mayor’s mansion, retrieve a trove of
information and go about pu ing that
information to use – that’s three. “

“And now, she dangles in front of the
possibility, u erly without any
corroboration, that inside the shu ered
Pathfinder lodge is hidden the method by
which the shadowbeasts may be banished
from Westcrown. What glory you will earn
if this is so! The saviors of the city’s night!
She has mentioned this specifically, no
doubt…?”

“You seem incredibly well-informed,
milord Regimond,” you stammer, caught off
by the accuracy of his remarks.

“Indeed, Vfogg, because I  have more
spies that just you,” Regimond responds
with a smile, but he waves his hand in a
dismissive gestures. “I  would not order you
to reject this course – it seems inevitable, and
even I  am curious as to the outcome.”

“But,” Regimond continues. “I  implore
you, be careful. I  am familiar with
pathfinders – they know no lords, recognize
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pathfinders – they know no lords, recognize

no duty, but to themselves. Their aims are
obscure, their methods dubious, their honor
easily discarded. This Ghontasavos, perhaps
she is all she claims to be… or perhaps not.
Do not so trustingly put your head in a
Taldorian noose, if that be what it is.”

What do you suspect, milord?” you ask,
as Regimond avails himself of some wine
after that soliloquy.

“I know not,” Regimond replies. “But
there are some things I  do know. She has yet
to accompany you into those dangers in
which she directs you – that is one. She was
recently brought in for questioning by the
Watch and released after a few hours – that
is two. And she seems very vague as to the
reasons why she desires to penetrate
Delvehaven and plumb its secrets – that is
three. My guess is that she is a creature of
the Hellknights and through them, the
House of Thrune. Our Queen’s house,
forget not, has their own pathfinders, several
of whom we believed killed in Delvehaven.”

“Perhaps I  am wrong,” Regimond says
with a sigh “But, my young friend, be loathe
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with a sigh “But, my young friend, be loathe

to bet your lives on it.”

17

Once you have the Totemrix in your
possession, it begins to slowly feed you
information about itself. After a few hours
with it on your person, you are able to make
a knowledge check (natural 20) and
determine that the Totemrix is a
manifestation of power from the now-dead
demon lord of shadows, Vyriavaxus. The
Totemrix emits darkness at will, as per the
spell of the same name, reducing
illumination levels in a 20-foot radius by one
step.

As long as the Totemrix is carried, your
demeanor and a itude become increasingly
morbid. After a day of keeping the Totemrix
in your possession, you become incredibly
possessive of the artifact and will not
voluntarily relinquish it—if you lose
possession of the Totemrix, you will become
obsessed with recovering it. Due to your
resting at Tanarik House, no walk across the
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resting at Tanarik House, no walk across the
Rego, your meeting with the mayor and a
second period of rest within the mayor's
palace, that day has already passed. 

Every day that you retain possession of
the Totemrix, you gain 1 “shadow point.”
When your shadow point total equals your
experience level, you must make a single
Fortitude save. if memory serves, that
would be eight days from now. This will be
well after the events leading up to the arrival
of Adm. Vourne. but in the meantime, the
compulsion to retain the Totemrix will not
lessen. this functions as a curse, delivered at
level CL 15.

And Nessa just handed you the damned
thing, now didn't she?

***

What's the name of the Elf deity that sent
me on this quest?

Not a deity, but actually, at least as far as
you could tell, a mortal, albeit a significantly
powerful one.  
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His name is Silenius Varanasi, and he was
once a wood elf from the Viscum Forest, a
place pre y much on the other side of the
world from Cheliax. He does not look like a
typical elf - he is taller, over six foot (most
elves are in the 5 range); his ears are larger
and more pointed; his eyes can best be
described as "opalescent" and do not have
pupils; and, to be perfectly blunt, the dude is
*green*. Like, his skin is quite green. Not
lime green, but more like a verdant foresty
green. Very weird. He wears a set of highly
magical plate armor, which he covers with
robes and cloaks, peculiarly wrapped,in a
shade of beige-gray, but his most striking
feature is the sword he carries - a longsword
that emanates artifact-level magic (you were
practically blinded when you made even the
most basic detect-magic spell on it from
afar). You could tell that he was a divine
spellcaster, rather than an arcane one, but he
exuded magic the way most people exude
BO. 

You did some research on him, and what
you found was thin and (to your mind)
sketchy as hell but: Silenius is, so far as you
can tell, the chosen of Corellon and the
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can tell, the chosen of Corellon and the

sword he bears is the actual Sword of
Corellon Larethian - basically, a weapon
that embodies the martial prowess of the
father of elves. The only material beyond
that you were able to discover was that he
participated in the Liberation of
Cormanthyr (in ancient times, the greatest
elven city on the planet, but lost to a
gargantuan army of demons centuries ago),
was named "Defender of the Faith" and is
thought to have led a vast army of "desert
elves" in ba le during the great war to take
back the city. Even now, his name in
inextricably associated with elves of the
desert (you have never heard of such
creatures), although insofar as you can tell,
his being a wood elf from this Viscum place
is generally considered accurate. 

18

"Old Vassindio!" Regimond Julistarc was
pacing back and forth in his library-slash-
laboratory, the wineglass in his hand
forgo en and perilously close to shifting its
contents onto the pa ern rug below. "I
would have never suspected! He and I  were
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would have never suspected! He and I  were
never really acquainted all that well. I  knew
him, certainly..." Julistarc continued pacing,
his voice receding even as his memory
receded across the years, recollecting his
previous interactions with the old,
incredibly wealthy and now very deceased
leader of the Council of Thieves. 

"If Liebdaga fulfilled the contract
appropriately," Vfogg nearly spat the last
word. "Then it could only have been his
severed head in that bag." 

"It was him," confirmed Mub. "I  knew
him from the Rego." 

"Vassindio Drovenge - 'tis difficult to
believe," Julistarc continued. as he took a
seat within the sunken, circular couch that
served as his reception area. "The Council of
Thieves was thought to be a myth, you
understand - a tale mothers told children to
frighten them into ge ing into bed. 'To your
rooms! Else the Council will find you!' To
learn that it is real, a force within the city,
AND led by Vassindio? It is nearly too
much to comprehend." 
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"It's true, evidently," Vfogg said. "We
have been bedeviled by forces aligned
against us at several points - we had
assumed that it was the Hellknights... but
really, they were only a proxy." 

"I  saw Paralictor Gonville Chard sent by
magic to a Council functionary called 'the
Ghoulmaster'," Mub said. "The Paralictor
did not seem very happy to meet this
fellow." He smiled grimly at the memory. 

There was a pause, and a servant took the
opportunity to refill the wine glasses of all
three men. Mub readjusted his black cloak
slightly. The small silence was further
abridged by Vfogg, his arms hidden by the
voluminous sleeves of his thick, bluish robe,
rubbed his insectile hands together out of
habit. A small sussurus escaped the heavy
fabric. 

"Well, I  can tell you a bit of what will
happen next," Julistarc said. He leaned back
in his seat, holding his wineglass in both
hands, his eyes narrowing in thought. "Your
claim of deputy Mayorship will be disputed
by at least three separate lobbies. Liebdaga
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by at least three separate lobbies. Liebdaga

has ensured that your path to whatever is
left of Villa Arvanxi would be fraught with
hazard."

"A blatant violation of the Contract,"
Vfogg said. 

"Archdukes of the Hells have different
ideas as to what constitutes 'harm', I  think,"
Julistarc said. "You may petition this
Signatory... Vaccha? Was that his name? For
redress, but my guess is that you will be
ruled against. And Liebdaga will be
irritated that you forced a Summon on him
to address what he would likely consider to
have been a mischievous inconvenience to
you. A prank. No, I  think you must admit
that what damage that has been done,
cannot be undone." 

"The lobbies - almost surely the Order of
the Rack, probably the church of Asmodeus,
certainly a league of Thrune-supporting
nobles, at the very least - will challenge your
claim of Mayorship at Disputation,"
Julistarc went on. "The Twin has seen to
that. They will begin with a challenge to the
contract; the members of the City Watch
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contract; the members of the City Watch

who escorted Arvanxi to you will be
questioned, publicly. Signatory Vaccha will
be retained to recite his tale. If what you tell
me is accurate, and I 've no reason to believe
you are lying, this portion will end in your
favor. And you will have supporters: the
City Watch will back you, as they already
have; Crosael champions your cause to
those over whom she has influence or sway;
the noble houses who suffered setbacks
under Thrune and their allies will be behind
you. And let us not forget your greatest
strength."

Mub looked dubious. Vfogg looked
curious. "Our greatest strength?" Vfogg
said.

"Indeed! The citizenry. They are quite
taken with your exploits, in case you have
overlooked it." Julistarc took a long sip of
wine. "The rabble, obviously, will have no
representation at the Disputation. But every
lobby that does, will have the citizenry upon
their minds, even as they argue that you be
exiled or worse." 

"Is it enough to force their hand, do you
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"Is it enough to force their hand, do you

think?" asked Vfogg. 

"Ultimately, I  don't think so," Julistarc
said. "Many more than just the Order, the
Church and nobles that hadn't fled the city
heard The Twin's list of your depredations."
Julistarc smiled. "They were suitably
outraged, in light of your many affronts."

Mub could not help but emit a li le
chuckle, which he tried unsuccessfully to
stifle with a large swallow of wine. 

"Then our cause is lost?" Vfogg seemed to
examine the word "lost" as he said it, like a
small mechanical toy. 

"I  think that your likelihood of holding
the Mayorship of Westcrown is low,"
Julistarc said, not unkindly. "No ma er how
many of the citizens talk of the return of
Aroden, the Asmodeans know he is dead
and will not give power to some upstart -
that is one. Without Arvanxi to verify your
part in his cowardly escape, the nobles will
always question your legitimacy - that is
two. The Order of the Rack are creatures of
House Thrune through and through. They
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House Thrune through and through. They

will never accept you, even if they could be
made to overlook the very real possibility
that you've slain more than a few of their
number AND contributed in some way to
the disappearance of the Paralictor - this is
three. It is enough to counter any claims we
could make." Julistarc drank a bit more
wine. "No, you will never sit on the Mayoral
dais. I 'm sorry, my friend."

Vfogg was silent and thoughtful. "What's
to be done then, milord?" asked Mub. 

"I  think I  have an idea," Julistarc said.
"You stand for the Mayorship despite your
detractors and force them to counter your
arguments openly. You will ultimately lose,
but your supporters will be gratified."

"Then we will come to a dilemma, all of
us. For, if not you, then who? Westcrown
needs a mayor, after all." Julistarc held out
his wineglass to the servant for refilling.
"Arvanxi is gone and unlikely to return, if
what Liebdaga's says you bid him do is on
the mark..."

"I  bid him do nothing of the sort," Vfogg
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"I  bid him do nothing of the sort," Vfogg

said sourly. 

"I  know. it doesn't ma er," Julistarc said.
"Arvanxi had no heirs, so we can't look in
that direction for a replacement. Most of the
nobles that yet remain in the city are of the
cautious sort - they are are unlikely to assay
a political gambit." A pause. "Except,
perhaps, for one rather foolish noble."

"Who, milord?" said Mub. 

"Me," Julistarc said with a broad grin. "We
allow the disputation, the accusations, to
take place. And when they are just about to
begin to really get ugly, I  proffer myself as
an interim - interim - prospect for the
Mayorship." 

Vfogg raised a single eyebrow.

"Hear me out, my friend," Julistarc said,
the palm of his hand up as if to pause
Vfogg's skepticism. "Even if you were to
take the Mayorship, you would be a
contentious figure, beset on all sides by
enemies, and few allies able or willing to
fight your ba les for you. I  am, however, a
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fight your ba les for you. I  am, however, a

respected, if somewhat gone to seed,
politically speaking, nobleman. I  have lines
of favor and influence, even within the
groups that will be your greatest detractors,
that I  can leverage on my behalf. And we
will repeat the word 'interim' again and
again to ensure that everyone understands
that this is simply for now and not forever."

"By the time our enemies realize, I  will
have been able to put our allies in positions
of power over them, and then we can defang
their political strength," Julistarc went on. "If
Liebdaga is indeed serious and makes good
on his threats? Time is in our favor, and by
posing myself as a compromise, we buy
ourselves that time." 

"There is a further benefit," Julistarc
finished. "It frees up you and your friends to
continue your campaign against the Council
of Thieves. As Deputy Mayor, you could
not act against the Drovenges openly. As
private citizens, with friends in high places,
you could continue to operate against the
Council. As Mayor, you are a si ing target.
As beloved local heroes, you are weapons
against them."
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"Well then!" Julistarc clapped his hands
together. "Vfogg, Master Mub, what do you
think of my plan? Do you agree?" 

+++

Vfogg floated back into a sturdy slump,
allowing the velvety touch of the couch to
caress the back of his neck.  His gaze
meandered across the intricately decorated
reception hall and after a substantial pause,
he lifted the wineglass before him and
drained its contents with aplomb.  Vfogg
lowered that glass and revealed a
surprisingly different disposition on his
face... a smile had sprouted in place of the
crooked chagrin that was there prior.  A
sudden, but very brief chortle burst past his
curled lips.

"You'll have to excuse my seemingly
peculiar choice of reactions," he said in an
enigmatically loud whisper.  "It's just that,
my dear Julistarc, your dissertation
practically mimicked my very thoughts.  As
you know, I  never set out to be a leader of
men.  My unusual" - he choked on the word
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men.  My unusual" - he choked on the word

and highlighted it with pride in equal
measure - "upbringing advocated a more
reserved approach to propagating change
and I  only ever wanted to let my actions
speak for me and my cause.  These veritable
actions have spawned both contempt and
admiration in equal measure across
Westcrown and I  found myself in a very
foreign position of being the face of a band
of increasingly acclaimed heroes."

Conspicuously without drawing in a
single breath, Vfogg continues, "Even before
we exited the Spiral, I  had contrived a
scheme that would involve you as the
interim mayor.  That said, I  am under no
illusions that you will always look to
prosper in this life as it is inherent in noble
blood and even if you're intentions are to
only hold the office under the interim terms,
the power you will gain can certainly
corrupt the most lawful and well-intended
of people."

Vfogg stopped abruptly as if the sentence
was cut off by Mub's razor sharp glaive.  He
made a small, incandescent gesture with is
forefinger and let go of his wineglass.
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forefinger and let go of his wineglass.

Instead of falling to the floor, the glass stuck
to the air like it was glued into the space it
occupied.  He then proceeded to motion to
Julistarc's servant boy to refill the hovering
vessel with more libations.

"So if I  agree to this plan," Vfogg
continued as if there was no break, "it will be
backed by the history of our good relations
and friendship and the trust and admiration
we have each brought to it.  With the
marriage of purpose that we have enlisted,
we have brought about real change and I
believe we can continue to make a difference
if our bond remains true and pure.  I  will
enter into a verbal covenant with you to this
effect, but under no circumstances should I
be the one that submits your name for the
job.  As I 'm sure you will readily agree, we
must remain secret allies as long as
possible."

Vfogg pulled back the hood of his cloak to
fully reveal his face which he had only done
one other time in the presence of Julistarc
and finalized his thoughts, "Let us be
together as brothers and move this forward.
We should now put the more intricate
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We should now put the more intricate

measures of this plan to further conversation
so we are also alike in mind, not just spirit.
Mub and I  will come back tomorrow mid-
morning to concoct a more detailed scheme.
What say you, my dear Julistarc?"
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PART THREE
WHAT LIES IN DUST

19

"My family has not seen me for many
months so I  must go set their hearts at ease.
If you choose to not accept me into your
group just send a note to "Bazrum's
Slaughterers and Poulterers" "near the
Southwark Docks" and I  will not return to
bother you again.  But as for me, I  must tell
you, I 've been looking for a group of
comrades to travel with and so hope you
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comrades to travel with and so hope you

will allow me to continue on your
adventures..."

+++

Sam's ebullience of having been released
from the Knot and surviving the escape
began to ebb, strangely, as he neared
Bazrum's 'S  and P' as they called it
nearabouts. He had a difficult time
explaining it to himself - after all these
months of captivity, having gone through
very nearly *actual* hell, coming out the
other side not only free but with new friends
whose existence bade such promise for the
future? 'Why should I  fear return to
Bazrum, my old friend and home?' Sam
wondered to himself.

The cobblestones seemed to speed under
his feet, propelling him almost at their own
volition toward the down-city enclaves
where dwarves, halflings, sailors and Watch
mingled freely, a place where a tiefling
could make his way without rancor, without
the constant feeling that disapproving eyes
were ever on him.
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The doorway bell, a small brass thing on a
curved piece of curved iron wire hung down
across the transom, ra led weakly as Sam
stepped into the familiar room. The coppery
smell of blood gave mute testimony to what
day it was: the odor of slaughter. I t was
Moonday.

Sam made it halfway to the counter.
"Greetings sirrah," said Donal perfunctorily.
"Welcome to Bazrum's Poulterers. How can
I hel-" He stopped abruptly when he looked
up and saw Sam.

"HANSEATH'S BALLS IT 'S
FOOKING SAMWELL!" Donal nearly
screamed. He shed his cloth-over-chain
apron, blew through the bat-wing doors
separating the cu ing area from the
customers, and scooped up the larger (if less
muscled) Samwell in a bear-hug and lifted
him off the floor. "Where have you BEEN,
lad? Where?"

"PUT THAT TIEFLING BASTARD
DOWN!" roared a new voice, deeper and
more commanding then the rest. Donal
dropped Samwell as if he'd grown instantly
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dropped Samwell as if he'd grown instantly

hot as a bellowed forge. Both Sam and the
dwarf looked toward the doors to the stores
and, further, the aba oir. Standing there, a
stained leather apron over his enormous gut,
forked beard tucked underneath, stood an
extravagant dwarf. His massive eyebrows
were furrowed near to bursting, his eyes
glared richly at the two, and the heavy,
discolored cleaver hung to his side, the grip
obfuscated by a ham of a hand. Bazrum.

Donal took a step away from Sam. "You,"
Bazrum said in a voice be er suited to the
bo om of an ocean trench, "... you have been
gone from this shop and your duties for over
seven months. Seven. Months. WHERE
HAVE YOU BEEN YOU INSOLENT
SHITE!"

"Imprisoned," Sam said. He began to
elaborate, then thought be er of it.

Bazrum raised one dire-caterpillar of an
eyebrow. "The fookin Watch?" he asked.

"The Lord High Mayor's men," Sam
corrected. "I  was lodged in the Mayor's
pocket prison, next cell over from a devil."
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Bazrum glowered at Sam. "And for what
crime were you lodged?"

"I 'd rather not say, Bazrum."

"You'd rather not..." Bazrum looked
dumbfounded. "YOU'D RATHER NOT
SAY? IS THAT WHAT YOU JUST
SAID?" Bazrum took a step forward, the tip
of the cleaver starting to twitch upward as
his fist tightened around it.

Eight months ago, Samwell would have
bolted for the door. But today, awash in the
memories of his weeks learning Infernal
with the horrifying Szamir, being released
by the Trialers of Larazod, facing horrors fit
only for nightmares and coming out again
into light, covered in filth but the air around
him smelling finer than it had, perhaps, in
his entire life, his nerves were steeled. He
felt a sense of place, of belonging, far more
recent but somehow equal to that he'd had
with these dwarves. The dwarves have a
saying: A dwarf never quarries the same
stone twice; for next time he sets pick to
wall, he is a different dwarf, and it is a
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wall, he is a different dwarf, and it is a

different stone. Sam was a different tiefling;
this was a different stone.

Something steely glinted in Samwell's
eyes. "That's what I  said. I  would rather not,
Bazrum," he said simply.

Bazrum looked at Samwell a long time,
then he lifted the cleaver and brought it
down sharply onto a butcher's block,
trapping it upright. "Well then. (a pause)
Donal," Bazrum said. "Fetch Relfmar and
put knife to that pig in the lea croft, the boar
with the spo ed arse. We're feasting
tonight."

"HUZZAH!" crowed Donal, who clouted
Sam goodnaturedly on the back of the head
as he passed.

"AND ALE, YEH TURDLING!"
Bazrum called after him. "Tell Brevar to get
a tun from the brewers!" Donal was gone in
an instant, his voice echoing in the back as
he yelled the good news to any who would
listen. Bazrum looked at Sam again, pulled
his cleaver from the scarred wood, and
turned to go back into the slaughter-room.
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"'tis good to have you back, lad," Bazrum
said.

***

A dozen dwarves (and one tiefling) at
feast is a sight to behold, and moreover they
nearly emptied the ale-barrel. The pig was
naught but dissected bones and the
occasional rope of gristle at this point.
Several bowls of dried fruits, nearly
depleted, loitered on a sideboard. The
corpses of bread trenchers lay abandoned on
the table.

To the left, a trio of dwarves slurred ribald
songs with enthusiasm and incompetence.
To the right, a pair arm-wrestled while
another pair cheered them on. Directly
ahead of Sam's seat (to Bazrum's left, a place
of honor), three more proposed a
continuous series of profanity-laden toasts,
each louder and less coherent than the last.

"Come with me, lad," said Bazrum, hiking
an elbow into Samwell's ribs. "I  mean to
have a word with ye."
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They left the hall unnoticed, and Bazrum
led Sam into his si ing room, near the back
of the building. This was an area that
Bazrum reserved for himself, and anyone
else was strictly allowed entry by invitation
only. Those invitations came but rarely. Sam
had been back here exactly once before,
when the dwarves had first taken him in.

"I  won't bandy words with ye," Bazrum
rumbled. "I  know you mean to leave us -
nay, deny it not." Sam had started to protest,
but realized that Bazrum had already
discounted it. He remained silent.

Bazrum sat in an grossly overstuffed
chair, and gestured Sam to a smaller one
across from him. "There's uisgebaugh on
that table beside ye, pour us a dram."

Sam poured the fragrant liquid from the
ceramic jug into two small glasses and
handed one to Bazrum. He drank it off at a
dash. Sam sipped at his and nearly choked.
Fumes roiled his nose and watered his eyes.

"So firstly: you've been a good lad, a good
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"So firstly: you've been a good lad, a good

apprentice, and I  hate to see you go,"
Bazrum began. "I 've no complaints there,
put your mind at ease to that. Secondly,
these friends of yours, 'tis those players we
hear tell about, eh?"

"Aye, Bazrum," Samwell said. The liquid
in his glass was becoming more tolerable, he
found.

"Hmph," Bazrum grunted. "I 've not much
use for players, but if you vouchsafe 'em,
then I  suppose they're not bad sorts. They
let you out of the Mayor's dungeons?"

"Aye, they did," Sam nodded. "Saved my
fuzzy tiefling arse more than once on the
way to the door, I  must admit."

Bazrum refilled his glass, sat back down
and drank off half of it. He paused
thoughtfully. "When do ye leave?"

"I  figured tonight."

"I  figured so as well." Bazrum emptied the
glass. "You're welcome back here, lad. My
door is yours. But..." he raised a finger.
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door is yours. But..." he raised a finger.

"Don't make too much a habit of coming
round, if you would. My kinsman, they see
the life you're likely to be leading, they'll get
ideas. I  can't afford to have them pining for
the lights of the Rego. You get me?"

"I  get you, Bazrum."

"But once in a while is good."

"Once in a while, aye."

Silence descended between them, and
Sam, his drink now gone, rose from the
chair. "I 'll gather my belongings and slip
away then," Sam said. "I  know I said it
before, but thank you, Bazrum. You've been
a good master to me."

"Thankee, Sam." He called me Sam,
thought Sam. Not boy, not lad, not you
stinking rat-arse, but Sam. In his mind, it
was as if a leaf had been turned, a page torn
from a calendar to reveal the blank days
underneath.

Sam turned to depart. "SHITE! Wait a
moment, I 've something for you," Bazrum
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moment, I 've something for you," Bazrum

said absently. He went over to a large chest,
removed a stack of fragrant wool blankets
from the top, extracted a key from his
waistcoat, and casually flipped open the lid.
Bazrum reached inside and pulled what, at
first, looked like a wad of leather straps.
Slowly he unwound them, revealing a long,
thin scabbard.

"A poniard, dwarf-make, in silver,"
Bazrum said. He slid the blade halfway
from the sheathe, held it up for Sam to
inspect. Sam nodded, admiring the
craftsmanship [MASTERWORK SILVER
DAGGER]. "Tisn't much, but I  want you to
take it. I 've no use for it anymore. It's
proofed against the sinister." Bazrum
slapped the blade back in it's scabbard, re-
wrapped the small leather baldric around it,
and handed it to Sam.

"Bazrum, please, I  couldn't..." Sam
protested.

"Shut it, lad," Bazrum ordered. "You'll
take it or I  thrash ye." Sam, suitably
chastened, tucked it into his belt.
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"Alright then!" Bazrum practically yelled.
"Get your shite, slip out the alley-door. I 'll
make it right with the boys." Bazrum took
two steps and laid a hand on Sam's
shoulder, the strength in it nearly buckling
Sam's knees. "Watch your arse, boy. Bring
me a good carcass once in a while and I 'll
sausage it for ye, cost only. Moradin's luck."

"Aye, Bazrum. Luck to you too."

"Thankee. Off with ye now. I 'll see ye
when I  see ye."

And with that, Bazrum left the room,
leaving Sam standing there, poniard stuck
awkwardly in his belt, uisgebaugh blooming
heat in his guts. Sam took the ceramic flask,
poured himself another glass, and down it in
a swoop, gorge rising at the affront.

He left quietly, by the alley door, to the
noise of dwarven revelry behind him. The
sun was nearly down, so Sam quickened his
step. He could just make the Three Goats by
lock-in, he figured. Yes, almost certainly, he
thought.
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20

She remembered the shouts and groans of
the fighting and the wounded, the weird
keening sound of the invisible mage on fire,
and the few seconds before his desperate
escape. She did not recall seeing the fireball,
smoldering like a bomb a few hands breadth
above the dusty stone floor. 

Then everything in her world turned a
bright orange-white, and with delicate
slowness, slowly receded to black. Rae
neither saw or heard anything else for what
seemed an age. Great plateaus of stone
clashed with each other, beneath leagues of
rich loam, pushing up mountains that
collected great deposits of icy snow on their
tips, like generous charity from silver,
moisture-laden clouds. Miles of densest
forest grew from acorn, accreted ring upon
ring of age, burned and were reduced to ash,
only to see the process repeat again and
again, before Rae's eyes knew again the
comfort of light.
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Rae felt herself, bodiless, moving along
some preordained path with immense
speed. She could feel, more than see or hear,
hundreds, perhaps thousands, of similarly
moving comrades. She seemed to be
surrounded by an immense glut, a river of
confused personalities, disembodied and
recklessly hurtling toward some unknown
target.

[THIS ONE NOT] 

Rae felt rather than heard this new voice.
The voice itself was masculine, impossibly
erudite, and it contained a strange
compelling strength, a voice that might
easily be assumed to be that of a general, an
authoritative scholar, or a young king.

"You're going to take her, before
Pharasma has had her moment?" a voice,
unseen but silky with malice, rose in
counterpoint to the first. "Is she not to see
the Spire? Surely your mistress will is
assured of her reception?"

Rae's 'eyes' opened, and she became
aware again. Her sensorium clicked into
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aware again. Her sensorium clicked into

place, and where once was only blackness,
crowded with feelings of closeness and
trepidation, now Rae found herself in a
room. The walls were bright white,
seemingly made of both force and light.
There was no furniture; there were no
windows. The feeling of being crowded
together with hundreds of other souls was
gone.

Two creatures share the room with her.
One she recognized: a large, well muscled
humanoid, dressed in splendid armor,
cloaked all in white and gold. The head of a
canine, noble of visage and beautiful to look
at, topped the corded, muscular neck that
emerged from the glowing chest plate.
Charlabu. He had visited her once before,
when she first arrived in Westcrown. Now
he stared with composed evenness at the
other creature.

She recognize this one too. A dark-haired
man, handsome in a saturnine way, dressed
in expensive silks and samites. On each of
his strong, well formed hands rode a thick
platinum ring, each garnished with a single
ruby stone. At his hip, a baldric made of the
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ruby stone. At his hip, a baldric made of the

black, mo led skin of some unearthly
animal, held a thick sword. The haft that
protruded was wrapped in platinum wire
and thick with wine-dark gems. The man
turned to look at Rae and that was when she
recognized him: one half of his face, the half
that she had seen earlier, was unscarred.
The other half was a nightmare. Flesh hung
down in ragged strips, and gobbets of
muscle and detached subcutaneous fat clung
to portions of the exposed skull. Bits of loose
meat and fluids had dripped down and now
stained the shoulder of his expensive robe.
One half of his scalp looked as if it had been
blasted by fire, and bits of twisted,
blackened hair clung in patches where the
skin itself wasn't wealed and burnt.

And most obviously, the man's remaining
eye was no eye at all, but instead a gaping
cavern that seemed to bore into some skull-
encased abyss. At the bo om, glowing
evilly, was a single red orb, seemingly of
dead stone but radiating a sense of hot,
malicious life. 

I t was Liebdaga the Twin. 
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Liebdaga smiled at her. "She is with us,
Dog of Sarenrae," he said knowingly. "She
listens to our bargaining. I  wonder what she
would think if she knew what your mistress
has sent you down here to accomplish?"

[BELONGS SHE TO THE
DAWNFLOWER; THE
DAWNFLOWER DECIDES WHITHER
SHE GOEST]

"Oh, I  am sure that is the case," said
Liebdaga with a casual, dismissive wave of
his hand. "Yet the fact remains that your
mistress is in no position to assist her. By
rights she should be on her way to
Pharasma court, to be judged and
dispatched. And your mistress has few
assets in place to reverse this." Liebdaga
turned back towards Charlabu. "Let's face
the realities of the situation," Liebdaga said
amiably. "At this point your very best hope
is that an aberrant blood sorcerer of dubious
skill can use a return thaumaturgy drafted
in fey blood by a hag, conducting power
from a demon prince. I  cannot imagine that
this is your Mistresses plan. If so, it rivals
some of the worst plans I  have ever
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some of the worst plans I  have ever

witnessed." Liebdaga smirked, but Charlabu
gave no indication that this provocation had
any effect.

[DO NOT GOAD ME, FIEND. OUR
SERVANTS MAY HAVE FAILED TO
KILL YOU WHEN THEY HAD A
CHANCE, BUT I  WILL NOT FAIL IF
GIVEN LEAVE TO DO SO. KNOW
THIS TO BE TRUE]

"Oh, I  know it to be true," said Liebdaga
with a small shake of his head. "All things
considered, it would have been much wiser
for them to murder me when I  was at their
mercy. But… They did not realize that I  was
at their mercy. And they subsequently chose
an alternative path."

Liebdaga leaned forward slightly towards
Charlabu. "But know you this, you
miserable cur: I  am in no one's mercy
anymore. Were you to a empt to dispatch
me homeward, you might find yourself with
a larger obligation than what you might
initially believe is the case." Liebdaga
grinned tightly at Charlabu, his face twisted
in a rictus of polluted mirth. 
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Then Liebdaga seemed to relax, and drew
back. "But this is all moot," Liebdaga said
casually. "You would no more a ack me
then I  would do so to you. My Lord's and
your Lady's aims are aligned in this ma er.
We are colleagues you and I! There is no
substance to our disagreements; there are no
differences of opinion that we cannot, in the
name of fruitful endeavor, reconcile."

[WHILE I  MUST AGREE IN
PRINCIPLE, I  AM NOT FORCED TO
TRUST, AND I AM CERTAINLY NO
COLLEAGUE OF A GLIB TORTURER
FROM THE PIT. WHEN THIS IS
OVER, AND OUR MUTUAL ENEMY
IS DEFEATED, I  AND YE SHALL
HAVE A RECKONING]

"So be it," said Liebdaga. "With hope, our
servants can do what is necessary pull the
fangs out of that fat hideous upstart's skull
for us. But that is for the future." Liebdaga
cast his human's eye toward Rae, who
continued to watch, silently. "In the interim,
it would be good for your Mistress to note
that my servants outnumber her servants
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that my servants outnumber her servants

amongst our servants by three to one. And
as for our current stumbling block – the
oracle's spirit over there – your mistress
would be well advised to take my Lord's
bargain. Should the sorcerer fail, it is your
next best option, and the price my Lord asks
is so very small."

[SO VERY SMALL? SINCE WE ARE
ALIGNED, AS YOU SAY, THERE
OUGHT BE NO PRICE AT ALL]

"Perhaps you're right," said Liebdaga.
"Nevertheless."

[LET US SEE WHAT THE
SORCERER CAN DO. IF HE FAILS,
THEN WE CAN DISCUSS YOUR
PRICE]

"If he fails, the price is likely to go up."

[SHE NEED NOT BE FORCED TO
ENDURE OUR BANTER, FIEND]

Charlabu looked over at Rae, and a
feeling of warmth and safety enveloped to
her like a glove made of cloud Charlabu
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her like a glove made of cloud Charlabu

made a small gesture with his hand: two
fingers extended, the remaining curled, as
he passed his hand across his eyes. 

[REST, DAUGHTER. YE SHALL BE
RETURNED TO LIFE SOON.]

Rae was returned to darkness, dreamless
and unseeing.

21

Mub turned the corner of the ramshackle
caretaker's house, expecting to see the old
caretaker, scu ling towards his teapot.
Instead, he found a nine-foot, bright azure
warrior in baroque armor. The clipped tip of
it's immense, curved sword pointed casually
at Mub, and the creature hissed
goodnaturedly at him. 
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And then disappeared. 

In the back of the house, Mub heard
Nessa cursing. "Mub!" he heard. It was
Karaan, yelling down the hall. "What the
nine hells was that?"

'Certainly not an old caretaker,' thought
Mub. "A very dangerous blue giant!" he
yelled back. "Do you see him?"

"No!" yelled Karaan. 

"Me neither," said Mub. He paused.
"Sam! Aerandir!"

"What?" That was Sam, from the
doorway.

"We may have a problem..."

22

Vermithrel pressed a long elven finger to
his still ringing ear and watched Mub kneel
over the body of the priestess of Sarenrae.
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over the body of the priestess of Sarenrae.
Rae had taken the brunt of the blue mage's
bomb; the explosion had knocked her into
the far wall, and here and there her clothing
still smoldered in places. Mub's hands were
even now beginning to blister, where he had
use them to slap out the places where she
had ignited.

"These bastards are going to pay," Mub
said through gri ed teeth. His fingers went
to Rae's throat, seeking a pulse that had
departed in a flash of orange flame. "First,
we bring her back." There was no room in
the timbre of his voice for disagreement.
"Then, we kill every single Council of
Thieves member we can find."

Mub looked up at Vermithrel, his eyes red
with smoke and blood heated with
vengeance. "Mark my words: no quarter.
Not ever."

Vermithrel stared at him. The sound of
Mub's voice seemed far away and muted, as
if he were speaking from inside a drum.
"What of the gifts from the Mother of Flies?"
Vermithrel said, his voice soft as his ears
edged out of deafness and the noises of
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edged out of deafness and the noises of

Walcourt begin to fill his head once again.
"Did we not have something that might help
her?"

Mub cocked his head sideways, as if
rolling a marble from one corner of his
cerebellum to another. "Indeed! Where are
those things?"

"In her pack, I  believe."

"Let us hope you're right," Mub said. He
gently turned Rae on her side, and slipped
the straps of her backpack off her shoulders.
He tossed the pack lightly to Vermithrel,
then returned Rae gently to the floor.

Vermithrel opened the backpack, his eyes
narrow as he searched the contents for the
leathern kit that held the gifts from the hag.
Rae did not carry much, and it only took a
few seconds for Vermithrel to find the
package. He drew it out, dropped the
backpack, and kneeling down he unfolded
the stiff leather and began to examine the
contents within. Soon he raised a piece of
course parchment, black with fragrant Ink.
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"This is it, I  believe," Vermithrel said.
"Though I  must admit, for all I  can read of
it, it could just as easily be directions to a
tradesman's inn or an invitation to a
noblewoman's ball."

He handed the document to Mub, who
examined it with a critical eye, but shook his
head after a few seconds. "The words defeat
me as well," he said. "But I  am no kind of
priest, and even less a mage."

"It is possible that I  can assay the spell…
But I  am no priest, either," Vermithrel said
with some trepidation. "And the spell that
we require is god's magic. I  draw my power
from the leylines, from reservoirs of mana,
from connections to the planes, and from
gifts bestowed upon me by those
otherworldly creatures with whom I have
bargains. But none of the gods lend me their
power. By rights, it is Rae herself who ought
to be casting this spell."

"Examine the document, and see what
you can do," Mub said. Vermithrel bent to
the task. 
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Mub rose and went to the circular gap in
the stonework that the blue mage had made.
He peered out and downward, and saw
Samwell methodically quartering a large,
blue-green head. The body that a ached to
that head lay on the grass nearby, splayed
out like a grotesque buffet. I ts slack guts, a
dull rainbow of grays, blacks, purples and
browns, were spilled with gelid coolness
over the thick grass. 

Mub's eyes darted over to where the blue
mage lay. Samwell had kicked the wizard's
dragon-headed staff several feet away from
his still, outstretched arm. Mub nodded
almost imperceptibly, silently agreeing with
Samwell's precautionary sensibility. "Is it
dead?" Mub yelled downward.

Sam looked up from his butchery. "The
mage…" Sam gestured with his axe, which
was covered in gore and threw gobbets in
the direction he pointed it. "… is dead. But
when I  checked to be sure, I  saw this one
dragging its own head round the corner."
Sam paused a moment, and heaved a
substantial sigh. "I  suspect that only fire will
see to this one permanently."
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"It seems that some things in this
abandoned villa are much livelier than they
seem to be at first glance," Mub observed
wryly. "Let us be damn sure that this mage
does not come up behind us sometime later,
his staff in one hand, and his head in the
other."

"Aye," Sam said simply. He left off from
reducing the caretaker's head to smeared
pieces, dug in his pack, and poured a flask
of naphtha over the sha ered remains. A
few quick strikes of a flint against the steel
of his axehead drew enough sparks to ignite
the distillate. Soon the caretaker's head – or
what remained of it – was burning merrily,
filling the still air with a strange, alien smell.
It was not unlike fresh violets, but within
underlying tinge of vomit. 

Sam rose, and in in a few quick strides he
reached the body of the mage. A single
stroke from his axe separated the man's
head from his body, soaking his cobalt robes
with a noisome glurt of fresh arterial blood.
An antiseptic, coppery smell rose thickly
into the air, reaching Mub's nostrils despite
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into the air, reaching Mub's nostrils despite

the distance. Sam grabbed the head by the
hair, disengaged it from the now sodden
hood, and rolled it into the fire he had
kindled just moments ago.

"It's been a while since I 've been to a two-
head fire," Sam said with a tight grin.

Mub turned back to Vermithrel. The elf
looked up from the parchment he had been
studying. His eyes met Mub's, and he shook
his head slowly. "To cast this spell, it is
beyond my power," he said simply. "I  dare
not even a empt it."

Mub swiveled his head to look at Vfogg,
who had flown in and landed gently on the
stone floor, a few yards away from where
Rae lay. His calculating eyes flicked from
Rae's body to Vermithrel's resignation to
Mub's barely contained desire for
vengeance. "There is a chance that I  might
be able to assay the spell," Vfogg said
ma er-of-factly. "My powers are sourced
from my planar blood, rather than from
those sources from which either Vermithrel
or Rae draw their strength. But frankly,
mine are no closer to the gods then
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mine are no closer to the gods then

Vermithrel's. But if we are to avoid asking
the Asmodeans for their assistance with a
priestess of Sarenrae..."

Mub's eyebrows rose slightly, and his face
leaned forward as he focused his
concentration on whatever Vfogg was about
to say next.

"… Then I  should at least make the
a empt." Vfogg glided forward towards
Mub, his hand outstretched for the
parchment, his feet seeming to slide over the
stone floor without themselves moving.
Mub proffered the document; Vfogg took it
in his curiously long, insectile fingers. 

"Do your best, my liege," Mub said
tightly. "We dare not stay here without
Rae's assistance to keep us alive. And if it is
as the hag told us – that the shadowmancer
is here, in Walcourt – then this fight with the
blue mage was not the worst of challenges
that we are likely to face. Without a healer,
we are doomed to failure." A pause.
"Failure, and perhaps worse..."
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Mub approaches Liebdaga and speaks in
Infernal.  “My Lord, I  am Mub Reinert.
My master (indicate Vfogg who at this time
is wearing the mayoral pendant that we
have) is acting mayor of Westcrown, after
consulting with your servant Khazrae, he
has bade me to speak with you about
offering amendments to the Contract.  The
terms of the contract stipulate that you are to
provide power to the mayoral manor for
500(?) years.  As of now, 50(?) years of the
contract have passed.  My master is willing
to add certain addendum to the Contract
that would allow you to serve the remaining
time of the Contract outside of the Nessian
Spiral.  His terms are such;  

Part I  - Limits and Restrictions
1. You shall never harm, nor command

others to harm, any resident of Westcrown,
with the exception of Those listed in Part II
of the addendum.

2. You shall never destroy, nor command
others to destroy, any property within the
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others to destroy, any property within the
city of Westcrown.

Part II  - Servitude of the Contract
Outside of the Nessian Spiral

1. You shall destroy the succubus which is
currently within the city limits of
Westcrown (we believe her to be inside the
spiral).

2. You shall destroy all members of the
Council of Thieves and the Westcrown
House of Drovenge.  These are the
organizations that aided House of Thrune to
imprison you here, and they even now fight
above to keep you chained within the Spiral.
Upon their destruction you shall command
all devils currently within the city limits of
Westcrown to immediately depart.

3. You shall destroy the Egorian House of
Thrune.

Additional changes to the contract will be
made to eliminate any terms that prevent
you (Liebdaga) from enacting any
retribution to  the House of Thrune.  We
will also eliminate any protection for the city
of Egorian.

One last demand.  The erinyes, Khazrae,
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One last demand.  The erinyes, Khazrae,

was beheaded by Darghentu Vheed.  She
has been a faithful servant to you and
invaluable during our quest to free you.
You shall provide her with a new body that
she finds acceptable.

Do you agree to these terms My Lord?"

"We may need to add in an item that
covers the dismantling of the Council of
Thieves, since they are rumored to be
planning to take over Westcrown.  I  know
not right off had how to spin that so that
Liebdaga will be enticed to do such an act,
but I 'm confident we can come up  with
something (i.e. they have dispersed
henchman out in an a empt to see that
Liebdaga stays imprisoned within the
Spiral)."

"Good on yee, Mub!  We should
proactively consider any retaliatory terms
that Liebdaga may fire back at us and
a empt to supply those with our own follow
through.  I  don't expect The Twin to accept
all our initial terms, so preparations in this
regard should be a high priority."
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+++

Mub hears a voice in his head: 

"I  am Liebdaga the Twin; I  can see your
destiny... and it is to serve me. Allow me to
demonstrate my power... and my generosity.
Power first." 

At that point, Anvengen's departs your
glaive. All it's powers have disappeared. It
is completely inert. 

"And now, my generosity." 

The glaive fills... but this time, it's not
Anvengen in there, but something wholly
different. [I  AM GLAIVE] says the glaive. 

"Serve me and this reward will seem small
in comparison. VOW IT NOW AND YE
SHALL HAVE TRUE POWER!" 

(From Mub): telepathically, I  am sorry. I
cannot milord. I  am bound to say my vows
to Asmodeus

There is a pause. Then, the unmistakable
sound of laughing, albeit not unkind. "My
dear, dear  mortal, the chain is unbroken! I
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dear, dear  mortal, the chain is unbroken! I

am servant to Asmodeus; you shall be
servant to me." There is a smile in your
mind. "Come now! Don't be a fool. Submit
and count yourself amongst my legion. I  am
in need of servants - and you could be high
amongst them, Mub. A valued associate. A
favored son. Say the words, Mub."

I  am at your command.

24

"Thank you," the creature said in a voice
like a mouthful of grave dirt. I t stretched
languorously to it's full height, it's immense
bat wings flexing and twitching as they
unbound themselves from the carapace-like
covering they had just previously served. 

Liebdaga was immense - 20 feet tall and
half as much broad, his wings filling the
room. The party backed toward the door
instinctively as Liebdaga filled the room. A
palpable sense of terror threatened to
overtake the party, and the desire to run
could only barely be forced down. 



Council of Thieves

195

Mub took to one knee, his glaive glowing
brightly in one hand. "I  am at your
command, Master," he said, his voice low. 

Liebdaga laughed heartily, a noise that
grated the ear like sharded glass being
dragged against stone. There was a sound
like a *pop* and the enormous beast was
gone, replaced by a human male, dressed in
fine, serviceable clothes, half his face normal.
The other half was a wretched caricature of
a face, loose skin hanging from rent flesh,
oozing fluids, it's deep socketed eye not so
much an eye per se as a remote, glowing
crimson crystal. 

Liebdaga shed malevolence like a plague
victim shed virus. He approached Vfogg,
smiled sweetly (a horrid thing on the
shredded half of his face), and took Vfogg's
hand in both his. "The Khollarix, you have
my eternal gratitude. I  shall never - EVER -
forget what you've done here today. Never
ever ever ever ever ever ever ever ever!"

He laughed again, and Vfogg felt a bolt of
pain, like a splinter, pass through his eyes.
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pain, like a splinter, pass through his eyes.

Liebdaga let go of Vfogg's hands and
walked by him, pausing at the still-kneeling
Mub. "Arise," Liebdaga said, pu ing one
hand on Mub's shoulder. Mub rose and
followed Liebdaga through the four gates an
into the laboratory. 

The detritus of the evening's rest (food
scraps, an empty wineskin, a broken quill)
remained where they had lain, along with
the two stone statues (Samwell, Nessa) and
the broken corpse of Zovarue. Liebdaga
went over to her, waved a hand over her
body, and she floated upright into the air,
six inches off the ground. Liebdaga put his
face near hers and smelled the snakes, now
lifeless, that passed for her hair. 

"Did you know, the Khollarix," Liebdaga
said amiably as he withdrew from the dead
medusa, who still floated in the air like a
grotesque amusement. "...that I  used to
come speak with the Zovarue occasionally
during my incarceration?" He found
Zovarue's diary, the map of her madness, on
the floor and retrieved it, idly flipping
through the pages. "She was so eager to
help, so subservient, so... full of potential.
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help, so subservient, so... full of potential.

Over the years, I  would find amusement in
cultivating that potential. I  would tell her
things, give her ideas, encourage her. She
was a creature that sought encouragement."

He dropped the book onto the floor. "It
was enjoyable to watch her descend,"
Liebdaga said idly. "Such were the small
entertainments allo ed me." Zovarue's body
fell back to the stone floor with a soggy
thump. Liebdaga strode over near to where
Samwell and Nessa's fossilized bodies stood
- statues that, if art, would be incredible in
detail, intricately chiseled, perfect in every
way. Liebdaga laid the palm of his hand on
Samwell, his weirdly long fingers and hard,
pointed nails touching Samwell's granite
scalp in offpu ingly familiar way, and
purplish light began to play across the stone.

"Darghentu Vheed was always wrong
about me," Liebdaga said, transferring his
palm to Nessa. "The path you took to get
here, the illusions, the artifice - Vheed
always supposed I  would be pleased by
such frippery. It is what dim-wi ed humans
have always thought of my kind. And of
course, some of us are, perhaps even most.
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course, some of us are, perhaps even most.

But not all." Liebdaga reached down and
ran his fingers across Nessa's face and she,
too, slowly became engulfed in purple light,
and then ensorcelled stone became flesh
once more. 

"I  will return soon," Liebdaga said. He
turned to Vfogg. "With proof of my meeting
the parameters of our contract. I  expect to
receive the talisman when I  return. Were I
to not...?" 

In an instant, Liebdaga resumed the
traditional form of a pit fiend - immense,
wildly muscled, black  wings crowding the
small room. The party backed away out of
primordial instinct, hindbrains taking  over
and bodies flooding with flight response
chemistry. 

"WERE I  TO NOT, IT WOULD GO
INCREDIBLY BADLY FOR YOU!"
Liebdaga screamed. His voice rent the air
and threatened to pit the stone walls with its
vehemence. 

And in a trice, Liebdaga was gone. The
walls still echoed with the volume of his
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walls still echoed with the volume of his

threat. But Liebdaga himself had vanished. 

25

The noise was deafening as the party
crept slowly toward the shorn remains of the
facade of Villa Arvanxi. The roaring of the
immense pillars of fire - arrayed in a
pentagram, heat roiling off in great waves -
precluded any speech.

Not that speech was necessary. The new
Deputy Mayor of Westcrown and his
companions were avoiding the gaze of the
harried humans and tieflings defending the
entrance to what remained of the mayoral
villa. Some were invisible; some where
using available cover to effectively blend in
to what remained of wall, of window.

The going was slow, and intermi ently
the sound of yelling could be heard over the
torrential din being shed by the fires.  Mub,
invisible and moving quickly through the
array of rogues and swordsmen. Some
looked determined, grim. Most looked
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looked determined, grim. Most looked
frightened. 'More like they're about to piss
their armor,' thought Mub as he passed by. 

Vfogg, behind Mub, was more
circumspect, even shrouded as he was with
a cloak of light-bending  magic. He started
as he came suddenly upon a pair of men -
one in chainmail with an unsheathed sword,
another in scarred leather and festooned
with wickedly curved knives - talking close
in what they likely thought were low voices
but what in actuality were practically yells. 

"Crosael says we have to hold, we hold,"
the swordsman yelled. "She says if
Noxirvox gets in, the city will go to shite
faster than you can say 'hellknights bit my
arse'."

"What does the Dealer say?" barked the
other. "We're ge ing eaten alive here, and
Milady's been pouring fresh meat into the
breach just to hold what's left of the
damnable door." 

"I  could give a brass shite what the Dealer
says," the Swordsman spat. "Crosael speaks
for milady. She says we stay, we stay."
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"The Dealer's my boss, not Crosael," said
the rogue, running a finger lightly against a
knife. "Come's to it, I  have your back, but if
the Dealer and Crosael come a'cropper, you
know which way I  run." 

"Aye, I  know. You won't get my shank in
your back." 

"Good to know. My thanks, brother."

"Council up, brother."

"Let us hope it," said the rogue. He spat in
the corner. "Shite, brother, that devil and his
bitch are going to gut us sooner or later and
we won't have to worry about it." He
essayed a rueful grin. 

Vfogg moved on then, physically
avoiding the fear the two men shed in waves
as if it were sickening gas. He'd only take a
few steps before he saw the others. Archers
with bows, hunkered down behind
manufactured piles of rubble. Swordsmen
with naked scimitars trying desperately to
insert themselves in shadows far too small to
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insert themselves in shadows far too small to

hold their weight. 

The sky erupted with a raucous screech -
part raptor-bird, part scream of vengeance -
and as Vfogg watched, a dark, prehensile
rope snaked down from above and wrapped
itself around a tiefling holding a longbow.
To his credit, the half-blood didn't scream.
As the rope wrapped itself around him like
a thing alive with flickering dexterity, he
desperately, silently, tried to bring his bow
to bear. He failed - the rope caught him
under the armpits and yanked him skyward.
It kinked, bucked, and threw the luckless
tiefling into a pillar of fire. He immolated as
silently as he fought, the fire growing
brighter as it licked the fat off his bones. 

The sky shadowed and Vfogg heard a
woman's voice, high and malicious: "I
seeeeee you, li le spider!
EHHEEEHHEEEE HEEE HEEE
HEEH!" The shadow was gone as quickly
as it had arrived. 

26
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"It's no use," Crosael said vacantly.
"Arvanxi has the Contract; the Talisman is
lost and has been for decades. There is no
way we can convince Liebdaga to spare us.
The best we can do is to try and rebind him,
prevent his escape. And by now, that is
certainly a fruitless cause." 

The small room at the bo om of the stairs
was filled to brimming with people -
Crosael, adventurers, rogues - and everyone
looked at each with a mixture of fear and
distrust. The stone walls and floors were
mage-hewn. No dwarven pick or Chelaxian
miner ever appraised these  planes with a
critical eye. The entire place reeked of magic
and evinced more than a whiff of sulfurous
fume.  

Vfogg looked thoughtful. "Perhaps there
is another solution, Crosael? I  speak for
Arvanxi, after all, in his absence." 

"Unless we have the Contract WE
CANNOT COMPEL THE TWIN!"
Crosael said viciously. "Gods, I  have given
everything to the Drovenges, everything to
the Council. And my reward is to die down
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the Council. And my reward is to die down

here. IN THIS SHITEPIT!" She essayed a
small sob. 

"There's runes upon the door," said
Samwell evenly from upon the landing,
where the path downward momentarily
paused. Sam pointed up the stairs and
Vermithrel followed the path of his finger.
There, in glowing lines the color of magma,
arcane symbols traced themselves across the
massive bound door and left scorched paths
in the wood that smoked insouciantly. "Do
you recognize them?" 

Vermithrel squinted. "Not specifically,
no," he said after a moment. "But I 'm certain
they are Bindings. The bone devil is sealing
us in." 

"Splendid," said Sam with a sigh. 

"Throw in your lot with us, Madame
Crosael," Mub countered reasonably as he
turned from listening to Vermithrel back to
the people in the room. "There may yet be
some hope." 

"What hope?" Crosael responded, tears
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"What hope?" Crosael responded, tears

filling her black eyes. "There is none. If I
thought there was something we might do
to forestall the inevitable wrath of Liebdaga,
I  would throw in my lot with you and break
my oaths to the Council and to Drovenge. I
would!" 

"You would WHAT?" asked one of the
tiefling thieves incredulously, his eyes
agape. "You traitorous wretch, you would
throw in with these... these actors, and
betray Milady?" 

"Wait a moment - where is Aberten?
Where is the Dealer??" said another rogue,
his stained hand twitching nervously toward
a thin-bladed rapier at his hip. 

"If by 'Aberten' you mean the li le
halfling piglet," observed Shadowcat
wryly,"... then you'll find him upstairs in a
corner with about a hundred li le holes in
him and most of his face melted away." She
smiled wickedly.

"NO!" yelled the rogue. His rapier
whispered out of its sheath. 
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"I  never liked you, Crosael," said the first
tiefling calmly, his own hands drawing forth
a long poniard. "You threw in with us when
you were desperate and alone, and we
overlooked your rakshasa blood because
regardless of how your line was tainted, you
were still tief', still one of us." He paused.
"But now, you've proved your perfidy." 

"We're going to drain you and your idiot
friends, Cro!" said a third man, much more
to the point, his chain shirt swaying as he
hefted a bloody ba leaxe. "We may all die at
the hands of that fiend below, but you'll
precede us into the hells!" 

Crosael's rapier and wand appeared in
her hands, and she narrowed her eyes with
determined fatalism. "Maybe," she said.
"And maybe I  carve off your walnut sack
and feed it to the tunnel-rats!" 

27

"You, you and you," said Watch Sergeant
Atino. "Barricade that door, one of you stay
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Atino. "Barricade that door, one of you stay
there and keep your eyes peeled. You!"
Atino pointed at another watchman. "Take
your bow and stay out of sight, by that
window in the other room. If you see
another one of those things, don't fire and
don't sing out - just let me know. Here."
Atino fished out a pair of silver-headed
arrows. "Take these. For emergencies." 

"Aye, sergeant!" The man spend off,
shortbow in hand. The party gathered
around Atino, black thrall's blood still wet
on their clothes, 

"Excellency," Atino said, addressing
Vfogg. "We'll wait here until daylight, in
case the vampire return. Although I  think
we gave them a good thrashing." He
assayed a small grin. "Much obliged to you
and your friends..." He nodded at Mub,
Aerandir, and Samwell. "Those thralls have
been giving us trouble all evening. Waiting
for you to come out of the Villa, by the looks
of it."

"What's the word, Atino? What say the
Watch?" Mub asked brusquely. 



Council of Thieves

208

"Milady Crosael came out with her
cousin, told us to prepare, that his
Excellency would be emerging soon," Atino
said. "She explained that the Lord Mayor
had named you his Deputy before we -
meaning the Watch, 'course -  took him out
to the dock. When she said that, well, the
Watch always belongs to the Mayor, if that's
you then we're obliged. Crosael's the
Mayor's Majordomo, her word's good
enough for me."

"I  sent word back to the Block," Atino
continued, using the colloquial in reference
to the City Watch's headquarters. "Then
rounded up my boys here to wait for you all
to come out." 

"That's when he came out," Atino said, his
voice lower. "Laughing and hateful. Half
my men - and these are tough, solid Watch,
not shopkeepers, not taverners - half of them
looked like they were going to piss
themselves. I  probably had that look on my
own face. The beast was a fearsome thing." 

"Yes, we met him," Mub said, leaning
hard against his glaive. "What did milord
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hard against his glaive. "What did milord

Liebdaga do?"

"Do? Nothing," Atino replied. "He just
floated there, above the square, and spoke.
His voice was loud as a siren."

"What did Liebdaga say?" asked Vfogg. 

Atino paused. "Begging your pardon,
Excellency, it said that you had ordered him
to assist in a revolt against Queen Abrogail
II ," he said. "That you were declaring
Westcrown a free city not subordinate to the
rule of the House of Thrune, nor the
oversight of the Asmodeans." 

"Was there anything further?" 

"Oh, aye," Atino said. "He said that you
had further ordered him to murder any and
all representatives of the House of Thrune
in Egorian, including the Lady Queen, and
that he had just now murdered old
Vassindio Drovenge, who was a noble's
noble from way back, head of house and rich
as Mammon, at your request. He said that
you'd ordered him to kill the last Mayor,
Arvanxi. Then he said that he was going to
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Arvanxi. Then he said that he was going to

repeat these messages at Citadel Rivas, the
main Temple of Asmodeus, and the villa of
every noble lord who answers to House of
Thrune. Which is pre y much all of them,
Excellency." 

There was a long pause. "That could hurt
us," said Samwell. 

"Indeed," said Vfogg. 

28

This late at night, even the candles were
gu ering, like sleepy-eyed children, silently
desiring to be put to a smoky bed. The
Players of Larazod (or the Destroyers of
Erebus, Liberators of Delvehaven, or any
number of other monikers the people of
Westcrown had bestowed upon them over
the last few months) were all abed, save for
one: the wry warrior Mub. 

The common of their suite - a small set of
rooms that Enfantido began making
available for their sole use, not long after the
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available for their sole use, not long after the
defeat of the tiefling bandits - was quiet
except for the sussurus of wax melting,
distant snores, and Mub's own breathing. A
silver beaker of Chelaxian bloodwine rested
in his hand, one of his boots rested on a
nearby stool. Mub's black cloak lay across
the back of his chair, and Mub smiled in
contentment. 

The last of Mub's comrades (Vermithrel,
on this evening) had gone to his rest over an
hour before, and Mub had enjoyed the
solitude since. His mind relished these
times, looked forward to them, for when he
was alone, Mub could plan. And plan he
did. Schemes came urgently to his mind, to
be considered, examined, found wanting
and discarded or found meritorious and...
saved. Over time, these elements, these
portions, formed in Mub's mind the
semblance of a future for him. A future that
could coincide with  that of his friends... or
might not. Certainly the endeavor he was
slowly framing was beyond the ken of his
companions. 'But it is larger than them,'
Mub murmured to himself. 'I f they profit
from my success, it is good. If they do not,
well..' Mub shrugged internally. 'Such is the
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well..' Mub shrugged internally. 'Such is the

way of things.'

Mub was still musing over which of his
comrades might be most likely to benefit - or
even assist - when he heard a noise.

"Warrior..."

Mub's foot left the stool and landed gently
on the floor, To any observer, it would have
looked as if Mub had gone from some sort
of relaxed state to high alert. His feet were
flat on the ground, one hand was loose at his
side, the other on the handle of his flail. A
study in stillness,his eyes searched the room
with flicks and blinks.

"Oh please, Warrior do not pretend as if
you have not heard my voice," said
something from near the table.

Mub stood and walked over to the table.
It was empty... but on the ground, on the
opposite side, sat a birdcage with a small
sheet over it.

"Unblind me, Warrior," said the now
recognizable voice. The familiar screech,
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recognizable voice. The familiar screech,

however, had been replaced by a lilting,
singsong call. "Pull the curtain away. We
have things to discuss."

Mub smiled. Khazrae. He pulled off the
cloth shielding the severed erinyes head
from the eyes of the rest of the world, and
looked inside.

"Greetings, Head," Mub said amiably.
"Did you wish to converse with me?"

"Converse? Ohyessssssss I  want to
CONVERSE," said Khazrae. She chi ered
gleefully. "Your IGNORANT FILTHY
weapon has been whispering to me,
Warrior."

Mub's eyes flicked over to the glaive,
resting against a wall near the door. "Truly?"
he replied cautiously. "What does it say?"

"The usual weapon demonshite. 'Please
bear me, milady'... 'let us strike at your
enemies together, milady'... that sort of
REPUGNANCE," Khazrae said. "Like all
weapons, it's ignorance is exceeded only by
its vanity. and NO ONE calls me 'milady.'
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its vanity. and NO ONE calls me 'milady.'

I 'd sooner eviscerate them and wallow in
their entrails."

Mub's rising ire over the erinyes insults
was occluded by the image of her wallowing
in spilled guts."None of that ma ers,
Warrior, other than to do you the favor of
le ing you know of your li le toecu er's
treacherous HEART," Khazrae continued.
"What I  want to talk about is you doing me
a favor. Will you hear my plea, Warrior?"

"Of course," Mub said. "What is it you
require?" Perhaps, he thought, she wishes
some sardines to eat, or a ki en to torture.

The head let out a long sigh. "I  have been
limbless for a loooooooong time, warrior,"
said Khazrae. "A PISS SHITE
ASMODEUS ANUS DEMONSPAWN
FRACKTARD EON!" Mub winced at the
visceral hatred spewing forth from
Khazrae's lips.

It took her a moment to regain control of
herself. "Limbless," she said. "A denizen of a
birdcage. Warrior, I  would walk again. I
would *fly* again. And you will help me!"
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Mub smirked. "Why shall I  help?" he said
with bravado. "Mayhap I  can do this, but
what do I  receive in return?"

"I 'm glad you asked," Khazrae said with a
smile. "I  can read your heart, Warrior. I
know it belongs to Asmodeus now. I  know
that someday you will declare publicly for
him and take the Vow."

Mub said nothing, and Khazrae's eyes
met his with a strange softness. Was it...
camaraderie? "When you take the Vow,
your powers will grow. Imagine, however,
the fear you could engender if you had a
powerful friend in the Hells...? A friend that
would gladly answer your summons when
in need. A friend that could get you
information, from this plane and the Hells.
A friend that could make parley on your
behalf with creatures best left parleyed with
from afar."

Khazrae smiled. "I  could be that friend to
you... Mub." she said. "There is much afoot.
But amongst it... I  can smell her. One of my
own kind. An erinyes. SHE IS HERE ON
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own kind. An erinyes. SHE IS HERE ON

THIS PLANE IN THIS CITY AND MY
BRAIN BURNS WITH THE SMELL OF
HER."

Khazrae's eyes lolled in their sockets and
she licked her lips slowly with a black
tongue. "Here is what I  propose: find my
shite-eating sister, slay her - gently! do no
more damage than you must - remove the
head, a ach mine, arrange for a few spells of
which I  will tell you and I . Will be.
Restored. Re. Stored. Then you and I  will
be friends.
Fffffffrrrreeeeeeeiinnnddddssssssssssss!
Very GOOD friends, indeed. Indeed indeed
indeedindeedindeedindeeedindeed."

Mub was silent, staring at the head in the
birdcage, deep in thought.

"Well, Mub? WHAT DO YOU SAY?"

***

He looks at Khazrae and says, "I  was born
in Westcrown and I  have lived my whole
life here.  As such, I  have learned a li le
about devils and their dealings.  I  will not
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about devils and their dealings.  I  will not

enter into any agreement with you without
time to think.  What you say may have
interest to me but I  ask that you give me a
night or two before I  answer.  I f I  agree to
your request I  will need assistance in
planning your sisters 'donation' of a body."
He gets up again and covers her cage with
the sheet again.  "I  will give you an answer
soon."  And mu ers to himself, "just as soon
as I  know my OWN mind."

With that he snuffs out the remaining
candles, goes to his room and lies on his bed
wording and rewording the terms of the
contract that he will require the devil to sign
(or at least mark).

+++

Mub uncovers Khazrae's cage late at
night, as he has done several times before.
"Tell me Khazrae, this sister of yours who's
body you covet, what are her strengths and
weaknesses?  I  need to know these things if
I  am to defeat her whilst doing minimal
harm to the body."

Khazrae's eyes roll upward to meet yours.
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Khazrae's eyes roll upward to meet yours.

"oooohhh, yesssssss, I  have chosen well,
very very very very very well indeeeeed."
The head burbled along for a moment
before regaining her verbal composure. 

"My sisters, Mub my lovely, are
incredibly daaaaangerous," Khazrae said
with a toothy grin. "We are not named
'furies' for naught, after all. I t will take all
your puissance with that shitey li le
lemuresticker to fell her, certainement."

Khazrae licked her thick lips. "You seek
specifics, however. We are immune to most
weapons, unless they are ensorcelled or
aligned with the forces of good." Khazrae
practically spat the last word. "Silver, iron,
stone, none can touch us." 

"Furrrrrther, since we are Hellbound, this
plane's fire cannot scorch is, nor can poisons
brewed here sicken us," Khazrae said, as if a
teacher giving a lesson. "Acids and frosts,
less so - we feel them - but we are highly
resistant to them. The solvents of your
world give us very small pain. You should
also know that only the most powerful
wizards and sorcerers can touch us - lesser
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wizards and sorcerers can touch us - lesser

magics have been known to evaporate
against us... much to the undoing of lesser
mages." Khazrae's eyes rolled up briefly as
she replayed a pleasing memory, likely of
one such mage's undoing. It was a chilling
thing to look upon, and Mub silently
reminded himself that it was far be er to be
this creature's friend than it was to be it's
enemy... or it's victim. 

"For you, Mub my sweet, none of that will
ma er," Khazrae said, exiting her reverie.
"My sister will have her bow, and of that
you should be much aware. Our bows take
advantage of all our strength in the pull, and
the arrows ignite with Hellfire when they
fly."

"And then there is our ropes," Khazrae
continued. "We weave them of our hair and
they follow our every command." Khazrae's
eyes fixed on Mub's. "She will a empt to
entangle you from afar in her rope and fly
off, to torture you or drop you from a great
height. Of this you must be DOUBLY
careful. I t is something at which we are all
exquisitely skilled. EXQUISSSSSATLEY!
Do not let your guard down for a moment,
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Do not let your guard down for a moment,

else you end up at the end of a fury's rope!"

"We are not poor sorcerer's ourselves,"
Khazrae went on. "No disguise or illusion
can deceive us.  We are skilled at frightening
the unwary, and weaving our own frights to
turn the bowels of our victims to water. I t is
easy for us to pass between locations that we
are familiar with, and we can blight an area
with the miasma of our evil." Khazrae
paused. "When facing overwhelming
numbers, we have been known to summon
brothers from the Hells, but we prefer not
to. They are an unruly lot." 

"She will have a hellsword as well, but
that should not prove too difficult," Khazrae
said. "Something that might help you - if IF
IF IF you were to come upon her alone, the
proffer of a small, good icon, something
pure, something pristine, might stay her
hand, at least for a few moments. Even a
person would do - a young priest perhaps,
or be er a defenseless paladin. It would
need to be something she could despoil,
something she could destroy. She would...
like that. She would see it as a gift, a token
of respect, something a like-minded soul
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of respect, something a like-minded soul

might bring to her. It could deliver to you
the element of surprise."

Khazrae's eyes closed languorously. "That
is all, I  think. I  have plumbed the secrets of
my sisterhood for you, Mub my delight! Use
every edge. Bring me her body." 

+++

The next evening, Mub gathers paper and
ink and sets about to make 5 copies of the
enclosed contract.  The copies are as listed.

1.  Held by Mub
2.  Khazrae's copy
3.  Copy to be held at Tunnelhome's
4.  Copy to be kept at Mub's home
5.  Copy to be carried by Rae (Jennaver)

When completed he takes them to
Khazrae to read and agree to.  She must
make her mark on each copy and Mub
requests that she sign them also once she has
her body.  Mub states, "I  hope that we can
work together above and beyond the terms
of this contract but we should both feel safer
with it in place."
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Agreement of Cooperation

Article l – The Contract
This document is a legally binding

contract between the parties listed. All
parties enter into this contract willfully and
willingly.  Parties agree to abide by the
contract to the best of their abilities.  Breach
of this contract will constitute voluntary
banishment to the Ethereal Plane for a
period of 5,000 years.

Article ll - Parties
The two parties entering into this contract

are as defined.  The erinyes known as
Khazrae, henceforth referred to as Devil.
Mub Reinum of Westcrown, henceforth
referred to as Warrior.

Article lll - Terms
The terms of the contract are two-fold.

During the life of the contract both Devil
and Warrior agree that neither shall
willfully cause or allow any harm to befall
the other either through action or inaction.

Phase l – Embodiment of Devil
Warrior agrees to supply Devil with an

acceptable body.  Warrior agrees to assist, as
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acceptable body.  Warrior agrees to assist, as

best he can, with the embodiment of Devil
with the supplied body.  Warrior agrees to
procure necessary components and
materials required for embodiment of Devil
to the supplied body.  Successful
embodiment shall constitute the acceptable
condition of the body and fulfillment of this
portion of the contract.

�
Article lll – Terms, continued
Phase ll – Abetment of Warrior
Upon completion of Phase l of the

contract, Devil agrees to abet Warrior for a
period of 100 years.  Abetment of Warrior
includes, but is not limited to, the following
services.

Answer summons.  Devil agrees to
answer summons made by Warrior without
delay.  Once summoned, Devil shall
willingly complete one task asked of her by
Warrior.  The task must be one that the
Devil is able to accomplish and must not
require more than two days to complete.
Warrior may not summon Devil more than
once in a three day period.

Gather and Share Knowledge.  If asked
by the Warrior, the Devil agrees to share
any knowledge she possess, openly and
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any knowledge she possess, openly and

completely without agenda.  If the Devil
cannot answer questions completely the
Warrior may ask the Devil to research the
answer further but Devil shall spend no
more than two days investigating.

Aid in Negotiations and Dealings.  Upon
request, the Devil shall advise Warrior
concerning future contracts, negotiations
and dealings.  I f requested by Warrior,
Devil shall conduct said negotiations in
absentia, acting and negotiating in favor of
the Warrior’s wishes and interests.

x
_______________________________________
_____

     Devil, Khazrae

x
_______________________________________
_____
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     Warrior, Mub Reinum

"I knew you were different from the rest
of these humans," Khazrae smiled as she
read the contract. "They are fools. You are
not. I 've chosen well." 

Her purplish eyes read the lines on the
parchment. "Add in to Phase II  that if Phase
I is not completed, Phase II  is voided.
Under 'Answer Summons,' make it once a
week - I 'll have my own business to protract,
you know. The rest is adequate..." 

Mub smiled. 

"...EXCEPT for one small addition I 'd
like to see made. In extremis, it may come to
pass that I  might call on you for aid,
although under what circumstances I  cannot
say." Khazrae's face pulled itself into a sort
of rictus that, Mub realized, she expected to
look... solicitous. He suppressed a shudder.
"I  would want some assurances that such
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"I  would want some assurances that such

aid would be forthcoming...?"

Agreement of Cooperation

Article l – The Contract
This document is a legally binding

contract between the parties listed. All
parties enter into this contract willfully and
willingly.  Parties agree to abide by the
contract to the best of their abilities.  Breach
of this contract will constitute voluntary
banishment to the Ethereal Plane for a
period of 5,000 years.

Article ll - Parties
The two parties entering into this contract

are as defined.  The erinyes known as
Khazrae, henceforth referred to as Devil.
Mub Reinum of Westcrown, henceforth
referred to as Warrior.

Article lll - Terms
The terms of the contract are two-fold.

During the life of the contract both Devil
and Warrior agree that neither shall
willfully cause or allow any harm to befall
the other either through action or inaction.

Phase l – Embodiment of Devil



Council of Thieves

227

Warrior agrees to supply Devil with an
acceptable body.  Warrior agrees to assist, as
best he can, with the embodiment of Devil
with the supplied body.  Warrior agrees to
procure necessary components and
materials required for embodiment of Devil
to the supplied body.  Successful
embodiment shall constitute the acceptable
condition of the body and fulfillment of this
portion of the contract.

�
Article lll – Terms, continued
Phase ll – Abetment of Warrior
Upon completion of Phase l of the

contract, Devil agrees to abet Warrior for a
period of 100 years.  Abetment of Warrior
includes, but is not limited to, the following
services.

Answer summons.  Devil agrees to
answer summons made by Warrior without
delay.  Once summoned, Devil shall
willingly complete one task asked of her by
Warrior.  The task must be one that the
Devil is able to accomplish and must not
require more than two days to complete.
Warrior may not summon Devil more than
once in a seven day period.

Gather and Share Knowledge.  If asked
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Gather and Share Knowledge.  If asked

by the Warrior, the Devil agrees to share
any knowledge she possess, openly and
completely without agenda.  If the Devil
cannot answer questions completely the
Warrior may ask the Devil to research the
answer further but Devil shall spend no
more than two days investigating.

Aid in Negotiations and Dealings.  Upon
request, the Devil shall advise Warrior
concerning future contracts, negotiations
and dealings.  I f requested by Warrior,
Devil shall conduct said negotiations in
absentia, acting and negotiating in favor of
the Warrior’s wishes and interests.

Phase ll – Abetment of Devil
During the 100 year abetment period the

Devil is permi ed to call upon the Warrior
three times for specific tasks of aide.  These
tasks are unrestricted except for as defined
within this contract.

x
_______________________________________
_____
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     Devil, Khazrae

x
_______________________________________
_____

     Warrior, Mub Reinum

+++

"M'lord, sorry Vfogg.  I  wonder if I  might
have another moment of your time.  You
see, I  have, rather recently, had a very
disturbing conversation with Khazrae.  She
has informed me that another of her kind is
close by and probably allied with the Bone
creature which Capt. Abernondo has
refereed to.  I t seems that Khazrae is tired of
being just a head and would like our help in
procuring her sisters body and a aching it
to her.



Council of Thieves

230

I  believe, if we do this for her, she can be
made to assist us with the Pit Fiend below
the mayor's manor.  She could negotiate for
us.  You could offer to void his contract if he
agrees to leave Westcrown immediately
without creating any damage.  And not
return.  The terms would need to be well
thought out but I  am sure that M'lord and
Vermithrel could craft something that
would work.

This eliminates the evil abomination that
the Thrune installed here and goes a long
way in securing your claim as leader of
Westcrown.  I  know what you are going to
say, and I  understand that you did not ask,
nor want, the position.  But as your friend
said, 'This is precisely what you have been
fighting for, the elimination of the Thrune
Empire from Westcrown.'

What shall I  tell Khazrae?"

"My first question is how did she come
about this information?  How sure is she
that there is indeed another of her kind
helping the bone creature out?  If this were
to be true, what would be the best course of
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to be true, what would be the best course of

action be to dispose of her sister?"

"After those question are answered, tell
her that I ... we cannot make any promises as
promises in this troubling time will leave
one in pieces sca ered about Westcrown.
That said, do convey that since she has been
of assistance to us, we too shall do our best
to return the favor and assist her in her
plight.  Then, if it is possible and the tides of
opportunity wash forth in our favor, we
shall provide her with the body she so
desperately covets.  I t will, unfortunately, be
a wait-and-see type of situation as not to
unduly put the party in an incongruous
situation."

29

The mood was subdued, to say the least,
at the 3 Goats Tavern that day. Enfantido
sulked behind the bar, idly rubbing the same
wine tumbler over and over again with a
rag. He had humiliated himself to his best
customers; he had offered them his business
and service, and had it rejected. His
employees avoided him, although they
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employees avoided him, although they
needn't have, since he was as silent and
morose as a priest of Aroden. 

The mood of the bar was echoed at the
tables. few customers patronized the 3 Goats
today. The word had spread quickly as to
the carnage that had taken place the day
before. Though the blood had been
scrubbed away, and the sulfurous smell of
Fury have been washed away by the
evening breeze, the tale had been told 100
times in the southern end of the city, and
had grown taller and more malevolent with
each retelling.

At their usual table, the Players of
Larazod set an unusual silence, mulling over
the activities of the day before. Mub's killing
of the man that Khazrae had been so
gleefully torturing still freshly imprinted
upon their minds. The shock that had come
over the face of Caltra had a surprise to the
rest – that overlooks the fact that Caltra had
never known Khazrae. And none had
guessed, at least out loud, that since
reuniting with the body she would have
anything to do with any of the party. And
now, Caltra had informed the Watch. Mub
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now, Caltra had informed the Watch. Mub

would likely face the constables, once his
three-day parole was complete.

They would take Rae to the Temple of
Asmodeus later that afternoon; as High
Priest Vestus had declared, a priestess of
Sarenrae would be there to conduct the
ceremony. Mub weighed the gemstones,
collected in the small pouch, idly in his
hand. This would buy back the spirit of their
healer from the clutches of the dead.

'And then to our revenge,' Mub thought,
black hate rising in his gorge. Vfogg
watched the changes that came over his face
was a curious, detached air. Watching Mub
mentally review the incidents at Walcourt,
Vfogg likened it to watching the ballista
being slowly cranked to operational status.
The cord crept back inch by inch, and with
each turn of the gear it became more deadly,
more dangerous. Mub was like that, Vfogg
thought. The ballista, ever-cranked, waiting
to be turned towards the right target and
loosed.
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30

"Tallon, you made it!" said Chammady
Drovenge in a voice that exuded her
pleasure at his arrival. "I  knew you would."
Chammady sat at a table near the corner of
the inn. She'd chosen this inn and the place,
thought Tallon, was just as elegant and
a ractive as she was. Red tablecloths, real
silver, crystal glasses. It was a bit off the
beaten path for a place in the Rego, but
immediately Tallon surmised that it was one
of those incredibly superior, incredibly
expensive places of which nobles know but
the usual run of humanity never even hear
about, let alone entered.

Tallon sat, but barely felt it. Chammady
herself was a wonder for the eyes. Her black
hair was tied in cascading knots, and framed
her pale, angular face perfectly. The silks of
her suit were exquisitely cut, in that way
that seems so simple and yet makes all other
clothing seem ripped from burlap. Silver
and mithril glinted expensively at her wrists
and throat - a throat which was clearly,
unmistakably, enchantingly visible above
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unmistakably, enchantingly visible above
her plunging decolletage. Tallon willed
himself to keep his eyes on hers.

"I 've already ordered," Chammady said
with a mischievous smile. "I  hope you don't
mind...? I  am starving!" A glass of wine
appeared as if by magic at Tallon's left wrist,
delivered by a waiter he never saw. "So,"
Chammady said. "... the food will be here in
a moment. Tell me about the ba le with
Thrax." Her voice lowered an octave from
the girlish near-giggle to a throaty, sensual
purr. Her hand reached out and covered his,
ice-smooth but with an underlying strength,
her nails long and crimson.

Tallon was hooked. 'This can't be
possible,' he thought. 'I 'm a simple oracle.'
[SENSE MOTIVE: 19+5=24 FAIL]. But as
he spun out the story of the ba le at the
Devildrome, he concluded that he had been
kidding himself. He had done well with the
ladies in his youth, after all, before
Pharasma decide in her wisdom that he
would be one of her loa, "the ridden," the
path through which she would make her
will be known in the world, and though
which she would pass her wisdom. His



Council of Thieves

236

which she would pass her wisdom. His

confidence grew, and with it, so grew
Chammady's flirtatiousness. Her fingernails
brushed his arm as he told her how it felt to
have one of Lucca's helmets on; her dark
eyes flashed languorously as he spoke of
destroying the bees belonging to the Sisters
of Eiseth [WILL SAVE: 18+4=22 FAIL], her
lips pursed in concern when he expressed
his worries concerning vampires in
Delvehaven. Tallon talked for what seemed
like hours, and Chammady listened intently
to every word, her gaze locking his eyes on
hers, the fragrance of her perfume
enveloping him like a wondrous net.

The food, a delicacy of fish, mushrooms
and asparagus, came and went in a piquant
blur, but Tallon's torrent of words barely
paused. He told Chammady about
everything, he poured out the successes of
the Adventuring Party (he did retain the
psychological wherewithal to leave Ailyn,
Janiven and Arael well out of it) in matching
measures to the exquisite wines that kept
filling his glass, unasked for.

Finally, Tallon paused, drew an immense
draught of wine from his glass, and let out a



Council of Thieves

237

draught of wine from his glass, and let out a

sigh. He felt drained of words. Chammady's
eyes looked at him softly in the brief silence.
"That is a fascinating story," she said with a
smile. Tallon felt light-headed, a li le out of
breath, which he chalked up to... that
wonderful, lovely smile. This woman,
Tallon thought, was perfect in every way.
Perfect. In every. Way.

"That's so sweet, for you to say so,"
Chammady said, her smile rolling over him
like a thunderhead. Her hand snaked out
impossibly fast and caressed his cheek.'I
didn't say anything' he thought to himself.
"Of course you did, darling," Chammady
responded. [FORT SAVE VS POISON:
5+3=8 FAIL].

Tallon heard the bolt shot across the door,
dimly registered the light from the sun
polymorph into candlelight as the shu ers
were closed, the curtains drawn. Strong
arms lifted him from the chair. "Upstairs,"
Chammady said with an air of unassailable
command. "Has the creature arrived yet?"

"It has, milady," said one of the men
('there are two, two men holding me up'
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('there are two, two men holding me up'

thought Tallon crazily. "Shut up," said one
of them, giving him a clout on the top of the
head. There was no pain at all. "Don't
damage him!" Chammady ordered. "He is...
important to me." "Sorry milady, won't
'appen again," came the rough reply.)

They dragged him up the stairs, following
Chammady, her dress clinging to her
delicately, enticingly, and Tallon found it
difficult to focus on anything else - to focus
at all really. His mind was a jumble, his
body debilitated. His feet dragged along
behind him, hi ing each step with a strange
sort of rhythm that amused Tallon. He tried
to laugh and failed. He was frighteningly
comfortable with that.

The men brought him into a large room,
apportioned as a lounge, and laid him on a
couch. His carters began to systematically
strip him of all his garments, equipment and
valuables, se ing them neatly in a pile out of
his visual range. Tallon found that he
couldn't move his head, and was somewhat
perturbed by this. Soon he was completely
naked. One of the men threw a quilt over
him as the gooseflesh started to rise. Tallon
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him as the gooseflesh started to rise. Tallon

nearly wept with happiness.

"Is this the human?" asked a strange,
unearthly voice. It sounded raw and
unshaped, the sound version of a lump of
unformed clay, waiting to be molded.

"It is," said Chammady's voice. "His name
is Tallon Veil, he is an oracle with the group
we are interested in. He serves them as their
primary healer. He is the one that you will
replace."

A grayish, humanoid face, unformed and
narrow, abruptly came into Tallon's view. It
seemed to study Tallon's face intently, and
at times, the humanoid face would seem to...
shift, to evolve, to take on portions of
Tallon's own visage. He seemed to study
Tallon for a long time, then disappeared
from view as abruptly as he had appeared.

"I  can mimic this human," the creature
said finally. Tallon seemed perversely
pleased by this, as if he had achieved a
difficult goal.

"Good," said Chammady without much
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"Good," said Chammady without much

interest. "Do so."

"I  cannot, Madame Drovenge, mimic his
skill at healing magic," said the creature.

"We have made arrangements for that,"
she said with a sigh. "You'll take these."
Tallon heard the sound of a bundle being
opened. "A wand of Cure Moderate [21
CHARGES]; potions of Cure Light [6] and
Lesser Restoration [4]. And this: a wand of
illusion magic [SILENT IMAGE: 11
CHARGES | MAJOR IMAGE 6
CHARGES]. This should allow you to
maintain your secrecy and still fulfill
Tallon's duties."

"And you want the Morrowfall, Madame
Drovenge?"

"Do not come back without it,"
Chammady said, a steel in her voice that
was entirely absent in her conversations
with Tallon and, at the same time, entirely
natural. "Follow them in; help them a ain
the Arca; assist them in defeating Ilnerik's
filthy spawn; then take the Morrowfall and
bring it to me." Chammady outlined the
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bring it to me." Chammady outlined the

points with precision. "They are not to leave
Delvehaven alive if possible. But if you
cannot ensure their deaths, the Morrowfall
is the greater prize. I  can kill them later, if
needed."

"Yes, Madame. I  will do as you say."

"Good," Chammady hove into Tallon's
view. She was pacing. "I  must have that
artifact, creature," she said. "I  need special
insurance on Ilnerik. The Morrowfall is that
insurance." She paused. "Do not fail me,
creature," she said, her voice tight and
threatening. "You are my property and I  will
do with you what I  wish if you fail. And
should you return without the Morrowfall,
your future will be... unpleasant. Are we
clear?"

"Crystal, Madame."

"Excellent. Begone."

Tallon heard footsteps, the rustle of cloth
and leather, then a door being opened and
then shut. The creature was gone, he
thought. I  would have liked to get a be er
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thought. I  would have liked to get a be er

look at him.

"No you wouldn't, my dear," said
Chammady. He face was close to his and
she gave him a small kiss on the very tip of
his nose. He reeled in happiness.

"Milady, what's to do with him?" said one
of the toughs.

"He's not to be killed," Chammady said.
"Put him in the most comfortable of the cells
here. See to it that he is fed and cleaned
properly. If he is mistreated in any way,
there will be consequences. Understood?"

"Yes, milady. Best of care, you can count
on us," said the rough voice.

"Also maintain the poison in his system,"
Chammady added. "We do not want him up
and around." Chammady's face again
returned to Tallon's field of vision. "You, my
li le bu ercup, are going to stay with us for
a li le while. Won't that be nice?" She
punctuated this revelation with another
small kiss, this time on the cheek.
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Tallon thought: yes, that will be nice
indeed.
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PART FOUR
THE INFERNAL

SYNDROME

31

You stop back by your apartments in mid-
town, near Aroden's statue, to pick up some
things when a messenger, a boy in livery for
a house you don't recognize, steps out from
the street and asks, as forthrightly as only
boys can do: "Master, are you Tallon Veil?" 

"I  am," you say, intrigued. "What can I  do
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"I  am," you say, intrigued. "What can I  do
for you, young sir?" 

"Message for you from my Mistress," he
replies, dumping a thick, creamy envelope
into your hands and ski ering off. 

"Wait! What is this? Who's your
Mistress?" you yell after him but, like most
of his age, he's disappeared into the crowds. 

Inside, you open it. The parchment is rich
and well apportioned, expensive - your first
thought is "scroll worthy." The looping
scrawl of female penmanship, large and
elegant, covers one side: 

"My dear Tallon, 

Congratulations on your victory at the
Devildrome! Rance is an old friend of mine,
and when I  heard that you and your friends
would be competing against Mandrithor, I
had to come see (I  bet occasionally). Such a
victory! I  was incredibly pleased to see your
win (despite Mandrithor's bad
sportsmanship), and I  won my bets! I  was
hoping I  might make it up to you sometime,
over a bo le of wine? It's the least I  could do
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over a bo le of wine? It's the least I  could do

after having won so much at Rance's book
from your efforts.

I  greatly look forward to your response. -
Chammady"

+++

The note from Chammady Drovenge
brings back all the best memories you have
from the cocktail party at the Mayor's house
- the whirlwind of talk, the feel of her hand
on your forearm, the scent of her perfume.
When contrasted with the horrible muck
you waded through only hours afterward in
the Knot? It only makes those memories
that much sweeter. 

Tallon pores over the parchment as he
takes over an hour to craft a response. "Does
this say what I  want it to? Not too eager, yet
excited to meet?" In the end, it is covered in
erasures and scratch-outs and Tallon
rewrites the entire on a separate parchment
so Chammady won't see the effort he's put
into it. 

Completed, you solicit a messenger (there
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Completed, you solicit a messenger (there

are usually several street urchins available
for carrying messages and making deliveries
outside most reasonably sized inns, and the
jobs and "turfs" of the various gangs of
adolescents doing these jobs are hotly
contested for, occasionally violently) and,
with a silver nobilis as payment, you tell the
man "House Drovenge, double-quick, for
the Lady Chammady!" with an authority
that you only partially feel. 

Her answer comes within an hour, via the
same messenger, affirming a luncheon
appointment two days hence. The time
seems to crawl by, and the planning for the
assault on the miserable lady-monks seems
to bore you. 

32

Priestess: I  am sorry to have to write this
le er to you, but of all the group, I  feel that
you are likely the one who would
understand the sincerity behind it. By the
time you read this, I  will begone - out of the
company, out of the city, perhaps for good. I
do not fear the Council, nor death at their
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do not fear the Council, nor death at their
hands. But I  fear what I 've become. 

In the dungeons of the vampire lord, I
was put to torture, and questioned. I  gave
them li le, only so much as would ease the
suffering, nothing that would help them. I
had thought they would leave me be, once
they had assumed they had wrung from me
all that could be garnered. 

I  was wrong. When the vampire lord and
his witch had finished with me, they gave
me to one of their minions. Sarduax was his
name, and a creature the likes of which I
have never before seen. He was a man made
of smoke, of shadow, a lord of the beasts
that still hunt Westcrown's alleys at night.
The vampire lord called him "nee-hill-oy." 

He tortured me further, but more: he
changed me. The light burns my skin now,
my eyes grow large, I  can almost see
tendrils of vapor rising from my face and
hair. I  fear I  would betray you in your
darkest hours, and I  cannot allow myself the
chance - I  owe you and the company my life
twice over, after all. 
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Think well of me if you should survive.
Tell the others I  am sorry. 

-Karaan

33

Upon arrival at Qatada Nessudida, Mub
makes inquiries as to whom he needs to see
about taking his vows.  He makes the
appropriate pledges and offers the
appropriate duties (please let me know how
much).

There is no specific amount - but there is a
requisite "sacrifice" asked, one that can take
numerous forms but ought to represent a
true sacrifice - an amount or thing that will
be missed and represents a substantive
bequest.  

Afterward Mub seeks an out of the way
nook where he can be undisturbed for a
while.  There, he summons Khazrae as per
their agreement.  Mub is cordial and
respectful to her but also wants to get down
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respectful to her but also wants to get down
to business quickly. 

Khazrae greets you warmly and you are
struck by both how darkly beautiful she is
now that she has been reborn and how
dangerous she seems. When she was just a
head, she was the bu  of jokes. But now, she
strikes you as an extraordinarily dangerous
creature, alluring and deadly at once. She
greets you warmly, strokes your hair, listens
to your request and then disappears. 

She returns about 30 minutes later with
the following info: 

 
Mub asks Khazrae to find out what she can

about the 'Mother of F lies'.  He wants to know
more about where she lives. 

The hag lives in an immense tree in the
middle of the Hagwood. The tree is
hollowed and, thick (50' or so diameter) and
tall (200'), and she can control the tree and
branches in ways that allow it to defend
itself and her from incursion. 

 
Are there traps, pitfalls, guards? 
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Nothing what you'd call guards in the
traditional sense, although like mentioned
before, she can control to a certain extent the
tree itself. Further, she controls the trees
denizens - flocks of evil birds, swarms of
spiders and flying insects, things like that.
Khazrae does not think that you could
physically enter the areas inside the tree
where the hag lives; her "nest" is inside the
tree itself, some 150' off the ground. 

 
What other allies does she have besides Dog

Tongue? 

Excepting Dogstongue, she has her tree
denizens and an elf called Caltra. She also
has allies amongst the dark fey, but they are
not directly aiding her. The Hag herself is a
prodigious sorceress. 

What is her reputation towards others? 

She's a perverse evil bitch, according to
my sources. But all I 've found indicates that
she has good reason to hate the Drovenges. 

 
How likely is this to be a setup? 
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Can't tell from a couple of pointed
questions and a few flybys. She is strong
and treacherous, but why would she reach
out with Dogstongue if she was wanting to
lead you into a trap? Khazrae believes that
she seriously wants to ally with the party. 

 
What are her strengths, her weaknesses, her

goals and her fears. 

Right now,  I  expect she fears the large
Council war party that is currently
besieging her tree, says Khazrae with a
smile. 

 
Mub wants the upper-hand in knowledge

when they meet.  He informs Khazrae to report
back to him this evening after midnight at the
tavern that he will be at (the name escapes me at
the moment).

Three Goats Tavern! 

When they are done talking he heads to his
house to get Dog Tongue and meet up with the
others.

Note:  During the distribution of loot
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Note:  During the distribution of loot

Mub made only two requests.  One was for
Rae to get the headband (he is still seeking
to win her favor).  The other was for Vfogg
to get the ring (as my liege I  want Vfogg
safe).  Both of these items passed to those
that Mub favored almost without
discussion.  Mub noticed this and expects
this trend to continue.  The puppet-master
still has some strings he can pull.

BWAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!! 

I  know what must be sacrificed.  I  know it
because I  have spent all of my spare time
since reading your reply trying to think of
something else.  I t is my father's greataxe.  I
have thought of selling it several times to
buy things of use.  But it is the only thing
that I  really have of my heritage so I  have
kept it safe at my house.

I  don't have it with me when I  make the
pledge but I  bequeath it to the temple and
inform them that when I  return from the
Hagwood I  will deliver the axe.

34
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This woman is Tabita la Tigre de la
Diabla: 

She is a High Paralictor of the Order of
the Rack, a Hellknight of prodigious
reputation. She has seen war, blood, flame,
entrails in the maws of creatures so
horrifying that tested soldiers ran screaming
from the sight, demons and devils in mass
combat, the Nine Hells spilling out of cracks
in the Planes, and black lightning from the
earth stealing up to leach the souls of men
from their bodies. They fell like marione es
with their strings cut.

She has killed dozens - hundreds - of
swordsmen who thought her shining hair
and lean, spare stature meant she was weak,
or slow, or fragile. She has overseen the
extraction of a thousand confessions; she has
clambered up the ladder of power and
authority of the Order with strength,
intelligence and political savvy. She has
been tempered by ba le, duty and shed
blood. 

"la Tigre" means "the Tigress" in
Chelaxian. She was given this nickname by
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Chelaxian. She was given this nickname by

Queen Abrogail herself, hence the linked
sobriquet, "de la Diabla" or "of the She
Devil." Or to put it more succinctly, Queen
Abrogail, the great Asmodean Ruler of all
Cheliax, the Devil Queen of the Inland
Seas, dubbed Tabita "My Tigress." 

This is the woman you face tomorrow
night. She is in a fortress surrounded by
Hellknights. She knows that you are
coming. She knows what you have done,
both this afternoon and for the last two
years. She knows you. 

And she believes that you are coming to
murder her. 

+++

"If you are alive, make it known!" Tabita
la Tigre de la Diabla gained her feet, one
twist of blonde hair detached from the tight
wrap of hair at the back of her skull. She
cast a repulsed look at Marius, and the half-
orc grinned sheepishly. "Milady, my
apologies, I 'm but a simple extortionist and
not used to heroics."
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Her disgust turned to a frown. "Here,
Lictor!" came a voice from the main floor. A
Hellknight, levering himself up on his pike,
signaled to Tabita. "Here," said another.
"Here." 

A door to the left of the now missing gate
opened and an armored head emerged.
"Lictor, are you all right? The explosion
knocked us to the ground but we are
uninjured - we can yet fight." Another head,
this one bare and stern-faced, joined the
first. 

"Odisil, Tirped, Yargath," Tabita said, her
air of command returning instantly. "Gather
what Knights are elsewhere in the House."
She hefted her halberd and gestured with it.
"Hesdale, Banlum: quickly as you can, fetch
the sorcerers and bring them into the House
- we need to those anti-magic shells and we
can't afford to lose them. Go!" 

The two men nodded to her, drew their
swords and ran out the smoldering portal.
"Crislos, Fanare: we need to block that door.
Find anything you can - tables, chests,
whatever we can use to create a bulwark. I
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whatever we can use to create a bulwark. I

want a barrier outside the door, two inside,
with as much room as we can spare for
enfilade by crossbows. When Odisil returns,
use some of the Knights he brings to assist
you."

Men continued to enter the room through
several doorways. Tabita snarled orders at
them as they came in. "Larvan, Stalera,
Kelmor: to the armory, now, and bring all
the pikes, spears and crossbows as you can."

Hellknights bent to their tasks. Tabita's
orders brooked no room for questions or
interpretations; the men heard, nodded
once, and then hurried away. 

The one called Banlum scu led in, a man
in robes bearing the sigil of the Order of the
Rack at his back. His sword was out and he
looked frightened. "Lictor! The plaza is
crawling with the behemoths of shadow!
Hesdale fell to one."

Tabita's frown grew more pronounced.
"Get more Knights; retrieve any of ours that
are left on the plaza. Do not engage the
creatures, the priority is to gather ours." 
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"What if they a ack us,Lictor?"

"Then you run, Knight," Tabita said
simply. "Defense of the House is more
important - and contributory to - your
personal honor."

"Understood, Lictor," the knight agreed.
"You, come with me!" He grabbed the
spaulder of a fellow knight's mail and
physically dragged him toward the door,
which was now filling with detritus. Piles of
wood, furniture, statuary, were being
thrown into makeshift barricades. They
looked, very small compared to the gaping
maw of the blown out doors, and the
mordant whispers of the shademassifs
converging on Tanarik House. 

Her men now instructed, Tabita turned
her a ention to Vfogg. "So," she began,
throwing the haft of her halberd onto her
shoulder with practiced ease. "It seems that
at least some of what you say is the truth,
albeit it is difficult to believe. Had not my
own men..." 
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Tabita broke off, looking at the blasted
corpses of the three suicides. Her eyes, upon
reaching them, narrowed with surprise.
"What is going on?" 

All heads turned to the out-of-the-way
corner where the traitorous Hellknights had
been stacked. Slowly, their bodies became
increasingly insubstantial, as if they were
dissolving into the evening air. Their
scorched and smoking flesh seemed to
sublimate, silently evaporating into
nothingness. A few seconds passed, and all
three were gone. 

Samwell, stepped over to where the
bodies had lain. Nearby was a longsword,
the steel warped by the heat of the fireballs
and rendered useless. But where the three
Council knights had been moved, nothing
remained but some stains on the floor,
smelling of hot copper, and three small
lozenges of gray-green stone, each bearing a
single rune, and nestled into a thin leather
strap. One of these was still warm to the
touch, either from the lingering effects of the
fireballs, or from the blackened, smoldering
skin on which is had been recently tied. 
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Sam flung one of the stones to Mub, who
caught it deftly in one mailed hand. He
examined it, shook his head, and passed it to
Vermithrel. "What do you make of it?"

The elven mage squinted down at the
stone, turning it over in his long, thin
fingers. He mumbled a few short words,
closed his eyes briefly, then opened them
once more. "I  don't know this rune," he said
at last. "But this stone nearly sings with
spent conjurative magic. Unless I  miss my
guess, this stone could serve as a single-
instance teleport hook, whereby someone
remotely could call the bearer to some other
place." Vermithrel turned the stone over in
his hand. "There would probably need to be
a second stone, of similar type and
ensorcellment, at the other location, that
could serve as a return-node." He noticed
Tabita staring at him intently. "I 'm
speculating, obviously," he continued. "But
it does seem likely." 

"We can speculate later - right now, we
have more pressing problems," Tabita said
grimly."Khollarix: assuming for now that all
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grimly."Khollarix: assuming for now that all

of what you have told me is true, we find
ourselves to be sudden, unlikely allies. So
what is it, exactly, that we are facing?" She
raised one eyebrow. "And I  do mean
exactly. What is coming for us, and how can
we fight it?"

35

A member of the Council of Thieves, here
at your table at the Three Goats! On the run
from the loyalist purge. Proffering
information about the Council, about the
civil way inside it, about the Council's
enemies in the Hagwood. "The enemy of my
enemy is my friend..." you think. Perhaps
this is legit; perhaps it is an elaborate trap  -
it wouldn't be the first, after all. Who can
forget the paralictor's ambush, which came
so very close to wiping us all out, and might
have were it not for the timely intervention
of Janivan and the pathfinder... and yet, the
man's story seems to ring true. Rae seems to
believe him, and she's a good judge of
character. Certainly worth following up
on...? 
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But not before some questions. There is
much about the Council that the party needs
to know. They've taken two of our comrades
- Tallon and Shadowcat - and they are likely
dead. Chammady and, now, her brother
Eccardian? have much to answer for. And
without the shackles of office to bind him
(although the charges of treason are still
pending...), Vfogg Khollarix and the Players
of Larazod can bend themselves to one of
the most rewarding tasks one can engage in. 

Revenge. 
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PART FIVE
MOTHER OF FLIES

36

The evening before they were to go to the
Hagwood, Vfogg enjoyed a glass of wine,
alone in the barroom of the Three Goats. I t
was late; Enfantido had long since gone to
his rooms. The bo le on the table neared
completion, and Vfogg considered, with
some amusement, the events of recent days.
The bargain with Liebdaga... the
Disputation... the naming of Regimond to
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Disputation... the naming of Regimond to

the mayorship in his stead... the Paralictor's
final ambush... and now this: leaving the city
for the first time in years, to go speak with
some crazy, vengeance-minded creature
who, by the sounds of it, deserved whatever
havoc old Vassindio had wreaked upon it. 

Vfogg smiled, something he did rarely
lately, as he grew... odder. The fates had
twirled this city hither and yon this past few
months and, in many ways, he himself had
been the spindle. What their old alchemist
would have called a catalyst.

Before he was immolated, remembered
Vfogg. 

"Sir?" 

Vfogg was yanked from his reverie by the
voice. At the door stood a City Watchman,
his livery crisp in the night air, his eyebrows
wide at the lone inhabitant of the otherwise
desolate common room. 

"Sorry to disturb you, sir," said the
Watchman. he approached briskly and
offered a roll of parchment to Vfogg.
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offered a roll of parchment to Vfogg.

"Sergeant Gondriu said I  was to give this to
you and no other." 

Vfogg took the parchment with a nod. He
looked down at it. I t had been sealed, a wax,
and the seal was broken. "I  can assume that
Varis has read the contents?"

"Indeed milord." 

"Very well." Vfogg produced a gold real
from his robes. "Thank you, Watchman." 

The man goggled at the coin. "Thank
YOU, milord. My name's Serrano -
Corporal Serrano. If you need anything, ask
for me." He departed with an air about him
of a man who hoped that his benefactor
would not notice that he'd made a mistake
and demand the coin back. 

The door thudded shut, and Vfogg sat
again, emptying the dregs of the bo le into
his glass and unrolling the parchment. The
glass froze halfway to his lips, as he read the
words. 

To Vfogg Khollarix, Sorcerer
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From Gonville Chard, Paralictor, Order
of the Rack, Citadel Rivas

Khollarix, 

if you are reading this document, then I
am dead - or, what passes for dead, in the
service of the Council. I  do sincerely hope
that I  took you with me, or at least
murdered one of your fetid li le sycophants.

If, however, I  did not manage this feat, I
would ask of you a favor: burn my corpse. I
won't go into the reasons why I  found
myself in the thrall of the Council of
Thieves; they are legion and only serve to
perpetuate my ignobility. However, the
punishment that Chammady Drovenge has
seen to mete out to me surpasses mere
mortality. If you do not destroy me u erly,
agents of the Council will return me to the
tender ministrations of the Ghoulmaster. 

And I  will thus return. 

Burn my corpse, Khollarix. Leave nothing
for the Ghoulmaster. Do this for me, else the
next time we meet, I  may have the pleasure
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next time we meet, I  may have the pleasure

of destroying you that escaped me. 

-CHARD

+++

The sounds of the baying of the
hellhounds, the grunts and earthy roars of
the ogres, the jeers of the Council rangers -
all had quieted and the natural sounds of the
Hagwood began to return. Trees creaking,
wind creating a sussurus of sound in the
undergrowth, birds chastising the intruders
from afar. 

"It's your arse now, shitebrain," said
Dogstongue with ill-concealed glee as he
prodded the captured Councilman with his
immense scythe. "If t'were me, I 'd just put
you down and dip my hat. But *these*
fellows, well, your Lady Fair has been
pu ing the pork to them sideways for
months and because of it I  imagine they're
got a substantial boot ready to kick your
guts out onto the floor. Hope you already
had your weekly bugger! Because you're
going to be shi in' ki ies and blood for a
fortnight! HAW HAW HAW." 
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"Quiet, Dogstongue," said Samwell
shortly. He also prodded the man, when he
turned to look at the small gnomish
creature. They entered the clearing where
Vermithrel, expertly tossing through a pair
of dead ogres' belongings, looked up and
smiled. 

"Good to see you caught one," he said.
"Perhaps we can get some information about
what we're walking into." 

"I 've got another!" called Karaan from the
opposite side. Karaan pushed another
Councilman, beaten and bloodied, towards
the others. He stumbled forward, breathing
heavily. "But we may have a problem." 

"What problem?" asked Rae, stepping out
from behind a tree with Duff at her heels. 

"While I  was over there pu ing the net on
this one," Karaan explained. "I  saw Nessa
fighting a couple... but there was someone
else fighting them too. And you know Nessa
- I  think she stuck a few of those metal disks
in that someone else. And he didn't seem the
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in that someone else. And he didn't seem the

type to be very particular about his targets. I
think she may need our help..." 

+++

Aerandir's arrow flew true and struck
Madjaw in the side. He looked at it with a
smirk, roughly removed it from his armor,
broke it in half and let it fall to the ground. 

"Well, shite," Dogstongue said under his
breath. "That may have lacked wisdom, ya
arsehole." One of Dogstongue's "tribe,"
watching with ill-concealed glee, scratched
under his blood-rep hat and emi ed a
mirthless giggle. Everyone else was silent. 

"Well, now isn't that a pre y thing,"
Madjaw said tightly. "Humans and elves
come unbidden into my camp, and now
some city-bred elven turdling shoots me in
the side with an arrow. And all led by my
old friend Dogstongue. Hoy, Doggie!"
Madjaw waved his immense axe at the tiny
gnomish creature, his eyes narrowing with
hate. "I  thought I  banished you to go live
with your filthy hag Mother. I  should have
pulled your shitey eyes out and stuck that
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pulled your shitey eyes out and stuck that

pigsticker up your tiny li le arse instead,
oughtn't I  of?" 

Dogstongue, his fibrous knuckles white
on the hilt of his scythe, flickered his eyes
from Madjaw to Aerandir and back again.
"Afternoon, Madjaw. Didn't mean to be a
bounder, just wanted to introduce you to my
new friends is all." 

"New friends, is it?" Madjaw looked in
mock astonishment at the party. "I 've known
you a long time, Doggie, but I 've never
remembered you to have a friend, mostly
because you're a steaming pile of brownie-
dung." 

The redcaps emi ed forced laughs at this
bit of wit, the sycophantic laughter of the
frightened curs who see their master
confronted by another, maybe bigger wolf. 

"You're a dead satyr still talking, Madjaw,
and that's no lie," Dogstongue said grimly. 

"Am I now?" Madjaw smiled, a real smile
creasing the wild fur of his face. One cloven
hoof planted itself forward. "When I 'm done
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hoof planted itself forward. "When I 'm done

knocking the city stench off these bags of
rabbit-scat, I 'm going to split you and see
what color your guts are. And that's no lie." 

Madjaw turned to Mub, who stood
closest. "Seeing as I  am an honorable fey, I
challenge you to a duel, human dungbag,"
he said amiably. "When I  chop you up, I 'll
challenge the next, and the next, until the lot
of you are mismatched pieces darkening my
dirt. But in the meantime: GENTS!" 

The redcaps flew to a ention. "You lads,
get that elf and pin his ears back permanent-
like. No one coward-shoots me and lives to
brag about it to his boyfriends." Madjaw
pause, then turned his a ention back to
Mub as the redcaps started to move toward
Aerandir, their immense weapons and
metal-shod feet clanking over the rough
ground. "Have at you, then!"

+++

Caltra stood inside the small circle of
saplings, shaking his head in wonderment.
It was still 20 or more minutes until the hour
after sunset, but he stayed in the scry-place,
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after sunset, but he stayed in the scry-place,

in case Mother was off by a minute or two. 

'The people that gruesome li le monster
brought out of Westcrown don't know the
meaning of stealth,' he thought to himself.
He heard them baying like hounds in the
woods, surprisingly loud over the thick
grunts of the ogres they were fighting. 

Caltra knew they were only perhaps a
half mile at best from the main camp. The
greenwood smoke from the screening fires
was rich in his elven nostrils, even at this
distance. 

His mind picked idly over the events that
would follow. 'They seem competent,' he
thought, recalling the dispatching of
Madjaw. 'They seem impulsive. The gnome
maiden seems an especially pernicious
influence...'

Caltra watched from the small enclosed
copse with narrowed eyes. If they failed, if
the ogres would eventually stumble onto
this place, and he would need to be gone or
be ready. And for at least two ogres, Caltra
knew, the best answer was to be gone. 
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'And yet,' he thought with a grim smile.
'... Mother has chosen them to aid her
against the Drovenges. There must be
something to these... actors.' 

Caltra squinted through the trees, trying
to catch another glimpse of the activity
beyond. Shouts and crashes, the snapping of
thin new wood, cries of dismay and
purpose, entered his ears as if borne on the
smoke itself. The noises clo ed and clung to
root and branch, amplified by adrenaline
and Caltra' own concentration, then doused
by the subtle green, liquid, smothering
forest itself. 

37

You are all asking why I  took this
particular course of action.  I  will try to
explain myself so that you understand.  First
know that this has been coming for a long
time.  Almost since the cook 'joined' our
group.

Let's start with that.  I  don't recall him
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Let's start with that.  I  don't recall him
being asked to join our group.  He just
showed up with some story that the maggot
witch told him to join us and he claimed that
he would be of value.

The first opportunity he had to show
worth was when we confronted the satyr
barbarian.  I  remember him just looking at
the combat with some sort of blank stare.
Then, while the outcome was still very
unclear, he ran into the chief's tent.  At the
time I  thought it was just cowardice but
since then I  have decided that there are
three possible reasons for his actions.  1.
Simple cowardice.  2. To spy on things for
the maggot witch.  3. To steal for personal
gain.

That brings me to my first real
conversation with the maggot.  He was all
upset and worried about not ge ing his fair
share of any treasure found after hearing
Nessa's greed.  I  assured him that I  would
personally see to it that he got an equal
share while he was with us.  He point blank
told me at that time that he would trust me.
He also asked about the "chain of
command", so to speak, in our group.  I  told
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command", so to speak, in our group.  I  told

him to just do what I  told him and things
would be fine.  He agreed to do that and
said that we would work well together.

 
Next was the siege at the witch's tree.  We

formulate a plan and once again as soon as
combat begins he disappears and hides until
it was all over.

Time and again, when he could have
shown some value, He noticed him just
standing back and watching things rather
than helping.  Yet he was always there split
up treasure or to investigate clues.  At this
point I  thought of him as nothing more than
a nuisance to be tolerated until Lord
Khollarix grew tired of him.

Then he did what I  could not believe.  He
wrongfully accused me of unprovoked
murder and literally had me arrested.  I t
was at this point that I  really started to
watch our li le 'friend'.

He continued to be of no value to our
missions but he always had this look of
concentration that made me convinced he
was really just here to spy on us for his
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was really just here to spy on us for his

witch boss.  I  also believe that he was
stealing from us whenever he could.  I  never
caught him in the act but I  do know that the
penniless cook that joined our group has
since purchased the Three Goats.

But regardless of whether he is a coward,
a spy, a thief, or all three.  We do not need
him in our company.

My only regret is that I  did not kill him.
And the only reason I  didn't is because I
could not keep the rest of you from stopping
me.

I  never told any of you about my
suspicions of him or my plans to dispose of
him because I  did not want him to discover
my plans.

I  worry now that the maggot wont do the
smart thing and run home to his witch and
stay there.  I  tell you now that I  do not, have
not, nor ever will trust the filth that comes
out of that man's mouth.  If he remains in
the city then this is not over.

+++
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As Caltra departs the party he "salutes" a
sign of friendship / camaraderie / support /
thankfulness (pick your adjective) to Mike
Dowd's and Jennaver's character and walks
away.

However, as he departs he looks over his
shoulder to look at Mub and says in a voice
loud enough for the entire party to hear, "I
do not leave of my own free will.  I  expect
an equal share of the treasure."

38

Moving swiftly, gradually growing more
accustomed to the strange feeling of
gaseousness, Mub floated into the run down
barn where he suspected the Paralictor was
ensconced. 'This time he does not escape us,'
Mub thought grimly. 'I  will see to that.'
Secretly, however, Mub felt concerned. He
knew not if the rest of the party had
followed his lead and were behind him,
curls of mist ready to materialize and aid
him against this hated enemy. In his heart,
Mub suspected they had not seen him go,
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Mub suspected they had not seen him go,
and had not had the foresight to follow.

'Which means...' Mub sullenly mulled,
'that once again I  am on my own.'
Nevertheless, Mub knew that he would
probably not get a chance to get this close to
the Paralictor soon. Now was the time to
se le this score, even if the score itself
rightly belonged to Vfogg.

Mub whispered in, prepared to kill or die.
What he was not prepared for was to
witness an argument.

"I  am told your men, such as they are, are
dying in droves at the hands of these...
actors," said a man, dressed in rich robes of
black trimmed with silver, with no small
measure of arch to the man Mub knew as
the Paralictor. "It seems to me - and to
milady - that this scheme of yours to finally
rid us all of these interlopers and acquire the
Morrowfall is failing. Which, to be honest, is
not surprisingly considering your previous
efforts."

The Paralictor was barely keeping his
hatred for the other man in check. "My plan
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hatred for the other man in check. "My plan

is not failing," Chard said through gri ed
teeth. "We are simply wearing at them with
expendables. My hellknights will infiltrate
behind these and dispatch whomever
remains. Madam will have her damned
Morrowfall. AND THEN my obligation to
her will be discharged - do you understand
me? U erly, completely discharged."

"That is for milady to determine, not for
me," said Chard's interlocutor sharply. He
abruptly stopped, cocking one ear to an
unseen voice. A few seconds passed, then he
spoke again. "My associate tells me that
someone has rained a hail of rocks upon
your archers, neutralizing your easterly
ballista team, and that apparently some
friends of these actors are, even as we speak,
eliminating the northern barricade. The
holes in your net are rapidly becoming
larger." He paused. "It is my duty to inform
milady of developments and to seek further
orders." The robed man almost smiled.

"NO!" shouted the Paralictor. " I
FORBID IT! I  will obtain the Morrowfall
regardless of the state of my trap. Madam is
not a Hellknight and does not understand
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not a Hellknight and does not understand

our strategies or tactics."

"It is already done," the man smirked. "I
have advised her that the Morrowfall is
likely out of your hands. I  await her orders."

"That was a very... stupid... thing to do,"
said the Paralictor, his eyes gone very cold.
"For now, Madam will lose one of her
lieutenants in a particularly egregious
fashion." Now it was the Paralictor's turn to
smile, as he slowly drew a wickedly curved
poniard from a small scabbard. "With the
city in chaos, misfortunes are inevitable."

The robed man backed away slowly,
seemingly one eye on the approaching
Paralictor (who was relishing his dread) and
another on some faraway vision. But equally
suddenly both his eyes caught the
Paralictor's, and he mirrored the Paralictor's
poniard with a gnarled wand, produced
from somewhere inside his robes.

"You've created your own misfortune,
Chard, with your arrogance and
incompetence," the robed man said with ill-
concealed satisfaction. "Milady says you're
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concealed satisfaction. "Milady says you're

to meet the Ghoulmaster."

The Paralictor's approach stopped for a
split second, then he resumed stalking the
robed man. "Milady presumes FAR too
much, Enguerrand, you detestable shite,"
the Paralictor growled. "If she thinks to
make me one of her undead slaves, she has
underestimated me-UHNN!"

Even before he finished speaking, the
Paralictor lashed out at Enguerrand with the
poniard; Enguerrand jumped back deftly
and struck out with his wand. The ba le
soon became one of a rition, with each of
the malefactors circling each others, looking
for any possible opportunity to dispatch the
other.

In the end, it was the Paralictor's luck that
ran out. Backing away from Enguerrand, he
stumbled the smallest bit over a piece of
detritus on the hard-packed dirt floor. It was
all the robed wizard needed. He reached out
his wand like a snake striking, touching the
Paralictor's wrist as he said a single word in
a language both horrible and
incomprehensible. The Paralictor's eyes
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incomprehensible. The Paralictor's eyes

widened as he drew up short, froze, and...

...disappeared.

Enguerrand let out a li le chuckle as he
thrust the wand back into his robes. His
thing fingers began making passes in the air
as he spoke, slowly and carefully. "And
now, my li le eavesdropper, you have heard
and seen something of the Paralictor's fate? I
think that perhaps, you should join him."

[DISPEL MAGIC d20+9 vs GASEOUS
FORM DC 11+3] [23 vs 14] [SPELL IS
DISPELLED]

Slowly the mist recoils and turning in
upon itself over and over again, forms
quickly into the flesh and steel of Mub the
Warrior, standing in front of the smirking
wizard who, once again, pulled the wand
from his robes and moved to strike...

39

Watch Sgt. Gondriu slouched into the
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Watch Sgt. Gondriu slouched into the
Three Goats, accompanied by three of his
men, and looked over the common room
crowd with a jaundiced eye. Upon seeing
Vfogg, he nodded once, then made his way
over to the bar. Enfantido presented him a
laver of water unasked for, and then an
equally unasked for flagon of crimson wine.
Gondriu sprinkled water on his cheeks and
neck to thin the sweat and dirt,   dipped a
short measure of cloth in the laver and
wrapped it around his throat, tied with a
loose knot, and then wiped his dripping
hands across the tabard that signified his
membership in the Watch.

"You, sir, are a difficult man to find
sometimes," said Gondriu. He sipped his
wine. "Serrano got me your note. I  did what
I  could, but in the end I  wasn't able to
secure the corpse of the Paralictor. Where
have you been?"

"I 've been in the Hagwood, fighting a
war," Vfogg said simply.

"Indeed?" Gondriu looked impressed, and
a li le dubious. "What sort of war takes
place in the fetid Hagwood? A war between
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place in the fetid Hagwood? A war between

sprites and dung beetles?"

"It was a bit more complicated than that,"
Vfogg replied, a li le wearily. "Please sit."

"Don't mind if I  do," said Gondriu with a
sigh. His men remained upright, and on
their guard. One seemed always to have his
eyes on the door. "Your errant corpse was
spirited away in the site of your li le garden
party with the speed and efficiency that
seems quite out of proportion for a normal
day in Westcrown. And I  say that as one of,
at least in my own opinion, the primary
cleaners-of-messes and corpse-spiriter's in
this gods-forsaken li le town."

"I  tried to get you word as quickly as I
could," said Vfogg. "...but I  was late for the
unpleasantness in the Hagwood and we
needed to move swiftly. For my part, I  had
no expectation that the damnable Paralictor
would be anything but properly deceased."

"Agreed. And it pains me to think
otherwise," said Gondriu. He took another
long swallow from his wine glass. "My men
and I  stayed at the scene while you and your
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and I  stayed at the scene while you and your

friends made your escapes. The Hellknights
were there almost moments after you had
cleared out."

"I  assumed someone would show, and
quickly, but I  did not think it would be
Hellknights," observed Vfogg. "Upon
reflection, it does make a certain kind of
sense." A pause. "Who took the Paralictor's
body?"

"The Hellknights, almost certainly," said
Gondriu. "My men and I  were trying to
contain the political situation, and when we
looked back, the Paralictor's corpse was
gone. We had no expectation that he was
about to get up and walk away, and so I  did
not think to post a guard. After all, we
already searched his body, I  found the note,
read it, and sent it off to you. As ominous as
the note appeared to be, we had no evidence
that it was anything other than the ravings
of a ghoul, and we certainly had no reason
to think that anyone would spirit off his
corpse."

"Once he'd gone, it came to me that might
not be a terrible idea to find out where he'd
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not be a terrible idea to find out where he'd

got off to," Gondriu continued wryly. "I
detached a couple of my best lads to seek
out the Hellknights that had been hovering
around and were now equally as missing as
the Paralictor. Hellknights may be good at a
few things, but moving through the city
quietly and unseen is not typically one of
their skills. My Watchmen reported back to
me the next day that they'd seen the
Hellknights put the corpse in a wagon and
make a beeline for Citadel Rivas." 

"He's as good as gone to us, if they have
them in there," said Vfogg. 

"I  wasn't finished," said Gondriu. "My
lads hung around for a li le while, and not
an hour later that same wagon, with the
same Hellknights at the reins, came back out
of Rivas and reentered the city. The lads
followed them, and they wound around
quite a bit until they were up in the north of
the city, in one of the more abandoned areas.
There's an old tower there, formerly the
home of some sorcerer or another, and they
brought the wagon there. The two
Hellknights stayed only a few minutes and
then left… on foot. The wagon stayed at the
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then left… on foot. The wagon stayed at the

tower."

"The mystery grows curiouser," said
Vfogg. "Do your subordinates recall the
location of this tower?"

"They do indeed," said Gondriu with a
smile. "I 'll make some discreet inquiries."

"I  would be obliged," said Vfogg. He
placed a small bag on the table and scooted
over to the other side where Gondriu was
si ing. "For your trouble." [NOTE: -100 gp]

Gondriu weighed the bag in one calloused
hand. "My thanks, milord," he said with a
even wider smile. "I 'll let you know what we
find out."

40

Rae stood near the fallen bodies of what
she had come to think of (with a small
shudder) as "the Ghoulmaster's Children,"
the small rubbery-faced creatures that
emanated malevolence like an exhalation.
They lay splayed on the cobbled streets, a
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They lay splayed on the cobbled streets, a
brackish foam drying to scale around their
mouths and nostrils, and Rae could not help
but feel a frisson of pity for them. Coupled
with it was a wave of murderousness
directed at their loquacious, u erly amoral
progenitor. 

She looked back at Vfogg behind her and
some of that anger was redirected at him,
though the priestess stifled it. I t was Vfogg,
after all, who allowed the Ghoulmaster to
escape - '...who seemed to actually *like*
him!' she thought incredulously - and
further took the mad elf's largess in the form
of these three creatures, plus two others.
The lizard-ghouls stood nearby, their too-
long tongues licking nervously at the air as
their own nostrils widened at the smell of
the death of their comrades. If such freakish
things could be said to be 'comrades.' 

Vfogg displayed the greenish sarsen-stone
given to him by the Ghoulmaster
prominently, to still the ghouls and,
perhaps, hearten their resolve. "Rae, what
was that? What force emanates from the
villa with such puissance?" 
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"Channeled energy," she said simply.
"Your undead friend told that Ghivel was a
priest of some sort. I  imagine it is he
mounting a defense against us." 

"Sam!" Vfogg hoarsely stage whispered.
Despite it being early afternoon, the stillness
of the surrounding houses stood in stark
contrast to the nightmarish noises only
recently left inside the Ghoulmaster's
laboratory. "How goes the door?" 

Sam stood and looked toward him while
Nessa continued to work on the door. A
small runnel of blood ran down her lip from
one nostril, and her eyes were narrowed
with anger. "It continues to defeat us," Sam
said simply. "It could be ensorcelled from
within." Behind him, Nessa grunted with
either effort or derision - at this distance, it
was impossible to say which. 

"No movement!" came Marius' voice from
the roof. "Still as Aroden's grave - nothing at
the windows." 

"'An impasse," Vermithrel observed.
Aerandir nodded, a spiked bodkin arrow
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Aerandir nodded, a spiked bodkin arrow

held loosely against his bowstring. 

"How does one counter energies such as
these?" Vfogg asked Rae. 

She frowned at him. "With courage," she
said with a shrug...
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PART SIX
THE TWICE DAMNED

PRINCE

41

At some point Sam will set aside some
time to talk to Enfantido away from the
others.  He wants to commend him for his
patience with what had happened and for
his a empt to resolve the situation.  He will
also comment that Sam would have been
interested in taking him up on his offer--but
that he did not have (nor in truth he thinks
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that he did not have (nor in truth he thinks
did the rest of the party have) the resources
to even consider this--especially given the
current quest and potential imminent death
of the entire party.  Sam will lay out in the
barest of terms the danger of their quest but
will a empt to be reticent regarding the
specific nature of it, with allusions to being
involved with very powerful entities that
control, or are a empting to control, the fate
of Westcrown (hence the involvement with a
Fury as an example).  Sam will a empt to
allay Enfantido's fears regarding the party
and specifically Mub, and play off the Fury
coming to his pub as a result of a
momentary lack of judgment of Mub's at a
time of intense personal conflict after Rae
was killed.  Sam will also a empt to
reassure Enfantido that the party's primary
interest is in ridding Westcrown of the
forces currently tormenting it, and which are
preventing it from again reaching it's former
glory of open trade and prosperity with the
rest of the world.

If Enfantido is really interested in selling
his establishment for whatever reason--Sam
will express interest in this at a future point
if he survives the near term and is able to
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if he survives the near term and is able to

save enough $$ for the purpose...

+++

Mub wants to talk to Enfantido alone.  He
asks which would server him best, having
Mub go quietly when he throws him out, or
raising a ruckus?

Mub also has a suggestion.  The fury
spoke about not harming the staff.  Why not
make everyone staff?  If someone chops
wood, does dishes, or carries supplies in
from a wagon.  They get paid 1 silver piece.
Of course, you would expect employees to
also drink at your establishment.  I f you
work this right you can double, maybe triple
your business.

As for Caltra.  I  meant to talk to you
about him on Friday.  Mub is thoroughly
confused by the "lawful" guy that works for
a hag and never seems to do anything but
complain.  FYI- Mub has never actually
seen Caltra do anything.

+++
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Enfantido seems quite uncomfortable at
the prospect of talking with you privately,
and only reluctantly accompanies you into
one of the state rooms to talk. You feel
certain that he blames you, at least in large
part, for the damage done not only to his
tavern but to his reputation in the eyes of his
staff and customers.

Nevertheless, he feels that "… More than
enough ruckus has already taken place." He
does not feel that the idea of paying
customers to drink their will work out long-
term. He assures you that he expects his
customer base slowly come back.

Enfantido is silent for a long minute. Then
he speaks, softly and almost meekly: "If I
were to have your assurance," he says, "…
that the devil-woman would not return at
your behest? I  could see my way clear to
trading your offer of permanent exile for a
weeks banishment." He wipes his hands on
his apron, despite the fact that they are
clean. "You're a good customer, after all.
And a lot of my business comes here to see
the famous Players of Larazod at their
leisure. What do you say? can you keep the
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leisure. What do you say? can you keep the

Fury away from my door?"

+++

OK--so Sam is definitely interested in
buying the place.  Though at this point,
given the current situation, could be a moot
point.  We will see who survives the night :)
And again--there is the money issue as Sam
and everyone else is pre y much broke to
my knowledge.  What are his initial terms?
(and perhaps more importantly, who
inherits the Inn when he dies from us being
there?) 

as far as initial terms are concerned, if I
recall correctly he offered the tavern to you
all for 4000 GP. That included his continued
service, and the service of what staff remains
after Khazrae's visit. I t is fortunate that none
of the staff were targeted, otherwise it might
just be Enfantido running the whole show.
Brutal slayings have a way of frightening
the nine to fiver's off.

when it comes to who inherits, only one
person in the party knows of any of
Enfantido's relations: Rae. She actually
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Enfantido's relations: Rae. She actually

knows his uncle quite well. Beyond that, no
one knows of any direct inheritors. I t could
be that Enfantido might have willed the
tavern to his most trusted staff in the event
of his demise, but in so far as you know his
own: is his only living blood relation.

Sam will work on ge ing Enfantido to
accept Mub back at the Inn if possible--
commenting that everyone is safer with him
here than not (as this night will a est to no
doubt).  With assurances that Sam will
personally focus on making sure the Inn is
not again the recipient of random Devils or
monsters (present Shadows excepted).

when you mention it, Enfantido's eyes
sort of dart over to Mub, and he tells you
that he is already talked with him about it.
Almost immediately, he mentions that Mub
will be banned for a short time, but will be
allowed back in on his assurance that the
creature that caused so much horror will
never again return to the 3 Goats. Enfantido
says he appreciates your concern, and
knows that you will further help to preclude
any incidents of the sort that had recently
taken place.
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He will also work on ge ing him to turn

the supposed "negative" situation into a
positive by talking about the marketing of
the Inn and its draw for semi-famous
Westcrown inhabitants and sundry
interesting characters.  Perhaps a change of
name would be in order once the current
horrible situations are resolved?  Three
Goats, a Fury and 100 Shadows Inn?  The
Shadowy Goat?  Khazrae's Den?  Sam will
let him know he should be able to get
Khazrae to pose for a copper impression for
a new sign :)

Enfantido is initially somewhat aghast at
the cavalier manner in which you talk about
the event that resulted in the deaths of no
less than three of his valued customers, as
well as the despoiling of his common room.
However, as you continue discussing, he
does seem to grow increasingly interested in
your proposals, and the thought of
somehow capitalizing on the trouble is
befallen him seems to appeal to him in
greater and greater amount. At one point,
Enfantido declares that he believes you have
a head for innkeeping.  
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When there is time, Sam will visit his
family again and see if anyone there would
be interested in investing in this--not sure
what their situation is--might be a good tie-
in to own a restaurant/inn and to be a
butcher...

as always, the dwarves at Bazrum's
Poulterers are immensely pleased to see
you. Ale flows, and loose talk abounds :-)
however, while Bazrum is always interested
in garnering another customer for his fine
meats, he has neither the coin nor the
interest in being part owner of the south
Westcrown tavern.  

So in general Sam will a empt to
negotiate in a light hearted manner with
many jokes and barbs directed at Enfantido
and the Inn.  This is Sam's last refuge before
his personality turns from Neutral to
Neutral Evil :(  Count on Sam picking at his
lip self consciously as he jokes with
Enfantido--until it eventually dries and
bleeds on the right corner.

Enfantido notices the bleeding, and
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Enfantido notices the bleeding, and

proffers a cloth sympathetically from behind
the bar. He selects one that is clean and
freshly washed, and does not seem overly
conscious of the actions which prompted the
bleeding.

42

"You... perfidious... wretch," hissed
Chammady at Mub, staring down at the
blood welling up from the gash in her arm.
"I  should have guessed that it was all a lie.
Was it all to get close to my brother? The
contract, the signifier… Tallon's murder?"

Samwell, snuffling malevolently in
werewolf form, slid forward and laid open
Chammady's forehead with a practiced
swing of his mace and an accompanying
growl. Blood sheeted down her face, giving
her a diabolical aspect and lighting her eyes
with hatred and pain. She staggered a step
backwards from the blow, and shook her
head to clear the bright cobwebs that grew
in from the point of impact and clouded her
vision. 
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Twin daggers appeared in Chammady's
hands, and she took another step back,
placing her weight on her back foot and
flexing at the knees. "It's all clear to me
now," she said. "All an enormous bluff to
convince me that my brother was going to
send me to the Hells as the price of his
ambition. It was the construct that sealed it
for me – how you convinced a signifier from
the City of Brass to enable your li le
charade I 'll never know, but it ma ers not
now. You will all die; the plan will go
forward; and the Council will triumph!"

43

Outside Ghivel's silent villa, a single
cricket chirped. It's voice was uncommonly
loud in the still air, chi ering intermi ently
as it had done for uncountable nights before.

Across the river, in the main city, the
lights of the fires illuminated the scudding
clouds from underneath, limning them with
orange and red. The sounds of crowds, of
screams, of  yells of anguish or triumph,
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screams, of  yells of anguish or triumph,
melded together into one foreboding sound
that carried itself across the water like a cry
for aid from the bo om of a mine. 

Vfogg stood unmoving in the street,
staring up at the clouds with a strange
intensity. Behind him, the Players of
Larazod went through their individual
preparations for the fight ahead. Aerandir
counted and recounted the multicolored
fletchings protruding from his quivers, his
adept fingers dancing over the soft feathers.
Once he pulled out a bodkin, tested the
point with a practiced thumb, and returned
it to the quiver. Marius sat on Ghivel's steps,
drinking something aromatic from a skin
and unconsciously flexing his fighting arm,
occasionally slapping the bicep to knock out
whatever soreness lingered within. Rae sat
cross-legged on a small patch of grass, her
eyes closed in thought or prayer. Her
breaths came slow and shallowly, and often
her eyes would move jerkily underneath
their lids. At what she gazed, no one knew. 

Sam busied himself examining the streets
leading toward river, seeking some evidence
of passage or interloper, but finding none.



Council of Thieves

302

of passage or interloper, but finding none.

He would snuffle a bit and silently declare
one street clear, move on to the next, and
repeats the process. Nessa ambled along
beside him, her face creased by a smile
much in contrast to the somber air that
emanated from the rest. She would address
periodic queries to Sam, then follow them
with short, sharp laughs when no answer
came. Of all the party, only Nessa seemed to
be in anything nearing good spirits, but the
blood on her robe gave evidence that her
smiles had in them, perhaps, far too many
teeth. Vermithrel stood in silence against the
wall of the villa, his ears high and shoulders
back, feeling a bit refreshed from his study.
But his eyes were as black and lusterless in
the darkness as licked shards of obsidian.
Shadows seemed to cluster around him, and
he said nothing. 

Away from the rest, Chammady and
Tallon spoke in low voices. Chammady
distraught, her hands going to her forehead
and hair, looking away from her
bodyguard/lover, her voice smaller now and
absent it's usual air of command. Tallon's
whispers were by turns plaintive and
consoling, as he tried both to reassure her
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consoling, as he tried both to reassure her

that her decision was wise, and advise her of
the consequences - and what he would do to
protect her - should it be not. 

Mub approached Vfogg from behind,
tapped him gently on the shoulder.
"Milord," he murmured. "The candle
reaches two hours past the midden-night.
Dawn awaits us in four. If what the
Drovenge woman says is true, her brother
will enact his plan at first light." 

Vfogg said nothing, so Mub continued: "It
will take us some time to get to Aroden's
Statue. Marius and Sam took an hour, and
there are more of us. Travel will be slower.
We could a ract a ention." Still Vfogg said
nothing. 

Mub had grown used to the strangeness
of his liege, and said nothing. His
glaivestone glowed a sullen crimson in his
hand and illuminated his dark beard, as if
over a campfire burning low. Mub stood
next to Vfogg, looking out toward the city
with his chin up, biding his time until Vfogg
chose to speak. 
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Finally, Vfogg spoke. "Let us go and see
Eccardian," he said quietly, small hisses
punctuating the statements at the end of 'us'
and at the beginning of 'see.' Even lower, he
whispered to Mub. "I  have no faith is these
Drovenges. Remember the plan. Keep your
eyes open." 

"Let us go." 

+++

A few minutes later, Tallon comes near
you and says, too low for Chammady to
hear: "Thank you Rae. I  owe you a large
debt for what you have given me, a few
moments ago. It is a debt I  play to repay if I
am able."

He nods to you once, then returns to
Chammady's side, where she and he
continue their conversation. 

+++

"Favored Bloom

The Dawnflower has sent me to bear this
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The Dawnflower has sent me to bear this

message.

Winter is upon your companions all

Spring resides only in the healing light of
your faith.

Make haste and abandon this fray

Be found by the unwi ing servant of
Asmodeus

Say nothing or even you will be lost"

+++

The plaza below the headless statue of
Aroden was a cacophony of bloodle ing.
Above, the flames still alight in the throat of
the statue reflected dully against the low
clouds, lending a hellish air the proceedings
below. To the west, Hellknights fought,
circled and died against the increasingly
desperate cadre of devils. Their howls rang
across the paving stones in frustration and
rage – but slowly, inexorably, Tabita
exhorted her troops from atop the entrance
to the statue and Mammon's Legion grew
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to the statue and Mammon's Legion grew

smaller. Even as Rae looked on, two
Hellknights cut down an ice devil, and it
disappeared in a bluish flash.

To the east, Watch Sergeant Gondriu and
the Constable's men were tearing into the
thieves of the Council as if they themselves
were possessed. Gondriu's voice could be
heard above the din of ba le, yelling "no
quarter!" and "put 'em down, gents!" City
Watch and the liveried men-at-arms of allied
noble houses butchered the thugs and back-
stabbers of the Council, despite being
outnumbered by two- and sometimes three-
to-one. A few small groups of blackguards
clustered together for mutual protection and
to assay a countera ack, but they were
increasingly growing surrounded and their
fight was becoming desperate. Some among
them, seeing the ba le going against them,
threw down their weapons and begged to
surrender. They were cut down where they
knelt, but the fighters behind them learned
their lesson and pressed their a acks hard.

"Where are they?" yelled Samwell above
the din. He clustered closer to the invisible
Rae, further blocking access to her from
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Rae, further blocking access to her from

anywhere near the entrance to the statue.
"Where's Eccardian and his devil?"

Mub, a look of surprise on his face,
scanned around the plaza but said nothing.
Aerandir's elven eyes searched from atop
the stairs near Tabita, but the steel-headed
bodkin he had nocked and halfway drawn
remained against his bowstring. He nodded
without looking to Vermithrel - five wizards
floated behind the archer, speaking, but the
words were lost within the noise of the
fight...

+++

THIS IS IT!

After nearly three years of defending the
people and government of Westcrown;
plumbing the mysteries and dangers of the
Council of Thieves' nefarious plan; releasing
a beloved pit fiend; lugging around and
restoring body to a semi-sane Fury; fighting
devils, Hellknights, ghoulmasters, vampires,
crazy lady monks, giant undead bees,
skeletal triceratops, a whole army of bandits,
more Hellknights, at least two
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more Hellknights, at least two

doppelgangers, a headless old man with a
pot full of poison tea, weird dark dudes who
blew up when you killed them, shadow
creatures of all sizes, ooze dogs, dead
pathfinders, one sorta-dead pathfinder, his
crazy girlfriend, and EACH OTHER?
After 2.5 MONTHS of ba le in THIS
ENCOUNTER ALONE, and 29 rounds of
fighting so far: TONIGHT we will find out
of the Council will live on and Admiral
Vourne will destroy the city, or if the
Players of Larazod will triumph, save the
city, save Mayor Julistarc and exact their
vengeance! 

Let us take this moment to remember
those who have gone to Pharasma in service
to this goal:

Bruton: tortured to death by Hellknights
Treila Briarcursed: don't remember how

she bought it
Zartellum: BLOWN UP SIR!
Prisca Phandros: kidnapped/murdered by

the Council
Karaan: Changed into a shadowcreature

by Ilnerik's weird friend
Tallon Veil: kidnapped by Chammady,
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Tallon Veil: kidnapped by Chammady,

killed by Caltra
Marius: killed by Caltra
Nessa: literally torn apart moments ago

by Malevengian

[moment of silence, pours out a goblet of
Chelaxian red onto Enfantido's scorched
floorboards]

44

The Three Goats currently has three lines
of business (LOB): 

1. Food and Beverage
2. Lodging (people and animals)
3. Specialty Services (outlined below)

1. Food and Beverage: 
average nightly patrons:

22.5
average ticket per patron:

10.5 sp
average F&B nightly

receipts: 23.625 gp
average F&B weekly

receipts: 165.375 gp
est actual F&B weekly
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est actual F&B weekly
receipts: 201.75 gp    

TOTAL: 200 gp per week

2. Lodging: 

People: rooms for 12 (half of which are
normally used by the Players) @ average of
.75gp per room per night = 9 gp per night =
63 gp per week.

Animals: stabling for 12 @ 3sp per animal
= 36sp per night = 25.2gp per week

TOTAL: 90gp per week

3. Specialty services: includes (a) private
conference rooms, (b) cellaring for local
wine merchants. 

Private conference rooms: 2x per week @
5gp = 10gp per week

Cellaring: 10gp per week

TOTAL: 20gp per week

TOTAL GROSS REVENUE FOR 3
GOATS PER WEEK: 310gp
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+++

The Three Goats acquires liabilities in
three areas: 

1. Staff costs
2. Purchases of Food and Beverage

supplies
3. Lodging related costs

Staff: the Three Goats employs a total of
17 people: 

Enfantido: former owner, proprietor and
mainstay.  

52gp/week
2x bartenders: 4 gp/week

(total 8gp)
6x barmaids: 3 gp/week (total 18gp)
1x cellarer: 7.5 gp/week
1x cook: 12gp/week
1x cook's assistant: .75gp/week
1x stabler: 7.5gp/week
1x stableboy: .75gp/week
2x maids: 2.25gp/week (total 4.5gp)
1x concierge: 12gp/week

TOTAL: 124 gp/week or 40% of gross
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TOTAL: 124 gp/week or 40% of gross

revenues

Purchases of Food and Beverage: 

Food: 45.5gp/week (15% of gross revenue)
Beverage: 31gp/week (10% of gross

revenue)
Stable Supplies: 15.5gp/week (5% of gross

revenue)

TOTAL: 92gp/week (30% of gross
revenue)

Lodging related costs: 

Cleaning supplies: 24.8gp/week (8% of
gross revenue)

Repairs/Replacement to stock
37.2gp/week (12% of gross revenue)

TOTAL: 62gp/week (20% of gross
revenue)

TOTAL COSTS: 278gp/week or 90% of
gross revenue

TOTAL PROFIT: 31gp/week or 10% of
gross revenues



Council of Thieves

313

This represents the average typical week.
Periodic expenditures (bribes, damage, etc)
are not included here. 

So there you have it - if you're investment
is indeed 5000gp, you're making an annual
profit (assuming a 52 week year) of 1612gp
or approximately 32.24% annual return on
investment. We'll need to add in costs for
building damage and upkeep, bribes and
permits, inflation, etc but I  think it's safe to
assume a 1000gp annual profit on your
investment in a normal operating year.  

45

If there was to be any positive outcome
from the ba le with Eccardian and his li le
band of shits, it was the fear he struck
amongst the nobles. They fled in droves
and, after the players had defeated the
Ignorant Council, they began to come back.
In dribs and drabs, the remarkably cowardly
houses of Westcrown returned in their
gilded carriages piled high with ludicrous
amounts of furniture and tapestries and
other things of no consequence. they took
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other things of no consequence. they took
what was important to them, you thought to
yourself as you watch the carriages from the
atop the western gate, the se ing sun behind
them and throwing long shadows as gray as
the cowardice that drove them from the city
in the first place.

You watched and waited, expectantly. He
was Westcrown's finest slaver, after all – he
would return and business could again be
profitable. He was an opportunist, and the
destruction wrought by the Council of
thieves over the last several weeks created
many opportunities indeed. You smiled
inwardly at that, kicking your leg a bit so
that it swung against the wall of the gate.
Several liveried men at arms had gone
missing in the last couple weeks, or had
been found with significantly more holes in
them than was prudent. Or even remotely
survivable, for that ma er. 

Perhaps the slaver isn't the only
opportunist in Westcrown out of the
Council is gone, came the unbidden
thought. The small grin that come to your
face as you remembered the men at arms
who had folded over neatly in response to
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who had folded over neatly in response to

your arrows at twilight, at dawn, at
midnight, vanished. Perhaps you are not so
far from the blood and talents of your
father?

The thought roiled within you, like a
viper at the bo om of the bucket. Acid
seemed to seep from it, popping and
bubbling like spray in an oiled skillet. You
felt vomit rise in your throat. You forced it
down, breathed a long pull of autumn air,
and almost physically forced your mind
toward more palatable subjects. 

Days came and went. There were parties,
honorariums, ceremonial duties to perform.
And you did; the wives of nobles, even the
day before you had shot their men at arms,
made small talk with you and allowed
themselves succumb to your charms. Clots
of young aristocrats, sodden with wine and
the excitement that comes from having
easily survived something that too many
had survived not at all, approached you
with offers of gaming, nightlife, women.
Your dagger threatened to leap from its
scabbard, to wash itself in their blood, which
he fought down the impulse in the same
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he fought down the impulse in the same

manner that you fought down the the bile
rose every time you looked at these
creatures.

Mub made you aware that the 3 Goats
was under new management, and you were
welcome again, so you took your old room
from a sullen Enfantido, and did all the
things that were expected of you. You
laughed at others' jokes, you drank other's
wine, you proffered an appropriate level of
wit when others challenged you to do so.

And you hunted. You watered your hate
with the blood of those that looked like your
enemy, and it grew well under such care,
with such nourishment. He would come to
your dreams unbidden, and you would slay
him time and again, or find yourself in
chains before him. Both dreams would force
you will wake with a start; sweat drying on
the bunched covers as you slowly unclench
your fists and hoped that the hour candle
still showed a few hours before dawn.

Fall became winter; winter became spring.
The bodies and disappearances increased,
but in the aftermath of the great ba le -there
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but in the aftermath of the great ba le -there

was a certain tacit understanding that old
grudges would become new again, and
possibly finalized. the watch did their best,
and over time they succeeded, but
Westcrown was a lawless place in the month
after the defeat of Eccardian. 

One day, you were walking home, the city
air arid In your lungs, when you met a
strange and unearthly creature in the street
outside the 3 Goats. He was shrouded in
cloaks that hid his strangeness, when he
threw back his hood you saw he was an elf,
ostensibly, but tall, almost impossibly so.
His skin was a rich green, and his eyes
pearlescent blank ovals set in his skull. At
his hip, an ornate scabbard held a beautiful
sword, riotous and simple and puissant and
humble all at once.

"Aerandir," it said. His voice was deep for
an elf, and seems to carry the weight of
almost inconceivable weariness. "You may
think yourself unworthy, but in your heart
you are an elf. The great father has his eye
on you, that has sent me to give you succor.
I  will see you again in Egorian, but until
that day arrives, Place your trust in the
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that day arrives, Place your trust in the

Seldarine." He paused, his blank, pearly
eyes seeming to stare, almost mantis-like,
into Aerandir's. 

"Who are you to say such things?" you
responded, you natural animus rising
despite your curiosity and the sense of
power and equanimity. 

"I  am Silenius Varanasi, and my home is
far from here," he said, the basso of his voice
at odds with the calm he seemed to radiate.
"I  am known by many names. I  am Silenius
of Cormanthyr, Baelnorn-friend, Silenius of
the Mythal, Marshal Varanasi of the Elves
of the Great Desert." He paused for a
moment, and cocked his head sideways to
look at you. Like nothing so much as a
mantis, you thought. "But most know me as
the Sword of Corellon, Defender of the
Faith." 

Your eyes narrowed at the sheer
otherworldliness of this creature.
Cormanthyr? It was no city you had ever
heard of... but at the same time, something
inside you rose up at the hearing of the
name, something undefinable. 
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"Look for me again in Egorian," the
creature said at last. "What you truly seek
awaits you there."

46

The adoration of the population of
Westcrown seemed almost reward enough
in itself. Eccardian defeated, the Council in
ruins, and the "Players of Larazod" (a title
for the group that, while often used
pejoratively by your enemies, seem to stick –
no one has ever forgo en that play) now the
toast of the town, all your efforts seemed to
have finally brought you the rewards you
deserve.

And yet… you still feel that something is
missing. Like some gnawing creature at the
back of an otherwise brimming barn,
inactivity nags at you and you find yourself
longing for the purity and simplicity of
ba le. that's not to say that the six months
since the defeat of Eccardian have been
without satisfaction. Lord Mayor Julistarc,
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without satisfaction. Lord Mayor Julistarc,
with the assent of Queen Abrogail, awarded
you a manor, service and tenants some 15
leagues north and west of the city. The
grounds, some 40 hectares, is split nearly
half with vineyard and barley/wheat – a
fermenter's dream. Indeed the manor
produces a fair amount of quality wine, and
the ale is locally notable. Perhaps 10 acres
are set aside feed the manor, soil is excellent.
Chickens, pigs and a surprisingly fertile
patch of forested land with game aplenty
provide more than enough for the Lord's
table. Your servants and tenants are well
fed, happy, and appealing bucolic. 

Notable in the aftermath of the ba le is
the strangely burgeoning friendship you
have with Archpriest Vestus Savaska. A
month after the epic ba le, Savaska
summoned you to the sprawling Temple of
Asmodeus for, what the parchment read, in
the Archpriest's swirling hand, "... a short
discussion of the future of your association
with the church." Savaska was as tart as
ever, initially, but in time (the conversation
lasted the rest of the day and into the
evening, to the point at which Savaska sent
for bread, cheeses and wine) he mellowed,
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for bread, cheeses and wine) he mellowed,

devolving almost to outright cordiality. 

The bulk of the conversation was given
over to talk of your "place" in the church
hierarchy. "The issue is," Savaska observed
early on, "... you fit poorly into our
organization. You are not a priest, nor are
you one of our champions, nor can you be a
simple soldier in service to the Lord Below."
Savaska punctuated each point with an
outstretched finger, the long manicured
nails like dagger tips, etching the air with
the gravity of his words. "Further, your
immediate loyalty is not to Asmodeus, but
to one of his servants, the Fiend Liebdaga -
no, fear not, theologically speaking, your
immediate loyalties are moot, for the chain
of subservience is unbroken, From the point
of view of the church, however, you see my
dilemma - you are self-made in Asmodeus'
service, growing in power and fame outside
the strictures of Asmodean oversight; you
are not originally divinely-inspired, instead
taking the Vow after your selection by the
Twin. As far as the church goes, you are
ahistorical and, potentially, a heretical
influence. How many would-be champions
of Asmodeus will look to your example and
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of Asmodeus will look to your example and

believe themselves exempt from the
traditional paths?" 

There was a silence. "This, obviously, is
anathema to us," Savaska continued.
"Therefore, we have come to the conclusion
that we must find a way to include you
within the infernal hierarchy. It must be a
privileged position, as befits both your
prowess and status. But it must also be
subordinate to the Temple, so that the need
for order is met, and a good example set for
others."

Savaska paused to drink a bit of his wine.
"Therefore," Savaska said, "... I  am naming
you, by authority of the Temple of
Asmodeus of Westcrown, a high captain in
good standing of the Infernal Society of
Appalling and Fell Reavers of Asmodeus,
heretofore known colloquially as "the
Affront'." He grinned wryly as you goggled.
"Congratulations, High Captain." From his
black robes he produced a small pouch,
loosed the leather strip that held it closed
and extracted a small cloak-clasp, a silver
inverted star enclosed in a small iron circle,
the points of which enameled in red to
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the points of which enameled in red to

simulate having been dipped in blood. "You
may now wear this, both as badge of office
and symbol of authority, indicating your
place in the Society." [CLASP OF
PROTECTION +1]

"And how many, Archpriest, have been
inducted into the Society?" you asked. 

"One. You are the first. But your deputy,
Samwell, will be second. More will accrue
over time, of course," Savaska said with a
small wave of his hand. "When prospective
churchmen proficient in sword-work who
might otherwise have strayed to the Order
of the Rack hear of this new Society, they
will seek out admi ance."

"What are my duties to be?" 

"You'll have no duties. You are, insofar as
is required by you or us, officially the High
Captain of the Affront, the senior-most
leader of the Society. But in practice the
Society is purely a formality - a placeholder
to wedge you into the temple hierarchy.
Over time, we envision it to become a
military arm of the Westcrown temple, with
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military arm of the Westcrown temple, with

all the normal trappings associated with
martial societies throughout Golarion. You
will be lauded as it's founding member,
assigned suitable authority, and
remembered proudly. " 

"Remembered?" Mub asked, a dangerous
growl in his voice. 

"I  have been informed that you, and a
substantive selection of your compatriots,
are being considered for a special mission on
behalf of our Queen Abrogail. A very
special mission indeed. I  am unaware of the
details, but I  have been given to understand
that it will likely take you away from
Westcrown for a rather lengthy period of
time. So yes: remembered. At least for now."

You pondered this. You'd heard nothing
of any special mission for the queen, and
frankly the entire idea sounded suspiciously
like you are about to find your self away
from your manor for Savaska's  "...lengthy
period of time." But at the same time? A
frisson of heat entered your heart and
hands, as they remembered the glory of
ba le that had of late been difficult to find. 
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At that, Savaska asked for your glaive. "I
will require this for a fortnight - we cannot
have the High Captain of our military arm
fighting the enemies of the faith without
some extra incentive...

47

"Will you please come with us?"

The trio of black-cloaked Asmodeans
stood rigidly outside of your door, two
younger ones, acolytes by the look of them.
smelled a bit frightened. The third, older
than the other two, simply looked expectant.

He did the talking. "You are requested."
He paused, and when you made no move to
come along, an short, sharp look of
exasperation passed across his face. "By
your master. Will you come? Or must I
return to the Temple and report to him - him
of the split face, him of the pit, him of the
Twinship - that you would not accompany
us back to him?"



Council of Thieves

326

'Liebdaga,' you realized suddenly.
Followed by: 'Here? Returned to the
'Crown? and wanting to talk with me...'
There is a phrase that the humans say
sometimes: "... and then his bowels turned to
water..." I t was at that moment that you,
despite your prowess, despite all the deft
dexterousness in murder and mayhem you'd
displayed for some many months allied with
Vfogg and the rest, avenging the death of
your husband who, no ma er his faults
(which were legion) - despite all that, the
thought of being summoned by Liebdaga
chilled you to your core.

The obligation you had to the fiend was
clear - you were cursed,and the curse had
seeped evil into your bones
[ALIGNMENT: LE]. There was no
question as to whether you would come
with him. You had simply hoped that
Liebdaga, in his return to power in Hell,
had forgo en you in the great swath of all
his new slaves.

He hadn't.

The trip to the Temple of Asmodeus
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The trip to the Temple of Asmodeus

proceed in silence - they'd allowed you a
few moments to fetch your weapons,
remarkably composed despite the fact of
having to accompany gnome of such
dangerous reputation - and the Temple soon
hove into sight. The dark stone walkways
sweated in the dungeon chill that rose up
from below. But yet, you felt warm, to the
point of perspiration.

The door practically materialized in front
of you. "He is inside," said the older priest,
and he beckoned towards the door. You
opened it cautiously, and it gave way with a
raucous squeal, which struck any thoughts
of stealth from your head as a bucket of
river-water might strike an amorous
youngster in high dudgeon.

Liebdaga sat comfortably in a leathern
chair, reading a small book. He looked up as
Mess entered. "Do you know Osirion
poetry, my dear?" The pit fiend's head
swiveled to turn toward you, his stricken
face oozing pus and blood onto his samite
suit. "It's really quite juvenile." He beckoned
to a matched chair across from him,
indicating that you should sit.
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The small book closed with a snap. "How
did you fair in the great beyond?" Liebdaga
smiled, a horrid thing. It was easy to see the
various tendons and cables working his jaw,
and it was clear that smiling horridly was
something he enjoyed. "Did you see
Pharasma? Were you judged?" Liebdaga
rubbed his broken, suppurating chin. "What
did you experience?"

You remained silent. The shock of seeing
Liebdaga again seemed to steal the breath
from your throat. "It's all right," Liebdaga
said with a small grin. "There will come a
day when I  will plumb the depths of your
soul. That day is not today."

"I  have work for you, if you would take
it…?" The pit fiend scratched a figure onto
the cover of the book he had lain on the table
with a single long claw. "I  know you wish to
depart these players – I  approve." Liebdaga
looked at Nessa thoughtfully. "I  have
business in Taldor. Perhaps you can be
instrumental on my behalf there…? There
are interesting things afoot on that side of
the inner sea – I  could use some loyal assets



Council of Thieves

329

the inner sea – I  could use some loyal assets

there."

You don't know what to say, so you just
remain silent, watching the gore drip from
Liebdaga's stricken face onto the shoulders
of his clothing. "I  think that you could be
valuable to me there. Maintain your
cordiality with Marius here - he could be a
resource to us."

You continued in silence, staring, as if you
were enveloped in a cloud of warm acidic
fog. Your voice seemed remarkably far
away, a squeal under the stone.

"I  will assume, by your silence, that you
agree." Liebdaga's smile grows
incrementally wider. "Arrange for travel to
Absalom; meet my servants there. They will
provide you with instructions and support.
You'll then proceed to Oppara, where you
will await my emissary."

Liebdaga picked the book back up. He
idly flipped through the pages. After a
moment, he looked over to you, the crimson
eye gleaming evilly. "Go now," he said.
"There is much to do, and you are going to
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"There is much to do, and you are going to

be my instrument in doing it."

48

Aberrant Sorcerer. Reinstatement of
House with Vfogg as Head of House,
including villas in both Westcrown and
Egorian, plus taxed agricultural land in
Cheliax amounting to an annual remit of
10K gp per year, plus a bride from a
Thrunian House (Julistarc has no
daughters) and concubinage license (of any
bastards provided by concubines, in the
absence of a natural son the Queen will
name the eldest male bastard official heir of
house)

Over the six months, the physical changes
that had begun to manifest themselves in
your body grew increasingly pronounced. It
was most obvious in your limbs, your
extremities; you noticed it first at the wrists
and ankles, which grew thin and birdlike.
Your fingers and toes seems to lengthen,
especially your fingers, and the nails on both
seemed to grow almost visibly – you found
yourself using a dagger to trim the
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yourself using a dagger to trim the
constantly growing nails on an almost daily
basis.

Soon, your arms and legs followed suit,
thinning and becoming more avian in
character. Your knees and elbows stayed the
same size, which force them to grow more
pronounced, huge knobs in the otherwise
long thin limbs. Despite the seeming loss of
mass, you do not feel like your arms or legs
lost any of their normal strength. If
anything, the muscles felt tighter and the
tendons seemed more robust.

But even at the same time, your torso
seems to thicken and grow more barrel like.
The pair of tentacles that had manifested
early on became to, and then three pair: the
first set, seemingly the primaries,
lengthened to about 5 feet. The second and
third sets remained much shorter, perhaps
18 and 8 inches, and you never achieved the
sort of control over them as you eventually
did with the primaries. And while the
primary tentacles did eventually submit
themselves to at least partial control – you
taught your self, over time, to pick things up
and manipulate objects with them – they
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and manipulate objects with them – they

continued to often act on their own accord.
They seemed especially interested in magic
items, and would reach out to them and
caress them like exploring fingers, sensitive
to the thaumaturgical energies within. For
the most part, though, they remain wrapped
around your expanding abdomen, giving
you a stocky appearance but providing you
with a sort of self-made set of abdominal
armor. The tentacles themselves were
sinewy and seem to possess significant
strength.

One morning, you awoke in your
chambers of the mayoral palace to find the
entirety of your hair had seemingly ejected
itself from your scalp; it lay in wispy clumps
across the silken pillows of your divan. The
effect was nearly total and rather then hang
onto the few odd clumps clustered at the
back of your neck, you simply remove them
with a sharp dagger and increasingly wore
your cowl up. If Mayor Julistarc noticed, he
said nothing.

Almost as disconcerting as the second and
third pairs of tentacles was the bony,
periodically spiked ridge that formed on
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periodically spiked ridge that formed on

your back above your spine and seemingly
fused to it. The ridge was prominent, but
under the skin; the spikes, perhaps a dozen
in all, protruded from the skin at regular
intervals atop the ridge. They stuck out
perhaps 2 inches and while relatively small,
they were initially uncomfortable in normal
clothing. the spikes are the color of elephant
tusks, within brown striations within. The
sclera of your eyes continue to yellow, and
your irises took on an unse ling shade of
green.

Because of all these changes, you adjusted
your mode of dress fairly significantly.
Cloaks and hooded robes over loose
clothing became your daily couture. the
cobblers of Westcrown crafted bespoke
boots for you that never quite fit the day
after, and so despite the thinness of your feet
and the increasing needling of your toes,
you found yourself preferring to go barefoot
despite the filth of the city streets. Truth be
told, in those instances when sanitation
proved too dodgy for comfort, you simply
cast fly on your self and walked a few inches
above the cobblestones. over time, this
became your normal mode of transportation
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rather than the exception

Mayor Julistarc continued to be your
closest confidant, and despite your changes
he made no indication that he was alarmed
by them, or even noticed them. You
ascertained no change in his overt behaviors
you, and over the six months, he often
sought out your counsel in the areas of
consolidating his power and dealing with
the various factions that still control the
significant amount of local political power at
the street level. When not in your suite of
rooms at the mayoral palace, you often
lodged at the Villa Julistarc, to the point
where the servants admi ed you without
announcement, and rooms were provided to
you as a ma er of course. Regimond, you
learned later, had instructed his servants to
give you every courtesy as if you spoke with
his voice.

Often, in those times that you did Lodge
at the Villa, you and Regimond would
plumb the depths of his wine cellar, discuss
politics and sorcery, and in general
discussed the various operations of the city.
On more than one occasion, Regimond
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On more than one occasion, Regimond

brought up the subject of the reinstatement
of House Khollarix. on one evening, he
admi ed: "I  have petitioned Queen
Abrogail to look kindly upon the
prospective reinstatement of your house.
Your service to the city, your association
with me personally, and the history of the
downfall of your house – all of these I  have
included in my position. I  have heard some
positive remarks from a few of the Queens
administrators, including one senior
member of the office of heraldry, so I 'm
cautiously optimistic." Regimond raised an
eyebrow. "However, I  did get the distinct
impression that, while they are seriously
considering reinstating your house, with
you as the head of it, there is something else
going on in Egorian that they are not
speaking of but is related to my request. I
wish I  could tell you more – at this point, it's
simply a feeling that I  have based on certain
words used in conversational pauses,
meaningful looks between members of our
Queens administrative apparatus – but I
have a feeling that something is afoot and
that's you, or we, might be involved."

Regardless, the Lord High Mayor made
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Regardless, the Lord High Mayor made

certain that, even if the Queen denied
petition, you would be rewarded for service
here at home. A week after the ba le,
Regimond named you a senior adviser, at a
nominal stipend of 100 gp a week, and put a
carriage and team at your disposal bearing
the House Julistarc sigil. He consulted you
often; in certain cases, Regimond would
delegate to you authority over minor judicial
and administrative ma ers. Coincidentally,
Crosael often served as your assistant, and
demonstrated the material and logistical
capabilities that had earned her the office of
majordomo with the previous
administration. Her knowledge of the city
was both exhaustive and profound, and she
proved to be an invaluable asset to you in
those activities on which you engaged on
behalf of the Mayor. Indeed, for much of the
la er half of the six months, she was your
"girl Friday," and a very adept one at that.

49

In the weeks after the great ba le with
Eccardian (which you can't seem to help but
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Eccardian (which you can't seem to help but
think of as "The Ba le of Aroden's Head"),
many things changed. After the first rush of
congratulatory fervor, the Players of
Larazod drifted apart with almost a
palpable sense of relief, each a ending to
old business left undone, or new business
eagerly engaged. Some of your comrades
had completely disappeared.  Mub was a
regular presence of course, his ardently
ham-handed wooing evincing a certain
puppyish charm despite his forthright
capacity for murder - but Vermithrel
ensconced himself in Ghivel's old villa and
hadn't been seen for weeks. Aerandir,
outside of a few parties, had all but dropped
out of sight. Nessa, she'd heard, had left for
Absalom, or so the rumors went. Vfogg
spent all his time in the Mayoral palace,
cementing Julistarc's authority and
generally being what your old master in
Thuvia would've called "a political." 

Nevertheless, much of this was moot.
Westcrown in those days needed healers
more than anything else, and your days
were filled working with the City Watch as
they went through neighborhoods, one by
one, assessing the damage and providing
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one, assessing the damage and providing

support in the aftermath of Malevengian's
devils run amok. You channeled wave upon
wave of healing energy into the citizens
Westcrown, and Sarenrae withheld you
nothing. The dead stayed dead, but through
you the Dawnflower worked healing magic
throughout the city. It wasn't long before
some of those you healed approached you,
bearing homemade wool bandages bleached
gray and herbalist poultices wrapped in
Catalpa leaves, asking to help.

And surprisingly enough, they were a
help. They comforted frightened children
while you removed the blindness or sealed
the infected lacerations of their mothers.
They calmed elderly Nonna in headscarves
while you smeared salve on their burns.
They pulled away bricks from collapsed
homes, so you could reach the trapped
tradesmen within. These people soon
became a coterie that followed you
everywhere, emulated your practices, and
soon began to join you at dawn and twilight
prayers. 

About two months after the ba le ("... of
Aroden's Head!"), as you were dipping your
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Aroden's Head!"), as you were dipping your

first spoon into an immense wooden bowl of
Enfantido's mu on stew at the 3 Goats, a
messenger wearing mayoral livery entered,
his eyes seeking until they landed on you –
your hair ma ed, tabard do ed here and
there with blood. He approached: "You are
Mdm. Rae, correct?" when you nodded
affirmative, he placed a thick scroll on the
table in front of you, creamy vellum sealed
with the sigil of House Julistarc. "'Tis from
the Palace, mum," the functionary said. He
looked at you expectantly until you slid a
silver piece towards him across the table.

It was three spoons of hot stew before you
laid down the utensil and peeled open the
scroll. "Let it be known throughout
Westcrown," the blackle er Gothic capitals
read, "… That it is the will of Lord High
Mayor Regimond Julistarc that room be set
aside within the city to accommodate the
worship of the deity Sarenrae, known also
as the Dawnflower. This edict assigns the
privilege of administering the worship of
Sarenrae in Westcrown to Rae of the Ulfen
Lands, priestess in Residence, with all
a endant rights thereupon. The bearer is to
be given every courtesy as pertains to
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be given every courtesy as pertains to

governmental interactions, and is allowed to
select at her discretion a temple location
from among the available properties and
edifices within the city walls that will serve
as the initial center for the worship of
Sarenrae in Westcrown." It was signed by
Julistarc and Vestus Savaska,  of the Temple
of Asmodeus. 

+++

Charlabu came some days later, after
evening prayers. it'd been a difficult day: a
small group of thieves had taken hostages to
try and ensure that the Watch (who, it
should be noted, were treating Council
thieves with a rather rough brand of justice)
would not kill them. The Watch called in a
few of their new friends from the Order of
the Rack, and together they stormed the
redoubt. The thieves who weren't killed
outright were taken down to the riverfront
and hung, but the action had caused one
civilian death and several wounded. You
worked diligently to patch up the wounded,
even as the city's guardians delivered kicks
and taunts to those thieves that had
ultimately surrendered.



Council of Thieves

341

[THY WORK IS PLEASING TO US.
THOU ARE BECOMING THAT
WHICH WE HAD FORESEEN]

You looked up, seeing the regal canine
visage of the Dawnflower's emissary.
"Thank you my Lord," you said, eyes
downcast with weariness. "It has not been
easy, but the rewards have been great."

[THE TIME LOOPS NEAR TO THEN
WHEN YE MUST LEAVE THIS
PLACE. AN ALLY'S SHIP NEARS, TO
BEAR THEE AWAY WITH YOUR
BROTHERS IN ARMS]

"To where shall I  be going?"

[LOOK FOR ME AGAIN IN
EGORIAN AND ALL WILL BE MADE
CLEAR. KNOW UNTIL THEN THAT
THE TWO IMPORTANCES HAVE
BECOME A SINGLE NEED WHICH
YE ARE TASKED TO FULFILL]

"In Egorian? The capital of Cheliax?" 
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[TWO QUEENS, NEITHER TRUE,
AWAIT THEE. THE TASK DAUNTS
BUT THE NEED IS GREAT. KNOW
THAT YE DOEST THE
DAWNLOWER'S WILL IN THIS.
KNOW ALSO: THE DAWNFLOWER
HEALS THROUGH THEE, AND THE
GOLDEN POWER OF THE SUN
FLOWS FROM HER THROUGH
THEE. BUT LO SHE IS ALSO THE
BITE OF THE WIND, WHICH POWER
MUST ALSO FLOW THROUGH THEE.
THE DAWNFLOWER SERVES WITH
TWO HANDS, AND YE MUST KNOW
HOW DO SO THE SAME. DELIVER
UNTO ME THY SCIMITAR]

You hand to Charlabu your scimitar. He
lays it flat on the table and with his index
finger, begins to draw symbols onto the
blade. Some you recognize as obscure
symbols of Sarenrae; some you don't
recognize at all. Then, a small blue gem
materializes in his hand and he places it
against the haft  of your blade, where it stays
as if welded. He looks over his work with
the critical eye then hands the scimitar back
to you. [+2, holy
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to you. [+2, holy

h p://www.d20pfsrd.com/magic-
items/magic-weapons/magic-weapon-
special-abilities/holy] 

[ALSO I HAVE FOR THEE A GIFT]

Charlabu suddenly has a beautifully
made bow, carved of a single piece of white
ash, and a quiver full of arrows with gold
and white fletching. He holds them both out
to you, palms up, arms outstretched. 
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PART SEVEN
THE ABYSS

50

I  have traveled with some of you for
many months, through dark times and light,
across Westcrown and across the planes. I
never told you what it was that prompted
me to join you, so long ago; I  don't plan to
tell you now. My motivations remain my
own. 

Nevertheless, it is my motivations that
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Nevertheless, it is my motivations that

prompt me to express to you today my
desire: I  am returning to Cheliax. It was
camaraderie that brought me here, but I 've
longed to return since we first came aboard
the Githyanki boat. I  don't belong here. I
belong back in Cheliax, seeing to those
things which I  have devoted my energies
and for which Lord Julistarc had me throw
in my lot with you. 

I 've already made arrangements to return
to Queen's Gate on a merchanter. I  leave
tonight. I  wish you success in your
endeavor. 

51

Once, long ago, the Archlich Sath and
Johannes Klosterheim, Witch-Priest of the
Nameless City, were comrades.  

A millennium ago, by Prime reckoning,
Sath and Klosterheim commanded armies in
service of the Elf Lords of Cormanthyr, in
the days when the Tel'Quessir, the tribes of
elves - gold (high elves), silver (moon elves) ,
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elves - gold (high elves), silver (moon elves) ,
green (wood elves), blue (the elves of the
sea) and the black (the drow) - lived in
harmony. Cormanthyr, nestled in the
greatest wood on the planet, with league
after league of rowan trees that curved into
the horizon as far as even Elven eyes could
see, a racted all manner of nobles and
commoners from the far corners of the earth.
No one who knew anything of elves could
fail to know of Cormanthyr. Yet even then,
the seeds of its eventual downfall were
already in its fertile soil. The drow grew
strange and capricious; the blue elves cared
only for the great oceans and felt slighted
below the great tree-houses of the Altan
forest. The high elves and the moon elves
bickered amongst themselves, like the
Vadhagh and the Nedraegh, to amass
lordships, titles, moonstones and diamonds.

Despite this, lords and captains and
wizards came to Cormanthyr to lay their
scepters, swords and staves at the feet of the
great Elven Kings. Sath and Klosterheim
were among them, and they served in the
great armies of Cormanthyr for decades.
Their powers were prodigious even then.
They commanded ba alions of wizards,
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They commanded ba alions of wizards,

divisions of swordsmen, and they sat in war
councils that increased in frequency even as
the a acks on the city increased. The
humanoids of the forest, organized though
they may have been, broke upon the walls of
the city like waves onto the rocks of the reef.
But disturbingly, each new a ack brought
the realization that the enemies of
Cormanthyr were growing in number,
intelligence, and viciousness.

Sath and Klosterheim fought desperately
at the fall of Cormanthyr, like so many other
champions, but unlike most of those
doomed heroes Sath and Klosterheim
escaped the trap laid for them by the great
demonic army that felled the city walls.
They took as many with them into the
planes as they could muster, but so few were
those that could be saved that soon the pair
walked the planes alone. They heard news
of the desecration of Cormanthyr from
itinerant celestials and bound daemons,
caught with thaumaturgy and interrogated
with force of will. They drank elfwine to fan
their nostalgia in the City of Brass (ancient
even then) and silently reminisced about the
way things once were. But their homes, the
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way things once were. But their homes, the

lords to whom they once pledged oaths, the
generals, magisters and condotierri they
once sat at feast with, all lay dead in the
rubble of the now-blackened jewel of the
forest. Creatures of the dark abysses rode
like destriers above the cobbled streets,
shedding deep magical energy like viruses.
The blackwyrm Uxyozz, Mother of Nights,
took up residence in the catacombs under
the great Plaza of Dance. Demons capered
and cavorted in the city center, lighting the
bones of thousands of elves, men and
dwarves for their bonfires. Cormanthyr was
fallen, and it was centuries before the
Companions of Viscum would dare a empt
to reclaim the city, centuries before Silenius
Varanasi, the Sword of Corellon, would
declare himself Defender of the Faith and
lead an army of half-mad desert elves to war
against the demons. 

The memory of those defeats lodged in
Sath and Klosterheim like molten lead,
weighing their bones with a long-
smoldering despair. I t ate at their cores and
they forgot the noble purposes to which they
had once put themselves, They by turns
became wanton, reclusive, murderous, and
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became wanton, reclusive, murderous, and

alien.  They sought powers heretofore
unknown, in laboratories they stole from
murdered wizards, and plumbed magicks
forgo en since before first men crossed into
Prime from tienshan, the mountains of the
multiverse. They grew in power and
strangeness, each their own path, but
remained close; the pair were never seen
apart. The weight, however, of the fall of
Cormanthyr remained heavy upon their
psyches. They killed with impunity and
without rancor. Being near them grew
dangerous, and they in turn removed
themselves farther and farther from what
constituted civilization on the astral plane. 

Until one day, they had an idea. 

Now, if one wants to claim and own land,
and one is also a denizen of the planes, then
one is almost certain to find oneself in the
Abyss. With 666 separate layers, each
encompassing millions of square leagues, if
one is strong enough to find an unclaimed
spot (easy) and one can hold it (less so), one
can create a place for oneself. A barony. A
county. A kingdom. Or in the case of Sath
and Klosterheim, a free city. 
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The pair removed themselves far out in
the Abyss, gathered to them a few creatures
- veterans from Cormanthyr, mostly, who
had rumors of this faraway place. It was
nothing but a single tower at first,
surrounded by a palisade made of abyssal
ebonwood, sharpened to spikes, with a gate
made of from the wreckage of the airship
that had brought them there. Water flowed
from a single crack in the soil, tended daily
by Klosterheim to ensure it's purity. The
place had no name, and none was needed.
So far from the astral paths, so far from even
those creatures of the Abyss who reveled in
destroying that which those from elsewhere
would build, only those who had heard of
the place, were drawn to it somehow, would
be able to find it. 

The city grew, slowly at first. Everyone
built, everyone stood guard. Grey-eyed
humans with furrowed brows and few
words; elves in ornate ba le armors, still
spa ered with blood, with bows shiny from
use; Githyanki knights, their silvery swords
and axes gleaming dully in the abyssal sun;
slaadi spearmen from the far reaches of their
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slaadi spearmen from the far reaches of their

empire, with coolpacks against the backs of
their muscled necks; Tengu gravediggers,
flying overhead like black Valkyries,
watching the horizons... the immigrants
swelled the place, building and living. Sath
and Klosterheim had two laws: all are
welcome, and all previous lives are
abandoned at the gate. From where you
came, what you did, what you survived, it
was all moot. 

The city remained nameless. Peace
reigned there for a century, perhaps longer.
The nameless city grew large, strong, but
still always watchful. I t was the watchers
that first saw it, outriders, far in the distance:
an immense cloud of dust, reaching high
into the stratosphere and sparking lightning
ski ers in the highest altitudes. The Great
Eater approached the Nameless City. 

At first, there was the hope that it would
change direction, go off some other way. It
made a beeline for the city. There was talk of
luring it away somehow, but no one knew
what it might find alluring. It was Sath who
declared the unthinkable: let us trap it. He
laid out a plan that, all admi ed, could
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laid out a plan that, all admi ed, could

succeed. And so they set to work: they
pored over every document they could find,
steal or borrow about the creature; they dug
the massive trench; they forged and
ensorcelled the 13 hooks; legions of warriors
prepared to fight it into the trap. It came
straight for the city, smelling perhaps the
luscious meat of it amidst all that desolation.
Thousands died and were consumed. But
the trap was set, and Sath and Klosterheim
had achieved what none had every done
before: they had captured the Tarrasque. 

As the Nameless City grew, and the
power of the creature fed into every corner
of the city, Sath and Klosterheim found
something on which they differed. No one
knew what it was that created the rift
between the two, but They fought, and Sath
lost. He left the city with his servants and
his sworn-men, and sought a refuge from
Klosterheim. He found one; it was betrayed,
and he found another redoubt. It too was
betrayed. Eventually, Klosterheim captured
him, imprisoned him in Urash Myrrh and
either exiled or murdered his followers.
Now, he rules the Nameless City as a
despot, and bleeds the Tarrasque to feed it. 
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PART EIGHT
THE CITY OF THE

DEAD

52

So I  guess to start I  will set up a small
shrine in my stateroom, bless the space, etc.
then pray normally for guidance.  Then use
Commune, if needed, to ask:

 
Is it your will that I  continue to aid this

group now that Orcus’s return has been
thwarted?
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                I f yes – Should my aid be in a
Diplomatic capacity only?

                I f yes – Should my aid be to help
them escape?

IT IS MY WILL THAT YOU AID
THESE CHELAXIANS. THEY ARE
EVIL BUT ARE ON A PATH THAT IS
RIGHTEOUS. YOU ARE OUR
INSTRUMENT IN THIS - AID THEM
AS YOU WILL, AND SEE THEM TO
THEIR DESTINIES. 

 
Are your interests served by choosing a

side, that I  am to support, in the conflict
between the Githyanki and Cheliax?

                I f yes – Should I  support the
Githyanki?

WE HAVE NO CARE FOR THIS
CONTEST. OUR INTEREST IS IN THE
DENIZENS OF THE SHIP, NOT THE
DENIZENS OF THE TWO NATIONS.

Does this conflict threaten you or your



Council of Thieves

355

Does this conflict threaten you or your

realm in any way?

IT DOES NOT. THE GLORIOUS
LAND OF ANCIENTS IS NOT
THREATENED IN THIS

53

“I am Enguerrand of the Holy Order of
the Justicars. Look upon my mortal remains
and weep, for I  was laid low by betrayal
most foul. I  swept through the hordes of
Orcus beside my boon companion Alaric,
and none could stand before us on the field
of ba le. Demons quailed at our approach.
Where united we could not fall, in division
the Demon Prince created our undoing.
Alaric was called away to defend his home
at the holy city of Tircople from barbaric
invasion instigated by Orcus. I  alone
remained of the Justicars to fight for our
cause.

“A captain of the Army of Light, whose
name has been stricken from memory by the
gods for his betrayal, led his company into
an ambush knowing that I  would come to
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an ambush knowing that I  would come to
help them at their call. I  arrived to find it all
an elaborate trap. The captain’s company
consisted of only the walking dead,
previously slain through treachery and
raised again to lure me to my peril. The
company of undeath turned on me as did
their a ackers, a swarm of demons. But last
came the linchpin

in the ambush, a foul cloud giant of
demonic blood wielding a spear forged of
darkness. I  smote the captain and called
upon the power of Muir to rout the demons
and undead, but the fiend-giant used my
distraction to pierce my chest and lay me
low.

“The betrayal weighs heavy on my soul,
and I  cannot rest easy. The treacherous
captain has been dealt with, and the fiend-
giant was slain by my vengeful allies, his
wicked spear destroyed. Even the hammer
that forged the instrument of my demise
was claimed from the field of ba le. All that
remains is the anvil upon which the spear
was formed. The existence of that is all that
anchors me here to this place. Any who
would recover the anvil from the ruins of
the city and return with it here would be
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the city and return with it here would be

forever called my friend. I  know not where
it lies; only that it still exists within the
precincts of the temple-city. Despoil not my
tomb and return with the item I  seek so that
I  may rest, and I  will grant you a boon of
inestimable worth. Heed the words of the
Last Justicar, and serve the will of the Three
Gods.”

54

"Thank you, Sir Daemon," said Vfogg
Khollarix to the beast watching from the
expanse of broken wall that marked the
edge of the "tollbooth," as it looked on at the
departing party with confusion dominating
its dreadful face. Behind it, its two
companions lay distantly in the dust. One,
sheared open by Mub's dreadful glaive,
evinced all the life of a marione e shorn of
its strings. It lay in a heap of bony legs and
blood, now obscured with clouds of greedy
abyssal insects seeking a horrid drink. The
other, the one they called the Shrike, had
burst its carapace in a dozen places, oozing
an odious liquor that stank virulently and
was no kind of blood that the party had ever
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was no kind of blood that the party had ever
seen. This, the insects avoided as studiously
as nuns. 

Vermithrel's shadowbeasts snuffled
uncomfortably in the alien light - not sun,
not quite, but pervasive - and pulled the
wagon on toward the Camp. Above, Vfogg
hove into view astride his griffin, banking
slightly and coming about to ensure the
daemon's geas did not wear off so quickly
that it would try for revenge. Xanotopsis
burbled continuously and goodnaturedly
beside Rae, who remained silent and pale,
on whatever subject took his mind. Most of
his subjects dealt with the more noisome
aspects of his work, and he spoke of horrors
with a sense of passion and joy that would
be frightening were it not so pure. It made
Rae's stomach turn loops. 

Ranth's eyes tracked the great bat that was
Vermithrel across the silver sky, scouting
ahead while Vfogg circled back. His Gith
robes swirled as his strode forthrightly to
keep up with the Wagon. Next to him
walked Raxilus, the tiefling dandy, who had
no trouble keeping pace and maintained a
dashing air besides, his clothing spotless
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dashing air besides, his clothing spotless

despite the ever-present dust. Ranth
suspected enchantments. Akamos, behind
them, watched both with a jaundiced air.
Whatever these two sought, it was not what
his master Belisarius sought. He would
keep an eye on them. All three walked
silently, toward what they knew not...

55

There was a moment, when Vfogg looked
back toward you and the Dragon, his
strange features sardonic and his too-long
arms creating weird ripples in the sleeves of
his cloak, when you wondered if he might
suddenly turn, call the party to his side and
charge the beast. "We shall take back our
Necromant!" he would yell, and a
combination of furious swordplay and
malign spells would drive the black skinned
creature backwards in fear.

But that didn't happen. Instead, Vfogg's
expression remained as unreadable as
always, and he at last disappeared – as if by
magic – into the broken stones of the canyon
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magic – into the broken stones of the canyon
floor towards the great Dead Gate. You
turned to look at the dragon, who informed
you, almost as an afterthought, that his
name was Mallerix and there was nothing
that he loved so much as treasure but if
there was one thing that would come in
second, it was the blazing hot tar that
bubbled up from the various cataracts in the
ground nearby, and you knew that things
had changed perhaps irrevocably. Despite
the camaraderie of the last several months –
from your first meeting in Egorian, to the
jailbreak, to the abyssal city, to the desolate
camp and, now, to the doorstep of Orcus'
own city – you thought that perhaps you
had made a place for yourself amongst these
people. Despite your obvious differences,
and equally obvious different loyalties (you
to Queen Abrogail, they to Lord Mayor
Julistarc), you thought that you'd earned a
place amongst them. But the alacrity with
which they left you in the care of a dragon
seems to belie that assumption. You
wondered whether accompanying them
here, even at the request of the Queen, was
wise. It was one thing to think of Orcus' city
in prison as a potential, albeit far off,
destination. It was quite another for you, a
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destination. It was quite another for you, a

necromancer, to the abandoned on its
doorstep.

But as has always been your wont, you
cast those maudlin thoughts from your head
even as you have cast a thousand spirits
from the prime material. Of course they
went on, you said to yourself. What else
could they do? This simple statement
cleared away all thoughts of misplaced
loyalty or dereliction of duty. I  am a legate
of the Queen of Cheliax, you reminded
yourself. My duty is clear; even though my
path forward may be obscured.

Mallerix, surprisingly, proved a
loquacious and – to your amusement –
cheerful interlocutor. Once introductions
had been proffered and accepted, the dragon
spoke freely and with elan. His thin, corded
forearms moved with deft assurance as he
gathered up the treasure that the party had
laid before him. Claws the size of poniards
picked loose platinum nobilis from the
soggy ground with singular dexterity, until
every coin had been deposited in a large tar-
hole, sinking slowly into the steaming pitch.
During this remarkably speedy process,
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Mallerix emi ed a glutinous string of
uninterrupted speech, flowing back and
forth between draconic and an archaic
version of commontongue with aplomb.  So
much did Mallerix talk that you suspected
that it'd been a long time since the creature
had been able to engage in conversation
with another sentient. He seemed almost
lonely (although that was wrong; his
perverse goodnaturedness came through in
his speech as he gloated over the treasure he
had extracted from the party, and the ease
with which he had "defeated" them). You
had to admit: as prospective masters go, and
wi y and perspicacious slave could
certainly ask for a less interesting one.

It was then that the sky darkened as if the
sun had been blo ed out. "Ah," said
Mallerix, one black eye turning in its socket
towards the sky. "That would be mother."

In less than a second you felt rather than
heard, like a pressure-drop before a coming
storm, the sky buffeted by the pounding of
enormous black wings. The air, still traced
with ammonia from the tar pits, now took
on an additional reek. Your eyes watered;
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on an additional reek. Your eyes watered;

your nostrils rebelled. Even you, to whom
the smells of the grave and the air of tombs
was as breath itself after a cleansing rain,
found your lungs and throat involuntarily
closing as the oppressive, acidic fume
surrounded you.

It – she – circled twice, then landed. You
knew then that the party had made a grave
mistake. This surely was the great Wyrm to
whom the Justicar referred. She was easily
twice as long as Mallerix, her maw much
wider and set with many more teeth, all of
them abraded and scored. Her landing
shook the ground to the point where it was a
struggle to continue to stand. Her scales, jet
black and unyielding as stones, move with
the sinuous energy of a coat of finest-made
mail. Her eyes, yellow and black, pierced
you with a look of distilled appraising
malevolence, like the gaze reserved for a
beetle by a collector who has just raised the
pin.

She stepped closer, her sword length
claws standing deep into the oily ground.
She approached to within about 30 yards,
and you were rooted to the spot. I t was as if
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and you were rooted to the spot. I t was as if

the creature had managed to put into place a
block between your brain and your limbs.
Your conscious mind detached and took in
the various aspects of the creature:
enormous, ebon, wings where Mallerix had
none, intelligent and baleful. Behind it, your
subconscious gibbered with fear, torn
between the conflicting directives of flee and
fight and se ling, as each second stretched
itself out into horrific lengths, for neither.
You desperately wanted to run; your brain
screamed out orders to do so. But your
limbs simply refused to do anything, hoping
(one assumes) desperately that the she-
dragon would not simply extend her
snakelike neck and scoop you up like a
meat-pie. 

"Obesiancix slavusi tuum," it said, its
voice rumbling out like thunder in the
distance. Make your obeisance, slave.

You fell to your knees as if an invisible
string from underground was suddenly
yanked with particular ferocity and dragged
you to the earth. Your eyes danced away
from the sickening amber orbs that pierced
the air around you. 
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"Shilta wux renthisj Vs'shtak, xanalre di
daari?" Another peal of hideous thunder
rolled over you like a wave. Can you speak
the language of Wyrm-Kings?

"Axun... shar tisvelk," you said, your voice
trembling uncontrollably. Yes... but poorly.
The great Black was speaking a tortuous
version of High Archaic Draconic, and the
harsh, alien words rasped out of your throat,
as if your lungs were desperately trying to
hold onto the air it cost to speak them. 

"I 've watched you and your colleagues
approach the city," it said. "You are
necromant; do you wish to join the legions
of the Prince?" 

The Prince..? you thought. Orcus, she
means Orcus. "No, Your Enormity, my
fratascour bellatrexus and I  mean to keep
the Prince from escaping his god-bindings."
No thought of lying to this creature ever
entered your head. 

A guff of hot, acrid air slung past and
through you as the creature drew a step
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through you as the creature drew a step

closer. You raised your eyes just enough to
see clots of tar-sodden earth come vomiting
up as her immense claws tore through the
soil. "Stupetur jikaic ve mitabiliak," she said.
Wonders never cease to amaze. "Who sent
your fratascour on this? Who bade you enter
this city? WHO THOUGHT TO PERMIT
YOU TO APPROACH?" The last sentence
could barely be understood, coming as it
seemed from the inside of a hellish
hurricane. You were physically pushed
backward by the violence of the sound, your
knees scraping the ground and your hands
coming up involuntarily to cover your ears.

"Asmodei! Sarenreus! Aleaxu di
Seldarariuk Varanasus di wer Vaecaesini!
Abrogaila reguki de Chelaxiusi!" 

"Wharacix." Lies. 

"Veruk! Coi si!" I t is the truth, I  swear it!

There was a stillness then, as if a bubble
had materialized over the entirety of the
region. Your eyes still watered from the acid
tang on the air, but the dragon said nothing
for what seemed like minutes but surely was
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for what seemed like minutes but surely was

only seconds. 

"Asmodei," she finally murmured, her
voice like an earthquake, almost sub-aural.
"Sarenreus." She sounded thoughtful. Then
she made a strange noise: errrr... errrr...
errrr... it took a few moments to realize that
the dragon was... laughing? 

"Portionisk si, relinkuiris vobar ek
obsekuir ei oblatiokus," she said finally. I
release you from my service. "Rejoin your
fratascour, necromant. Enter the Prince's
City and die with your comrades. But know
this: huk ur iterustim, vectigalort erk
multotikonuruska." If ever you pass here
again, the toll will be much higher. 

"Yes, Your Malevolence," you said. "It
shall be as you say." 

"I  will be watching. Gethrisj. Jaka." Go.
Now.

You leapt to your feet and raced away, not
daring to look back or slow until nearly 200
paces had past. You stopped to heave great
sweating breaths and wash away the
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sweating breaths and wash away the

tightness that black fear had wrenched into
your chest. Looking up, you saw her once
more: gliding toward the south, gigantic and
lithe, silent and fell as a grave on the moon. 

56

"What in the Abyss is that?" said Rae to
Vfogg across the open doorway. Vfogg only
looked at her, with his alien eyes, and raised
a single razor-thin eyebrow by way of
acknowledgment. the creature was
immense; 10 feet tall, strangely placed
muscles working tightly under black,
metallic skin. But mostly, covered in crudely
forged iron plates, seemingly bolted directly
to its skin. Ranth and Sam danced around it,
while energetic elementals fli ed here and
there and support, but it just laughed at
them and swung its enormous scythe in the
long, implacable arcs.

Rae peered around the corner again in
time to see Xanotopsis, his face covered in a
sheen of sweat, back towards the outer door.
He caught her eye briefly, and mouth the
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He caught her eye briefly, and mouth the
words "I 've lost control," to her. The ghost,
who had only minutes before been
answering questions about the denizens of
this tower under Xanotopsis' ministrations,
now whirled and hissed: "The General
sends his regards!" It's ectoplasmic eyes, like
two pits in the bo om of a coal mine, flashed
with pale blue and it charged towards Rae
with a screech. "Uhhn!" she grunted as she
threw herself away from the doorway, just
in time to avoid the ghosts sliding through
her. The rolling edge of a wave of intense
cold passed her with the ghost, and it turned
to stare at her, it's mouth widening in an
unearthly groan. 

Behind Rae, a flurry of chi ering, clicking
celestiali came from the mouth of Ngl!chuik.
"Wamphyri," it said to Vermithrel. "If you
would be willing to release my chains, it
could be that I  may be of service." It paused
a moment, cocking its head like a praying
mantis. "Though damaged, I  retain some of
my powers, and it is possible even here that
I  might solicit the aid of the hierophant
Thrir'Ma!kt. You have my word of honor
that I  will not a empt to provide to you a
merciful end to your condition without your
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merciful end to your condition without your

consent."

"I  appreciate that," Vermithrel said.
Outside, the ba le grew louder…

+++

"Wamphyri," you hear at the edge of your
senses. The voice of the ghost spoke to
before. It returns the howl on the distant
wind, barely audible and strikingly clear.
You don't see it, and even your height and
vampire senses cannot determine where the
voices coming from – is at the very edge of
your ability to sense these things, and you're
sure that no one else could possibly hear it.

""Wamphyri, the General wants you
among his captains. He says to bid you
welcome to the City of Orcus, and that he
wishes to meet so that he might negotiate
your defection. With the defeat of his
seneschal, he requires a tactician bold
enough and strong enough to be at the head
of Orcus' Army when the Prince is released
and we march on the Nameless City to seek
the return of his scepter. You would stand
high in the hierarchy of that army, says the
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high in the hierarchy of that army, says the

General."

"Think on ways that you and the General
might meet privately; think on ways that
you might lead these pitiful mortals into a
trap; and think on the rewards that you shall
demand from the Prince of Undead for
enabling his release and standing among his
artillery."

The voice then disappeared.

57

As the party prepares to leave the tower,
Ngl!chuik seeks you out for a private
discussion:

"Lady Rae of Sarenrae, I  am honored that
you and your compatriots have released me
from the General's jail. I  am particularly
indebted to the vampire Vermithrel, as it is
he who personally saw to the severing of my
chains.

"And yet, I  am concerned. Upon our
meeting, I  offered to the vampire Vermithrel
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meeting, I  offered to the vampire Vermithrel
the opportunity to provide him the mercy of
slaying him and releasing his Elvish spirit
from the grip of undeath. He refused, and I
therefore must abide by his decision; to
provide him this mercy unwanted would be
treachery, and my honor could not
countenance that.

"However, it must be noted that we are in
a place that to undead would seem as their
King's city. Indeed, if it is true that my
mission and your mission – to seek the
continued recusal of the Prince of Undead –
are in alignment, the participation of a
vampire on this mission seems
incontrovertibly fraught. The vampire
Vermithrel seems both highly capable and a
staunch ally to you; yet I  cannot help but
think that, if it came to his having to choose
between his companions and his Prince, his
vampiric nature would win out and he
would declare for Orcus.

"As you can imagine, the point at which
he made that choice could be devastating to
the success of the mission itself. Were he to
declare for Orcus at the wrong moment, all
could be lost. And so, despite that I  owe him



Council of Thieves

373

could be lost. And so, despite that I  owe him

a personal obligation, my honor will not
allow me to withhold voice to this concern. I
choose you because the Hierophant has
informed me that, of all your compatriots,
you are the only one who is wholly good.
Therefore, it is to you to whom I bring this
concern.

"I  hope that I  have not been impertinent;
the ways of Primes are beyond my ken, and
so if I  have transgressed some cultural more
or unspoken rule, please accept my
apologies, for that was not my intent. But, I
hope you understand the impetus that
prompts me to bring this to your a ention."

58

Tranquilis is an OLD weapon, very old,
but the nature of his powers keeps him from
looking it. He communicates with you via
telepathy, and is reasonably intelligent,
albeit his conversational topics are rather
limited - things he will have seen, and
martial topics. he doesn't have any
particular grievance against your alignment.
"I 've served many warriors, many warriors,"
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"I 've served many warriors, many warriors,"
he said when you gingerly brought up the
subject. "Last was a paladin, named of
Gerrant. I  served him many years, and we
slew many things. He was a good man and a
good soldier, and I  was happy to serve him.
You, well, I  don't know you yet. We've slain
nothing together, and if you're not much of a
warrior - a thief, or a fool - then we shan't be
partners very long, now shall we? I  take the
long view - time, and my nature, I  don't get
to choose who wields me, and it's been a
long time since I  cared. You seem amiable
enough. If you can fight well, and often,
then we'll be as good of partners as can be
asked. And as to being a ba leaxe, not a
problem." Tranquilis reforms instantly into a
brilliant ba leaxe, heavy but whippy and
fast, blade sharp as a razor. 

59

Rae is not without fear for what lies ahead
for her party in fact it is growing and
beginning to fog her mind.  Although she
has pledged her allegiance to Sarenrae and
the path that she was put on to protect this
rough and ragged party, a growing part of
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rough and ragged party, a growing part of
her wants nothing more than to unshoulder
the burden of potential failure.  She finds
herself starting to drift off deep into her
memories and away from this dismal plane
with its evil and never ending cheerless light
and its every continuing hoards of dead and
evil inhabitants, each more ghastly than the
last.  She has already misstepped and
crossed into the land of shadow once this
week, costing the party a valuable spell and
even worse, time......HEr strength is waning
at the time that it will be tested most
severely.  

Rae quietly dis-engages from the party to
the furthest unoccupied corner of the former
Banshee den instructing Duff to keep an eye
on her and the rest of the party for a bit in
case she is needed. A light spell cast onto a
small rock where she kneels bathes the
corner in a welcoming warm glow. She pulls
a small bronze statue of Sarenrae from her
bag of holding and sets it back a few inches
into a crevice in the wall. With the silver
dust and holy water carefully unwrapped
and at her disposal, she begins to quietly
murmur the words of the Consecrate spell
focusing on the bright strength and beauty
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focusing on the bright strength and beauty

that the Dawnflower brings to the world.
When the spell is cast, Rae quickly begins to
feel be er, her breathing becomes deeper
and sustains greater energy.  Her fears begin
to retreat to the shrinking dark corners of
her mind and she extinguishes the light of
the stone which is no longer necessary.  Rae
continues to speak softly, focused upon the
crack that holds the small shrine that she has
secreted into the wall. 

"Sarenrae, I  kneel before you, your
humble and loyal servant.  This day brings
us to the pinnacle of our ba le here on a
plane that knows no beauty or truth.  Our
ability to prevent the release of the vile
creature that our enemies strive to free is
questionable as we are ignorant to their
composition, skills, strengths and
weaknesses with the exception of rumors
and speculations.  The Book and the Candle
in particular are entities with whom our
party has no experience. I  ask you for
enlightenment regarding these entities of
and created through evil intent.  Sarenrae,
please bestow upon me some helpful
knowledge of the Book and Candle, that I
might strengthen the party you have
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might strengthen the party you have

enlisted me to protect.  Bless me with your
gifts of light, truth and knowledge, the
greatest powers of all.  I f and when we
accomplish our goals here, I  vow to shrug
off the cloak of timidity that I  have been
wearing and take back my Scimitar from the
claws of the greedy dragon with whom I
traded it for entry.  I  look forward to days
on brighter planes than these where I  can
once again wield its strength in your name
against the evils of the world."

Rae sits quietly, taking slow and deep
breaths in the now more comfortable
darkness. She fills herself with the calming
spirit, strength and focus of Serena and
waits for the answer to her plea or a call to
action from her party members.  Either
response will be as it should be and she will
do her best to fulfill her task.

+++

The spell ends, and there is a period of
silence as your ears readjust to the echoes of
the tomblike building.  Then the familiar
sounds of the room fill your ears: whispered
conversations, of varying stress levels, as the
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conversations, of varying stress levels, as the

rest of the party tries to put together a
workable plan based on assumption, rumor,
and the meager intelligence provided by
General Myrac. Everyone is on edge; the
Tunnel (and now, when anyone spoke of it
at all, it was the Tunnel, capital T  obvious to
everyone) had taken its toll. Some of it was
painfully physical, but the bulk was
psychological. The Banshee had reminded
them that they were mortal, and Sarenrae
(and whatever dark dirty Xanotopsis paid
homage to) reminded them that the gods
had not forgo en them, nor forgo en the
charge with which they had been put. 

Charlabu did not com that afternoon, or
that evening (or whatever - night and day
barely seemed to exist, in this fetid land,
even less so in this reeking hole) and Rae
tried to garner a few hours sleep. She dozed
uneasily; the rest continued to plan, to
calculate, to  judge risk and factor
unknowns, while Rae could not help but
listen with half an ear, despite her
weariness. Yet sleep did come eventually - a
fitful, uncomfortable sleep, poked by cold
stone, bent by stress, prickled by voices. But
eventually she slept. 
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And woke with a start. Her hand itched
and she slowly brought it up: on it, it's
wings slowly folding and unfolding, was a
small, yellow bu erfly. 

Duff padded over, his furred, patched
head turning this way and that as he looked
first at the bu erfly, then at Rae, then
repeated. None of the rest had noticed the
small, incredibly out of place insect rotating
itself on Rae's wrist. Rae could focus on
nothing else.

'it says they can't talk to us here.' Duff's
speech was thick in her head, but clear and
ma er-of-fact. 'I t says we are too far from
them, the great black one's [field/aura]
blocks it now that it is here.'

Rae goggled at Duff speaking so
straightforwardly. His mind, lurching from
point to point, was an open book to her.  But
he had never really spoken *words* before. 

'I t says you need to know two things,'
Duff continued. 'I t says to call the justice to
help block the book. It says the li le light is
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help block the book. It says the li le light is

fast, the book is slow, and the justice can
block the slow and let the fast come through,
which gives you time.

"Justice," Rae thought. "Justice... Justice...
Justicar?"

'It says the li le light is very dangerous,
with many fires and shocks,'. Duff said. 'I t
says the li le light does not like snow, that it
makes it weak. It says making it go slow is
good, but making it go fast is also good. It
says always snow, always snow, best when
it is fast like sky-flashes but always snow is
good. It says beat it, bash it, but always
snow.'

Duff barked once and the bu erfly flew
languidly away, down the opening into the
tunnel. The rest of the party stopped
speaking at Duff's bark, then resumed.
"Close the doors behind me and I  will
return within ten minutes," said Ranth ...

+++

Rae soaks in the information that
Sarenrae has gifted her with....she smiles
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Sarenrae has gifted her with....she smiles

gently for possibly the first time in days and
ruffles Duffs scraggly fur....."thanks for your
help my friend..."  She leaves the
consecrated area with a deep breath and
hope she intends to share with the rest of the
party.....Could Justice be the Justicar?

60

Standing outside the Tomb of the Justicar,
you are reminded of how strangely desolate
the Rift is. Not like the horrid expanse of
bone dust that makes up the Desolation
above (and with thoughts of the Desolation,
your mind turns inevitably to the doomed
Lady Martimus and her druids, who hosted
you and gave you safety from the creatures
of that bone-white waste and labor even
now to transform it back to what it once
was), but a place of silence. Even the wind,
which anywhere else would whip through
these ravines and canyons like banshees
loosed, chooses not to shed even a whisper
here. 

Behind you, in the alien gray light, you
can feel if not see the towers of Saar. From
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can feel if not see the towers of Saar. From
outside the walls, they are silent too - but
like many things in Saar, that is a lie, for
behind those walls orders are given,
resources captured and plans made. Above
a plaza on the topmost tier, a vast alien
creature, eighty feet across and dripping
ectoplasm, checks the boxes on a demonic
list. Lower, an implacable creature of fire
and metal, without pity or mercy, follows
the spoor of a new set of targets. 

I t is these reveries that make the
sha ering of the silence all the more abrupt
and disconcerting. Toward the city, an
immense <<<CLANG>>> echoes off the
stone ravine walls and falls on your ears
with a chromium slap. A moment later, a
wave of searing heat passes over you and is
gone in an instant, like stepping briefly in
front of a blast furnace. The dusty stone
ground trembles and snorts, and rocks
nudged out of true by the pressure roll in
childish anarchy down stone walls that seem
desirous but unable to quite resume their
rest. 

A cloud of particulates exhales from the
open mouth of the tomb, dispersing into the
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open mouth of the tomb, dispersing into the

rest of the fitful airborne dust like smoke. In
clipped Celestiali, Ngul!chuik says: 

"The Hierophant informs me that Orcus'
prison has arrived." 

+++

Acrid gas fills the air. The oozing sliding
sound of the demons as they bend to the
a ack and try to surround Sam, Xanotopsis,
Ngul!chuik and Ranth distills the musty,
fetid air. Particulates and mold from the
enormous spiked cylinder trap enclose the
area even further.

The effect overall is pure chaos. Sam's
ba le ax cleaves into a demon which splits
and rea aches itself with an oily smack;
Ngul!chuik's javelin darts in and back,
opening greasy rifts in the torsos and backs
of the creatures. In the darkness,
Xanotopsis' missiles blaze like beacons as
they flit about like wasps born of torches.

Rae's voice stands out above the din.
"Sarenrae's blessing upon THEE ALL!"
Everyone is momentarily blinded as the
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Everyone is momentarily blinded as the

channeled divine power reaches out on
warm golden fingers to revitalize those
around her. One of the nearby demons even
takes a step back, as the light nears it and
then passes by to envelop Ranth.
Ngul!chuik almost breathes in the healing
draught, his spiracles widening, then takes
the opportunity to impale the nearest demon
as it pauses to look at Rae. 

BOOM. 

In the distance, up the stairs, single
immense noise emanates down through the
very stones. The demons pause for the
briefest of seconds and then redouble their
a acks. Their fury seems re-lit by the sheer
mass of the sound that came from above.
The sounds of ba le resume their foremost
place and it almost seems as if the noise was
an illusion, a hallucination. But no.

BOOM. 

No closer, you think, but then again? No
farther away. Whatever it is, it's big.
Whatever it is, it's awake.
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Whatever it is, it's almost certainly on its
way.

+++

Those gods that could smiled upon you,
and now, all your comrades draw breath
and walk. Those that have been in
Pharasma's care (if that is where one goes,
when one is so far from the Prime) have
been returned, as Rae and Xanotopsis
struggled mightily to draw power from their
respective deities. Those that were alive
watched in horror as Xanotopsis' whispered
words of supplication and sacrifice; Rae's
prayers shot toward Charlabu with all the
desperation she felt; the return made her
practically glow. 

All rose. Disheveled, sore, confused.
Amenophis shook his head like a shaggy
dog, to clear the mental cobwebs.
Ngul!chuik's carapace was cracked and
buckled, and the stump of his missing
eighth leg had resumed a desultory
bleeding. Xanotopsis looked shocked; Sam
looked exhausted. 
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But the room at the top of the great
stairway was quiet. 

Vermithrel came away from the barred
stone door. "They've heard the banshee
outside," he said. "Harpies, I  think, circling
above, and something else on the ground.
They speak in whispers, but I  could hear
them. At one point one was right outside the
door, listening in even as I  listened outward.
It's not there now, but it could be mere feet
away. They are remarkably quiet, whatever
they are." 

"The Candle," said Vfogg. "What of the
Candle?" 

"If the creature is as the Formian says... "
Vermithrel said with a glance at
Ngul!Chuik, "... then I  would say no. I 've
heard nothing of lightning or explosions. If I
was to guess, I 'd say normal patrol." He
paused. "Normal for this city, I  mean, which
is probably some nightmare from the pit." 

Akamos pointed to the door. "All things
assumed correct, that door exits onto the
topmost tier of the city.or at least near that."
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topmost tier of the city.or at least near that."

He pulled a crude map. "We ought to be
near to the terrace where Myrac said the
Book was collecting those statues. The
Citadel would be to our south, off to the left,
but not far." 

"This complicates things, having that
banshee raise the alarm," Vfogg murmured.
"But it doesn't sound as if they have given it
much credence. Perhaps this happens
occasionally; perhaps they are busy. I 'd
suspect the la er. We've been in this tunnel
for nearly two days, all since the arrival of
the Citadel. I t could be that they are inside,
in which case the Candle will be with them.
Our plan to trap and kill it maybe in
jeopardy." 

Rae groaned at the thought. "Does that
mean we would have to enter the Citadel or
Orcus?" 

"Perhaps. There are a lot of unknown
factors at play..." 

61
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Team A went to work on the bishops,
while Team B engaged in some desultory
watch duty, waiting for the Candle to make
her grand appearance. The Dispel Magics
went relatively easy; and soon the mages
were summoning dinosaurs - powerful
antediluvian creatures that smashed and
charged against the statues once they had
been made vulnerable by spells and holy
water. The first one destroyed provoked an
immense *C L A N G* and the work then
began in earnest. The huge summoned beast
slammed themselves into the statues over
and over again, while Ranth pummeled
them, his hands encased in mithril gloves. 

Soon four bishops were down, and a fifth
to ered on its pedestal. "Wait!" yelled
Xanotopsis from the top of the steps, his
summoned pteranadons making lazy,
lumpy circles above him. "I  don't see it!"
Everyone slowed. The dinosaurs and the
Githyanki approached the last bishop and
encircled it. 

"Now?" asked Ranth. 

"I  see nothing," Xanotopsis. "Don't
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"I  see nothing," Xanotopsis. "Don't

destroy that thing." 

The team held their positions. Xanotopsis
stared into the distance. Seconds passed. 

And then, for a moment, in the distance a
small bright light shone. Like a star. 

Xanotopsis paused. "It's her." he said
simply, quietly. "She comes!" he yelled. he
looked back and saw the gathered creatures
of Orcus reforming their lines and moving
out towards the plaza. 

At that moment, in front of Rae, an
apparition appeared; it was a Formian, not
Ngul!chuik but like him in many ways. It
spoke in Celestial to her: 

"I  bring a message from Ngul!chuik - will
you hear it?"

Rae was frozen is surprise for a moment,
but finally, she nodded. 

"He says this: 

My dear Rae of Sarenrae: 
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I  am forever in your debt for saving me
from General Myrac, and for giving me the
opportunity to finish this quest. But I  cannot
abide the possibility that I  would be a tool of
Myrac and help his army exit the rift. 

So I  have decided, at this time, I  will call
upon the power of my ancestors and delay
the army of Orcus for as long as the
Hierophant allows, and purchase you as
much of the time you need to succeed as I
may. 

If Pharasma wills it, seek out my hive in
the afterlife. I  will ensure my brothers and
sisters know your name and the rocks upon
which you stood.  

Farewell, my human sister.” 

In the distance, Xanotopsis heard
Ngul!chuik's voice, trilling and clacking,
singing some sort of Formian song.
Ngul!chuik raised his javelin high, then
galloped toward the advancing horde,
increasing his speed to the point where by
the time reached their advancing lines, he
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the time reached their advancing lines, he

was more cannonball than creature. All
could hear the the distant howls of Orcus'
creatures baying for Ngul!chuik's blood.
Xanotopsis saw him slam into the oncoming
horde and become enveloped entirely in the
sheer volume of enemies. 

No one ever saw Ngul!chuik again. 

"Can you see it?"

The tall Githyanki monk stood facing up
at Xanotopsis, his fists wrapped in mithril
and dusted with black stone. Xanotopsis
said nothing, staring into the distance
toward the citadel. 

"Xanotopsis." 

"XANOTOPSIS! Is it coming!" 

The necromancer shook himself from his
reverie. "I  see nothing," he called down.
"Nothing that resembles the star I  saw
earlier." 
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"Hold then," Vfogg said with his
unearthly calm. "We daren't destroy the last
one until we know the creature is nearly
here." 

Akamos raised on eyebrow at Vermithrel;
Vermithrel shrugged. "Ever thus," the
wamphyri replied. 

"Now?" asked Ranth.

"Nothing," said Xanotopsis, somewhat
testily. But as soon as he said it, above him
one of the pteranadon screeched. 

"... wait," Xano said. He furrowed his
brow in concentration. After a few seconds,
he opened his eyes. "Something's coming."
A pause, another furrowed brow.
"Something small." Xanotopsis turned his
eyes toward the Citadel again. "Something
fast." 

"It's coming!" Ranth called out. 

"Hold," said Vfogg. The dinosaurs
snuffled around the last unbroken statue, it's
black stone still glistening with holy water,
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black stone still glistening with holy water,

waiting for the order to crush it like the
others. 

Seconds passed; "Now?" 

"Hold," said Vfogg.

"Xanotopsis, where is it?" asked Ranth

"Hard to tell," Xano yelled out. The
pteranadons above him were growing
visibly agitated. "Halfway. Moving very
fast, Vfogg." 

"Hold," said Vfogg. Amenophis' dark
eyes were fixed on a point somewhere past
the necromancer, his spear at the ready, his
whole body tense as a bowstring. 

"It looks like a cluster of small stars,"
Xanotopsis said with a detached air; he'd
reverted to the scholarly tone of a
dispassionate scientist. "Two hundred feet." 

"Now," said Vfogg. 

Ranth hit the last bishop like a ogre's ram;
the pedestal sha ered under the blows, and
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the pedestal sha ered under the blows, and

Vermithrel's ankylosaur bleated its
displeasure. Xanotopsis turned and was
nearly felled by an even louder * C L A N G
* from the Citadel. Black smoke like a living
thing roiled off the sides of the tower, and
heat blistered the air. The smoke turned to
great clots of oily liquid, that flew upward
and collected in a disk above the tower,
spreading across the nightless silver sky.
The iron of the Citadel reached for the disk,
groaning under the incredible strains the
otherplace was pu ing on it, until: 

* K A A A W H U U U M P * 

An enormous pressure wave raced across
the plateau, first fla ening Orcus' slave-
army, then everyone at Bishop's Plaza. All
were knocked off their feet. A thin rivulet of
blood trickled from Xanotopsis nose and
ears, and he wiped them gingerly with a
gloved hand. 

He looked up, and the Citadel was gone. 

Vermithrel was fast upon his feet. "Cluster
around me!" the vampire-elf yelled. "Our job
is done! We have succeeded! Let us away! I
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is done! We have succeeded! Let us away! I

can plane-shift us out of this accursed city!" 

"No," Akamos responded. "The wild
magic could destroy everything!" 

"It did li le before; this is a chance we
should take," Vermithrel pleaded. 

"And there is the small ma er of the
General's geas upon Vfogg," Ranth
observed tensely. "It would kill him, were
we to take your course." 

"Fools," mu ered Vermithrel. "The task is
complete - why should we sacrifice
ourselves to the Candle?" 

As if on cue, the ground erupted with fire
and heavy, smoking rock. Vermithrel,
Ranth, Xanotopsis and several elementals
were caught in the conflagration, and swiftly
fell out of the opaque column of ash,
swa ing at scorch marks and cursing. Hot
stone embers danced around the column,
seeking bare skin and hair as if with an
eager intelligence. 

"There she is," Amenophis yelled. He
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"There she is," Amenophis yelled. He

pointed with his spear not toward the empty
space that once held the Citadel but up,
where high above the plaza a series of small,
bright lights wheeled with unearthly speed
to make another pass over the staring
party...

62

The Druids Grove still smolders from the
lightning and fire that was tossed about so
freely during the ba le. White smoke seems
the air above the verdant landscape, echoing
the lack  of color of the monochrome dust
that surrounds the growth.

Face-down in that dust lies the now
desiccated body of Lady Martimus. The
bones of her steed have already moldered
into near nothingness; Samwell rolls
Martimus over, and her face, now shrunk
back against the ancient skull, still bears the
mingled evidence of pain, confusion and
hate.

Inside the Grove, the descending portal
stands open, the once trenchant defense that
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stands open, the once trenchant defense that
lasted for decades is now sundered, and the
personal belongings of the Druids are
sca ered about, in their haste to defend their
home.

Ranth's keen eyes look out over the rift
from the edge of the stairs: "The last has
changed into a hawk  like his brother, and
even now flies over the rift. He's moving
away quite quickly, we should do
something."

"Let the poor bastard go," said Akamos.
"The way is open, the General can come
through as he pleases."

Vfogg's head whirled around to face
Akamos. "We cannot," he said.

Vermithrel stepped between them. "It's
true. We have to catch the last one – the
strictures of the geas are very specific. All
three Druids have to die for the conditions
to be met..."
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PART NINE
TU'NARATH

63

So, we can assume that the party will go
to Bard's Gate and linkup with the
Githyanki ship. The Gith will not say
anything until the ship has left Bard's Gate
and is at least a few hours out of port.
PERCEPTION checks by the party during
embarkation will reveal to some the sound
of Ranth and the Capt. having a vigorous
argument in Githyanki. if the person who he
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argument in Githyanki. if the person who he

overhears the argument also speaks Gith,
they will only hear a few words, but will
understand that Ranth and the Capt. are
arguing about something pertaining to the
party, and numerous instances of the words
"Cheliax" and "Chelaxians."

The Capt. will, per usual, invite the party
to the evening meal, at which point he will
open up the scroll and read the following:

"It is hereby given notice that the
Githyanki have opened hostilities against
the human kingdom of Cheliax and all her
subjects across all planes, including prime
material, ethereal, and astral. A state of open
war currently exists between the two
entities, and all Chelaxians and nonhuman
subjects of the kingdom of Cheliax are
considered by the Githyanki to be enemies
according to the laws of war as prescribed
by the Githyanki high command.

All Chelaxians and nonhuman subjects of
the kingdom of Cheliax currently within the
borders of Cheliax shall be considered
militarily target-able. Chelaxians and
nonhuman subjects of the kingdom of
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nonhuman subjects of the kingdom of

Cheliax currently outside of the borders of
Cheliax are considered by the Githyanki to
be enemies and potential spies, and are
subject to Githyanki law as pertains to the
capture, adjudication, and dispensation of
those who engage in military espionage. It
should be noted that for most sentients who
are suspected of espionage, the typical
dispensation is incarceration for the
duration of hostilities. For those sentients
who are caught in the act of commi ing
espionage, or in possession of
incontrovertible evidence as to previous
spying activities against the Githyanki, the
typical dispensation is summary execution.

By order of Queen Vlaa’kith, all
Chelaxians and nonhuman subjects of the
kingdom of Cheliax who find themselves
under the control and protection of any
Githyanki military personnel are hereby
placed under interdiction and under the sole
protection of Queen Vlaa’kith and the
Githyanki. These Sentients are to be
returned to Tu'Narath for adjudication and
dispensation by individual case.

Therefore, this is official notice that the
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Therefore, this is official notice that the

following members of the Players of
Larazod are hereby placed under
interdiction and will be returned to
Tu'Narath for adjudication.

Vfogg Khollarix
Samwell Chopper
Rae of Sarenrae
Vermithrel of the Elvenkind
Xanotopsis of Egorian

At this time, there is no evidence that the
those names listed have engaged in or
commi ed any acts of espionage against the
Githyanki. However, as Chelaxian citizens,
we are obliged to determine for certainty if
any Githyanki laws have been violated in
this regard. Those determinations will take
place during adjudication in Tu'Narath. 

These five are hereby confined to quarters
for the duration of the trip, and advised that
unwillingness to submit to interdiction will
be considered evidence for the implication
that these five are, either individually or
collectively, engaged or seeking to engage in
espionage on behalf of Cheliax. 
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We have also been instructed to inform
you that your colleague, Mub Reinert, has
been detained in Tu'Narath under these
same interdictionary protocols.

So orders the fell and glorious Queen
Vlaa’kith of the Githyanki, ordered this date
etc etc." 

+++

The Githyanki ship arrived at Tu'Narath
and all the primes were taken into custody.
You were removed from the ship, taken
under escort through the streets of the city
into the noble district, And lodged into the
primary non-Gith prison in the city.
Unobtrusive on the surface, you are brought
down into the dungeons, through dark
corridors made of ocher stone, and finally
separated and interred into several cells. Rae
was set apart, due to her gender, but Vfogg
and Sam, and Vermithrel and Xanotopsis,
were lodged together. The cells themselves
are not in fact terrible; they are roomy and
reasonably comfortable, with plain but
serviceable accouterments. You lack for
nothing; decent food is brought at regular
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nothing; decent food is brought at regular

intervals, and each cell has a small basin
which fills with water automatically and can
be used for both drinking and cleaning. You
learn from the guards that Belisarius, the
efreeti innkeeper, Has obligated himself for
the costs of your service, ensuring that your
food, drink and lodgings are the best
available within the prison. When he tells
you this, one of the guards laughs: "You can
be sure," he says in very halting Common,
"… That he'll have an itemized bill waiting
for you when this war is over and you are
released."

The guards themselves are taciturn but
not malevolent – if anything, your surprised
that the disinterest they show  any you or
any information that you might have.
Despite what Commander Vex'Tah
mentioned on the first day out from Bard's
Gate, you have not been interrogated, or
really put under any pressure at all to
provide information. If anything, you’re
bored, Rae especially. Being segregated, she
has no contact with anyone but her guards
and while they are not unfriendly, They
have no interest in conversation. On several
occasions Rae a empts to contact other
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occasions Rae a empts to contact other

planes in hopes that she can reach Charlabu
or his allies, but to no avail – some field
prohibits her spells from reaching out into
the multi-verse.

The rest of you notice it as well: even the
smallest cantrips fizzle and die at your
fingertips.  Those of you with spell like
abilities  find that they work relatively
normally, but actual spells are completely
dampened. Sam points out to Vfogg: the
Githyanki are inherently magic using
creatures; their prisons would surely have
some method by which they could preclude
magical a ack or escape. Sam further
surmises that it's likely to be pre y
powerful; if this prison is designed to hold
primes and non-Githyanki, they would take
no chances....

64

For the hundredth - and maybe the last -
you ask yourself: "How in the nine hairy
hells did I  get hooked up with these
psychotics?" 
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In the City of the Dead, with your
comrades killed and eaten, it was as if Ra
himself had sent them. You were glad to
help them, even if you had to make some
compromises, even if you had to studiously
avoid detecting alignment on any of them. 

Except for Rae. She, more than any of
them, you knew was good. You believed -
still believe - that she's cut from the same
cloth as the rest. Mub reeks of death, and
makes no secret of his allegiance to the pit
fiend; Sam is the same, albeit quieter about
it, even as he flits from shape to shape, never
coming to rest, never knowing what the
shape he was born too. Xanotopsis is an
unabashed necromancer, cobbling the dead
together like so much clay. Ranth is Gith,
and a traitor, and therefore suspect, even if
(to your mind) the politics of this insane city
practically demand it. Vfogg, the supposed
leader of this group, is as alien as a spider. 

"This is the path back to Golarion?" you
think incredulously. "The path back to my
home?"

But quietly, with wisdom, you hear Ra's
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But quietly, with wisdom, you hear Ra's

voice in your head. "Your sunstaff is also a
spear; you are a  priest, but also a warrior.
This is the path you have chosen, and the
path I  have paved for you. Your struggle
nears it's end, but the most difficult portion
is yet before you. There are two possible
outcomes: victory, or death. Either way, you
will be gathered to me, for your deeds have
more than earned you a place in my eternal
hierarchy." 

You nod, to yourself, and happen to look
up; Rae is looking at you. There is
desperation and fear on her face, and you
smile grimly in reassurance. You see her
clenching something in her left hand, her
scimitar in her right. 

"Guard her, the priestess of Sarenrae, as
you have done," said Ra. "She is the key to
the Lich-Queen's undoing. Protect her and
think not of yourself. You will see your
homeland again, in this life perhaps, in the
next for certain. Do not fear, for I  am with
you." 

DO NOT FEAR, FOR I  AM WITH
YOU
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You feel infused by the presence of Ra.
Dedicate yourself verbally to his service at
the direst moment, and Ra will aid you. 

65

"Back!" The gu ural sound of the rock
trolls voice pierced the cacophony of ba le.
"Behind the wall!"

Rae didn't need to be told twice. Bursting
with healing energy as she dodged her way
back towards the illusionary wall, the
priestess of Sarenrae moved quickly back
through the hidden door behind the statue.
Amenophis followed soon after, thick black
blood adhering to the gold blade of his
spear. On the floor, a Githyanki ghostknight
writhed in its last moments, the febrile
power of its undeath staining the floor as it
whickered away into nothingness.

Ranth moved in behind Amenophis, his
knuckles painted with the blood of his
kinsman. He bore the long slashes that can
only be delivered by Githyanki silver  –
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only be delivered by Githyanki silver  –
expertly placed, bone-deep slices in the long,
lean Githyanki form. The blood was
minimal, but the pain was wri en on
Ranth's face in ink more indelible than
Githyanki blood.

Sam was last. "Where are mages?" the
immense form of the rock troll husked
through his broken, malformed teeth. He
looked around, as if counting silently.
"Where is Mub?"

In the excitement, it now came to them
that they could still hear the sounds of ba le
in the other room. Sam poked his head
through the illusionary wall and saw Mub
fighting a desperate retreat, a 'yanki knight
on one side, some sort of storm creature on
the other. As Sam watched, the storm
creature metamorphosed into a creature of
pure energy, and it arced through Mub as it
passed  behind him. Mub groaned as the
bolt rent him, and his armor sizzled with
heat.

"Unnngh!" said Sam as his ba le axe
passed through  the illusionary wall and
then through the storm creature. His mace



Council of Thieves

409

then through the storm creature. His mace

came around at the same time, delivering a
blow to the creature that staggered it
sideways even as the rent in its metallic blue
skin began to leak hissing sparks of purest
azure. Sam averted his eyes to avoid the
brightness, but even moving as quickly as he
did the afterimages of the creatures vitality
left spots on his vision. Mub's glaive spun
and slipped behind the knight's silver
sword, burying itself deep in the creature's
chest. He reversed, whirled and the
Githyanki fell to the floor like a marione e
with its strings cut. The glaive flashed again,
and the knight gurgled its last breath.

"The princess a safe." Amenophis looked
up to from where the voice had come and
saw Akamos descending the tower wall,
Xanotopsis close behind. The purple gas,
now waning, still fell in a curtain near the
stairs, and Amenophis immediately
understood why the pair had decided to
spider-climb down.

"Safe in what way?" Rae yelled out.

Akamos jumped lightly to the floor. "Safe
in my bosses office back in the merchant
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in my bosses office back in the merchant

district," he said. "He had some fifth column
there, he's holding her safe with them and
ge ing her some medical a ention. In the
meantime, we came back here to see what
could be done about acquiring the
phylactery." Akamos paused. "Have you got
it?"

"Not as yet," said Ranth ma er-of-factly.
"We're reconsidering our search strategy."

Xanotopsis jumped onto the body of the
fire beast, then stagger-stepped his way
down to the floor. He looked at the rest of
the party and noticed the wear on their
weapons, the splashes of blood on their
armor,  and narrowness of their eyes. "We
are pleased to have returned then," he said.
"What is the plan?"

+++

The silence lay down on the party like a
sudden chill from an open door. The fight
had been tremendous; clearly, Kaash'nir had
sent the bulk of his forces against the party,
and the party in turn were now wounded,
tired and nearly out of spells. The floating
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tired and nearly out of spells. The floating

spine was still out there - Xanotopsis could
tell (and did) that it's presence still lingered,
on the edge of his perception, like a spla er
of flat black paint on a canvas. He and
Amenophis had chased it off... but not
entirely, and for how long no one knew. 

Questions abounded. Did Kaash'nir
linger in his manor, se ing some trap or
calling for reinforcements even as the team
stood, catching their breath, among the
corpses of the the Githyanki Lord's
servants? Was the Spine regrouping for
another a ack? Mub shook his head,
shaggy-dog style, at the memory of the press
of necrotic energy that had preceded the
thing, loosening bowels and numbing minds
as it passed in front of the creature like a
bow-wave from a ghost ship. Ranth, stoic as
ever, had the case they'd found under the
(now-broken, thanks to Mub) statue of
Vlaa'kith. Unopened, it radiated an
unwholesome heat in the chilly room, and
Ranth held it gingerly, at arm's length, as if
it were a vase with a poisonous spider
inside. 

Vfogg placed a long-fingered, multi-
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Vfogg placed a long-fingered, multi-

jointed hand on Akamos' shoulder. "This
could be only a brief respite," he said, giving
voice to the trepidation held by all. "Perhaps
the phylactery resides in yonder chest..."

He gestured in the general direction of
Ranth.

"... and perhaps it does not..."

Rae groaned at the thought. Her hands
were nearly blistered with the energy,
healing energy though it was, that had
passed through them. 

"... but regardless, we must leave this
place as soon as we are able. We know not of
the state of the Githyanki princess, and any
element of secrecy we might have enjoyed is
forever gone. Kaash'nir knows of us and our
errand, or has guessed it, and that
information will surely be in loyalist hands
soon. All of loyal Tu'Narath will rise up
against us and any who have provided us
succor. That includes your master,
Akamos."

Akamos turned his saturnine face toward
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Akamos turned his saturnine face toward

Vfogg, the creases near his eyes smoky and
indistinct. He nodded once. 

"Belisarius' Inn may not be the safe zone it
once was, fifth column alliance or no," Vfogg
continued. Politics was, to a large extent, his
forte. "Loyal Gith will turn on any Primes
now that our 'perfidy' is unmasked." He
paused. "We need to move quickly, and we
need to rest. Those two disparate needs
must be met, 'ere we assay the Lich-Queen
herself." 

Sam's voice was still stony and truncated
by the broken troll's teeth that barricaded his
words. "S 'truth," he said simply, the
syllables like rocks down a ravine." 

"Let us open this thing and see what
resides within, by Ra," Amenophis said, the
bu  of his bright spear thumping the stone
floor as he invoked his patron. "If we're to
finish this and survive, we must act
decisively and with courage. All of us know
our ultimate fates - let us make this queen
regret her treachery before it is too late..." 
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66

Everyone felt the lingering aftereffects of
the transition into the palace – slight nausea,
the feeling of dislocation, like one's eyes and
soul needed a moment to catch up with the
rest of their body. The sound of the dragons
huge bat-like wings cycling increasingly
more swiftly as it bore down on them still
lingered in the party's ears.

The room was small, and empty. Black
stone sweated drops of moisture that gave
often acrid, smoky tang. Painted on the floor
in some viscous pale fluid was a complex
arcane circle, its forms and trills alien even
to Xanotopsis' practiced eye. A single
ebonwood door, banded with wrought iron
and affixed with a great metal bolt, stood in
one corner of the room.

Everyone stood in silence for a moment,
shuffling a step this way or that to make
room for their fellows. Mub's glaive glinted
redly in the low light of a hidden, reddish
hidden lamp; Sam snuffled and tried to ease
his trollish bulk backward into the corner to
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his trollish bulk backward into the corner to
make room for the rest.

"This is wrong," whispered Ranth, so o
voce. Even quiet as he was, the words
themselves rang out like gunshots in the
silence. Ranth's eyes leaped  from one wall
to the other, ceiling and floor, alighting
again and again In their flicking travels on
the single door.

"This is wrong," he repeated, this time
louder and more decisively. "This is the only
known entrance to the Queen's palace;
Anyone having dealings with her would
have to come through this way. We should
have arrived in a receiving room, some sort
of official parlor in which Vlaa'kith's domos
could sort the wheat from the chaff." He
paused, thoughtfully, catching Vfogg's
amber eye. "We have been diverted."

Akamos and Amenophis swiveled to look
at the door almost as a single movement.
The Osirion's spear tip lowered slightly;
Akamos' scimitar, already unsheathed, rose
an equal amount.

"A trap?" Rae's own scimitar was out,
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"A trap?" Rae's own scimitar was out,

shedding sparks like fireflies as the
Dawnflower's power coursed through it.
Ranth looked at her strangely, his eyebrow-
less orbital ridge raising a centimeter In a
gesture that conveyed both a question and a
curse.

Vfogg's eyes narrowed. "Do you sense
that?" He asked Xanotopsis. 

Xanotopsis' own eyes took on the faraway
look that is typical when a human focuses
on the input from their other senses. In a
moment he turned to Vfogg: "A hissing
sound…?"

"Yes. And an odor, very faint to your
nostrils but clear to mine. It is reminiscent of
hot stone, and salt."

Rae's eyes widened. "A vapor?" Her hand
instinctively came up to cover her nose and
mouth…

+++

Abandoning the impassible (except for
Mub, hmm) barrier to the north, the party
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Mub, hmm) barrier to the north, the party

makes its way south past the zombified (and
now extraordinarily really-dead) Githyanki
slaves and investigates the voice coming
from the hidden cell. "Ellv," a 5th columnist
captured and tortured by loyalists, and
guarded by a "tlai'kith," one particular
outcome for the remains of Gith who
sacrifice themselves to the Queen. This one
fought hard, but lost in the end. 

To the south is a huge room filled with
bones and the remains, crushed and
ba ered, of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of
creatures. The zombies had been lurking
here, and the bones of both Gith and other
creatures lay intermingled throughout the
room in large, charnel-house piles. Above, a
huge alien creature, 60' long and hung from
the ceiling on immense iron hooks, gazes
balefully down upon the party with one
sightless, cloudy eye. A single door is set in
the middle of the southern wall, past the
bonepiles. To the north, Xano stands guard
against a dim corridor that extends a few
dozen feet, then turns leftward into
darkness. 

No sound comes from that direction,



Council of Thieves

418

No sound comes from that direction,

except for the whispered, bodiless voices
that seem to emanate from the very walls,
the dark stone suppurating madness like a
leaking boil. The wildly varying
temperatures cause an oily condensation to
drip slowly from the black wall mortar, and
it gives off a faint but acrid odor. The rest of
the air here smells ripe and fecund, a curious
mixture of decomposition from the zombies
and a rich, red, earthy smell from the "egg"
rooms. Ranth finds it strangely agreeable;
the rest of you find it cloying and a bit
nauseating. The stench of it clings to the
inside of your nostrils like an adhesive gel. 

+++

It's go en complicated in the Palace of the
fell Queen Vlaa'kith. She has sent wave after
wave of defenders; two - TWO - mature
reds, blocking the way and making things
hot. Githyanki archers and Tlai'kith undead
coming from behind - that has yet to stop. 

But Sam has slipped into the throne room.
The maddening whispers that have
followed you through the palace seem to
intensify within this chamber. Large
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intensify within this chamber. Large

obsidian pillars support a high, vaulted
ceiling - 50 feet up at least. Four desiccated
corpses - Githyanki corpses - hang from iron
manacles a ached to each pillar. Carved
into the foreheads is a small, circular
symbol. The same symbol, much larger, is
painted in Githyanki blood on the tiled
floor. 

Great pies of coins fill a pair of opposite
facing alcoves. The rank, naphtha-like smell
of brimstone and sulfur emanates from each
in a rich wave. 

At the far end of the hall rests a throne,
with steps, dais, seat and arms made entirely
from mind flayer skulls. The back is
upholstered in mauve illithid skin stretched
over some sort of large rib-like bones.
Disconcerting reddish light emanates from
the throne itself, throwing skull-shaped
shadows around the room. Standing in front
of the throne is a Githyanki woman, her face
and arms covered in symmetrical scars,
dressed in the robes of a mage. Her eyes are
alight with desperate malevolence and she
watches the backs of the two dragons. 
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On the throne itself, amidst the reddish
light, sits *something*. Indistinct, protean, it
writhes slowly within the reddish light. No
eyes or features can be seen, and the whole
area becomes blurred and difficult to look at,
no ma er how hard you try to focus...

67

The stink of evil in this place is nearly
overwhelming. The others, they don't seem
to feel it, but you do, and as you look back at
Amenophis - Amenophis the Keleshite, the
foreigner, the outlander - you can tell that he
feels it too. Where he once joined you as a
possible way out of the City of the Dead,
now he has followed you to the pit of
Githyanki evil. Frankly, you're not sure
why. But there he is. 

I t feels like you've been in Vlaa'kith's
Palace for hours. It feels like you haven't
slept for days. You know that your resources
are dwindling, and it compounds the fear
you already feel. Over and over, as you
proceed through the halls of this horrific
place, one thought recurs in your mind: if I
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place, one thought recurs in your mind: if I
can't keep Vlaa'kith *still*, someone's going
to die and it could easily be me. I 've got
literally one chance - one spell. 

The thought of that spell failing
dominates your thoughts. 

Everyone has come through the green
gate, and are subdued and silent as they do
a quick gear prep. You watch as Sam repeats
the same weird physical mantra he does
dozens of times a day: right hand touches
Tranquilis; left hand touches the mace.
Right hand rests on the axe-head; left hand
fusses at the clasp of the mace-sheath. Right
hand reaches up and rubs his jaw, left hand
drops against his leg. Then he goes. He does
it one, then again. You know that Liebdaga
owns him, yet the sight of this very human
ritual reminds you that his life is in your
hands. 

One spell. Your mind rolls it over and
over like a dark, gli ering jewel. Against an
800-year old Githyanki lich. You suspect she
has a CR in the high 20s at least. Maybe
higher. 
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"Sarenrae, aid me now," you think. "Aid
your servant." And in the background, that
dark jewel, rolling over and over. 

[CHILD]

Charlabu's voice, from beyond. 

[CHILD, THE DAWNFLOWER
KNOWS YOUR PERIL, AND HAS
BADE ME TO BRING THEE AID]

"Charlabu, I ..."

[THE DAWNFLOWER KNOWS THY
PERIL. IN THY HAND IS A JEWEL
CREATED OF THAT ON WHICH THY
MIND DWELLS. THE DAWNFLOWER
CREATES POWER FROM FEAR, SO
THAT POWER REMOVES FEAR AND
THUS CONQUERS. CHECK THY
HAND]

And suddenly you can feel it in your
palm - you look and there is a crystal,
crimson, with swirling blackness deep
within. 
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[I  BID THEE, USE THE JEWEL IN
THY DARKEST MOMENT, WHEN
THOU MUST. THE DAWNFLOWER
WILL KNOW OF THY PLIGHT AND
AID THEE]

And then Charlabu was gone, as
suddenly as he came. 

68

The first thing that Sam noticed, as he
entered the Heart of the Dead God, was the
quiet. 

They had passed through so much of
Vlaa'kith's palace, with it's very walls
whispering horrifying entreaties, her
abominable servants and captives, groaning
undead in legions, no less than two (TWO!)
dragons. This palace veritably screamed
with evil and malice. The Lich-Queen's
palace could be said to have many
qualities... but "quiet" was not among them. 

The Heart of the Dead God, conversely,
was shockingly silent. Sam could hear his
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was shockingly silent. Sam could hear his
own troll's heart beating in his chest; could
hear Xanotopsis' shallow breaths escaping
uneasily from his lungs. Mub's armor,
underneath his black cloaks, clicked and
scraped like the mandibles of a spider
sheathed in steel. 

The sense of evil here was oppressive; a
sauna of maleficence, a cauldron of vileness,
a miasma of diabolism that started in the
lungs and worked it's stifling way upward
until it thro led throat, mouth, and finally
brain. Some in the party seemed to be able
to ignore it, but to Rae and Amenophis, it
was as if each breath was a spoonful of
venom to swallow. 

Vfogg reached and put one of his hands,
the fingers absurdly long, against the
reddish stone of the wall. A bit of ocher dust
answered the summons of his curved, amber
fingernails. "No chisel ever marked this
wall," he said evenly. "We are in the Dead
God's veins; a ventricle, perhaps. These
passages were carved, like a river through
rock, by whatever fluid these ancient
creatures used for blood." He dropped his
hand. "It is fully dead now, however. This
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hand. "It is fully dead now, however. This

petrified flesh holds no life that I  can detect.
We should be safe to walk these lithic halls." 

"'Safe'," mu ered Sam, his stony teeth
gnashing a bit, as he found himself doing
increasingly often. "We'll be safe when the
Queen is dead." 

Ranth turned and looked at him abruptly,
more pointed than a normal blend of
ominous aloofness that all Githyanki
seemed to exude in rude waves. "Do not
mention her here," he advised Sam sternly. 

"Oh, she knows we're here," Xanotopsis
said. "I  said before that her aura had
disappeared from my Sight?" He paused,
then gestured to the rough-hewn passage
north. "Nothing obscures her now - your
Queen's necromantic energy radiates like a
lighthouse beacon....

"... and she is not far." 

69

The abrupt shift caught everyone by
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The abrupt shift caught everyone by
surprise. 

The change of environment, from chill
black pit to blast furnace desert, hit everyone
like a slap to the face from a devil. 

Amenophis was the first to move. He
staggered forward into the sand, a few steps,
and vomited prodigiously. He leaned
heavily on his spear, wiped his mouth on his
sleeve, spat, and said: "We have arrived." 

Rae's eyes were black and haunted. Deep
lines reached from them and cut furrows
across her face. She felt as if all the
molecules of energy in her body had been
extracted from her, leaving only cells devoid
of even the slightest will. She gulped air like
a fish dragged onto the beach. "Are we
dead?" she asked quietly. "We are dead. I
can feel it. This is the Hells. We are dead."
She paused, then looked desperately over at
Amenophis. "Are we dead??" she said, her
voicing rising with panic. "Are we dead,
Amenophis?"

Amenophis grimaced. "We are not dead, I
think." 
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Rae looked unconvinced. "We are dead,"
she murmured. 

Mub stared at the remnants of his glaive.
Then he looked up into the bluest, driest sky
he'd every seen. Not a single wisp of cloud
besmirched that expanse of paleness. The
heat elicited prickles of new sweat from
under his ta ered black cloaks,and in his
head he could hear the plaintive emissions
from the weapon. [help] [fix me] [broken]
[need help] [Mub you must help me]
[something is wrong and broken]
[helphelphelp]. Mub sighed and felt
something alien to him: powerlessness. 

Vfogg collapsed with an odd sort of
etique e, falling over into the sand silently
like an unobserved tree in a forest far from
tamed lands. His strangely shaped chest still
drew breath, but he lay in the sand like a
beetle on a sheet of parchment. He made no
noise. 

Xanotopsis, among all of them, seemed
relatively unaffected. He tugged at his
cloaks and adjusted his collar. His hands
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cloaks and adjusted his collar. His hands

still gli ered with diamond dust. "What is
this place?" he asked to no one in particular. 

"Osirion," answered Amenophis. 

"The Hells," whispered Rae. Tears crossed
her cheeks. 

"Faaack if I  knowsss," said Sam around a
mouthful of overlarge teeth. He'd arrived
prone, and winched himself up to his feet.
There was black fluid on Tranquilis' blade,
and Xanotopsis watched in fascination as it
moved along the edges of the ba leaxe in
ways that defied physics. I t fell to the sand
not in drops but in snaky rivulets, as if it
were escaping. Sam seemed not to notice. 

+++

Ranth looked at his hands, now beaten
and bloody. Their stony aspect had fallen
away, leaving only the damaged knuckles,
freely bleeding now. Gingerly, he wrapped
a piece of cloth around, them, wincing
slightly. He turned to Amenophis: "I  must
return," he said simply. "If it is my fate, I
will seek you out again, but i have to rejoin
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will seek you out again, but i have to rejoin

the Fifth Column back in Tu'Narath and be
certain the phylactery is destroyed." Ranth
looked at each of his compatriots in turn.
"You all have my thanks." 

"Wait - stay with us," said Mub. "Surely
the Fifth Column knows what to do. To
return now could mean your death. It's
doubtful that the death of Vlaa'kith
completely defanged the Loyalist cause."
Mub raised a dark eyebrow at Ranth . "You
could end up the guest of honor at a pitched
ba le. Hells, man, we heard the dragons
doing runs across the city from the Palace.
Tu'Narath could be in flames." 

"All the more reason for me to return,"
Ranth said. "Although I  can never again call
Tu'Narath my home, I  am compelled to aid
the Fifth Column and see to the end of the
Queen's reign. There is too much yet at
stake, too many things that could still go
awry." He paused, then: "I  must return.
Fortune smile upon you all."

He made his way a few steps away from
the rest of the party, and began to chant the
Githyanki incantation that would take him
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Githyanki incantation that would take him

back the city of his birth. A minute later, his
hands made a few passes in the baking air,
and then he began to fade. There was time
for a final glance, and then Ranth was gone. 

No one standing there ever saw him
again. Except for one. 

+++

"Amenophis: any idea where we are?"
Xanotopsis drew a cloth and wiped sweat
from his forehead. The desert heat was
starting to steal the moisture from them.
Only Amenophis seemed at all comfortable,
with his cloak hooded up around his head
like a burnoose. 

"None," Amenophis said. "Once you get
away from the Sphinx river system, Osirion
is comprised almost entirely of high desert."
He looked at the cloudless sky. "North, and
east, should take us closer to habitation, or
at least toward a few of the traditional
caravan routes. I 'll know more tonight,
when I  can read the stars." 

They got Vfogg to his feet, and examined
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They got Vfogg to his feet, and examined

his face, throat and hands. All of his exposed
skin was blistered and suppurating from the
effects of the Morrowfall. Amenophis and
Xanotopsis provided aid to him and the
other wounded as best they could; Rae
seemed disconsolate, and had trouble
catching her breath. The air felt alien in her
lungs. 

Mub took his cloak and the sundered haft
of his glaive, and cobbled together a half-
assed lean-to, under which he gently guided
Rae. Once out of the sun, she seemed be er.
But the stress of dying - twice - had visibly
taken its toll. 

+++

The party made for themselves what
comforts they could, but the pitiless Osirion
sun bedeviled them. Vfogg especially
suffered, as his blisters broke and raw flesh
baked under the merciless sun. He
withdrew his burnt hands into the
voluminous sleeves of his robe, but it was
evident to all that he was in great pain.
Xanotopsis produced a pot of some ill-
smelling balm, which Vfogg accepted
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smelling balm, which Vfogg accepted

gratefully and the provenance of which he
did not question. 

As the sun faded into the western sand,
the desert cooled appreciably and became
almost chilly. Even Sam shivered a bit as the
temperature dropped. The cobbled together
what food they had to make a desultory
supper, and once the sun had gone down
sufficiently to allow the stars to wink into
existence, Amenophis began charting their
paths. Soon he nodded, and turned to face
the rest. 

"Sothis is that way," he said, gesturing
with his hand to the northeast. "But unless I
miss my guess, Tephu is closer - that way."
His hand shifted to almost due east. "We are
on the southwestern edge of the Parched
Dunes; behind us, to the south, will be the
mountains. We must not go that way."
Amenophis paused, and ticked off a couple
fingers. "Forty leagues; Perhaps forty-five,
east to Tephu. Five days for an Osirion used
to the desert. For us? With wounded... seven
days, maybe eight. If Ra favors us, we may
find a caravan or oasis before then." He
wrapped his cloaks closer to his body to
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wrapped his cloaks closer to his body to

ward off the chill. "It will get colder; try to
get some rest." 

+++ 

In the early morning of the 4th day since
the death of Queen Vlaa'kith, they party
stumbled across the path of a merchant
caravan, huddled around a pair of fires for
protection. The party approached and were
immediately challenged, by guards -
competent ones, it turned out, as the party
could easily hear them but in the dark saw
nothing. 

Who goes? !" ]" كيدي رھظتو  فقو  بھذي ؟ نم  "
!"[ Stop and show your hands

نوعرف ار و  مداخ  , Amenophis ىعدا انا  "
I  am called Amenophis, a servant of " ] .تمیك

."[ Ra and of the Pharaoh Khemet

Amenophis stepped forward, using his
spear as a staff and holding one hand
upward. "؛ يئاقدصأ بیصأو  اریثك  انرفاس  دقل 

عضاوتب بلطأ  .وفیت  ىلإ  لوصولل  ىعسن  نحنو 
مكتدعاسم ." ["We have traveled far and my

friends are injured; we seek to reach Tephu.
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friends are injured; we seek to reach Tephu.

I  humbly request your aid."]

From the darkness stepped a tall Osirion,
holding a short bow. He eyed Amenophis
cautiously. "I  speak the lingua golaranca,"
he said in the common tongue. "What are
you doing here, uncle?" Elder males were
often called "uncle" in Osirion. 

"It is..." said Amenophis with a heavy
sigh, "... a lengthy story. Have you any
wine?" 

70

Upon returning to Tu'Narath, the first
thing Ranth noticed was the atavistic smell
of burning blood. His lips pulled back from
his teeth the moment the stink hit his
nostrils, and as the sound of screams of pain
and grunts of effort reached his ears, Ranth's
face had already evolved into a feral mask. 

Githyanki arrayed against each other in
combat surrounded him. Mewling wounded
and grievously torn corpses li ered the
cobblestoned road that Ranth found himself
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cobblestoned road that Ranth found himself
standing in, and his eyes were wide as he
watched as a Githyanki in an officer's
uniform struck down a defiant civilian,
himself holding a poniard cocked to strike.

"Vlaa'kith!" Yelled the officer, only to have
the cry of triumph reduced to a scream of
pain as the civilian, gu ed and aerosoling
bright gouts of blood, slammed the long
dagger into the officer's groin before
collapsing into a pool of his own entrails.
The officer's silver sword dropped to the
road with a clang, and he collapsed atop the
Githyanki he'd just slain. It was as if a
demonic artist had rendered a crimson
tableau, painted in gore and hate on the
street, entitled "Civil War." 

Ranth stood in the middle of a maelstrom,
surrounded but untouched by it. His fists
rose but found no jaw to crush, to sternum
to fracture. Ranth was captured, in an eye of
stillness circled by a hurricane of steel.
Every tendon in his body tensed for combat,
but none came to him, and his feet could not
choose an opponent to approach. 

Something whispered past him ['bolt,' his
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Something whispered past him ['bolt,' his

brain said] and a voice, far off, addressed
him ['what,' his brain said]. A hand grasped
his shoulder and Ranth whirled around to
face its owner. 

"RANTH?" Said the Githyanki who held
his shoulder. "Are you Ranth, the
Queenkiller? Speak truly!"

Ranth's left hand grabbed the other's
throat; his right dropped, ready to strike.
"Who dares call me Queenkiller?" He said
dangerously.

"I 'm on the Princess' side, by Gith," the
Githyanki said through Ranth's clenched
fingers. "I  am Fifth Column! We've been
seeking you and your comrades from the
Prime. You are Ranth, yes?" 

"I  am." Ranth released his grip on the
other's throat. "But I  mislike the term
'Queenkiller." 

"It's a badge of honor to us," the
Githyanki soldier said. "Come with me,
quickly. I  must get you off the street. If the
Loyalists were to learn your identify, they
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Loyalists were to learn your identify, they

would hound us to the edges of the city." He
jerked his head away from the ba le,
backwards down the city and  westward.
"Follow me. Quickly!"

Ranth followed.

+++

The pair ran through Tu'Narathian
streets, dodging pitched ba les, desperate
skirmishing, single combatants trading
strike after strike without u ering a sound
until one lay dead before the other. Bodies
of Loyalists and Fifth Columnists lay strewn
in the streets, broken and gu ed as if thrown
from the hands of giant children. Ranth's
eyes were drawn again and again to silver
swords - heirlooms passed down from
Githyanki father to Githyanki son, prized
familial possessions and symbols of a
lineage's honor - lying in pools of their
former owners' blood, or una ended in the
street. 'So many bloodlines erased,' Ranth
thought with a grimace. 'So much waste.'
He hated Vlaa'kith even more, then. The old
Queen had made this inevitable, forced the
might of the Githyanki to turn on itself and
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might of the Githyanki to turn on itself and

eat. And for the first time, Ranth was glad
for what he had done. Despite his hand in
her death, there had still been a part of
Ranth that was unsure what he'd done was
right, that what he'd done was for the best,
for the way for his people to overcome the
nascent nightmare that they had become.
Pu ing an end to the foolish war against the
Chelaxian Primes was an honorable
justification, but Ranth's sense of duty
needed more than that; more even than the
abrogation of responsibility represented by
the emptying of the defense of Tu'Narath to
fight in the skies above Cheliax. There was
still the question, asked in the deepest parts
of his soul: is this right? The dream of Gith,
in Vlaa'kith's palace, was the start of that
doubt being resolved; seeing all these silver
swords, all these families shorn of their
honor, was the end.

Ranth's eyes were torn upward as the
screech of a red dragon, an old one, draped
in Vlaa'kith's colors, careened across the sky
above the merchanting district and rained
dragonfire down on the stone buildings
below in an red-orange river. A few
moments later, a low visceral [crummmmp]
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moments later, a low visceral [crummmmp]

struck him with an imperceptible push, and
smoke roiled up into the sky in a sheet.
Ranth's eyes were drawn upward again, as a
Columnist dragon swooped down upon the
unsuspecting Loyalists and wrenched at it
with claws and teeth. Long arrows
whickered into the Loyalist dragon riders,
and one fell, loosed from his saddle and
straps to drop screaming into the flames
they'd laid only seconds before. 

Ranth and his Columnist escort, which
had now grown to three, moved swiftly past
the district barricades. "Where are we
going?" Asked Ranth.

"Underneath the efreet's inn," said one of
the Columnists. 

"Underneath?" 

"Yes," said another, the first Columnist
who had originally found Ranth. "The non-
Githyanki community has never loved
Vlaa'kith, and they allied with us against
her. Belisarius has been a friend to us, and
we have made our headquarters in the caves
below. They are quite defensible, in
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below. They are quite defensible, in

tactically interesting ways."

"What caves?"

The Columnist lieutenant frowned at
Ranth and picked up the pace. 

+++

It took several minutes to get near enough
to Belisarius' Inn to make a play to enter it.
A Githyanki mageling had sent a message
ahead, and the watchers at the bulwarks
promised they would keep an eye out for
the Queenkiller's approach. The skies above
the merchanting district as a whole - and
above the Kyn'dl Street Market, upon which
Belisarius' Inn stood, in particular - were
dense with Loyalist aerial a acks. Dragons
would swoop and lay blaze to anything they
spied in the streets, while astral ships with
catapults and ballistae rained missiles down
upon structures and the daring Gith'flak
defenders, returning fire with giant True-
Striked alchemical bombs and halfling-sized
cannisters filled with cold iron fleche es and
acid. The 'flak had taken terrible losses, but
the ruins of several astral ships in the streets
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the ruins of several astral ships in the streets

and, in one case, atop a crushed structure
gave still-smoking testimony to the
desperate effectiveness of the defense. 

Ranth and his escorts crouched under a
scorched, partially broken wooden awning
that seemed, to Ranth, much too flimsy to
provide even a single soldier protection
from the vituperative a acks from above, let
alone four. Once it had shaded the door of a
helios, a lamp and oil merchant; smoke still
billowed with derisive gentility from within.
Ranth watched the roofs to the west. 

"Covering fire coming in ten seconds,"
said the mageling, one long finger pressed
against his ear to help stifle the noise  of the
bombardment. 

"Be ready," the Columnist Lieutenant said
the Ranth. Ranth nodded sharply. 

"Now," said the mageling, and he slapped
the Columnist Lieutenant on the back. As if
in response, a westerly roof erupted in [ka-
whumping] projectiles, causing two dragons
approaching at 60-degree angles to veer off
due north and south, aborting their strafing
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due north and south, aborting their strafing

runs. 

"Go!" said the Lieutenant and the pair of
them zig-zag sprinted down the rubble-
strewn street. Two blocks later, the saw a
drain grate slide away from it's hole, and a
hand beckon to them. "Feet first," said the
Lieutenant hoarsely. Ranth, his soldiers
instinct kicking back in without conscious
thought, slide the last meter into the hole
and landed, six feet below, on knees bent to
absorb the impact. 

Three Columnists were in the small space,
their backs against the rearward walls to
make room for Ranth and his escort. One of
the Githyanki moved swiftly upward to
replace the grate and backing barricades;
another replaced an odd, S-shaped object to
a prepared corner; the glint of mirrors
reached Ranth's eyes from inside, and once
it was placed the Githyanki peered through
it, the activity outside viewable to him
without placing his head in danger. The
third pointed to the newcomers. "Down," he
said, pointing to a narrow staircase
corkscrewing into the stone flesh of the dead
god. 
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They descended, past two more
barricades and one very cunningly
concealed ambush point (Ranth whistled
softly in appreciation at the cleverness of
this last one - 'an army could be murdered
here,' he thought) before reaching a larger
cavern, bustling with activity. "Ranth!"
called someone from the middle of the
room, and soon Ranth saw his original
acquaintance, the one who had introduced
him to the Fifth Column and it's aims, and
who had provided the intelligence that
resulted in the rescue of the Princess
Vlaa'kith, striding over. He shook Ranth's
hand forcefully.

"Is it done?" Ranth asked. "We had no
way to alert you that we had destroyed her."

"It is done indeed," the Columnist
General said. He let go of Ranth's hand,
took his arm, and led him over to a large
sand table. On it were several maps of
Tu'Narath, and a dozen Githyanki were
vigorously discussing information updates,
a ack and countera ack, and similar
subjects. The General pushed Ranth into a



Council of Thieves

444

subjects. The General pushed Ranth into a

chair. "You needn't have worried about
alerting us; that statue responded so
obviously, so forcefully, to the Queen's soul-
force re-entering it, a child couldn't have
mistook it for what it was." 

"What did you do?"

"We Disintegrated it," the General said. "I
had two mages watching it round the clock,
waiting for the right moment. She was
destroyed." He paused. "She is gone, Ranth.
You and your comrades were successful." 

Ranth was silent. A servant put a large
mug of brackish tea on the table near him,
which he picked up the mug and drank
without speaking.

"Your comrades," said the General
soberly. "They died?" 

'No, they yet live." Ranth put the mug
back on the table. "They shifted planes, back
the the Prime, although I  know not where. I
returned here as soon as I  could." 

"That's good news," said the General, in a
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"That's good news," said the General, in a

tone that indicated that he thought the news
was anything but. 

"What comes next?" asked Ranth.

The General leaned back in his chair.
"Nothing has changed from what we spoke
of before," he said at last. "You cannot stay
in Tu'Narath. We are winning this fight...
but it is not yet won. You will always be a
symbol of what once was, and a goad to the
loyal. We *will* win, but we cannot
exterminate every loyalist in Tu'Narath.
There must be a reconciliation, and part of it
will be - MUST be - that you are not here to
stoke the fires of rebellion before the
Princess' authority is completely secure." He
looked at Ranth squarely. "I  am sorry,
Ranth, truly. It is unjust that you must
suffer exile, having done so much to aid our
cause and finally rid us of that... vampire.
But you understand duty, Ranth. You
understand honor. You understand why this
must by necessity be."

Ranth held the General's eyes for a few
moments, then nodded. "I  know my duty
lies elsewhere," Ranth said with a sigh. "A
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lies elsewhere," Ranth said with a sigh. "A

question, though: is there no chance that I
might return, perhaps years from now? This
is my home, after all. I  have never known
another."

"Under Gith, nothing is impossible," said
the General, quoting a platitude every
Githyanki is taught as a child. "But for now,
you must rest. We're moving you out of the
city tonight. Rest for what few hours we
have." 

"In a moment," Ranth said. "What news?
From Cheliax?" 

"We've sent scouts, who have not yet had
time to reach the Queen's Gate," the General
said. "They've intercepted a couple of astral
ships, returning from the Chelaxian front.
The word is that it was Vlaa'kith's power
that kept the Githyanki aerial assault force
aloft in Prime skies. Those that were on the
astral side were able to fly; those past the
Gate were reported to have lost power
abruptly and crashed. The moment we
killed Vlaa'kith, we ruined the fortunes of
the naval expeditionary force. The War of
Two Queen's is over, my friend; both sides
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Two Queen's is over, my friend; both sides

lost."

"I  must get word to my comrades," Ranth
said. "I  should go back and alert them that
Vlaa'kith is dead, at least." 

"Out of the question. We must get you off
Tu'Narath and somewhere safe -
arrangements have already been made," the
General said. "You don't even know where
they are." 

"It was a strange place, hot and dry, with
an unstable, granular surface," Ranth
admi ed. "Amenophis claimed to be from a
place called Osirion - do you know it? It was
he who plane-shifted us." 

"You," the General motioned to a
functionary at the table. "Do you have a map
of Golarion?" 

"Yes, sir." 

"Fetch it, along with someone
knowledgeable about the Prime." 

"Sir." He loped off and returned in a few
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"Sir." He loped off and returned in a few

seconds with a wide roll of parchment and a
scholarly looking Githyanki woman. They
spread the map out on a side table. 

"Describe to her the place you saw," the
General said to Ranth. 

"Hot, dry air, loose granular ground. It
was yellow and brown in color, and blue
above," Ranth said. "The person who
brought us there said he was from a place
called 'Osirion'." 

"Osirion - this one I  know," said the
scholar, as she pressed a finger against the
parchment map and ran her finger
downward. "Here." At the corner of where a
field of blue entitled "Inner Sea" rotated
southward, a large wedge shaped country
was marked. "That is Osirion. It is known to
be hot, with dry air. The granular soil is
known as 'sand'."

"Yes! Amenophis called it that, as did
Rae." 

The scholar turned to the General. "The
capital city is called 'Sothis,' and serves as
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capital city is called 'Sothis,' and serves as

Osirion's main port. If his comrades are
indeed in Osirion, and are making their way
to Cheliax, they will go here." She pointed
to the parchment at a place where a large
ribbon of blue partially bisected the country.

"Excellent." The General turned to the
functionary again. "Find a messenger,
preferably non-Githyanki, who can speak
their languages." He looked at Ranth. "We'll
plane-shift them to this Sothis and they will
find them. What did you want to say?"

Ranth was thoughtful for a moment. "Tell
them we succeeded - Vlaa'kith is truly dead.
Tell them that, if Gith wills it, I  will see
them again in this life. Tell them that a
Githyanki warrior could ask for no finer
companions..."

The General raised one eyebrow.

"Tell them I said to fare well, and that I
will think of them often." 

+++

A day later, Ranth was aboard his old
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A day later, Ranth was aboard his old

ship, standing at the same rail he'd stood
many times, so many months ago. The
General, it turned out, had detailed Ranth's
old friend Vex'Tah to implement his exile.
Further, surrounded by papers covered with
equations and sums in High Draconic, held
down by an immense flute, was Gretsocar
the navigator. 

"Hellooo!" Gretsocar had said, in a sign-
song voice, after Vex'tah and two other
Githyanki sailors had pulled Ranth on
board from the catch-rigging they'd used to
scoop him up off the dock. He leaped up
and embraced Ranth with an almost
unseemly gusto, even going so far as to
place a chaste kiss on one of Ranth's
reddening cheeks. "I  have missed YOU
good sir!"

"And I  you as well," Ranth said, with
discernibly less enthusiasm. "For where are
we bound?"

"Sigil," Vex'Tah answered. "City of
Doors." 

"That was my decision," said a new voice.
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"That was my decision," said a new voice.

From below came a very tall, very gaunt
humanoid with angular facial features and
long braids. Ranth recognized him
immediately from Vlaa'kith's prisons: the
Githzerai ambassador. 

"Allow me to introduce his eminence,
Shrakk Gurk," said Vex'Tah. 

"As it turns out, we have met," said Ranth.

Gurk nodded in agreement. "A pleasure
to see you again, Lord Ranth," Gurk said.
"Sigil is only our first stop; I  have interests
and resources there, which will allow us to
proceed to the Floating City."

Ranth, remembering his dream, and the
orders given to him by Gith himself,
nodded. "I  will accompany you."

"As it has been foretold, yes," said Gurk. 

Vex'tah looked confused, then annoyed.
"Does anyone want wine?" he asked, his
voice just lightly hinted with exasperation.

"YES!" yelled Gretsocar.
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Ranth smiled and inclined his head. "The
vote is cast and we have a decisive majority
of one," he said. 

"It is ever thus," Vex'tah agreed. 

+++
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PART TEN
EPILOGUE

71

The caravan took six more days to reach
Tephu, with a day of rest after the party
joined them (Vfogg was still very injured,
despite the help of the clerics), and then five
days to travel. The caravan masters were
gracious to the party, enough to adopt them
into the train (and recognized their power
well enough to be at least cordial if not
charitable), but not quite gracious enough to
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charitable), but not quite gracious enough to

break off from the demands of commerce. 

Tephu was welcoming, although the party
caught the eye of both the mdaja, the local
police, and some scurrilous looking fellows
which, Amenophis observed quietly, were
likely to be chesisi mdaj, the Pharaoh's
secret police. These were not too nosy,
however - a few questions at the inn where
the party stayed (questions which the
innkeeper, very pleased with the party's
gold, was happy to inform the party of -
whatever the shadowy nature of the Osirion
secret police, fear of them did not extend
very far among the innkeepers of Tephu)
and that was that. Frankly, it was too hot to
make trouble, and the party was desperate
to keep moving.

Another two days were spent in Tephu,
obtaining raft passage downriver to Sothis,
Osirion's glorious capital and Amenophis'
home. Traffic in and out of the capital had
been thick of late, and the delay in obtaining
raft passage was due to a concentration of
rafts at the capital itself. Not many weeks
past, a great festival had taken place in
Sothis, to celebrate the defeat of a challenger
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Sothis, to celebrate the defeat of a challenger

to the Pharaoh, a northerner (apparently)
who had taken on the name and mantle of
an ancient Pharaoh Hakotep, alternatively
known as the Black Pharaoh or the Sky
Pharaoh. A fortnight of festivities had
dragged every free raft, punt and rowboat
on the rivers north to Sothis, where it was
said that wine flowed freely in the streets
and every license was granted. Traffic on the
rivers had returned, gradually, to normal, as
sated but headachy rivermen returned to
their work. Festivals were fun, but they bled
hard-earned silver, and there were wives
and families in towns all along the Sphinx
and the Asp that needed food for their
bellies and thatch for their roofs.  

Another six days, on the river, to Sothis.
It was now 19 days since the Death of
Vlaa'kith, and the party was beginning to
hunger for news. They began asking the
porters and drovers at the river stops on the
way to Sothis: what of Cheliax? What of
Westcrown? have you heard anything of
war in the north? The poor laborers who
sold salted fish to the raftsmen and raw-
woven canvas for sails and shelter knew
nothing of war on the far side of the Inner
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nothing of war on the far side of the Inner

Sea. No ma er how much silver Mub and
Xanotopsis would offer them, they would
only smile their gap-toothed smiles and say
no, we have heard nothing of Cheliax. No
news. 

The river, a muddy ribbon the color of
sun-baked tile, flowed sluggishly north. It
had heard nothing either. 

+++

"Well, that's new," said Amenophis from
the rail as they raft navigated an ox-bow and
hove into sight of the great capital city of
Osirion, Sothis. 

Dominated by the Beetle, a huge black
carapace dominating the skyline of the city
center, Sothis sprawled across both sides of
the Sphinx estuary, and the water here was
brackish, do ed with crocodiles, and home
to a fair amount of bull sharks. Sothisian
street urchins knew be er to wade the
Sphinx, especially at night when the sharks
primarily hunted, but even in daylight - the
vicious saltwater crocs knew no hour-candle
and were happy to take meals at whatever
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and were happy to take meals at whatever

time the city felt compelled to provide them.
Despite this, the river was so full of
watercraft, a man could almost cross the
nearly half-mile of muddy water by leaping
boat to boat. The city itself was a study in
contradiction - somnolent under the blazing
sun (if anything, Vfogg and Mub suffered
more here than in the desert, since the air
above the river was more humid than the
arid deep desert, and the temperature if
anything had go en ho er), yet bustling
with the fervent sort of life that 120,000
residents could bring. And nowhere was
this more evident than where Amenophis
was looking, and now gestured: on the west
bank of the Sphinx, perhaps three miles
from the city walls, an enormous black stone
pyramid stood in a large, gently sloping
crater in the sand. The pyramid had
somehow been constructed at an odd angle,
as if some legion of Brobdingnagian artisans
had built it, loaded it into an immense
catapult and fired it at Sothis, coming up
short but now out of ammunition. Swarms
of people clustered around the pyramid, and
the ring of steel hammer on stone could be
easily heard even at this distance. 
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"What is new?" asked Rae, taking the
open spot next to Amenophis. 

"That pyramid," Amenophis replied. "It
wasn't here when I  left." 

Rae arched a single blonde eyebrow.
"When did you leave?"

"Time on the planes is more malleable
than it is here," Amenophis said. He
shrugged gently. "By my calculations, it's a
li le more than a year since I  left Sothis." 

Sam, now a tiefling once again, joined
them at the rail. "That's an odd place to
build a pyramid," he observed. 

"Unless I  miss my guess, they aren't
building a pyramid," Amenophis said,
rubbing his chin and narrowing his eyes to
get a be er look across the steaming river.
"They're dismantling one." 

Now it was Sam's turn to raise an
eyebrow. "That doesn't make a whole lot of
sense. You say that wasn't here a year ago.
They built it, and now they're taking it
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They built it, and now they're taking it

down, all inside a year? Impossible." 

"I  don't think they built it," Amenophis
said. "Osirion has many pyramids, and the
Pharaoh is not above extravagant
demonstrations of his divinity, but no
Osirion has *built* a pyramid for centuries."
He paused. "I  think it was brought here, and
those fellows..." he gestured broadly to the
hundreds of workers moving throughout
the crater, "... look to me like they are looting
it." 

"See what happens?" Xanotopsis called
goodnaturedly, si ing cross-legged beneath
a tarp near the wheelhouse. "You leave for a
year, and the next thing you know you have
a random pyramid in your front yard
surrounded by looters." He smiled broadly.
"There goes the neighborhood." 

+++

Disembarkation was without incident,
and Vfogg was struck by how quickly the
cosmopolitan city of Sothis absorbed the
outlandish foreigners. No one looked twice
at Vfogg or Sam (although a few of the local
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at Vfogg or Sam (although a few of the local

toughs traded barbed glances with Mub, to
their dismay - Mub's placid eyes were far
more disconcerting than any bravado the
Osirion cutpurses could muster), and after
delivering them to an inn popular with
foreign merchants, Amenophis made his
way though the crowded streets back to the
great Temple of Ra. The cobbles fell behind
him as muscle-memory retook control of the
warrior-priest's feet and propelled him, as if
by instinct, to the huge yellow doors of the
Temple. 

Amenophis paused outside, on the first of
the several dozen steps leading up to those
brazen portals. 'Home," he thought. 'I  am
home, finally.' The weight of it hit him with
an almost audible [thump]. Sent by Ra
across the planes to that charnel-house city,
a million leagues from Sothis; watching his
compatriots die and somehow surviving,
despite horrific odds; giving himself up for
dead, and preparing to travel the long hours
of the night, only to meet a gang of what
you could only call 'ruffians' from Cheliax
('although not Rae,' he thought with a smile)
who gathered him up and dragged him
across the multiverse as if he was a lifelong
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across the multiverse as if he was a lifelong

friend. He had made terrible bargains,
alongside these people.  He'd seen
unbelievable nobility and self-sacrifice. He'd
thrown morality to the desert winds, killed
with impunity and without mercy, and for
what? To make sure a trio of extraplanar
thieves did not pick the lock on their fagin's
cage. 

"You doubt the worth of it," said a voice
from beside him. Amenophis whirled, the
tip of his spear winging around in a deadly
arc, until he realized who it was: Ptahmose,
the High Priest. He was a young man, as
High Priests go, still vigorous and blessed
by Ra with charm and wit. He stood in the
heat next to Amenophis, and he did not
flinch when the spear tip curved toward
him. 

Amenophis swiftly planted the bu  of his
spear on the stone. "High Priest, Blessed of
Ra, your servant Amenophis has returned
from the Planes," he said formally. He
bowed low. "The effort was a success,
Blessed of Ra. My companions were lost." 

The High Priest put a hand on
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The High Priest put a hand on

Amenophis' shoulder. "Rise, Amenophis. I t
is hot; there is water, fruit and wine within.
Come, share some with me, and tell me the
tale of your struggles in the service of the
Sun God." 

They passed through the gates and into
the grand Hall of Ra, spacious and bright
with sunlight. I t was essentially a plaza,
open to the east and west, so that the entire
arc of the sun could be seen. Heliotropes,
massive lenses, and armillaries stood amid
the stone benches and broad rugs placed
here for the worshipers. The Priests of Ra
were priests first, but scientists second, and
the astrological equipment exhibited all the
signs of continual use. No one was in the
hall now, however, and their footsteps on
the stone, thought quiet under other
circumstances, were disturbingly loud. 

They retired to an inner room, one that
Amenophis had never entered before, It was
casually and comfortably appointed, and
Ptahmose dropped into a large, sprung
chair with a grateful sigh. He gestured
Amenophis into another across a small
table, and a servant whispered in with a
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table, and a servant whispered in with a

large silver tray. A vessel of wine, a bowl of
pears alongside a silver knife, and a glass
pitcher of water with ice ('Ice!' marveled
Amenophis) where set gently on the table,
and the servant vanished as swiftly and
silently as he had come. 

"Please, do me the courtesy," Ptahmose
gestured at the tray. Amenophis pulled a
pear from the bowl and, seeing Ptahmose
make catching motions with his hands,
tossed it to him. He caught it deftly and bit
with gusto. "A li le water with my wine,
perhaps a fourth portion," he added around
the slab of pear. "With a bit of that ice? Yes,
perfect."

Amenophis served himself and sat back in
his chair, a slice of pear in one hand, a glass
of pale, watered wine in the other.
Amenophis had taken a portion of ice in his
own drink, and the chill of it drew a small
spike of pain to his forehead. 

"Tell me everything," Ptahmose said
finally. "Omit nothing." 

And Amenophis, for his part, did. The
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And Amenophis, for his part, did. The

story took hours in the telling, and when he
had finally had finished to his satisfaction,
Ra's Eye was well below the horizon.
Another tray had been brought, then
another, the last one with cold ale, hot
strong tea, and double-handled bowls of
fragrant stew, clo ed with chunks of meat
and vegetables. Amenophis ate as he had
not eaten in months, or so he felt, and as he
did, he loosed an unceasingly torrent of
speech, as one story led inexorably to
another and another. Ptahmose listened
intently, asking questions here or there; he
was quite interested in the destruction of the
Black Bishops on the plaza in the City of the
Dead, and he asked for increasingly detailed
descriptions of Vlaa'kith's palace. 

When he'd finished, Amenophis was
physically exhausted. It was as if the High
Priest had drawn from him, over the hours,
vial after vial of a particularly virulent but
extremely slow-acting poison. Real,
unadulterated weariness weighted
Amenophis like a cloak lined with lead... but
it was a clean fatigue. His first, in many
months.
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The High Priest was silent, thoughtful.
He refilled his tea, drank, then refilled it
again, wrapping his hands around the
round bowl. Finally he spoke: "That is a
worthy tale, Amenophis," Ptahmose said.
"A worthy tale indeed, and I  am pleased to
have heard it." He paused. "But you are
tired, and I  have much to do ere I  rest my
own head. Servant!"

"Yes, Blessed of Ra?" The man had
appeared from nowhere. 

"Take Priest Amenophis to a place he can
rest," Ptahmose said kindly. "Ensure
whatever he requires is provided." 

"Yes, Blessed of Ra," said the servant with
a brisk nod. "Priest of Ra, will you
accompany me?" 

Amenophis struggled to his feet. "Blessed
of Ra, what am I to do?"

Ptahmose cocked his head quizzically.
"Do, Amenophis?"

"Tomorrow," Amenophis explained. "I
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"Tomorrow," Amenophis explained. "I

have returned, after so long. What shall I  do
tomorrow?" 

Ptahmose simply smiled. "Tonight, you
will rest. Tomorrow... well, we will ask Ra
what he wants of you."

"Blessed?" 

"I  am certain we will find something for
you to do, Warrior-Priest. Ra has honed you
on the Planes as that spear is honed against
a stone; he has cared for you, protected you,
used you, as you have done all those things
with that spear. Would you now, upon
return, toss such a tool to the gu er? Don't
answer - of course you would not. Nor
would the wisest of all gods! He has made
of you a splendid instrument in his service.
There is no doubt that he has plans to use
that instrument." Ptahmose smiled again.
"Go, sleep, before you collapse. We will talk
again at breakfast, and afterward we will see
what we can do to ascertain the will of Ra..."

+++
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72

Two days in Sothis were enough to plumb
the maddening news coming out of Cheliax.
The party had skulked the dockside taverns,
listening for the sing-song lilt of spoken
Chelaxian. They found it, eventually - black-
haired sailors si ing insouciantly amid their
cups, stained silks wet with sweat and
condensation, shiny black boots with the
soles slit to grab the decks of their ships.
Xanotopsis spoke a high-end Court
Chelaxian that reminded the lowborn that
they lived under a Queen who was aligned
with devils, so he brought them a couple
bo les of fresh red to ease the slap of  the
iron rules of their culture thrust upon them
in this faraway and unexpected place. 

They eased, despite Xanotopsis’ courtly
accent, eventually spilling what they knew
as the wine overcame their natural reserve.
Yes, they were going to Westcrown and
could take passengers, provided those
passengers were not finicky about
accommodations… 
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”Non sono!” Xano said. No, they aren’t. 

“… but we aren’t going upriver. No one is
going upriver to Egorian.” 

“Perchè no?” asked Xanotopsis. Why not?

“Egorian non c'è più,” said one of the
sailors, his hands palms up in the universal
gesture of ‘these are things that are obvious’.
“I  ladri lo hanno distru o completamente,
non è rimasto nulla.” Egorian is no more.
The reavers destroyed it u erly, there is
nothing left.

Xanotopsis squinted and lapsed into the
common tongue. “What do you mean, non
c'è più, ‘no more,’?” 

The senior-most sailor spoke up: “Milord,
the river flows one way as pertains to
Egorian - and that way is south, to
Westcrown. Nothing proceeds northward.”
He paused and availed himself of some of
Xano’s largess, a large slug of wine. “The
only thing moving on the river are refugees,
and they’re moving to, not from,
Westcrown.” He drank more wine and
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Westcrown.” He drank more wine and

wiped the excess from his lips with a wave
of his sleeve. “Egorian is a wreck, thanks to
the skyraiders. We shan’t be going upriver,
if that’s your aim.” 

“In realtà,” [Actually yes] said
Xanotopsis, his voice lowering and slipping
back into his native tongue. 

“Not on our vessel, milord,” the sailor
responded, not without some measure of
commiseration. 

“Understood. Cinque per passaggio,
quindi? To Westcrown?” Will you take the
five of us? 

The sailor thought for a moment, then
shrugged. “Certo, perché no.” Why not? “Il
prezzo… trente.” Thirty gold, each. 

Xanotopsis smiled. “Thirty, in gold, per
passage to Westcrown is acceptable.” He
smiled a rueful smile. “When we do we
leave?”

“Morning after next, with the tide.” The
Chelaxian raised an eyebrow. “Mezza in
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Chelaxian raised an eyebrow. “Mezza in

anticipo, mio signore.” 

“Ovviament, signore,” said Xanotopsis.
Obviously. He dropped a leathern bag on
the table, pregnant with coins. “This should
be more than enough.”

The bag slid heavily across the table, and
the sailor peered inside. “Reaver’s gold,” he
said, grimacing slightly at the sight of the
Gith-made coins, thicker than Prime coinage
and more intricately stamped. 

“Will that suffice?” 

The sailor shrugged. “There’s a fair
amount of it around. It spends.” He paused.
“The morning after tomorrow, we sail with
the tide.” He paused. “And Westcrown
only. We go no further upriver than that.” 

Xano nodded. “We will be there.” 

Vfogg gestured, his insectile arms
flu ering strangely toward the bar, and a
silver tray with wine and cups appeared,
delivered by a barmaid more jaded than a
Shan temple. “What other news from
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Shan temple. “What other news from

Westcrown?” Vfogg’s voice yet held that
serene quality that, coupled with his amber
eyes and pinprick, blue-black pupils, had the
unnerving quality of making the listener feel
like they had passed through some planar
gate. The sailors were not immune, and they
moved slowly toward the wine, as if
underwater. “What other news?” Vfogg
repeated.

It was the senior-most sailor who spoke
up again, shifted is his chair (and not
coincidently, eased his access to his curved
rapier), and leaned forward over the wine.
“Reavers have run roughshod over Cheliax,
starting with Egorian,” he said ma er-of-
factly. “This was weeks ago. We were at sea,
delivering in Oppara, when we heard the
news of the first a acks.” He took a slow sip
of wine, then fished out a short-stemmed
pipe, pre-packed, and lit it with the table
candle. “The word was that the first a acks
were very focused, the reaver airships
turned Egorian to rubble. There was talk
that the Queen’s retinue had escaped
northward to safe zones outside of
Dekarium, that a counter-a ack was
massing, but that Admiral Vourne and a lot
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massing, but that Admiral Vourne and a lot

of Chelaxian regulars had died. Turned out
to the be true about Vourne.” 

Mub leaned forward through the smoke.
“I  knew Vourne. He struck me as the sort
who would gleefully die in ba le.” 

“I  knew *of* him, and I’ve heard the
same,” the sailor said, nodding. “In any
event, the reavers pounded Egorian into
submission, the moved on toward
Westcrown, laying waste across the Adivian
River valley as they made their way south to
the sea. Westcrown had some time to
prepare, and it sounded as if the reavers had
sent reconnaissance forces in other
directions, certainly north, which meant the
forces headed for Westcrown were smaller,
but even at Absalom, where we were when
the reavers a acked, the news was the the
city had still been hit very hard.” 

“What’s left of Egorian? What of Queen
Abrogail?” Xanotopsis, Sam suddenly
recalled, was from Egorian, not Westcrown.
Court Necromancer, Abrogail’s own
representative in the group. 
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The sailor shrugged extravagantly.
“Nothing but refugees coming south, at
first. No river traffic to the north, all
commerce shut down, like I  said before.
There was a mass exodus of ships from
Westcrown into the Inner Sea, mostly east,
but to any port that was near. We stayed at
Absalom, waiting for trade to take back
west, and the place was flooded with our
countrymen within a week.” 

“What did they say?” asked Vfogg
calmly. 

“That Westcrown was holding it’s own,
grazie mille,” the sailor replied with a grim
smile. “The reavers had hit the city hard, the
city hit back.   For four days, according to
the people we spoke with.” He took another
long drink of wine. “And then, the reaver
airships fell out of the sky.” 

Xanotopsis’ eyes narrowed. “They fell?” 

“They did,” the sailor said. “I  was in
Westcrown ten days ago, the wreckage of
the fallen reaver ships were in the city, being
stripped. Once they’d come out of the sky,
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stripped. Once they’d come out of the sky,

the Thrunian forces stood back and let the
locals do the mopping up… vende a.
Nessuno ha preso prigionieri, and there are
a lot of Westcrown condotierri in that town
with those bright silver reaver swords above
their mantels now. But they need a new
Mayor.”

Vfogg’s pinprick pupils widened a
millimeter. “In what sense does Westcrown
need a new mayor?” he asked calmly. 

“The old Mayor, Julistarc? Sì, se n'è
andato,” He is gone, the sailor said. He
whistled a low, two-note tremolo. “Reaver
ship fell on him, very sad story.” 

“You are sure of this?” 

“Oh yes.” 

+++

The next 24 hours were very strange, for
all of them. They found themselves in
familiar places, after a fashion - adventurer’s
pubs, mostly. Adventurers pubs tend to be
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pubs, mostly. Adventurers pubs tend to be

quieter than the raucous local taverns - less
music, fewer disruptions, and most of them
tended to have cloisters for people to talk
privately. The party had few duties to
a end to, to prepare for travel. They had
traveled very far indeed; the boat from
Sothis to Westcrown was likely to be the
shortest voyage they’d taken in a while. 

In the evening, Vfogg, Mub, Rae,
Xanotopsis and Sam shared a table near the
back of the inn. The inn itself was busy and
loud, but mildly so, like a scribe’s
convention. Adventurers - professional
adventurers, in a foreign land that harbors a
large and effective secret police - tend to be
more circumspect than the average reveler.
As far as the Players of Larazod, each was
silent, thoughtful in their own way. The
burbling noises of the inn, however, slowed
to almost nothing as a tall, thin human
entered. 

An adventurer’s bar in Sothis hosts a
array of travelers, from all points of the
compass and all points on the weirdness
spectrum. The desert has always a racted
the strange and disaffected, like moths to
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the strange and disaffected, like moths to

torches. But this visitor stopped bar
conversations mid-sentence. He was nearly
seven feet tall, towering over the native
Osirions and larger even than the Ulfen
varang in the corner drinking ale after ale.
His face was long and angular, with sharp
features and too-large eyes. In a baldric on
his back, wrapped with colored cloths to
hide the ornate crosspiece, was the
unmistakable hilt of a Githyanki silver
sword. 

Mub cocked one eyebrow at Sam, then
stood up to get the “human”’s a ention. The
disguise was adequate, Mub thought… for a
7-foot Githyanki noble, barely a week after
their Queen’s failed a ack on a major Inner
Sea nation, whose experience with actual
humans was likely limited to books. 

Mub waved him over, and the Githyanki
looked unabashedly relieved. “You are
Vfogg Khollarix?” he said to Mub in
clipped common.

Mub cocked a finger at Vfogg and the
Githyanki’s head swiveled. “You are Vfogg
Khollarix?”
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“I am,” Vfogg said. “Are you 5th
Column?” 

The Githyanki paused. “Only one with
knowledge of Tu’Narath could speak such,”
he said. “But yes, I  am.” 

“How goes the war?”

The Githyanki shrugged. “It is nearly
finished.” 

Both Vfogg and the Githyanki fell silent
as a barmaid brought another glass, set it
front of the Githyanki, and filled it with
wine from a pewter pitcher. The Githyanki
raised an immense eyebrow at Vfogg, who
nodded at the cup. The Githyanki drank it
in a single draught. 

“I  have brought two messages for you
from Tu’Narath,” he said. “The first is from
my leader. He says that the Queen is dead,
the Princess is taking the throne, and for this
he offers you his thanks. He also says that
you must never come back to Tu’Narath, for
reasons of which he says you are aware and
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reasons of which he says you are aware and

understand.” 

“We have no intention of ever returning,
you may assure your leader,” said Vfogg. 

The Githyanki nodded once. “The second
message is from my countryman, Ranth, the
Queenkiller,” he continued. Xanotopsis
raised one eyebrow at the title. “He asked
me to give it to you in his words. They are
these: 

We succeeded. Vlaa'kith is truly dead. I f Gith
wills it, I  will see you again in this life. 
A Githyanki warrior could ask for no finer
companions. Fare well. I  will think of you often.

“That is all,” the Githyanki said. “I  must
return to Tu’Narath.” He stood, then
paused. “For what it’s worth, I  am sorry our
Queen a acked your country. It was stupid,
and a waste.” 

The Githyanki did not wait for a response.
He strode forthrightly out the tavern door
and disappeared into the street. 

+++
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+++

 
Thirty-six hours later, the group trod the

sun-bleached wood of the Sothis docks. The
air was heavy with salt, and the pylons that
kept the massive, gray-green quays riding
above the water were thickly rimed with
nitre, rich sodiums and potassiums leeched
from the ocean onto the coarse wood. Rae
could not help but remember a time, only a
few years previous but seemingly eons ago,
where she’d strode similar docks, in similar
heat, with the entire of her worldly goods
astride her shoulders in a rough pack. The
sweat now, like the sweat then, began at the
nape of her neck, insulated as it was from
the dry desert heat, and slid thickly down
her spine until that same dry heat wicked it
away. The years evaporated for Rae as fast
as did her perspiration. The words of the
bargain she’d struck with the Chelaxian
priest of Asmodeus - passage, and board
from stores - came bursting up vividly in her
memories like whales, breaching in the
bright sun. 

It was Amenophis who first spoke. He’d
come down to see them off, and was nearly
unrecognizable. The golden-tipped spear
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unrecognizable. The golden-tipped spear

was gone - indeed, Amenophis seemed
completed denuded of weaponry or armor,
clad only in a simple kilt of bleached linen
and a shirt of white samite. His head was
covered by a simple keffiyeh, a kno ed
hempen agal keeping it tight to his head in
the spirited ocean breeze. 

He spoke first to Vfogg, taking Vfogg’s
long-fingered hand in his own. He paused
for a moment, his black eyes resting briefly
on the wine-dark sea. 

“You don’t remember, I  am sure,”
Amenophis began, his voice gently lilted
with the soft sibilants of his mother tongue.
“… but I  remember well, when you found
me.” His eyes sought out each member of
the party. “I  had given myself up to the
gods many times, and knew  - knew, for
certain, there was no doubt - that I  would
die badly in the City of the Dead.” 

Amenophis’ lips thinned at the memory.
“I  was lost, my mission failed, my fellows
dead behind me. And then, you.” He used
the term collectively, encompassing all of
them as they stood on the docks. Stevedores
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them as they stood on the docks. Stevedores

and fishermen, mongers and sailors, passed
them on urgent business of their own, a
strange Brownian movement around a static
point that was the party. 

“You saved my life,” he said simply.
“And, with you, I  completed the mission
given me by Ra. You lent me hope where
there was none. And for these things, I  owe
you more than I  could repay in a dozen
lives.” 

Amenophis’ eyes narrowed. “I  know
what you are - never had any illusions as to
that,” he said as his eyes caught Mub’s, then
Sam’s. “I  struggled with that, did you
know? That maybe death was preferable
than to assist the servants of a fiend of the
pit.”

But then, his stern visage melted a bit, and
he assayed a smile. “But I  learned that good
may work with evil, if the cause is just,” he
said simply. “Our cause was sufficiently
just.” 

Amenophis looked again at the sea,
swirling and tipped with foam in the
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swirling and tipped with foam in the

freshening tide. Then he took a step back,
bowed low and extravagantly: “May the
Eye of Ra be between you and harm in all
the empty places where you must walk,” he
said formally, lifting his arms to the sky.
“You are my friends, and I  am in your debt.
Call on me in your need and I  shall come.”
Amenophis’ voice lowered a bit, and his
smile became more pronounced. “And if
you return to Sothis, send a messenger to
the Temple to fetch me, you magnificent
bastards. We shall drink all the wine.” 

Under the laughter of the party,
Amenophis moved closer to Rae. “Priestess,
I  know, that you know, that we have walked
a perilous path,” he said, low. He eyes were
close to Rae’s. 

“I  know this well,” Rae said. The rest of
the party found other things to look at -
seabirds, crow’s-nests, the tops of their own
boots. 

“You and I , out of all, knew well the price
of our success,” Amenophis continued. “We
paid it, without reservation. But of all of
them, you and I  paid most.”
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Rae looked into Amenophis eyes. “We
knew the price when the gods’ called us,”
she said simply, her blond hair wisping
outward at the edges. 

He nodded. “We did, indeed.” He stared
downward, fussed with the closures on his
shirt. “I  will miss you most of all, Rae…
were you to leave.”

Rae was silent. 

“I  mean,” Amenophis went on, “… I
know that the south has been your home
before. Perhaps it wasn’t the pleasantest of
upbringings for an Ulfen maid… but
mayhap, you might consider… staying.”

Amenophis’ face colored mightily,
exacerbated by the salt-white of his clothes. 

Rae seemed surprised, but she hid it as
best she could. Her pale hand reached out
and caressed Amenophis’ cheek. “I  must
away to Cheliax, for that is what Sarenrae
has asked of me,” she said. Amenophis,
almost physically, acquiesced. “But I  will
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almost physically, acquiesced. “But I  will

come back to Sothis, you have my promise.”

Amenophis’ dark eyes met Rae’s. “I  have
your promise?”

Rae smiled. “You do.” 

Amenophis grinned, widely and openly.
“Then I  wish you the very safest of voyages,
priestess.” He leaned forward and gave her
a single kiss on either cheek. Then he
turned, with almost military bearing, to the
rest of the group. He bowed again.
“Farewell, comrades. You are welcome in
Sothis. Return as you can!”

Amenophis saluted the party and walked
away, his bleach-bright clothing pushing
ahead as he sea-breeze blew in from the
north. And so, Amenophis was gone,
vanished in a multitude of sailors and
merchants, a thousand Osirions, proceeding
in the emerald dance of commerce. 

“Welp, I  must go.” Xanotopsis drew up
his large bag and slug it heavily over his
shoulder. 
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Vfogg cocked his head to one side,
looking like nothing so much as a mantis.
“Our ship does not depart for a ha’turn of
the candle.” 

“I’m not taking your ship,” Xano said
with a wry grin. “You lot are for Westcrown,
and it sounds like Westcrown may be the
new capital… but I  have to see for myself. I
booked other arrangements.”

“Other ‘arrangements,’?” asked Mub.

“I’m taking a boat to Ostenso and
working my way west to Egorian,” Xano
said. “It leaves with the same tide that you
do.” 

“Egorian is in ruins,” Sam said. “You
heard for yourself.” 

“I  know,” Xano smiled. “But I  have to see
for myself. My Queen is - was - there… my
home was there.”

Vfogg nodded. “I  understand completely.
If Egorian is, as they say, a ruin, come to
Westcrown.”
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“I will.” 

Xano, taking a cue from Amenophis, also
gave Rae a pair of kisses, then winked
comically at the rest of the party. “Safe
travels!” he said, then turned and made his
way down the quay. 

There was a moment of quiet, a bubble of
silence within the cacophony all around, and
Vfogg’s eyes met everyone’s in turn. “Shall
we go?” he said, each person hearing it
perfectly clear despite the noise of the
dockside work. “Shall we depart this
place?”

Sam looked around at the four remaining
travelers - Vfogg, Mub, Rae, himself - and
spoke up:

“There is nothing left for us, but to return
home,” he said simply. 

Vfogg nodded and gestured to Mub, who
clapped the bu  of his glaive once on the
dock and moved off toward a ship, far down
the quay, bearing the black and red banner
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the quay, bearing the black and red banner

of Asmodeus. 

73

“They say… that the Inner Sea has no
memory.” 

Mub looked over at Trabatus Crassina,
the de facto Captain. They’d been smoking
at the gunwale silently, as was their wont,
and Mub had not expected this cryptic non-
sequitor to disturb that ritual. Fact was,
Mub liked the quiet, but he disliked being
alone, and in Crassina he’d found something
of a kindred soul over the last two days.
Plus Crassina had a decent store of
Chelaxian-grown pipeweed aboard, and
took Githyanki gold in payment. 

Mub raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“No memory,” said Crassina. “That is
what they say - the sea has no memory.” 

Mub’s eyes slid over toward Crassina’s
through a gout of smoke. “What in the Nine
Hell’s are you talking about, Traba?”
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The ship captain chuckled, emi ing small
amused puffs of fragrant leaf-smoke from
his nostrils. “It is something my uncle said
to me, many years ago. He too was a sailor,
sailed these very seas, his whole life.” 

“… and Asmo priests up his ass the whole
time, I  bet.”

Crassina’s chuckle became a guffaw.
“Indeed yes,” he said. “But that’s not why
my uncle’s ludicrous pronouncements come
to mind.” 

“Indeed? Do tell,” said Mub. 

“I  don’t know what he meant,” Crassina
said. “But if I  were to guess, I  would say
that the sea has a way of forgiving.” He
paused, looked at Mub. “I  don’t know what
you did in Westcrown that drove you off for
so long. Or what you did when you were
away. But… maybe those things aren’t
important anymore. You cross the Inner
Sea, you’re… well, it’s a new day.” He
paused, scratching underneath his
implausible mustache with the short stem of
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his pipe. 

Mub frowned. “I’ve got nothing to be
ashamed of,” he said, almost a growl.
“Fought my ass off, and got nothing much
for it.”

“Now that sounds like something a
proper Chelaxian would say,” Crassida said
with a large measure of commiseration. He
nodded once, staring out at the waves.
“We’ll be in port tomorrow.” 

“We’re close?” 

“Very.” Crassina knocked his pipe, now
cold, against the gunwale and the ashes fell
into the water. “See out there? Near the
horizon?” He pointed in the fashion of
sailors, not with an index finger but his
whole hand, making a chopping movement
as he pointed vaguely northward. 

Mub squinted against the sun to his left
(Crassida’s eyesight out here on the bobbing
ocean was superior to Mub’s, he had to
admit), but he did see something… a sail? 
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“That red sail out there belongs to an
Absalomian merchant ship, headed
westward,” Crassida explained. “Two days
ago, if we’d seen them in the middle sea
lanes, I ’d wager they were headed for the
Bridge of Aroden and out into the Arcadian
Sea, but this far north? They’re headed for
Westcrown. Whatever that town has faced,
it’s done now.” He tucked the cold pipe into
his jerkin. “If Absalom’s coming to trade,
you can wager it’s safe enough. Safe enough
for Westcrown, that is.” 

Mub looked thoughtful. “Maybe that’s
what your uncle meant.” 

It was Crassia’s turn to raise a quizzical
eyebrow. “What?” 

“The Inner Sea, and the nations upon it,
live and die by trade,” Mub observed.
“Absalom doesn’t rule the eastern Sea by
force, they rule by trade. Taldor has it’s arms
fairs, it’s weapons are the prized
everywhere. Katapesh and Andoran grow
the wheat that provides bread for every
mouth in a thousand miles. None of that has
memory - Andoran wheat will feed an
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memory - Andoran wheat will feed an

Osirion just as nicely as a Nidali freak.
Maybe that’s what your uncle meant.” 

Crassida was silent, and looked out to see,
his eyes seeking the red sail of the Absalom
merchant ship on the horizon. 

+++

Westcrown was always a city of two
minds, a lively city, and a sad one. Devil
haunted and devil-ruled, from faraway
Egorian and the House of Thrune - Rae
gri ed her teeth at the thought of it, the slow
cascading evil in the eyes of the nobility as
they enjoyed decadence, tortures, sold their
souls by the generation and took it as a
license to engage in every moral travesty
they could think of. And at the same time,
men like Watch Sergeant Gondriu, a
gleefully corrupt constable to whom bribery
was as natural as breathing, to whom the
phrase “he would always do the right thing,
once he had exhausted all other options” felt
like a compliment, and yet… 

Rae smiled at the memory of Gondriu,
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Rae smiled at the memory of Gondriu,

and hoped he yet lived. A person couldn’t
help but like the old rogue.

“Virata!” yelled a sailor from above her.
“Tacking!” The sails shifted as if by magic,
the boat turned on its heel and came about. 

Rae remembered her first sight of it, the
harbor city of Westcrown, the docks ringing
with the singsong sibilants of spoken
Chelaxian. The docks still sang, Rae thought
as the merchant ship hove into the bay and
began picking its way across the sluggish
waves toward the city. She heard
dockworkers singing again, and the
memories of her arrival here, so long ago
(’Was it only three years ago?’ she thought.
It seemed an eternity) came rushing back,
flooding her head like the feeling one gets
when eating rich broth after a week’s fast - a
warmth, coiling around her, a rich flood of
serotonin and nostalgia that drew a small
smile to her face, and an accompanying
somnolence that rolled over her like a
sluggish, oily wave. 

“Oi, la ci à!” came a call from the poop
deck, near the wheel. Crassida had a cone of
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leather, reinforced with wood, and he was
using it to send his voice across the waves. 

“Oi, la barca!” came the response from the
dock. From afar, they gestured to the pilot,
welcoming the ship in. Rae could hear it
then, just like when she’d arrived from
Thuvia: the vague sussurus of sound
coming from the port, rising and falling in
uneven waves. Bells rang far in the distance,
almost imperceptibly. Nothing of
significance had changed, really.

First sight of it, Rae was surprised by the
number of military ships, ships with House
sigils, in port - they took almost a third of
the available berths, and men and women in
livery swarmed the docks like shit-bees
around fallen fruit. 

“Makes sense,” said Sam. He’d come up
behind her so quietly that she started as the
sound of his voice, like a cannon shot. He
raised a hand in apology. “Sorry, didn’t
mean to startle.” 

“What did you mean?” 
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“It makes sense, so many Egorian ships,”
Sam said. “Not sure how they got out, but if
Egorian is in ruins from Vlaa’kith’s forces, it
makes sense they’d come here.”

Rae nodded once in agreement. It *did*
make sense. She thought of Xanotopsis, on
another ship, headed for a city that may not
now even exist. 

Crassida’s men brought the boat around,
were directed to a berth, slowed and tossed
lines to a series of boys on the dock, who
jockeyed for the privilege (and the tip) of
gathering the ropes to the spiked metal
plugs that do ed the docks at intervals. 

The boat stopped. “Buona!” A rough-
hewn plan was extended and caught, placed
on the wharf. Rae was first, her boots
slapping the wooden je y. But the rest
followed closely behind her, filling the dock
with booted feet. 

Vfogg shrugged his dark cloaks around
his shoulders. His eyes, lambent, looked
toward the rego. 
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It was time.

++++

There is an old Chelaxian saying: “Time
makes fools of the wise.” No one challenges
it, mostly because it’s true. But time has a
way of expanding - filling the gaps in
lifetimes that might otherwise seem empty.
And it all seems empty, looking behind. The
old look back and think: I  didn’t fill those
years. And the young look forward and
think: it is so full I  can’t breathe. 

Both are true. 
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Upon return to Westcrown after the War
of Two Queens, Rae looked upon the city
almost as a prison, a gaol to which she'd
been sentenced and from which she hoped
to escape. She'd done all that Charlabu had
asked of her, and sought only relief from the
constant struggles, the moral turpitudes of
her companions, the horrific places and
creatures she'd seen, and the decisions she'd
had to make. Traveling with the Players of
Larazod had been a lengthy trial, and she
had done everything she'd been asked. In
the bolstered sanctuary of the church of
Sarenrae in Westcrown, she sat alone under
the pale wood and silver, bright sunlight
swelling the interior, and sobbed. She wept
for lost comrades, lost causes, but mostly for
lost years spent in the company of evil men,
doing evil deeds, and the sense of clarity
that she'd lost when she'd healed them,
translated the Dawnflower's power into
succor, so that they could continue their evil
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succor, so that they could continue their evil
ways. 

Charlabu had come to her then. "WHY
DOST THOU WEEP, CHILD?" He'd
asked, his noble canine visage and brilliant
white robes seeming to echo the light. 

"I  have endeavored to do what the
Dawnflower expected of me," Rae said. "Yet
I  question the worth. So much has been
sacrificed, so much lost, so many evil deeds
unpunished."

"THOU KNOWEST THAT WE
WOULD NEVER BETRAY THEE.
THOU KNOWEST THAT THERE IS
MUCH THY MORTAL MIND HAS
YET TO COMPREHEND."

"I  do know," Rae said. "And yet..."

Charlabu smiled a beatific smile at Rae.
"IT IS UNDERSTANDABLE, TO
QUESTION. I  CANNOT GIVE THEE
ANSWERS. I  CANNOT RELEASE
THEE FROM SERVICE, NOR CAN I
REVERSE THE SKEINS OF TIME AND
SPACE THAT BIND THEE TO THIS..."
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SPACE THAT BIND THEE TO THIS..."

Charlabu gestured around, a movement that
seemed to include the entirety of the world.
"I  CAN TELL THEE THAT THY TOIL
CONTINUES... BUT THY SERVICE
COMMENDS YOU TO THE
DAWNFLOWER'S HEART.
SARENRAE KNOWS THY NAME,
CHILD. PHARASMA CANNOT
JUDGE THEE. THY REST IS
ASSURED." 

"What shall I  do until then?"

"THOU LOOKEST AT THIS PLACE
AND DESPAIR? THOU FLY A FLAG
THE COLOR OF DAWN OVER
BENIGHTED CHELIAX, HOME OF
DEVILS. THY TOIL CONTINUES." 

Rae looked at Charlabu, and his smile
filled her heart. "My toil continues," she
said. Charlabu disappeared - for good, this
time, for she never saw or spoke to him
again on this plane - and just when she had
washed the brightness of his presence from
her eyes, she saw an older man, clad in
black, with the red inverted star of
Asmodeus, stride through the open, easterly
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Asmodeus, stride through the open, easterly

doors of the narthex. He had a woven basket
in one hand, covered with white cloth.

"Rae, is that you?" The voice was weirdly
familiar. "By the Hells, I  shouldn't be in this
place. RAE! Is that you, my dear?" It took
Rae eyes a few moments more to focus, but
when she focused on the aging priest, she
recognized him immediately. 

"Ferdrigo?" 

"Aye! Knew it was you." Ferdrigo had
aged badly, the sea taking from him many
years beyond the calendar. Spots covered
his forehead and hands, wrinkles had made
rifts and canyons across his skin. "Heard
you were back in town, come to start up this
church. 'Tis a beautiful place." He looked
like a cat with half a tail under the blade of a
rocking chair. "Brought a picnic. Let's eat
outside? Lots been going on here, since you
been gone. Figured I  catch you up." 

Rae smiled widely. "Of course," she said.
And thus, the friendship of a priestess of
Sarenrae and a staunch devil-worshiper was
rekindled in an instant. Over bread, salted
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pork and raw red wine, Rae told Ferdrigo
everything - her travels, her experiences, her
fears, her confusion as to what to do next.
He listened with the patience of a parent
and the wisdom of a man who seen decades
split between church, business and the
vagaries of life atop the sea. In the end, the
sun long under the horizon, Ferdrigo looked
up at her and said, simply: "The gods are
alien to we mortals. They give us the power
to heal, the power to harm, and much in
between. So long as you can heal the sick,
channel a blast of energy, then you know
you have their favor." Ferdrigo tossed the
second empty wine bo le to the ground.
"That's all that ma ers, really. If they let you
build this place? They meant for you to
people it, simple as that." 

'Simple as that,' Rae thought. At that
moment, Rae resigned herself to two things:
one, she and Ferdrigo would remain friends
despite their differences. And two, to ensure
that, she would stay in Cheliax, in this
church, and give the people of Cheliax an
option when it came to whom they chose to
worship. Julistarc (rest him) had given her
this place; she would make the best use of it
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she could. 

And she did. Over the next five years, the
worship of Sarenrae exploded in
Westcrown. The day after Ferdrigo's visit, a
trio of pilgrims arrived, begging a place to
stay and instruction in the high arts. Within
a six-month, twenty people populated the
pews, asking after healing skills. Within a
year, there was a hospital, a school, and a
witchery, helping the mad and the plagued.
Rae avoided contact with her former
compatriots - at first, she told herself that
she was simply too busy and, later, she
really *was* too busy. But over the years she
found herself drawing far away from the
people with whom she had once traveled,
although she maintained good relations with
the Mayor's office, to ensure that the church
expansions would not cause issue. By the
ninth year,the church had spread further,
including not only the temple itself but
greenhouses, coops, pens and other land
that, by dint of effort, had been reclaimed
from the brackish wetlands that crowded the
southern reach of the rego. 

Ferdrigo died nearly five years to the day
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from his first visit to her, and Rae was
heartbroken. Never before had a different
church held ceremonies for a priest of
Asmodeus, but Rae held official mourning
for Ferdrigo for three days. She was
inconsolable. He'd been her mentor, and
friend, and his loss was as if a piece of her
had been surgically removed. So much he
had told her. But she carried on. Vestus
Savaska, Archprelate of Asmodeus, who
had tolerated her presence in Westcrown
but never really forgiven her the
impropriety of bringing the worship of a
new god to his city, visited her each of the
mourning days. 

Rae was high priestess of the Church of
Sarenrae in Cheliax for 62 more years. Over
the years, the worship of Sarenrae grew
mightily in Cheliax, eventually outstripping
the worship of Aroden that had been
disrupted at his death. Westcrown itself
grew to be the locus for the Dawnflower's
worship north of the Inner Sea - even the
temple at Absalom recognized the
Westcrown church as it's superior. 

When she reached 90 years of age, Rae
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resigned as high priestess and said: I  am
going north. Two priestesses accompanied
her, and the three traveled northward for
many months. After a long journey, they
reached the Realm of the Mammoth Lords,
home of the Ulfen, the race to which Rae
had always claimed membership. She was
taken in by the high priestesses of Sarenrae
at Hillcross, and Rae died with her eyes lit
by light from the mountains, with snow
illuminating her bed. She was buried in a
new tomb, dedicated to her and her service,
carved at the very top of a mountain in the
northernmost part of the realm. 

++++

Rae never returned to Sothis. 

75

After his return from the abyss, the Hells
and then from Queen Vlaa'kith's prisons on
Tu'Narath, Mub had taken his leisure as is
due. His farm was fifteen leagues from the
northerly gates of Westcrown, though after
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northerly gates of Westcrown, though after
his "retirement" he went into the city often.
It was common along the lanes that led from
his farm in the North to the gates to see him,
the Captain Emeritus of the Asmodean
Affront, galloping southward at full speed,
his black cloaks flying out behind him in the
wind and his boots spurring his huge
stallion Sath to greater efforts. But still,
Mub's heart was only rarely fired with the
desire for ba le after his return, and as the
years passed that fire grew less hot and
burned less often. In the earliest times, after
Westcrown rebuilt itself (the second time in
as many years), it was difficult for Mub to
hew to the bucolic life, and as Captain of the
Affront he did much to reaffirm the rule of
the Asmodean Church, both inside
Westcrown (he personally planned and
executed a suppression of the resurgent
worship of Aroden in the southwest part of
the City) and outside (he led a purge of
renegade anti-Thrunes moving westward
from the ruins of Egorian and helped
legitimize Westcrown as the ur-capital).
Further, in his fourth year as the face of the
Affront, he allied the group with the Order
of the Rack under Tabita la Diabla, placed
himself in the Order's hierarchy, took on the
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mantle of a Hellknight, but most
importantly consolidated the two most
effective military orders in Westcrown
under the banner of Asmodeus. Vestus
Savaska, Archprelate of Asmodeus in
Cheliax and leader of the church of
Asmodeus in Westcrown, upon hearing of
the successful merger awarded Mub with
the title of "Defender of the Faith" and the
privilege to wear the Blood Sigil. Liebdaga
the Twin visited Mub that very evening to
extend, from him and purportedly from
Asmodeus himself, congratulations. 

And if you were to ask him, he would tell
you that he'd rather cut off his hand than
live the life of a farmer. And yet, as the years
slid away, the aging warrior of the Hells
spent more time looking at his Glaive, hung
on posts above the great fireplace in the
main room of the manor, than wielding it.
"My memories are vivid enough," he'd later
say to visitors. "To assay greater excitements
would be to play the fool." Then he would
laugh, his scarred hands grabbing at the
immense silver cup from which he drank the
garnet wine that bore his own vintage
stamp. Mub grew prosperous over those
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years, with multi-year contracts to supply
wine, barley, maize, pork and beef to the
ravenous markets of a growing Westcrown.
His close friendship with the Lord Mayor
assured good prices and enough sycophants
for comfortable dealings. To his credit, Mub
never abused that relationship, and
delivered on his contracts as assiduously as
he banked the earnings. Reinert gold funded
much; his old friendship with the brawler
Marius Kuturlemek, who had swooped in
after the disappearance of Chammady
Drovenge and rebuilt a syndicate atop the
remains of the destroyed Council of
Thieves, ensured that gamblers and
speculators had funds - at ruinous rates - to
continue their abasement; the anvils of south
Westcrown rang with the sounds of Mub's
arms manufacturing, and smugglers' holds
full of well-made Chelaxian steel made their
way across the Inner Sea to Thuvian rebels,
Osirion cultists, and Qadiran soldiers who
railed against the Taldan pikemen to the
north; nearly all the logistical needs of the
Affront and, later, the Order of the Rack,
were served by Reinertian wagons and
ships, and no pirate or raider dared take
down a convoy that bore the sign of the
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glaive. Mub grew vastly rich, and many a
noble sought to marry a daughter or niece to
him and inculcate the Reinert fortunes to
their House - such funds which, toward the
la er portion of his life, grew to legendary
status. His main hall of business, mere
footsteps from the Mayoral Palace, bustled
and hummed at all hours, and he had offices
in the south of the city, as well as a large
counting house and three warehouses at the
docks. A fleet of 18 ships bore the Glaive
when Mub "died," the largest privately
owned fleet in Westcrown. 

Despite the entreaties of various
aristocrats, Mub never married, nor did he
ever a empt to secure a House of his own.
In public he maintained that he was content
to remain a "humble farmer and vintner"
(although he was never simply a farmer,
even on his worst day); in private, he
scorned those that said he should use his
connections to secure himself a page in the
Book of Names. "If it weren't for my money,
they'd never even consider an old killer like
me for their damnable book!" he would rail.
He refuted all proffers from desperate heads
of House and penniless aristocrat uncles, no
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ma er how well bred, compliant or lovely.
Mub's slaves, however, would tell of visits
from a hellish beauty, tall and dark, with
black wings and a sword that glowed as if
fresh from the coals, who would sit with
Mub in his hall, talking late into the nights,
her insane laughter ringing the smoky
rafters and driving the animals to a frenzy.
His men of business worried him about
heirs - who would run his concerns once
he'd gone to Liebdaga? Arrangements will
be made, Mub would assure them, with no
other clues than that.

Mub Reinert "died" 31 years after his
return to Westcrown, at age 59. He is
assumed dead, as his body has never been
found. But on the night of his
disappearance, the heads of each of his
offices, his overseer, his chief vintner, each
of his senior ship-captains, the Mayor's
office, the Order of the Rack, Vestus
Savaska and the Church of Sarenrae all
received identical, numbered packets of
documents by courier. The documents, all
quite legal, with all the proper seals and
witnesses, detailed the disposition of his
substantial estate, with enormous stipends
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for most of his staff and partners, bags of
silver and titles to small farmsteads and
businesses for his newly freed slaves,
immense grants of gold and material to the
Church of Asmodeus and the Order of the
Rack, real estate and farmland equivalent to
more than 2000 hectares to the City of
Westcrown. But the single most ostentatious
gift was to the Church of Sarenrae, who
received the next day, atop a wagon built
specifically for the purpose of carrying it, a
20-foot scimitar, with the wings of Sarenrae
atop it, made entirely of burnished gold and
weighing several tons, decorated with a
colossal starburst of precious gems. Artisans
had made it over the past 18 months in
secret, and at his death Mub arranged for it's
delivery and installation in the Church of
Sarenrae. No one dared to estimate its cost,
but from that day, the Chelaxian Bishopric
of Sarenrae became a hub for students and
pilgrims alike, and after many years some
claimed that being in the presence of the
"great curved sword of the Dawnflower"
cured diseases and bestowed blessings. 

Mub was never seen on this plane again,
but travelers in the Hells have wri en, in the
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centuries since, of a pair of devils, one a
great Erinyes queen, the other a tall, dark
guardian with eyes like smoldering coals,
black cloaks sweeping back in an
imperceptible wind, and a razor-sharp
glaive, under which the enemies of
Asmodeus - demons, paladins, the undead -
fall in heaps. They are purported to travel
throughout Nessus, maintaining order and
routing the weak. None have ever recorded
their names.

76

Egorian - and the life that Xanotopsis
once knew the life of court, of his
experiments, his interrogations of the dead
on behalf of the Queen, of wine and
laughter amongst painted ladies and fearful
lords - was gone, obliterated by the
Githyanki as thoroughly as if it were
eclipsed by the sun. The Palace, once so
grand, barely stood on it's own bones. The
rest of the city was mostly rubble, scorched
and riven of people. His first thought was:
raw materials. But over the next few days,
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raw materials. But over the next few days,
even a hardworking necromancer could find
nothing in the place but the hole where his
courtly life once lived. He'd thought to
return to... something. Egorian was a
wasteland, populated by the sad shadows of
once proud Chelaxians. Once, Xanotopsis
stumbled upon a trio of nobles, their finery
in rags, huddled around the pile of stone
and wood that had once been their manor.
They were cooking, boiling something
brackish over a desultory fire. it smelled
repugnant, but they looked upon the rusty
ke le as if it contained ambrosia. 

Xanotopsis left Egorian the next day, and
never returned. 

He left on foot, and he followed the trail
of destruction toward Westcrown. The
smokes were gone now, and scorched fields
and tumbledown farmhouses were starting
to grow furry with rot. To Xanotopsis, this
was the order of things, and he found
enough clean raw materials to reconstitute
something akin to a cadre of servants. He
arrived in Westcrown two weeks later, his
servants cloaked and insulated with fragrant
mosses, but even then the City Watch
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turned up their noses and sent a runner to
the rego before le ing him into the city.

He called on Rae the next day, at the
Church of Sarenrae; she made him keep the
servants outside the church; the mamushka
hovering outside, tending a new, scratchy
plot of rosemary and mint leaves, squinted
her disapproval and went inside. Rae sent a
runner to the palace, and received word
back: we have work for you. 

It was a pleasant reunion, albeit a terse
one. Lord High Mayor Khollarix, newly
installed, had a cloud of new bureaucrats
surrounding him and an agenda as long as
his aberrant arms. But soon Xanotopsis was
ushered to a dungeon, where a broken man
lay still and cold. A Watchman explained:
we need to know a thing, can you learn it.
"Oh yes," said Xanotopsis as he bent to his
work. "I  can ask." 

Xanotopsis spent the next several months
building a "practice," as it was known. First
with the Watch, for whom he would solicit
the secrets of dead, seducing willful souls
out of their last li le shreds of privacy,
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out of their last li le shreds of privacy,

slicing small bits off of Pharasma's charges.
His reputation spread; the Order of the
Rack had their own questions to ask of the
dead, the Asmodeans needed manual labor
and guards for their lower levels, he took
small commissions. It filled the days; it was
remunerative, enough to buy a small manor,
install a necrotory, drink outland wine
bought for him by servants from the docks. 

But it was not enough. Moreso, it was not
what he wanted. He plumbed the entrails of
a former "council" man (whatever those
were; they were thick in the morgues, that
was for sure), and remembered a discussion
he'd once had with Vermithrel: the
Ghoulmaster. Vermithrel had told stories: of
the fight, of the wine, of the massive
alembic. But the part that preyed on Xano's
mind was the sheer idea of it - that there was
a necromancer out there, researching,
creating new things from old flesh. 'now
*that* was necromancy,' thought
Xanotopsis. That was something he could
believe in. 

This Ghoulmaster was someone he
wanted to meet. 
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So he started asking questions - more
questions, perhaps, than was prudent, given
his employers, but he enjoyed the ear and
protection of the Lord High Mayor and,
frankly, people had grown used to his
eccentricities. If he raised a few eyebrows, it
was of no significant ma er. His entire
business was replete with raised eyebrows.
In time, he learned of the Paralictor, his
bargain with the Ghoulmaster, and his twin
defeats. He sought out Vermithrel again, in
his pit in the remnants of the Pathfinder's
guildhouse, and in darkness lit only by the
feral light from the elven vampire's eyes, he
learned what had become of the
Ghoulmaster - departed, north, for points
unknown. "His job here was finished, thanks
to us," Vermithrel had explained. 

It was another year before Xanoptopsis
had put his Westcrown business to rest.
Many of his former companions told him
they were sorry to see him go… but neither
did any ask him to stay. He bought an
immense sealed wagon, converted his
wealth to gems and drafts from
Tunnelhome’s, and left Westcrown headed
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north for Nidal. His train of servants were
cloaked and hooded in black, lurching fore
and aft of the wagon, and the entirety
moved along the Chelaxian roads at a
funereal pace. 

At the Nidali border, the procession was
ushered through by a man, his sunken eyes
flickering this way and that at Xano’s
servants, who accepted a hefty bribe and
who departed at speed once paid.
Horsemen would approach but not too
closely, to get a look at the silent travelers.
At the Varisian border, Xanotopsis and his
servants guested for several days at the
castle of a newly installed local lord, who
welcomed the company and told a story of
betrayal, murder and revenge that had Xano
laughing with delight. 

Everywhere, Xanotopsis asked about a
necromancer who called himself the
Ghoulmaster. None had heard of him, but
nevertheless he felt he was on the trail. 

He hove to the eastern portions of Varisia,
skirting the Mindspin Mountains until he
and his servants could turn northeast and
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and his servants could turn northeast and

make their way into Ustalav, and it was
there that he first hear the word
“Ghoulmaster” spoke by someone other
than himself: A condotierri captain, moving
south from Mendev with a squadron of
dragoons, admi ed yes, he’d heard of the
man. An veritable lord of the undead,
fielding armies of blackest darkness, on
behalf of a Numerian general named
Wiweld. “To the east, then south,” the
captain had said, a sachet of herbs against
his upper lip to staunch the smell of
decomposition. 

A few days passed, and Xanotopsis and
his servants entered Numeria, seeing signs
of violence - towers of smoke in the distance,
new servants lying silent and pale in the
gu ers, on one occasion a huge,
disembodied [boom] that seemed
everywhere and nowhere at once. On the
third day of this, Xanotopsis was shaken
awake by the stopping of the wagon. A
knock came to one of the sealed windows,
and he slid it open. 

“Why have we stopped?” Xano asked. 
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“Wamphyri in the road,” hissed a servant
through lipless teeth. 

Wamphyri? Thought Xano, a bit
befuddled, and then it came to him: vampire. 

Xanotopsis exited his wagon, and looked
down the worn cart path. Standing perhaps
30 feet away, a man stood. He was dressed
soberly, in black, and would have been
mistaken in the moonlight as a man save for
the lengthy claws on each hand, each one
three to four inches past the fingertip,
gnarled and sharp. And his eyes, wide and
glowing pale in the dark. His incisors
demurely lapped over his crimson lower lip.

“My master has bid me to offer you
welcome,” it said, raising one hand, palm
up. “He wishes to dine with you this
evening, Xanoptopsis of Egorian.” 

Xano raised one eyebrow at the sound of
his name, being murmured by this
wamphyri… ‘although technically,’ Xano
mused to himself, ‘… that is no wamphyri,
that is a nosferat, and an old one by the looks
of it.’ Xano was intrigued in spite if himself. 
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“And who is your master, that send such
servants to treat with me?” Xanotopsis
asked? 

“He has many names,” said the creature.
“… but you would know him as the
Ghoulmaster.” 

Xanotopsis was silent for a moment, then
a broad grin split his face. “I  accept.” He
said

“Excellent, lord. Follow me, I  will take
you and your servants to him.” 

Xanotopsis ordered his servants to follow,
then caught up with the vampire to walk
with him. “Tell me, nosferat; you master’s
reputation, is it warranted?”

The creature looked sidelong at Xano. “I
cannot say. When you meet him, you can
ascertain whether what you have heard is
accurate.” The creature crossed his hands in
front of him as they walked. “But I  can tell
you that he is reckoned a great necromancer
by many, perhaps the greatest of the age.
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by many, perhaps the greatest of the age.

His work is… brilliantly malignant.”

“And he will show me?” 

“It is my understanding that is his
intention, should you wish it. He has heard
your name, and wishes intently to meet
you.” 

No one in Cheliax ever heard from
Xanotopsis again. But in Numeria, some
years later, a Taldan man with wild eyes, a
satchel full of paints and brushes, and a
selection of canvases loped barefoot across
the dark earth towards a sprawling castle.
Glistening dead things, standing frozen like
automatons, licked their riven lips at the
smell of his blood. But they allowed him to
pass, listening only to the irrational
mumblings he burbled as he made his way
toward the immense stone steps. 
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It wasn’t as if Sam meant to never see any
of them again. When he stepped off the
gangplank of the merchant ship that had
bore them from Sothis, he held no grudge,
had no quarrel, knew no enmity. It was just
that things worked out that way. 

Sam never saw any of his comrades again
- none of them, save for one, and of them all
it was the one he had never expected to see.
Things just worked out that way. 

That’s what he told himself, a week later,
as he roused late from a wine-sodden sleep.
He’d taken room at one of the finest inns in
the rego, a place that would have ejected him
rudely only a few years before, when he’d
been a tiefling cutpurse of moderate,
localized infamy. This day, years later, he
enjoyed the confidence of the concierge and
the smiles of the barmaids. Sam’s reaver
gold spent well, and he spent it
prodigiously. 

That too-bright morning, Sam’s head
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That too-bright morning, Sam’s head
thumped annoyingly, sending an icicle of
pain into his eyes with every traitorous
heartbeat. He rose, splashed cool water on
his face from a marble dish, whe ed his
(hair?), breathed in through his (beard?),
blew out his breath in a hoarse sigh. 

There was a looking glass in the corner,
propped up on mantel. Sam made his way
over to it, slung back his long wet hair with
a toss of his neck, and looked. 

In the silver of the mirror, his face ran and
dripped like melting wax. 

+++

On the streets of Westcrown, Sam saw the
faces of passersby, streams of them, as he
passed him on their errands. Sometimes
those faces tensed, sometimes they stared,
but never did they speak to him. This wasn’t
out of the realm of the ordinary. Sam was
not an approachable person, and the city of
Westcrown had so many more small,
personal ba les to fight. From the damage
that Sam had seen, his keen eyes assessing
through the lens of experience, it would be a
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through the lens of experience, it would be a

year before Westcrown recovered. Longer if
nobles and soldiers kept coming into the city
and wasting resources. But his days were
strangely quiet. One entire day, Sam made a
game of it: to pass through the cycle of sun
and moon without speaking a word to a
single soul. I t was astonishingly easy. He
broke his fast, as he always did, in the inn’s
common room - oatcakes and jam, rashers of
bacon, black tea, a measure of the previous
night’s wine. He nodded to the barmaid
who’d served him previously mornings, and
the meal materialized. He walked the
cobbled streets, purchased small items, food,
drinks, by pointing. He found his way
toward the docks, listening to the songs of
the sailors and stevedores. But not one
person spoke to him. Not one voice pierced
his thoughts and demanded response. He
passed the day like a man underwater,
floating from place to place without aim or
direction. 

He thought it was an aberration, so he did
it again the next day. 

And the next.
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Nothing changed. 

+++ 

Outside the rego, the repairs proceeded at
a more stately pace, but they proceeded
nonetheless. Gangs of workmen, thrown
together by need of either silver or a roof
over the heads, stripped the broken corpses
of buildings for stone and wood to repair the
still viable edifices nearby. Rickety ladders
and wobbly scaffolding hung desperately
against cracked stone facings. Dirty children
noisily scrambled up with stones and trays
of mortar, to give to the masons above.
Every fifth child would carry a leather bag,
filled with watered wine, to refresh the men
and women pu ing the walls to right again. 

Sam walked these streets with a strange
confidence. He was at first hesitant, the
streets he’d once known now a maze, but old
muscle-memory reactivated quickly and
Sam soon found himself walking with fresh
purpose. All around him were the ringing of
hammers, a trowel-song that set a pace and
gave rhythm to his feet. 



Council of Thieves

524

Sam looked down at his feet and realized
that part of that song were the coconut-crack
of hooves. His hooves. Big, alien hooves the
size of dinner plates, deeply cloven, below
knees that bent backward at rude angles.
Sam willed his flesh to change back to
something more suitable for a human city,
and he walked on. 

A hour later, he walked the same streets
he’d known in his youth - buckled, uneven
streets, but streets he’d once thought of as
home. At a wrecked corner, people picked at
the bones of a Githyanki ship, lodged into a
ragged hole of stone and timber as if slung
there by a titan from a great distance.  

Sam stood and stared for a full minute,
when he started in response to a tap on his
shoulder. 

“What seek you here, friend?” 

Sam whirled to look down at the man,
shedding the hand on his shoulder and
slipping dangerously toward Tranquilis’
hilt. “What?” said Sam. The word seemed
to come from the bo om of a bucket of
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to come from the bo om of a bucket of

stones, and Sam willed his teeth and tongue
back into their proper positions. “Sorry,
what?” 

“I  said, what seek you here?” The man
was ancient, and apparently blind, his eyes
occluded with cataracts that made them look
like they had been whitewashed. “If you’ve
come to loot, that reaver ship over there has
been picked to its skeleton.”  

“I’m not here to loot, papi,” Sam said.
“I’m looking for the poulterer’s.” 

“What? The poulterer’s?” The old man
looked slightly amused. “In the market for a
goose, are you?” 

“Nay, the poulterer is known to me, and
I’m recently back in town,” Sam explained.
“I came to see how he fared against the
reavers.” 

“Ah, I  see.” The old man paused, rubbing
his white chin-whiskers thoughtfully. “The
dwarves. I ’d heard they had a difficult time
with the reavers - some fighting, then the
ship fell on their warren. They’ve since
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ship fell on their warren. They’ve since

cleared out.”

“Gone? Gone where?” 

“Dunno. Old Bazrum, he died in the
street with a reaver knife in his gut…”

Sam frowned down at the man, who
didn’t notice.

“… but he took the reaver with him. That
old dwarf, he was tougher than most. A
couple of others got it in the same fight, but
the reavers paid blood for blood, I  can tell
you that.” 

“What became of the others?”

“I don’t rightly know,” the old man said.
“They cleared out of here, though. Maybe
they left Westcrown, maybe they’re still
here.”

“They ain’t in Westcrown!”

Sam looked up, to a second floor window
above them, where a corpulent Chelish
woman, laundry in hand and preparing to
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woman, laundry in hand and preparing to

string it on a long, looped rope connected to
pulleys on the other side of the street. “They
left the city after the reaver ships fell, whole
wagon of dwarves headed east.” 

“Did they say where they were headed?”
Sam yelled up to her. 

“Egorian, they said.” 

“Egorian’s a ruin,” Sam said. He wasn’t
yelling anymore. 

“What’s that?” The old man’s
whitewashed eyes turned back to Sam. 

“Nothing,” Sam said. 

“Dunno what happened to their pet
demon,” the woman said ma er-of-factly.

Same paused, squinted. “What do you
mean?” 

“Li le tief-boy,” the woman said. “He left
before any of this. And good riddance if you
ask me. Tief’s will steal anything not nailed
down. Dunno why Baz put up with him.” 
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I t’s me, thought Sam. She’s talking about
me. 

“I  wasn’t looking for him,” Sam said
finally. 

Sam clambered across the broken stones
toward the fallen skyship. It wasn’t easy, but
eventually he found the old door. The sign,
“Bazrum’s Poulterer’s,” was broken and
covered with stone-dust. Sam let it lie in the
dirt. Inside, the building he’d once called
home was abandoned, a wreck, shot through
with holes and covered with dust and
rubble. Chunks of broken stone threatened
his ankles, fallen support timbers blocked
his way. But Sam burrowed deeper into the
building, taking his time and exercising care,
until he’d reached the heart of the place. 

It was quiet, the sounds of the street
stifled by ruined walls, which made the low
screech of the mantelpiece brick even more
startling when Sam moved it out of place.
Behind it was a small, hidden place,
undisturbed by the crashed skyship or the
departing dwarves - only Bazrum knew of
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departing dwarves - only Bazrum knew of

this spot. Well, though Sam, Bazrum and I .
Sam reached in and drew out two things: a
painting, small enough to fit in a belt pouch,
exquisitely done and showing a cast of
dwarves - and one young, insolent tiefling -
standing together. And behind it, a bo le. 

Sam uncurled the stopper and held it up
to his nose. He grimaced as the eye-watering
vapor of uiscebeatha scoured his sinuses. Sam
lifted the bo le towards the heavens.

“To you, Baz,” he whispered. 

Sam slowly upended the bo le and let a
few drams roll out onto his tongue and
down his gullet. The liquor landed in his gut
with a whisper, then blossomed outward
like a mushroom cloud, spreading fire
throughout his insides. Sam carefully
replaced the stopper and put the bo le in his
pack. The picture went into a pouch on his
belt. 

The old man wasn’t there when Sam
emerged back into the sunlight, but people
still picked at the bones of the Githyanki
ship, seeking whatever of value it might still
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ship, seeking whatever of value it might still

contain. Sam did not hear them, nor did he
hear his own footsteps on the stones, picking
their way back to the rego. Sam’s ears
listened not to the noise of that street on that
day, but to voices of the past, voices that did
not stray from words u ered long ago,
drawn from calligraphy inked by Sam’s
memory as blood responds to the summons
of a pin. This was a different kind of magic
than what Sam was used to seeing - an
illusion cast on his own eyes, a fable sent to
his own ears. All that remained of his past
lingered on his tongue, scorched his throat,
kindled in his belly. 

+++

“Leaving us, Mr. Chopper?” 

The concierge smiled perfunctorily, then
snapped his fingers at a porter and pointed
to Sam’s bag. 

“Aye,” Sam said. “And I  don’t need
assistance. Just the bill, I ’ve a long day
ahead of me.” 

“Of course, sir.” The concierge dismissed
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“Of course, sir.” The concierge dismissed

the porter with a practiced flick of his hand.
“Do you require a driver?” 

“Nay, I ’ll be walking.” 

“Very good, sir.” The concierge produced
the tally and Sam paid. “Please do consider
us when you return to Westcrown, Mr.
Chopper!” 

“I  won’t be returning,” Sam said, so o
voce, as he stepped into the white
midmorning sun. His bags weighed heavily
against his shoulder, and almost without
conscious thought, Sam’s torso broadened
and his arms grew larger to accommodate
the weight. The change was subtle, and
swift, and it was only after he noticed the
stares of passersby that he stopped his
transformation into rock troll. Sam softened
his features, banished his broken, stony
teeth back into his gums. He shook his head,
tossing off the languor that he had
habitually fallen into of late. Control, he
thought. At least for now. 

Sam’s feet found their way south, down
streets he found increasingly familiar. South
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Westcrown looked very li le like the rego.
Westcrown’s island sanctuary for the
wealthy and the noble was festooned with
servants and lubricated with with a river of
gold reals. Southwest of the river, however,
life was a bit more contentious. 

Sam turned a well-worn corner and saw
the squat stone cylinder that was
Tunnelhome’s. He hitched his bags a li le
higher and made for the door. 

“Mr. Chopper,” said the anonymous
elven archer, who leaned insouciantly
against the pale stone walls and knuckled
the front of his feathered cap. 

“G’wan in,” said the equally anonymous
half-orc bodyguard, gesturing with his
immense, wickedly curved talwar. The two
were never apart and were never seen away
from their posts. 

Sam entered the familiar halls of
Tunnelhome’s with a frisson of deja-vu.
Many visits, many transactions, and
bloodstains on every piece pulled from the
bag…
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“Samwell,” said the dwarf. “Welcome
back.” Tunnelhome was dressed the same as
always, samite shirt, pantaloons, and a
dwarven leather apron. He reminded Sam a
bit of Bazrum. Bazrum, the only father he’d
ever known, dead by a ‘yanki reaver. 

“Greetings, Tunnelhome,” Sam said. He
heaved the bags from his shoulder onto
Tunnelhome’s famous, zinc-topped
appraisal table and began pulling various
items from them. Mithril table se ings,
Githyanki small arms, coins of various
denominations - the portable loot of a long
and arduous campaign. 

Sam’s bags held far more than would
seem possible considering their size, but
neither commented on it. 

Tunnelhome surveyed the variety,
sca ered about atop the zinc. His eyes
narrowed. “What are you looking to
achieve, my friend?” 

“I’m leaving Westcrown,” Sam said
simply. “I’m selling, with a few exceptions.”
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simply. “I’m selling, with a few exceptions.”

He drew a small roll of parchment from
inside his cloak and handed it to the dwarf.
Tunnelhome unrolled it and examined the
contents with a jaded eye. He nodded. “This
is well within reason, with a fair bit left over.
How do you want it?” 

“Gems, mostly, 50s and 100s,” Sam said.
“But I  do have a question for you: how far
afield does your network extend?” 

Tunnelhome smiled indulgently.
“Depends on who’s asking, usually. Since
it’s you…?” he shrugged, “It extends far.”

“As far as Sigil?” 

Tunnelhome raised an eyebrow.
“Perhaps.” He paused, looking at Sam
thoughtfully. “That’s a fair distance.” 

“If you’ve a branch there, then I  can can
take some in draught, alongside a le er of
introduction.” 

Tunnelhome was silent for a long
moment. “We do have a branch there,” he
said finally. “Why Sigil, if I  may ask?” 
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Sam leaned back in his chair, and sighed
deeply. 

“Have you spent time on the Planes?” 

“No, can’t say that I  have. My business
keeps me here, as you can imagine.” He
gestured broadly at the interior of his shop. 

“It’s made all this… insubstantial” Sam
said simply. “My home is there now.” 

Tunnelhome looked at Sam, again
silently, for nearly a half a minute. Then he
nodded. 

“Gems first,” he said, waving over a
functionary. “Then your list. Bank-draught
for the rest, and a le er of introduction.”
Tunnelhome took another look at the list.
“This will take… an hour. Maybe an hour
and a half.”

“I’ll stay, if you care not.” 

Tunnelhome smiled. “I  have a room, with
refreshments and wine. Satisfactory?”
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Sam nodded. 

“An hour.” Tunnelhome smiled, and
pointed to his employee. “Room three, if
you please.” 

The servant nodded. “Mr. Chopper, if
you would be so kind as to follow me?” 

Sam rose and shuffled toward him.
“Sam,” Tunnelhome said. 

“Aye?” Sam turned to stare at the dwarf,
who had an odd look on his face. Sadness?
Perhaps, but mixed liberally with other
emotions, some of them, perhaps, nameless. 

“I  will miss you and your custom,”
Tunnelhome said. He nodded to Sam. 

Sam essayed a small smile, then followed
the servant towards the private rooms. 

+++

Sigil is an ancient place, a city of portals,
shaped like a torus and all under the law of
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shaped like a torus and all under the law of

the Lady of Pain. Her Serenity the Lady
enforces only three laws in Sigil: no deities,
no armies, and no war. The streets of Sigil
are bound by looser law and stricter
tradition, but that is not Her Serenity’s
concern. Whatever her powers, no god has
ever stepped foot in Sigil, nor any war ever
been waged there. In all else, she is distant,
disinterested and neutral. 

She took no notice when a rock troll, clad
in armor and carrying an immense ba le-
axe over his shoulder, put his boots to the
fulgurite-shaped docks that arced outward
in all directions from the bo om of the torus.
Sam’s hobnailed feet left the gangplank,
landed heavily on the stone, and he strode
up toward the city with a springy step that
was odd for a creature of such mass.  

Hawkers called out to him almost
immediately. “Cab, mister!” “Fastest wagon
to Cheapside!” “Meats and cheeses! One
nobilis, eat like a king!” “Change money
change money! Best rate best rate!” 

Sam felt a tug at his bag and looked
down, thinking it had snagged on
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down, thinking it had snagged on

something. Rather, something had snagged
on it - or someone. A young tiefling boy,
profoundly warped by his bloodline and a
mismatched jumble of horn and claw, had
wrapped one of his several gnarled hands
around one of the straps. 

“Good sir,” the boy said around a
profusion of fangs. “Porter, sir? Carry your
bag, best guide in Sigil. Very cheap, best for
the money!” Each sibilant ‘s’ hissed out of
the boys mouth like a pennywhistle.  

Sam stopped and looked at him curiously,
which the boy interpreted as Sam’s
resistance wavering in the face of his
compelling sales pitch. He redoubled his
efforts and tugged at the bag again. “I’m the
best guide in Sigil, guaranteed! No one
be er, no one cheaper! Show you everything
and never leave your side! Your servant,
aye? Aye?” 

Sam knelt down slowly, easing to the
ground to look the boy in the eye. “No
be er guide, eh?” 

“Guaranteed, good sir!” 
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“Tell you what,” Sam said, reaching
behind his mail shirt to pull out a fat purse.
The boy’s eyes glowed with barely
repressed larceny. “One…” he laid a nobilis,
a small gold coin that were accepted almost
everywhere save in Gith- and daemon-
controlled regions of the astral plane, into
the boy’s hand. “… you be my guide for
today, and if I  need you there’s one more for
each day.” 

“Done, sir!” The gold coin vanished. 

“Two…” Another gold coin appeared,
and was snatched away. “I  need a place to
get a meal and a bath.” 

“I  know just the place!” 

Sam stood up. “Fetch us a cab then, and
let us go.” 

“DRIVER!” the boy yelled, staggering
under the weight of Sam’s things. “A cab to
the Golden Bariaur!” 

A cabriolet - single horse, driver, room for
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A cabriolet - single horse, driver, room for

two on the seat, with a bit of storage behind
but not much - ski ered over to them. The
boy slung Sam’s gear precariously onto the
rearward platform, buckled it in, and came
round the side to clamber aboard just as
Sam himself was wedging his largish ass
into the seat. 

“Daemon’s blood, Ammon, that’s a rock
troll you’ve ne ed,” said the driver. “Are
you certain he wishes to go to the Golden?” 

The boy, Ammon, seemed disconcerted
by the unexpected familiarity, a breach of
street protocol. 

“If the boy says the Golden, then the
Golden is where I  wish to go, driver,” Sam
said. His voice, gruff as it was already,
simmered with additional menace. An
armored rock troll, bearing a ba le-axe from
which whispers occasionally emanate, can
deliver menace in industrial strengths and
quantities, and this instance was no
exception. 

“Aye then,” said the driver, and the
unlikely trio spun against one wheel and
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unlikely trio spun against one wheel and

rose smartly into the city.

+++

The Golden Bariaur was indeed a
superior house, as intimated by Ammon’s
enthusiasm and the driver’s dubiousness.
The walls were covered with excellently
crafted frescoes, the plastered ceilings
extravagantly coffered and bare of the usual
timber supporting beams. Silver filigree
adorned the corners, and leather so new and
pristine it squeaked covered each high-
backed chair. 

Sam hunched over a colossal trencher,
filled with odd, dark meats and vegetables
almost unrecognizable to a Prime. Ammon
sat across from him, tearing into a common
roasted chicken with the focus of one for
whom meals are both irregular and small. A
large pitcher of watered Nirvanian wine was
set not far from Sam’s right hand, and he
dropped his two-tined fork to refill his
goblet. After a moment, he refilled
Ammon’s much smaller glass as well. 

They ate in silence, save for the clicking of



Council of Thieves

542

They ate in silence, save for the clicking of

the occasional fang and the snort of the
occasional wash of wine. But eventually,
Sam pushed the empty pla er away from
him, where it was whisked away by maids
both comely and silent. 

With a the sort of flourish reserved for the
young trying to impress the old with their
maturity and toughness, Ammon shoved his
plate forward and gulped his wine. He
clapped his wineglass down as loudly as
decorum (and the tensile strength of the
glass) limited, and emi ed a small belch. 

“Master, what next?” Ammon wiped his
grease-stained lips on the back of his hand,
and grinned at Sam. “A creature such as
yourself, with business in Sigil, I  can be of
great help!” Ammon pulled a small pipe
from his pocket and lit it with the back of a
candle. He puffed merrily, grinning at his
new remunerative role as guide and
confidant to this intimidating, well-heeled
warrior. 

“I  seek someone in Sigil,” Sam said,
pouring himself some more wine. “You
won’t know him, because he’s as
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won’t know him, because he’s as

unknowable a sonofabitch as I ’ve ever met.”
He drank again. “You know the Gith?”

“Of course!” Ammon said. 

“Not the silver swords,” Sam said. “The
others. Hatchet faces, general air of disdain,
shorter, meaner.”

“Meaner than the ‘yanks, master?” 

“So they tell me.” 

”Don’t know ‘em.”

Sam cocked his head. “So find out.”

The boy cocked an eye at Sam, nodded,
and lit out from the inn without a further
word. 

“Staying, sir?” They had sent the biggest,
most experienced bouncer they had. 

“I  am,” Sam said with a crooked smile.
“As is my servant. I ’ll require a suite.” 

Before the man could ask a question, Sam
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Before the man could ask a question, Sam

tossed a small packet of gems onto the table,
the cinch not quite closed. 

“Of course, sir.” 

“My servant is not to be delayed.” 

“Of course, sir.” 

Sam leaned back. “Not. To Be. Delayed.”
He punctuated each point with a tap of his
cigar-sized finger on the table. 

“Assuredly, milord. I ’ll see to it
personally.” He looked pointedly at Sam. 

Sam reached into his jerkin and withdrew
a couple of small garnets. “For your
trouble,” he said. They cla ered across the
table like dice. 

The big human smiled, gathered the
gems, and left Sam to finish the rest of his
wine in peace. 

+++

Ammon did not return to the Bariaur that
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Ammon did not return to the Bariaur that

night, nor the night after, and Sam began to
think that the li le tief’ and taken the few
coins he’d given him as a unexpected
windfall and folded himself back into Sigil’s
underground like a ghost folding away into
the ethereal plane. He’d need to start
thinking of another plan soon. But in the
interim, he’d enjoyed some of pleasures Sigil
had to offer. What he found was the usual
fleshpots… and boredom. He remembered
his youth in Cheliax, before (and even,
occasionally, after) he apprenticed to
Bazrum (and augmenting an apprentice’s
wage by indulging in a sideline as a young
cutpurse - he’d ended up in the Mayor’s
dungeon for a reason, after all), and those
memories were sweet indeed. But since
then, Sam had crawled through shit, fought
terrifying things, pledged his service to a pit
fiend, sailed the astral planes, looked death
in its black, soulless eyes. Now he was
shapeless, the practicality of his worldview
and the jade of his emotions reflected
outward in the volatility of his flesh. Sam
lived in the shape of rock troll most often - it
was the body that he’d grown most
accustomed to in the service of the
Githyanki queens, it was the form in which
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Githyanki queens, it was the form in which

he felt most comfortable, and it was the
shape in which his hosts at the Bariaur had
seen him. Practical logistics suggested he
stay a rock troll, at least at breakfast. 

I t wasn’t breakfast, but after supper, when
they came. 

Sam was at what, for the last day and a
half, was generally considered “his” table - a
small, semi-secluded spot to rearward, with
but a single extra chair, far from the fire and
therefore reasonably far from the rest of the
wealthy merchants and aristo parvenus that
frequented the place. Sam enjoyed quality,
but was a loner at heart. Otherness, at least
in Westcrown, drove him to the corners of
society. But since, he’d grown comfortable
with it. He recalled what he’d once heard an
ancient thief, slowly eroding into his wine
mug, tell him about the gaol: “First you hate
it, and struggle mightily against it. But soon
they make you comply, and you learn to get
along with the walls, and the rules. Then
you grow accustomed to having both of
them there, those stacked stones both solid
and legal, those bars across the window
spli ing the sun into segments.
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“And then passing years sandpaper away
your anger, your resentment, the memory of
all the evil you yourself perpetrated, and
that which was perpetrated against you,”
the old man had said, his words sliding out
on twin rails of tooth rot and the cheap
ferment. “And then you find those walls a
comfort. You’ve seen ‘em lad…” the old
man gestured broadly. “… those dunces that
get loosed from the Watch’s custody, only to
accost the nearest costermonger and land
back inside in a trice. They’ve got walls in
their heads, lad. They seek only to reproduce
‘em in the world, and get back to the land
they know best.” Sam remembered clearly
the old man enjoying a long pour of wine,
the gu ers leaking into his beard, adding
another layer to their already deep
discoloration. 

Sam built walls, he knew. He knew it
well. One of them was the stony skin of a
rock troll. Another was the sense of
generalized malice he shed all around in
spiky waves. Another was the small bags of
polished stones he periodically threw onto
the table at the barmaids, the bouncers,
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the table at the barmaids, the bouncers,

every person in the Bariaur that ensured the
silence with which he surrounded himself
remained unbroken. So he was surprised
when a hatchet-faced creature sat down in
front of him, his yellow eyes seeking Sam’s. 

He has a poniard at his hip, dagger in his belt
around behind, said Tranquilis. He is not a
soldier… but the one by the door, and the one
behind him, they move like they know what
they’re about.

Sam looked up and saw what the weapon
was talking about - two other Githzerai, on
either side of the door, obviously armed to
the teeth. Sam saw one gently rebuff a
customer and send him back into the
boulevard. The bartender looked nervous,
the waitresses by contrast seemed to take
things with aplomb. 

“Help you with something?” Sam’s voice
sounded like gasoline poured over a gravel
riverbed. 

The githzerai frowned. “You’ve been
asking questions,” it said across it’s small
fangs. “Questions of an unusual nature. I ’m
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fangs. “Questions of an unusual nature. I ’m

here to ask you to stop.” 

It was Sam’s turn to frown, but he chose
instead to smile, like a small graveyard
overfilled with tombstones. “What business
is it of yours what I  ask or whom I ask it
of?” He pushed his glass toward the edge of
the table, ostensibly for a refill. 

The Githzerai made a small gesture and
another son of Gith entered the common
room of the Bariaur, this time with Ammon.
The li le tiefling looked slightly worse for
wear, bruised here and there and generally
dejected. He said nothing but met Sam’s
eyes with a combination of shame and
adolescent incorrigibility. 

“This your servant?”

Sam leaned back. “You know, I  find it a
li le amusing…” Sam enjoyed the
disconcerting sound in the thick sibilants
that hissed across his rocky teeth. “… that
you somehow feel I  can be the slightest bit
intimidated by your li le demonstration
here.” 
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The small grin froze on the Githzerai’s
face, and his yellow eyes grew cold. He
leaned back in the chair. “You’re over-bold
for a prime. But you’ve found us. You have
perhaps 20 seconds to tell me what you want
before we depart.”

“I’m looking for the Queenkiller.”

The Githzerai’s eyes widened briefly.
“You may consider yourself knowledgeable
of recent events. Means nothing to me.” He
got up to leave. 

“Tell him this,” Sam said. “Samwell sends
his greetings.” 

“Are you this ‘Samwell’?”

“Just tell him.”

The Githzerai stood.  “I’m afraid you’ve
made a mistake. I  know of no ‘queenkiller.’
I  wish you best of luck in your endeavors.”
He gestured toward the door, and the
Githzerai there released Ammon, who
scrambled across the common room and
eventually came to stop behind Sam’s stony
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eventually came to stop behind Sam’s stony

bulk. 

“I’m going to remember your face, ‘zerai,”
said Sam evenly. 

The Githzerai pursed his lips and
narrowed his amber eyes. “And I  shall
remember yours, prime.” 

After the Githzerai departed, Ammon sat
down heavily  in the chair across from Sam
and rested his chin on his hands. “I’m sorry,
Master,” he said, crestfallen. “I  failed you.
They took me prisoner.” 

Sam’s faced creased in a smile,and he
waved over the nearer barmaid, signaling
for ale. “Not at all, Ammon,” Sam said
goodnaturedly. “Not at all. In fact, you
succeeded beyond my expectations.” 

“I  did?” 

“Indeed yes.” Sam poured them each a
ha’pint of ale from a tin bucket, drawing a
fair foam and some spill. He pushed one
toward Ammon, then took a long draught
from the other, wiping his thin lips against a
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from the other, wiping his thin lips against a

sleeve. “So much so, in fact, you are ge ing
a bonus.” 

Sam flipped Ammon another nobilis,
which the boy caught deftly. “How did I
succeed, Master?”

“I’ll explain later,” Sam said. He took
another draught of ale, finishing it and
sloshing another into the glass. He changed
the subject. “How good are you with a
blade, Ammon?”

Cheered by his apparent, if not entirely
explained success, Ammon drew a small,
stile o-style knife and stuck into the table. “I
fight well, Master!”

“Oi!” The barmaid who had brought their
beer yelled from across the room. “Get that
knife out of the table, else I ’ll stick YOU
with it!”

Chastened, Ammon pulled the dagger
from the table and tucked it back behind his
belt, while Sam tried to stifle a guffaw - in
vain, as it turned out. 
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“Meet me here tomorrow morning,
Ammon,” said Sam. “We’ll see how well
you fight.” 

+++

What do you think, Tranquilis? 

A boy is never too young to learn the ways of
the soldier, Tranquilis said with authority.
Skill and discipline serves a man of any age. 

Sam waiting in the rear courtyard of the
Bariaur, alone at this early hour. There was
light, of course - the sun never set on the
astral plane - but Ammon was only now
trudging gamely up the street. Next to Sam
on the bench was a new poniard, bought
that morning, and a cuirass of boiled leather
sized for a hobbit. Sam figured Ammon
would ra le around inside it like a dried pea
in a gourd, but the boy needed something to
protect his guts if he was going to stay in
Sam’s service. 

“Ammon! Here!” Sam called, and the boy
hurried over. 
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“Apologies for being late, Master, I  was-”

“It’s all right,” Sam said, waving away
Ammon’s excuses. “I’ve brought you
something.” 

He pointed to the cuirass. “Put that on.”
The boy struggled with it for a few
moments, but finally got it over his head and
buckled at the side. It fit him be er than
expected. Then he handed him the poniard. 

“Ammon, throw away that sticker,” Sam
said. Ammon obediently drew the stile o
and tossed it aside. “Good. Now, this is a
proper weapon. Strap it on and draw it, feel
the weight.” 

Ammon got it around his thin waist, then
pulled the long dagger from it’s tooled
sheath. Though almost childishly small to
Sam, it was a veritable sword to Ammon,
and he grinned as he took a few practice
swings in the air.

The first lesson of fighting properly is to be
aware of your stance, how you balance your
weight, said Tranquilis. 
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“The first lesson of fighting properly,
Ammon, is to be aware of your stance, how
you balance your weight,” said Sam. 

Spread your feet so they are even with your
shoulders, one slightly in front of the other.

“Spread your feet so they are even with
your shoulders, one slightly in front of the
other.” Sam moved closer and helped the
boy, giving a small bump to his ankle to
show him the proper placement. 

En garde is your ready position, eyes forward,
blade out but tip slightly downward. 

“The first thing you will learn is the ready
position,” said Sam. He stood next to the
boy, and Tranquilis smoothly changed, like
stained quicksilver, from its usual ba le-axe
shape to a longish sword, that would be
mistaken for Elven-make in the eyes of an
expert. Ammon goggled. 

Sam braced his immense feet, bent his
crackled knees slightly, and held the sword
in front of him the blade pointed slightly
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in front of him the blade pointed slightly

downward. “Eyes forward,” he said as
Ammon, after a moment, imitated the
stance. “Your instinct will be to look at the
tip of the blade - don’t. At the start of any
fight, the only places you should be looking
are at your opponent’s eyes, and at his feet.”

Good. 

“That’s be er,” said Sam. “Now why do
you think it’s important to look at a fighter’s
eyes?” 

Ammon said nothing at first, then
shrugged. “To see where he’s looking?” 

Correct.

“Correct.” Sam smiled, and lowered his
sword. “A warrior’s eyes are like windows
onto his thoughts. Learn to read them…”

… and you can know what he will do next.

“And I  can tell what he’ll do next?” 

Both Sam and Tranquilis smiled.
“Precisely,” said Sam. 
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+++

Time passes differently in the plane than
it does on the prime. Wizards and
chronologists, logoscraefters and sages and
geometrists, have tried to concoct schemes
that would put the relationships between the
two great regions of the cosmos in some sort
of recognizable alignment, would make the
ebbs of flows of time predictable. They
sought to understand it, bend it to some
formula, tame it. There were some who
made bold claims, published lengthy books,
declared to all who would listen, be they
scholar or beggar, that they’d solved the
great conundrum. 

But they hadn’t, and when asked, even
the wisest was forced to shrug and declare
simply: time passes differently here. 

Nigh on a century later, an old man sat in
a horsehide chair, facing a fire spi ing bright
light and exquisite warmth. At first glance
the room would seem a library (and to an
extent it was, for shelves lined several walls
and sagged ponderously with books) but
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and sagged ponderously with books) but

upon further review it would prove also to
be a armory of sorts. The walls not occluded
with bookshelves were hung with weapons -
a large ba le-axe with a severe notch, a
round shield, banded in silver and
darkwood, a long curved sword. On a rack
near the door hung a long coat of mail, with
a pair of spiky gauntlets hung nearby. Upon
the mantel, a slew of medals, insignias cut
from leather or wool, a cloth hat with a
stylized image of a eye stenciled on the
front, a patch of rusty maroon on the back.  

The man’s dark skin was creased and
lined with years, and here and there hairs of
bone white clumped together, unchecked by
scissor or razor. He was not a handsome
creature - atop his head, curls of horn
protruded from several places, twisting like
thick wire. From his mouth grew curved
teeth in profusion, some of which were
traced with gold. One had been broken, and
from it a silver fang had been a ached; a
infinitesimal rivulet of time-hardened
adhesive showed the line of the break, were
one to stand close enough to see. 

Not man, then. Tiefling. An old tiefling



Council of Thieves

559

Not man, then. Tiefling. An old tiefling

soldier, now enjoying the spoils of a lifelong
campaign. There was a open book in his lap
atop a large, densely furred blanket, and his
snores whistled through his teeth. A dead
pipe and a forgo en metal cup, prodigiously
dented, lay nearby on a small table. The cup
gently exhaled acrid wodcca fumes, which
were eaten by the flames in the hearth. 

“Sir?” A small voice came from the
doorway. “Sir?” 

The tiefling snorted once and then came
fully awake in a trice. “Yes, Ingla?”

“The historian is here to see you, sir.”

“So soon?” The tiefling groaned a bit as
he twisted the stiffness out of his neck. 

“The candle will show 18th hour soon,
sir.” 

“I’ve napped too long,” the tiefling said,
more to himself than to the fetchling servant.
“Give me a moment, then send him… him?”

“Yes, sir.” 
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“A moment, then send him in. Prepare
refreshments, and bring them in 30 minutes
from now. But bring a bo le of wine and
two glasses straightaway.” The tiefling
thought for a moment. “We still have some
of the Nirvanian White in the cellar, yes?”

“I believe there are several bo les yet
remaining, sir.” 

The tiefling nodded. “That then. Off you
go, Ingla.” 

The diminutive servant soon returned
with a Githyanki, tall and angular like all his
people. He bore no silver sword (the tiefling
had seen enough of those in his years) but
instead carried several books, a folio of
parchment, and a quiver of cut quills. The
tiefling stood and nodded. 

“You are the historian, then?”

“I am,” said the Githyanki. “I  am writing
the definitive history of Ranth Queenkiller,
slayer of Vlaa'kith. I  wish to speak with you
about the years you spent with the
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about the years you spent with the

Queenkiller after the death of Vlaa'kith in
Prime 4717.” 

The wine arrived. “Thank you Ingla, I  can
manage the service.” The tiefling gestured
for the Githyanki to sit down, and then
poured and shared the wine. 

He sat back in his chair. “So, I  was only
with your queenkiller for a few
comparatively short years,” the tiefling
began. “You see, I  was apprenticed to one of
Ranth’s friends, people who’d gone with
him into Vlaa’kith’s dungeons on
Tu’Narath. I  only met him after.” He took a
sip of his wine, which had frosted the glass
with its chill. “I  had no real connection to
Ranth - I  was squiring for Samwell Chopper
during those years.”

“Samwell is known to us,” the Githyanki
said. “He traveled extensively with the
Queenkiller for 23 and three-quarters
standard years after the death of Vlaa'kith.” 

“That sounds about right - I  was there for
that period, first as squire and then as
soldier. My service was obliged to Sam,
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soldier. My service was obliged to Sam,

o’course, but Sam and Ranth were great
friends in those days, and once they’d met at
Sigil, my master went about everywhere
with him. But it came time for us to make
our own way - my master was raising a
condotierri company to go fight in the
daemon forces at Hellmouth - I  breathed a
bit of brimstone more than once during
those days, I  can tell you that! But that was
when we took our leave.

“Anyway, you don’t care about that. Most
of the first couple years we were in Sigil,
Ranth and Sam were working closely with
the Githzerai…” 

The historian bristled a bit at the mention
of the Githyanki’s hated enemies. 

“… and there weren’t much fighting to
speak of, but that allowed me to finish my
training. I  was an apt pupil, and Colonel
Tranquilis was a good teacher - he knew
everything there was to know about
fighting.”

“Was Colonel Tranquilis a soldier as
well?”
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“After a fashion.” Ammon - a much older
Ammon - smiled at the memory. 

“But once they’d started to put their plans
in motion, there was plenty of bladework to
be done, and it was at that time I  started
squiring proper for Sam. The first big scrape
we’d got into was the about a half-week’s
travel off of Bard’s Gate, the abyssal port.
We’d been running pickets for the Githzerai
because they’d heard some news was
coming out of Bard’s, and sure enough a
Loyalist boat came out of there, flat out
racing for what we figured later was the
Armada, which we’d heard was moping
about near the Heavenly Roads around that
time…”
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78

Many had died in the ba le for
Westcrown. Among them was Regimond
Julistarc, who directed forces and assisted in
the efforts to defend against the Githyanki
raiders until he was crushed by falling
airship along with most of his senior staff.
But it came to be known that, when news
from Egorian suggested that war was on its
way south, that the Queen had been
murdered and the Githyanki sought to
establish an immense beachhead at
Westcrown, that Julistarc penned several
documents. Most of them were of no
importance to anyone outside of House
Julistarc, internal ma ers particular to his
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Julistarc, internal ma ers particular to his
house, but one was of immense importance
to Vfogg: only a few days before his death,
Lord High Mayor Julistarc, who had no
sons and only nephews and nieces as heirs,
named Vfogg Khollarix his official scion and
inducted him into House Julistarc, with the
caveat that Vfogg could decide whether to
completely subsume the house of Khollarix
into that of Julistarc and take up the
Julistarc name, retain the surname Khollarix
and enjoy dual house authority, or some
combination thereof, with the assumption
that those who bear the surname Julistarc
would be allowed to retain it.

As Julistarc's official heir, Vfogg was, not
long after his return, put to stand for the
office of Lord High Mayor, which had
remain unfilled since Regimond's death.
Unlike his first abortive a empt to secure
the mayorship, Vfogg now had many allies:
the Order of the Rack, under Tabita la
Diabla, stood unanimously for Vfogg. The
Church of Asmodeus did as well, without
the hesitation they had previously shown.
The growing Church of Sarenrae, under the
leadership of High Priestess Rae, also
delivered their affirmation without dissent.
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delivered their affirmation without dissent.

Representatives from the City Watch threw
a huzzah when the nearly universal
affirmation of Lord High Mayor Vfogg was
announced within the great debate chamber
of the Palace.

Vfogg ruled over Westcrown for the next
42 years, and his tenure as mayor was, in
retrospect, considered a triumph over past
mayors. Julistarc was widely thought to be a
thoughtful and effective Lord High Mayor,
but his period of rule was too short to
accomplish much other than the
reconstruction of the city after the a ack by
Eccardian and Chammady Drovenge.
Vfogg's long reign accomplished much; he
rebuilt the damage caused by the Githyanki,
and focused his efforts in years afterward on
both expanding Westcrown as a hub of
Chelaxian trade, and ensuring that the tax
rolls were focused on building power,
authority, might and economic base of all
the citizens of Westcrown, especially the
newly christened Alliance Houses. Within a
decade, the standard of living of Westcrown
was higher than any other city in Cheliax,
and people from across the country flocked
to the coastal city that, since the destruction
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to the coastal city that, since the destruction

of Egorian, had become the jewel of the
country. 

Vfogg never married, and produced no
heir of his own. He was quite close,
however, with Crosael Rasdovain. When
the Githyanki airship crash took Lord
Mayor Julistarc and most of his coterie,
Crosael was grievously injured but
survived. After a lengthy recovery, she
returned to her old position as majordomo
and, later, senior adviser to Vfogg. Crosael
was Vfogg's advisor for nearly four decades,
and they were in many ways inseparable.
Crosael was often referred to as "the Lady
Mayoress" in private, and in most instances
she spoke with the Mayor's voice. Her
intelligence, perspicacity and thorough
knowledge of the political intrigues and
intricacies of Westcrown were an invaluable
part of Vfogg's successful holding of the
office.

Vfogg died at age 78 due to complications
stemming from physical changes rendered
by his aberrant blood. In the last years of his
life he rarely left the mayoral palace; his
body had grown abundantly strange and
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body had grown abundantly strange and

painful, with his arms reaching lengths
upwards of 8 feet, his eyes now pupil-less
and amber colored, his body almost
completely hairless and his legs long, thin
and multi-kneed. The stresses placed on his
body by the magic of his blood eventually
proved too much for his heart, and he died
under the care of his physicians, his passing
rendered painless by lotus and poppy-milk.
He was succeeded in office by his nephew,
Glentius Julistarc, who had learned much
from his adopted uncle and who carried on
the majority of his policies. Crosael joined
Vfogg in Pharasma's keeping about 10
months later. I t was said that after Vfogg
died, Crosael dwindled swiftly, almost
visibly.

In the end, the political legacy of Lord
High Mayor Vfogg Khollarix extended
most of a century after his death. Westcrown
continued for decades as the premier city in
Cheliax, and was eventually remade the
capital after a empts by the House of
Thrune to revive Egorian as the seat of
Chelaxian power proved fruitless. A new
and large Royal Palace was built, and less
than 10 years after Vfogg's death, Antonius
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than 10 years after Vfogg's death, Antonius

(II) Thrune, King of Cheliax, officially
moved the seat of government to
Westcrown. The office of Lord High Mayor
was retained, and Glentius became the de
facto chief advisor to the King. Egorian was
officially abandoned about eight years later.
It molders even today, testament to the
destruction wrought by the Githyanki under
Queen Vlaa'kith during the War of Two
Queens. 

79

Bruton’s bones mouldered in a shallow
bucket-grave under Citadel Rivas, home of
the Order of the Rack. His spirit, however,
mouldered in the Abyss, rising each ab-
morning to fight in the hordes of Gruumsh,
dying bludgeoned, slashed, beaten, choked,
crushed before the arrival of gray eventide,
and watching silently from afar - it was a
pale word, a shallow word, way too
bloodless for the depth of the Atlantean
trench from which Bruton’s spirit-eye crept -
only to be reborn at the lighting of some
abyssal hour candle. 
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Like his ancestors before him, he spent his
ethereal energies in ba le, over and over
again. His spirit cooked slowly in the
carnage, and he threw himself into it,
subsuming what steel he once carried, what
iron he once was, into a larger - yet
somehow poorer - alloy. 

+++

Amenophis lived in Sothis for six years
after leaving the Players of Larazod. The
priests of Ra respected his power, his
devotion. At first it was off-pu ing, to see
the lesser priests and warriors dancing away
from him in a piroue e of mixed fear and
curiosity. Then he started to grow
accustomed to it. Which startled him, when
he realized it.  Sycophancy is an addicting
elixir, like blackest lotus. At first, it is
distasteful, and one assumes they are be er
than such things. Then one begins to grow
accustomed to the smell, sweet and faintly of
decomposition. Then there’s the growing,
slick sense of entitlement that marches into
one’s psyche, carried by experience and
hardship and wants gone unfulfilled. Then,
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hardship and wants gone unfulfilled. Then,

sadly, one realizes, usually with a start, that
such deference is one’s due. Beyond that,
the process sags, respect wavers, and
sycophants fall away, all but the worst of
them. 

Thankfully, Amenophis put a stop to this
noisome ebb tide early. He petitioned the
Blessed of Ra for work, and was rebuffed.
He asked again, and was again rebuffed.
The third time, he threatened to leave, albeit
gently. Smilingly, the genial, powerful,
supremely bald Blessed of Ra told him: all
right, go. We have work for you.
Amenophis was 31 years old. 

Amenophis traveled over the roof of the
world, and knew cold like he’d never
imagined. Creatures immune to the
murderous chill dogged his path and the
paths of his fellow travelers - oliphaunts
covered in white fur, bears of uncanny
intelligence and viciousness. Once, he saw,
at great distance, a titanic wyrm wheeling
lazily about, pale and almost invisible
against the bloodless, frozen sky. 

Over that cap of ice lay Tien Xia, and
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Over that cap of ice lay Tien Xia, and

Amenophis joined their court at Lingshen as
the Ambassador of Ra. He spent five years
at the Emperor’s court there, learning their
languages and fighting their piggish
demons. Amenophis had heard tales of
intrigue regarding the Pharaoh Khemet’s
court, but nothing he’d heard had prepared
him for the subtlety and viciousness of the
Tien. If the Osirion courtiers were snakes…
the Tien were spiders. But Amenophis held
himself above it, and avoided most of the
traps they’d laid for him. In the end, when
he went south, the Emperor Huang gave
him a chain of platinum with the eye of Ra
wrought in gold and a dozen slaves, which
Huang immediately purchased back at ten
times their price, noting to all that “… our
western friend is so devout, so humble, that
he keeps neither slave nor concubine.”
Huang paused. “We should emulate him!”
Then he laughed and announced he was
manumi ing another one thousand slaves in
Amenophis’ honor, as a gift on his
departure. Amenophis had just turned 37
when he left the Lingshan court. 

During his travels Amenophis wrote,
occasionally, to Rae. Not love le ers, of
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occasionally, to Rae. Not love le ers, of

course, nothing so prosaic. A reader might
best describe them as travelogues, full of
rich descriptions of the lands he’d crossed,
peoples he’d met and guested with, animals
and foods, flowers, rituals. Amenophis had
over the years become a keen observer of
culture, a capable linguist, and a decent
enough sketch artist (if he dare say so
himself). His le ers were rich and evocative.
Knowing the distances were too great to
entrust them to a courier (for couriers
between Tien Xia and the Inner Sea didn’t
exist, insofar as he was aware), he kept them
instead in large ledgers. Servants would
bring water and fresh fruits to his pavilion in
the night, as Amenophis captured the day’s
events and sights in his large, leather-bound
books. 

Amenophis had go en into the habit of
traveling with merchant caravans, and these
were numerous on the north-south roads
between the “civilized” lands of Lingshen,
Quain and Po Li and the barbarous
southern regions, full of steaming jungles
and barbarian tribes. Great, miles-long
trains of Tien, their skin dark as dusk,
would tramp single file out of the jungles to
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the trading posts bearing huge ivory tusks,
twisted amphorae of ambergris, sealed jars
of oils made from olives, maize, river
dugongs and one that was said to leak from
the earth itself, black as a pit, that burned
brightly and could be distilled into even
greater volatility, or so it was told.
“Stonemilk” they called it, and it garnered a
high price. The jungles were full of
brilliantly colored birds; black tigers that
hunted with the skill, teamwork and
intelligence of men; plants that oozed
venomous saps. But after eighteen long
months of near-constant travel, Amenophis
once again looked upon the sea. Amenophis
was almost 39 when he booked passage for
himself and three servants to the barbarian
lands to the east. 

A merchant’s trireme carried him for six
weeks to a port city with the unlikely name
of Wyrim - a barbarous name, for a
barbarous place. It stood on the point of a
large peninsula, like a wart on the nose of a
witch, but it was not without it’s rustic
charms. They knew of the worship of Ra
here, Amenophis was shocked to learn!
There were no temples, of course - the
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rustics here built their lives upon the sea,
and nearly all worshiped a sea god called
Ozaprem - but they had heard of the Sun
God and did not begrudge him his noonday
prayers. He celebrated his 40th birthday
here, alone in his suite, with a bo le of
young white wine and a book of local
histories, entitled “A Concise History of the
Osprey Peninsula and Those Who Dwell
There.” He paid a courtesy visit to the local
lord, a saturnine baron named Sharade, but
was treated perfunctorily and Amenophis
only stayed in Port Wyrim for a few
months. 

From there Amenophis caught a longboat
to a place called Sternhaven. It was a fine
city, and he was treated there with honor.
The local prince, a man called Sternius,
seemed a good and just ruler. Amenophis
spent nearly a year in Sternhaven, learning
their histories and languages, and trading
for that his knowledge of Golarion. The
people here were completely unfamiliar
with his homeland, and as much as he
listened to their stories, they held onto his
words with even greater interest. When
Amenophis told of them of the places he’d
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known and seen, Sternius had cadres of
scribes write down every word. He met
often with a scholar in Sternius’ employ, a
small, wry man named Heroditus, whom
Amenophis found to be a very agreeable
sort. Toward the end of his stay, Amenophis
passed many an hour with Heroditus. Upon
reflection, many years later, Amenophis
would admit with a grin that he did the
lion’s share of talking during these pleasant
days, with Heroditus smiling, asking salient
questions, and likely capturing in his
memory every single word. Amenophis was
41. 

After leaving the “principality,” he went
overland to a place called Canistan. It was a
place that he initially found amenable to his
Osiri mores. But he learned there was a steel
gauntlet underneath the velvet gloves of
their culture. It wasn’t long before
Amenophis left Canistan and went north to
a place where a coterie of self-called “Sea
Princes” ruled. If rule was what you could
call it - Amenophis was fascinated by the
uniquely fluid governmental structures that
would change at the whim of the latest
“captain.” Amenophis spent his 43rd
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birthday aboard a ship called “Kestrel,”
among raucous sailors who drank gallons of
rum and argued incessantly about esoteric
forms of law, from “home rule” to
“commune-based oligarchical determinism.”
Amenophis, his head reeling, made his way
to bed when they started in on taxation
policy. 

He was dumped, rather unceremoniously,
in a city called Gryrax, in another
principality (these lands had princes in
quantity, Amenophis though) called Ulek.
Ulek was pleasant, and Amenophis stayed
for a several months. The Ulekian library
was extensive, and Amenophis practically
lived in the place, devouring mythologies
and histories and, as always, writing in his
ledgers. He carried nine of them now, filled
with his tight, crisp hieroglyphics. He left
Ulek reluctantly, headed north and east
along the Azure Sea. He was a few months
shy of age 45. 

It was from Ulek that Amenophis
proceeded to the greatest of the treasures
he’d come across in his many travels: the
Free City of Greyhawk. Of all the places
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he’d been, this place reminded him of home.
Perhaps, after so many years, it was the
simple longing for Sothis that increased
Amenophis’ affection for the place. On his
46th birthday, he silently toasted his
younger self with a flagon of wine. It had
been 15 years since he’d left Sothis. When
considered purely numerically, it seemed a
large number, and the ache in his knees and
elbows reminded him that the years, though
having only lightly touched his mind, had
taken their toll elsewhere. Emerging from
bed sounded, increasingly to his ears, like a
dicegame. 

And there was gray in his hair; at the
temple, behind the ear, atop his chest. 

Amenophis spent eight full years as
representative of Ra in Greyhawk and, in
many ways, it became his second home. To
list his endeavors would take a new book.
Amenophis wrote his journals, learned
histories and languages, and did Ra’s
bidding. His hair was entirely gray when he
left Greyhawk for the Great Kingdom;  his
cadre of servants had grown to eight, and
his stack of travelogues had grown to 15. He
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had learned immense amounts, and had
voluminous experiences, all of which he
captured in his journals. He took his leave
and began heading southeast to Medegia.
He was 54. 

The Great Kingdom held none of the
charms of Greyhawk City, and did not
appreciate his devotion to Ra. Now, it was
time, he thought, to go home. Amenophis
bought a caravel, crewed it, stocked it for the
journey, and began the long sea voyage back
to Golarion. It took a entire year before the
sailors caught the telltale wisps of
disturbance in the water and bore north into
the Arcadian Sea to avoid the Eye. 

They put in at Korvosa and Amenophis
knew Golarion soil for the first time in 25
years. He was still a long way from home,
but Amenophis could feel, in his bones, that
he was back in Golarion. The air was
Golarion air, the earth smelled of Golarion
earth. And while the dark, peaty soil of
Korvosa was nothing like the sand, or the
red river mud, of his home? It was still
*Golarion*. Every sense he had, although
dulled after so many years, told him that he
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was home. 

But Amenophis yet had far to go. He
toured the Varisian outposts of the worship
of Ra - small temples, li le groups of ex-
patriot Osiri - but he as gratified at what he
found as he traveled. Dusky-skinned but
light-hearted people, families for the most
part, who welcomed him into their homes
and shrines with every courtesy. He ate like
a lord, drank raw new wine - often from
grapevines visible from the round windows
of the homes - and enjoyed the company of
fellow southerners, hearing their tales and
telling more than a few of his own. 

He traveled in this manner, east, then
southeast, shedding servants and baggage
along the way. Avoiding the Nidali border,
Amenophis tarried with the elves in
Nirmathas for for a time, finding few Ra
worshipers but many fey of good spirits and
cheer, and found himself reluctant to depart
when the time came. The Molthunes were
less prone to whimsy than their northerly
neighbors, but there was a small temple to
the Sun God at Canorate, and Amenophis
was welcomed there. He presided over the
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observance of a partial eclipse, at their
insistence, and all felt blessed. 

Amenophis passed Isger swiftly, though
no fault of theirs - it was simply that the
worship of Ra in unknown there, and
though the inns were pleasant enough, he
began to feel the proximity of his true home
weighing on him. It drew him south at with
increasing speed, like iron towards a
lodestone. 

Into Andoran, and he passed over the
frontier quickly, reaching Almas within a
week. It was in Almas that Amenophis shed
the last of his traveling accoutrements. The
last of his servants he sent away with bags of
silver and the horses; he spent a long day
going through the (to his eyes, immense)
amount of things he’d acquired on his
travels. Some he sold; some he kept, some
he gave away. But coming with him no
ma er what the cost: his journals and le ers
to Rae, now comprising 24 volumes. This, if
anything, was his legacy, the journals, maps,
bestiaries, languages he had captured. These
books were, truly, his life’s work, the record
of all he had seen and done. 
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He spent his 57th birthday in his suite in
the Horn & Bustard Public House in Almas.
It was the evening before he boarded the
vessel that would take him to Sothis, and
Amenophis finally did something that he
had assiduously avoided for 26 years: he
wrote the dedication to his journals. 

Goose quill in hand, short-whi led and
stained with ink, Amenophis wrote:

For Rae

The years have torn from me my youth, and I
look back now and know that I  shall take no wife,
father no child. But I  have lived fully, seen the
world as it is. 

This world I  have captured for you in these
pages. Read them and know the life I  have led, a
life that might have been so much brighter

Had you but joined me, and made these
journeys by my side. 

He signed it with a single, hand-drawn
rune: 
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which is the Osirion le er A, but also the
hieroglyphic for “travel,” and also the
hieroglyphic for “that which is ephemeral,
which is short in life.” 

Amenophis caught the boat to Sothis the
next day, which sailed on time and did not
encounter inclement weather. He returned
to the great Temple of Ra, where he rejoined
his old friend, the Blessed of Ra. He took his
place in the hierarchy of the temple, and
taught languages, history, geography and
the art of the spear to the neophytes. 

Amenophis died nine years later, at age
66, passing gently under the white light of
the midday sun. His journals - the originals
rebound in silver and ox-hide, copies made
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rebound in silver and ox-hide, copies made
assiduously and distributed liberally - were
placed in the Grand Library at Tephu,
where they remain to this day. 

+++

Karaan traveled by night, in places where
only shadow dwelt, for he was shadow as
well, and all was night, was darkness, to his
eyes. He knew not whether he was spirit or
flesh, and when he thought of it (which was
rare) he could not even tell for himself. His
features were translucent and smoky, his
senses preternaturally a uned yet the
memories they would otherwise have
generated misted from his brain like fog in a
sunrise (though Karaan knew no sunrises) -
surely the mark of a spirit. Yet… he
hungered. It was a the pressure that drove
him on, sliding from darkness to shadow to
mist. His movements were too random to be
called hunting in the understood sense of
the word, but those creatures he caught died
and were eaten just the same. 

He was a memory-less shadow, between
life and death, between dark and oblivion.
But if he had one quality from life that he
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carried with him in whatever it was that he
was now, it was that water made Karaan
anxious. He would slide away from it when
possible, coiling like smoke, and hunt other
places. 

+++

The smoke from her long cheroot curled
upward and danced on the li le gusts and
hoils that stirred the air. The small siroccos
and tiny turbulences gently ba ered the
column of smoke, strangling and twisting it
into a sort of diffuse cloud of sudden
nothingness. 

Below the smoke, at a semicircle slab of
dark, wine-stained wood, a quartet of
mismatched riffraff sat and engaged in some
minor debauchery. Three of them were of a
type: large, bulging with muscle, festooned
with weapons, remarkably ta ooed, and
generally malevolent. They swilled leather
cups of wine, poured from a pitcher
glistening with sweat, and the sound of their
laughter was like stones rubbed together.
The fourth, slo ed between them, reclined
contentedly and puffed smoke lazily
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upward. Her wine was held in a glass, and
she sipped as the others slopped. 

The pitcher was drained and another
arrived without ceremony. While filling
their cups, one of the hulks stopped, his
dark eyes upon the door, then he leaned
downward toward the black-haired gnome
with the cigar. “Boss,” he said. “Visitor.” 

An exquisitely dressed human walked in -
nay, one had to say that he strolled in - which
was odd for two reasons: first, this was a
private club, and owned by one of Oppara’s
toughest gangs, the Crownsgate Ush (short
for “usharak,” the orcish word for “army.”).
CGate Ush didn’t patch in any humans.
Second, this was a private club, and owned
by one of Oppara’s toughest gangs. Randoms
simply didn’t wander in off the street, and
they certainly didn’t stroll jauntily passed
the bouncers, who were notorious both for
their size and their inability to quell sudden
violent impulses. 

The gnome woman’s eyes narrowed as
she studied the man. He strolled to within a
couple meters of the bar, then turned to face
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her. 

“Get out,” the gnome said in a hoarse
whisper. 

“What?” The urgency in her voice had
grabbed their a ention, and all three stared
at her. “Boss, what’d you say?”

“I said get out, and I  mean get out now,”
she replied, her voice rising with fear and
anger. 

The larger creatures - orc blood, ogre
blood - started to bristle. Nothing - nothing -
angered the boss this way. One smiled, his
gapped teeth like tombstones. “Relax, boss,
we’ll take care of this guy for y-”

The last word froze in his throat, and the
air seemed to leave the room. For the man
had turned to face them and they saw him
fully for the first time. To the right, his face
was saturnine, smiling cruelly, the collar of
his shirt angling perfectly against one
chiseled cheekbone. To the left, the man’s
face was a ruin. The skin was torn away
from the underlying muscle and fat in
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ragged strips, and gobbets of flesh and
coagulated blood li ered the front of his
shirt and shoulder of his otherwise splendid
traveling cloak. But the worst was his right
eye, which had seemingly been removed or
chewed out, leaving a dripping, cavernous
socket that bored far too deep. And at the
bo om of that gaping wound, a bright
crimson light shone, adding it’s pinpoint to
the horrific fissure. 

He - it - smiled widely. 

“Nessa,” it said. 

“Get out now!” said Nessa, hi ing the
half-orc next to her with a short unyielding
blow.  Her voice was anxious with fear but
carried with it an air of unassailable
command. Her capos moved with alarming
speed for creatures of such size, and they
chased out the remainder of the bar’s
patrons (all members of or friends to the
Ush) in a trice. 

The man watched with amusement until
everyone but Nessa had departed. Then he
strolled jauntily over to the table. “Nessa,
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my dear, it has been far too long. May I  sit?”

Nessa had not seen her master in well
over a year (closing in on two, actually) and
she had enjoyed nearly every minute of that.
She certainly wasn’t prepared for him to ask
permission to sit, and subsequently she
badly stammered the approval, the entire
effort devolving into her gesturing
awkwardly at a chair directly across from
her. 

“Thank you,” it said. “Wine?” It pointed
at the wine. 

Nessa had recovered her voice, at least.
“Please.” She pushed her glass toward it
ostensibly for its use, but it refilled the glass
and slid it back to her. It took an abandoned
leathern mug, slung the wash from it, filled
it, and took a long sip. 

“Much as I  enjoy the vintages of the
Hells,” it said nonchalantly, peering into the
mug with it’s fleshly eye. “… I do enjoy
Prime wine as well. So young and full of
verve.” It set the mug down and looked
directly at Nessa. “You’ve been busy.”
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“Y-y-yes, my lord Liebdaga,” Nessa said.
Her hands were folded in her lap, her eyes
cast downward. 

“Good.” He drank a bit more wine. An
ugly dollop of yellowish pus dripped from
his eye socket onto his lapel, leaving a fresh
smear atop the crusted remains that were
already there. “Continue. It’s useful to me.” 

Nessa said nothing. 

“I  have something I  need you to do for
me,” Liebdaga said gently. He reached into
his jacket and drew out a small, plain glass
vial containing a pale liquid, which he
placed  soundlessly on the table. “Kaja
Steward. She has a magic shop in the city.
Do you know of her?”

“I do not Master.” 

Liebdaga frowned. “But you can find out,
yes?”

“Certainly, Master.” 
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The Twin’s frown became more
malevolent. “Look at me, Nessa.” 

The gnome crimelord hesitated. 

“Your eyes shall meet mine, or I  will take
them with me when I  leave, Nessa.” 

Nessa raised her eyes to Liebdaga’s. The
strength of her resolve required her eyelids
not blink; they dried, and welled with tears
that she refused to let slide down her cheeks
by force of will.   

“Good.” Liebdaga pulled a long-stemmed
piped from his jacket and snapped a single
glowing ember into the air in front of him.
He waved it casually into the bowl of his
pipe, and it smoked deliciously. “It is correct
to fear me, Nessa. But you are one of my
trusted servants, and an extravagance of
servility tends to sap effectiveness.”

“I understand.” The unsaid ‘Master’ hung
in the air like a particularly noisome fart. A
smile returned to Liebdaga’s horrific face. 

“That…” Liebdaga pointed the stem of
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his pipe at the vial. “… is to go to Ms.
Steward. You shall deliver it. Personally.
Along with a message.” 

Nessa’s eyes remained locked on
Liebdaga’s. “What message, Master?” Best
not to push things too far, she thought. 

“Two names,” the Twin said. “Harkover
Lee. Sharmisa Dadan.” 

Nessa grimaced. She didn’t know who
Dadan was, but Harkover Lee was
superintendent of the Prince’s constables.
And that vial… well, the Twin didn’t deal in
potions. She reached across the table and
grabbed the vial. 

“Do not open that,” Liebdaga said idly.
“If you do open it, don’t touch the liquid or
breathe the fumes.” He smiled widely, a
ghastly thing. “If you do, you’ll see me a lot
sooner than expected.” 

Nessa gently placed the container in her
leather jerkin, close to her heart. “I ’ll see to
it.” 
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Liebdaga smirked. “Do that.” He finished
his wine, snuffed his pipe. “Well, I  shall be
going then.” He stood, then extended one
hand toward Nessa. 

“Until we meet again, then?”

Nessa extracted herself from the table and
took Liebdaga’s hand. She’d expected ice,
but his hand was quite warm. 

Liebdaga released her hand and left
without any flourish, gliding out of Nessa’s
club like he had no cares in the world. “Two
days, Nessa,” he said as he left. “See to it.” 

And then he was gone. It was like gravity
had lifted by half, a fresh breeze flew in the
door and erased the presence of the creature.
Nessa shook like a fever, for a long moment,
then yelled: “Bastian!” 

The hulking half-orc peered in through a
rear door. “Boss?” 

Nessa whirled to face him. “Kaja
Steward. Mage shop in high-rent. Get me an
address.”
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“Yeap.” He turned and was gone. 

Nessa sat back down and absently poured
herself the rest of the pitcher’s wine. Slowly,
in dribs and drabs, her clientele and
subordinates reentered. Drinks were
ordered. Talk increased. 

Nessa reached inside her jerkin and ran a
finger along the small container of death that
Liebdaga had given her. 
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Five years later…

Westcrown was a town gilded with all
aspects of the new. New buildings, new
leadership, new religions, new life. I t
vibrated with purpose, it danced with
commerce, it was ribald with laughter and
dank with violence. It was an Inner Sea city,
and as much as the Githyanki had taken, the
vigor that springs from destruction was
alive and well. Westcrown thrived. I t had
money, stable leadership, the presence of
power, and it grew around these things like
a vine around an oak. It reminded one of the
forests to the south and east, league upon
league of hardscrabble trees as tough and
sinewy as an old gullah. These trees exuded
an oily sap that hardened on their thin bark,
protecting them from the harshness of the
climate. But over the years, the sap would
turn to a rough resin, thro ling the tree and
pushing it’s guts toward rot. To strip away
that resin, only one thing would suffice: fire.
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that resin, only one thing would suffice: fire.
A good fire would burn off the layers of sap,
sear out the rot, and the stunted tree would
begin to grow again. 

Old Westcrown was the tree; the
Githyanki reavers were the fire. 

But the Gith were but a memory now.
Stories still got told, growing increasingly
fanciful with each retelling, but in today’s
Westcrown those stories were told round a
comfortable fire, in a proper hearth, rather
than in a stone circle surrounded by
starving, hollow eyes. The past had grown
rosy with time and distance, and those that
lived through it saw their memories fade
and evolve. Children had already washed it
from their experience, and would remember
nothing.

This day, the white Golarion sun drew
sharp shadows across the dusty cobbles of
Breakdown Street, and warmed the
shoulders of an elf as he walked jauntily
down the avenue. He was dressed as a
tradesman; a knowledgeable bourgeoisie
would recognize the the large single-edged
knife at his belt as a sabra, a butcher’s tool.
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knife at his belt as a sabra, a butcher’s tool.

Razor sharp but ultimately not the weapon
of a warrior, a sabra was used primarily to
separate steaks from chops, not spirits from
bodies. It was a tradesman’s tool, and it
dangled at the elf’s waist without a hint of
soldier’s hubris.  

The elf himself whistled tunelessly as he
made his way down the street, his eyes
occasionally teased from his path by a bird
flying by, or one of Westcrown’s squirrels,
plump but fearless, as it chi ered around a
chestnut. Squirrels were plentiful now, in
most places. More silver in the street meant
fewer people so abject they saw the squirrels
as meat for the po age pot, and they hid
seed for winter unmolested.

Below the elf’s agile feet, the street
gathered behind him. It was still early, less
than an hour after sunrise. But despite the
promise of another day of summer heat, the
air was crisp and yet carried with it an early
morning chill. Despite this, the citizens of
Westcrown were thick in the street.
Everyone seemed to be moving with a sense
of purpose, from the meanest domestico to
the sweating salariosignore to the nobildonna
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on her gilded palanquin. There was a
briskness in the air that had nothing to do
with morning chill. Westcrown, demon-
haunted though it may still be, exhibited all
the symptoms of being pleased with itself. I t
had survived shadows in the night; it had
survived Mayor Arvanxi’s failures both
political and moral; it had survived
Liebdaga the Twin; it had survived the
Council of Thieves, and it had survived the
Githyanki. Which, it might be noted (and it
was noted, more than once and occasionally
aloud) that this last was more than could be
said for Her Infernal Excellency Queen
Abrogail and most of the resident
aristocracy of Egorian. The people of
Westcrown could be forgiven some feeling
of invulnerability, and since the reaver ships
had fell from the sky? Westcrown had seen
nothing but good times. 

The elf with the sabra watched a bright
bird fly crazily overheard, and smiled with
the sheer earthiness of it all. His walk to
work took him by Poultry Row, and the elf
ambled over to examine the morning’s
offering. He was known here, and several of
the merchants called to him: 
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“Caliphas!” 

“Cali my lad! I ’ve a pair of gooses set
aside for you, top quality!”

“Oi, Caliphas! A brace of doves for ya
here!” 

Caliphas’ smile grew larger, and he
returned the poulterer’s calls. He made his
way to each, and the purse at his hip
disgorged silver in a steady, argent river. At
one point, Caliphas produced a large
leathern bag into which he tucked his
purchases - the aforementioned gooses, a
hen plump with rich, yellow fat, a bit of
pheasant.  With a grin and a clasp, Caliphas
resumed his walk. It didn’t take him long to
turn the corner onto Via Arturo, a long
street that approached the docks in the
southernmost archipelago of the city. 

To the south lay the great coltimercato, the
“cold market” in common, and Caliphas
made his way over to his pavilion. It was
still early here, the bleary-eyed tradesmen
fumbling about as they got their tables and
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wares ready for their morning customers.
Caliphas had a table here, underneath a
small, high pavilion of blue and white
canvas. Two of his servants, young half-
elvens with the narrow eyes of rogues used
to late nights despite their early work,
stumbled somnolently behind the shop’s
board, slowly unloading crates and placing
flasks, bo les and phials atop the smoothed
wood. 

“Lads,” greeted Caliphas. He tossed the
leather bag with the birds in a convenient
corner, and bent to assist the others. On one
hand, one of the half-elven boys laid out a
display of wine bo les, some with labels,
some bearing only alphanumeric sigils in
yellow paint across their necks.  Nearby, the
other set note-cards, wri en in elegant elvish
script, around a series of dainty bo les, their
stoppers wax-sealed, containing liquids of
several colors and clarities. One of the half-
elves placed a carved wood sign onto the
pavilion pole: “Elvish Distillations,
Tinctures and Tonics.” It wasn’t long before
Caliphas’ first customer of the day arrived -
a local woman, whose skin condition was
both painful and disfiguring. Every other
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morning she came, first thing, and purchases
a solution of lavender, wyrmwood and
lanolin eased her cracked flesh. She handed
Caliphas her two bits of silver, and smiled a
gap-toothed but sweet smile, and bid him
good fortune until she returned. 

More customers arrived, the cold market
began to fill and grow louder, and Caliphas’
helpers bent to their work. 

Five years earlier…

Caltra moved fast. He’d prepared for this
day, so he could move fast, but there had
always been the thought in the back of his
mind that this day might never come, and
he could continue to go about the business
of consolidating his resources and scraping
up the dregs of the Council into something
akin to an organization again. But no: the
Players of Larazod were back from
whatever hell they departed for over a year
before, and Caltra cursed his ill luck. 

The pack in the cupboard; unlock, grab,
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shoulder. Behind it, a pair of well made
daggers, plus a half-dozen small phials in a
cloth bag. Over to the stand for his scimitar;
the wedge-cheese from the coldbox, half a
loaf, wine bo le, waterskin and gone. 

Westcrown was still recovering from the
Githyanki a acks - the reaver ships had only
fallen a fortnight previously - and the nights
were still dangerous. Caltra wasn’t worried
about that - he was much more dangerous
himself than the desperate souls and tin
thugs that sought prey in the Chelaxian
night. But he simply did not know where
they were. And that was what prompted his
speed. The night air was chilly and sodden
with moisture, but it was refreshing rather
than cloying. But night meant that a
vampire - one vampire in particular - could
stalk without hazard. And that gave Caltra
more than speed. He’d always been friendly
to Vermithrel, until that day at the
Ghoulmaster’s. But after the Ba le of
Aroden’s Head, the bloodsucker had always
watched him with hooded, unblinking eyes.
Mub he respected - the man was dangerous
as a viper cross with a hornet, no question -
but he was in the end a mortal man, subject
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but he was in the end a mortal man, subject

to dagger points and poison and all the
talents that Caltra had cultivated
throughout his life. Vermithrel was different
- already dead, no poison could touch him;
normal steel refused to pierce his stony, pale
skin. 

And the thought of the creature taking his
blood - feeding on him - was more than he
cared to consider. Mub he respected, but
Vermithrel he feared. 

One of Caltra’s knives was of silver, and it
was on that hilt that his left hand rested as
he made his way down the cobblestoned
streets. He kept to the shadows (’much help
that would do against a vampire,’ he thought
sourly) and watched the pools of deeper
darkness that slithered around sides of
buildings and around trees like liquid night,
watching for the vampire’s pinprick red
eyes. Vermithrel would be cruel, he knew -
it was his nature now, to slake his hunger
with blood seasoned with fear. And then
he’d be fast, oh so very fast. 

Caltra got to the westernmost wall, south
of Hellknight Gate, and waited. There was a
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of Hellknight Gate, and waited. There was a

niche here, a stone two-hands breadth in
width, behind which Caltra had secreted a
few things: money, another small bag of
phials, a small blowgun and several darts
with curious reservoirs behind the points.
And one very valuable item: a key. That key
fit the lock on a boathouse down near
Freeholder’s Dock. In that boathouse was a
small sailboat, single-masted but of excellent
quality, and loaded with supplies. That was
his morning target. For the rest of tonight,
he’d hunker down here; the wall itself was
fronted with broken stones, and Caltra had
arranged them carefully so that he could
stay out of sight while having good fields of
vision both north and south. 

Caltra threw the cloak around his
shoulders to ward off the chill, and dozed,
back against stone, ears alight for the
slightest sound. 

Five years later…

“Enfantido!”
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The barman at the 3 Goats turned and
smiled as Caliphas made his way to his
favorite stool, all the way at the end of the
bar, farthest from the doors, closest to the
hearth. The elf laid his big canvas bag on the
bar; it clanked pleasantly of glass bo le and
ceramic jar. 

“What have you brought me today, Cali?”
asked Enfantido, his flagrant mustaches
think and shot with gray. 

“Many things, my friend. Look…”
Caliphas opened the bag, reached in, and
began withdrawing containers. “This one is
uiscebeatha, from the dwarven lands to the
north.” Caliphas set a thick earthenware jar
on the bar, wide mouthed with a large, flat
corked lid tied up with hemp and waxed.
Dwarvish runes were incised all along the
rim. “And this is absintya, made by my
people of herbs, roots and spice. It is
powerful, so serve it with water - adding a
li le sugar will help as well, it is an acquired
taste.” 

“Interesting. Wine?” 
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“Aye,” smiled Caliphas. “Three bo les of
finest honeycomb-mead from the Ulfs up
Paseo way; two full liters of Nidali black
carmenere; and the best of this week’s lot? A
full bo le of vi erbo.” Caliphas set a small,
cut-glass bo le on the bar as Enfantido’s
eyes widened. 

“Shi ing me, Cali? Vi erbo?”

“Your eyes are on it, ‘Tido,” Caliphas
said, gesturing at the bo le. Enfantido lifted
it and looked through the glass, then turned
so as to catch the reddish light from the
western windows through the dark liquid
within. 

“And corked, too. Full, never opened,”
said Enfantido around his mustaches. 

“A full measure,” Caliphas agreed. 

Enfantido set the bo le down amongst the
other sand cocked at eye at Caliphas. “How
much?” 

“For the lot?” 
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“Aye.” 

Caliphas grinned and brought out the two
pheasants he’d bought that morning. “Let’s
discuss it over dinner, what do you say?” 

Five years earlier…

Truth was, Caltra hated boats. A few
leagues down the coast, the freshening sun
on his shoulders and flickering the rollers
ahead of him, Caltra seethed. The small
ketch was luffing badly - the morning wind
was coming round the wrong way - and
Caltra was tacking to the west as well as he
could. 

Which was poorly, he admi ed. “I  hate
boats,” he said to no one, struggling with
one of several ropes that dangled about the
vessel. He fought to keep the boat’s nose
into the wind, but the waves were sending
him back towards the shore (which he most
definitively did not want to go), and so he
navigated a ping-pong ba le against two
fronts - the incorrigible wind and the
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fronts - the incorrigible wind and the

implacable waves. 

Thankfully, the boat though small was of
excellent quality, outfi ed comprehensively,
and loaded with supplies. A child could
manage it, and Caltra was no child. Slowly,
with the feeling of eyes upon him
throughout, Caltra made his fumbling way
up the coast. 

That evening, he put into a small cove,
anchored and raised the tarp shelter above
the small hatchway that led into the small
storage area belowdeck. He had a small
stove, heated by several thin, ensorcelled
lengths of silver, to cook his supper; there
was wine to wash it down, and hard bread
for the gravy. There was a woolen blanket,
and Caltra passed the night in relative
peace, although the water lapping at the
gunwales caused him to start several times,
twice with a long dagger in his hand,
materializing as if by magic. It rained in the
early morning hours, a salt-sweet scented
rain that came in from the ocean on
freshening pre-dawn breezes, languished
overhead but for a moment, then moved
inland. The tarp did it’s job and Caltra
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inland. The tarp did it’s job and Caltra

stayed dry, and the sea air was ripe and
clean when Caltra pulled anchor and cut
back into the westerly wind. He’d consulted
what charts he had before pulling the chain
from the water, and figured he had two,
maybe three more days on this infernal boat
until reaching Macini, where he sell it,
consolidate his belongings, buy some local
clothing, and find passage across the sea to
Rahadoum. ‘More boats,’ Caltra thought
sourly to himself, although he had to admit
that either the winds weren’t as antagonistic
as were the day before, or he was starting to
get the hang of working a small coastal
sailer.

Caltra held one long-fingered hand up to
shade his eyes against the reflections from
the waves and sailed on. 

Five years later…

“… and here’s your certification, Master
Caliphas. Sealed, etcetera, all the
appropriate documentation.” 
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Caliphas drew the document to himself
across the wide ebonwood table. Si ing on
the other side, one of the Lord High
Mayor’s registrari sat back in his well
appointed chair, smiling indulgently. Next
to Caltra sat Enfantido, who had the serious
look about him of a man who cared not for
bureaucratic niceties but found himself in a
government hall, at the miserly mercy of
government men. Enfantido’s hair was oiled
back against his neck, and Caliphas couldn’t
help but note that his mustaches were
clipped and recently waxed. 

“Thank you,” said Caliphas after a
moment, sliding the document back across
the desk. The registrari gestured at a
footman, who gathered up the document, a
few of its fellows, and placed them carefully
in a large parchment envelope,which he
then sealed with a large blob of red wax.
The registrari pressed a seal-stone into the
wax. “Take that to the Mayoral Palace,” he
said, and the footman gathered up the
packet and left. 

The registrari turned his gaze to
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The registrari turned his gaze to

Enfantido. “Here’s the good part, then,” he
said. “Claudio!”

Another, similarly dressed footman came
in, bearing a box and a sheaf of papers, all of
which he placed on the desk in front of
Enfantido. “Now then, in return for
considerations from Master Caliphas,
Master Enfantido is to receive compensation
in both coin and draught, at previously
agreed-upon amounts, in exchange for one-
third ownership in the commercial
enterprise known colloquially as ‘The 3
Goats,’ the details of which having be
delineated between the two partners. Is that
correct, Master Enfantido?”

Caliphas looked at the other man
expectantly. “Almost from a daze, Enfantido
responded: “Si, correct. That’s all correct.” 

“Excellent,” said the registrari “Now
then, please sign there…” he laid a
document on the table in front of the
barman. “… and then you can take your
money.” 

Enfantido picked up the quill, awkwardly
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dipped it into a well (one of several), and
scratched his name onto the parchment. 

“Here you go, sir,” said the footman,
pushing the box toward Enfantido. 

“We good, then?” Enfantido, box in hand,
looked to Caliphas. 

“We are, my friend.” 

“See you back at the bar, then.” Enfantido
gathered up the box (which jingled a bit)
and the draughts, and departed. Once the
door behind him had closed, Caliphas
leaned back in his chair. The registrari’s
businesslike demeanor softened. “Wine,
sir?” he said. 

“Oh, aye,” Caliphas said. 

“Anything in particular, sir?” 

Caliphas thought for a moment. “Feels
like a Nirmathas white sort of afternoon.” 

“My thoughts exactly. Claudio? A bo le
of chilled Nirmathas and two glasses.” 
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Claudio scu led out. “Sir, care to go over
your accounts, while you’re here?” 

“Certainly,” said Caliphas. “We’ve done
well this quarter, unless I  miss my guess.” 

“Oh indeed, sir,” said the registrari. He
rose from his chair, went to a large bookcase
behind him, and selected a large, leather
bound book from the dozens on the shelves.
He turned and laid it on the desk, opened it
to the page set off by a large ribbon, and
spun the book around for Caliphas to see.
“Your lines of business are doing
splendidly, as a rule, save for those that we
have specifically set aside to incur losses.
The cold market is on track to realize
margins in the 33-35% range; the
distillations remain incredibly profitable,
and the perfect venue for laundering gold
from other businesses.”

Caliphas sighed audibly. “There’s only so
much gold I  can push through that business
- even with a bunch of ’ancient elvish secrets’
horseshit, there’s a limit to the  differential I
can push through between raw materials
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can push through between raw materials

and sales.”

The wine arrived, and both men paused
to pour and sip. 

“Agreed, sir. This latest acquisition ought
to augment that.” The registrari paused for a
moment. “There are going to be
complications, of course. Mub Reinert owns
the largest portion of the 3 Goats, after all,
and the secrecy associated with your
purchase…”

Caliphas waved him off. “Worry not
about that,” the elf said. “My purchase is
from Enfantido’s own holdings, and I’ve
made him understand that he needs to
remain the de facto owner. I ’m to be the
silentest of silent partners.” Caliphas smiled.
“And, with all the fresh profits I ’ll be
funneling through that li le tavern, both
Enfantido and Reinert ought to be pleased
enough not to ask too many questions. What
do they say? ‘A river of gold keeps every
boat afloat’?”

The registrari nodded in agreement.
“Have you considered expanding in this
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“Have you considered expanding in this

area? Honestly, sir, the volumes coming in
from the alternative ventures is starting to
dwarf our ability to accommodate.”

“Eh, maybe,” Caliphas said. “I  can’t help
but wonder if we shouldn’t start offshoring
more. Our contacts in Rahadoum and
Thuvia are always looking for additional
investment…?” 

“And they lose money egregiously,” said
the registrari. “There is graft; there is
bribery. What we’ve offshored so far is not
performing at all as we expected. I ’ll adhere
to your wishes, of course, but I  can’t in good
conscience recommend that we increase
investment in the south.” 

“Have we reconsidered the Nidali
option?” 

“We have, and it has some promise -
some,” said the registrari. “I  need some more
time to investigate those options.”

Caliphas shrugged. “Take the time you
need. In the meantime, we’ll start moving
gold through the 3 Goats, and maintain a
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gold through the 3 Goats, and maintain a

conservative volume through the rest.” 

“Very good, sir.” 

“What else?” 

“Ready cash is excellent - we recently had
to expand our vaults.” The registrari spun
the book back around so he could read it.
“We’ve spread it out, three different
goldsmiths, under three different names so
we’re protected there. Cold Market profits
are up and will increase during the summer
months. Alternative ventures are good - sir,
I  must again mention that…”

“Don’t - I  understand your concerns,”
Caliphas held up one hand to stop him.
“This is my element, not yours. The
expenses we are incurring are in line with
my expectations. Move on.” 

The registrari nodded. “Of course, sir.” 

“Taxes?”

“No different than before,” said the
registrari. “And your payments to the two
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registrari. “And your payments to the two

Alliance houses are proving fruitful. We’ve
been able to recoup the costs of that
influence in lesser sell-offs, and of the names
you provided, we’ve managed to secure the
release of six. 

“There were eleven names…?”

“Yes sir. Of the five remaining, three were
hung before we could have our people
intervene; one was slain during an ‘escape
a empt.’ Another has simply disappeared.
So far, we have not been able to locate him.”

“Well, do your best,” said Caliphas. He
stood. “Anything else I  need to know?”

“That’s the bulk of it, sir.” The registrari
reached down, selected a clay pipe from a
small rack of several, and lit it with a snap of
his fingers. “No surprises.” 

“Good - I  hate surprises,” Caliphas
smiled. “Let me know if things change. I ’ll
start processing via the usual channels.” 

The registrari rose. “Good to see you
again, sir. Always a pleasure.”
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“Likewise. Let me know if there are any
substantive changes, and I’m curious to
know what becomes of the Nidali effort.”

“I’ll send the usual messengers, sir, when
information comes available. 

“Excellent.” The men shook hands, and
Caliphas departed. 

On the street, Caliphas pulled a small vial
from his belt pouch. He thumbed the cork
out onto the cobblestones with a *pop*. He
poured the liquid - a gel, really - onto his
hands, rubbing them vigorously. When the
gel had all but evaporated (there was some
naphtha in it, apparently), Caliphas took out
a small cloth, wiped the remainder from his
hands, and tossed both cloth and vial into
the gu er. 

‘Antidote delivered,’ he thought to
himself, remembering the warm, cushioned
feel of the businessman’s hand. ‘For now.’
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Five years earlier…

Caltra remembered the desert. 

The smell of sand, the heat, the dust, the
taste of water on his tongue. He remembered.
This was not his desert, but all deserts were
in large part the same. Caltra did not
especially like the desert, but he could not
argue with the visceral effect that being
buffeted by heat and having sand under his
feet had on his psyche. If his mind pushed
thoughts of his past away, his body reacted
in ways that autonomously told him, in
myriad small voices, he was home.  

Home was best abandoned, Caltra
thought. Compared to northern cities,
Manaket was a goatherd’s town, smelling of
shit and desperation. Landing in Rahadoum
was, for Caltra, like returning, however
belatedly, to the scene of a crime. Caltra’s
body remembered the husbandry of water;
his mind remembered how much he hated
the place from which he’d come. 

In a haneh along a desultory canal, brown
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In a haneh along a desultory canal, brown

water coursed sluggishly toward the barley
fields in the distance. It lent a waft of salt
and rot to the a enuated air, and Caltra
found himself missing the smell of blood
and city stone. His teeth gri ed against each
other unconsciously, even as his silver
bought wine, in quantities sufficient to lather
the dust from his mouth and throat. 

I t was daylight now, but he knew what he
had to do. Because, unless he missed his
guess, Vermithrel was here in Manaket. He
turned his head slightly toward the oil-clock
that dominated the corner of the small
tavern - six hours of daylight, more or less,
left in this uncounted day. That was when
the vampire would start hunting him in
earnest. Caltra took a quick inventory of his
resources. Money, in plenty; he was here
under an assumed name, but that wouldn’t
slow the wamphyri. He had silver blades,
magicked arrows, but he knew Vermithrel.
As a defense, it lacked a great deal of depth.
He needed something be er, something
special. 

As if on cue, a diminutive Rahadoumi
approached. “You deh elf what’s looking for
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approached. “You deh elf what’s looking for

hunters, yes?” 

“I  am.” He gestured to the chair across
the table, raised a finger to the sullen
barmaid for another glass. “What can you
provide me?”

“You got money?”

“I got money.” Caltra tossed a small bag
onto the table. The boy scooped it up and
peered inside. “Not enough.” 

“There’s more,” said Caltra. “Tell me
where the bloodsucker sleeps.” 

“Can be found, yeh,” said the boy. 

Another small sack landed on the table.
“Find it.” 

The boy looked skeptical. “What then?
Big danger for me and mine, yeh?” 

“See that?” Caltra pointed at the bag. “A
hundred times as much. But I  have to be
able to find him in daylight.” 
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The boy’s eyebrows raised, a mixture of
raw greed and disbelief. His eyes squinted,
as if sizing Caltra up, ascertaining whether
such a statement could be remotely possible.
Eventually he reached down and grabbed
the coin-dense pouches from the table.
“We’ll find it.” 

“Do that. Soon.” The boy turned sharply
and left. 

Caltra stole another glance at the oil-clock.
With every drop that fell into the reservoir
below, the level moved up an infinitesimal
amount, and sunset got that much closer.

  
Five years later…

“Do you know who I  am?” 

The words hung in the air like threats, like
knives unsheathed. Across the table, the
hulking half-orc glowered, his face a toss of
emotions, none of them pleasant. The desire
to reach across the table and wring the elf’s
neck vied with the uncertainty that came
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neck vied with the uncertainty that came

from looking at the elf’s face and seeing no
fear there. The half-orc was used to
generating fear, and to not first made him
angry and then made him nervous. 

In between all these conflicting desires, he
did nothing. The elf repeated the question:
“I  said, do you know who I  am?” 

“No.” It was almost a growl. 

“Correct. You do not know who I  am.”
Caliphas sat back in his chair and rubbed his
chin. “Ale?”

“What?”

“I was wondering if you’d care for an ale.”

The half-orc tried to mask his confusion
with nonchalance. “Sure, that’d be nice.” 

Caliphas nodded. “Etan?” A halfling
entered the small, bare room, from the only
door. The half-orc clearly heard the bolt shot
back before the hobbit entered, and
registered that he was locked in here with
the elf. His first thought was that no one
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the elf. His first thought was that no one

could come to assist the elf, should he come
over the raw-wood table and catch him by
the throat. His second, and more chilling,
thought was: if I  do, who will help me?  

“Etan, bring us a bucket and two mugs.” 

“Aye, captain.” The hobbit departed, swift
as a bird.

“So,” said Caliphas. “You don’t know me.
That’s to be expected. What is important,
what is salient, is that I  know you. Your
name is Zaigul. You were an enforcer for the
Council before the unpleasantness, but you
had the wherewithal to escape Westcrown
before the purge found you. You came back
two months ago, to see what you could see.
And you got made by the Watch and nearly
ended up on the end of a gibbet, had it not
been for my intervention. Does all that
sound accurate?”

At that moment, Etan returned with the
ale. “Ah, good,” said Caliphas. He took the
bucket and fulled both glasses. Both men
raised the glasses to their lips, but Zaigul
stopped, waiting to see if Caliphas would
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stopped, waiting to see if Caliphas would

drink. Caliphas smiled, then drank deeply.
“If I  wanted to poison you, Zaigul, I  could
have done it long before now.” 

Visibly relaxing, the half-orc drank. 

“Have I  got it right?” Caliphas peered at
Zaigul over his mug. 

“Right enough, I  suppose,” the half-orc
said.

“Now you’re wondering why I  saved you
from the Watch,” Caliphas observed. 

“Thought did occur to me,” Zaigul said.
He took another swallow of ale and
wondered idly if this would the be the last
ale he’d ever taste. 

Caliphas leaned back in his chair. “Truth
is, I  could use a man like you. I  have
interests… interests much like your previous
employers had. I  need those interests
protected. You seem to have a propensity for
such work. Come work for me, the pay’s
good, you’ll be doing work you know, and I
can protect you from the Watch.”
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Zaigul pondered this for a moment. “And
if I  don’t?”

“Then we finish this bucket of ale, shake
hands, and you walk out into the
Westcrown night. But let me tell you
something about the Westcrown night,
Zaigul - the Watch owns it. Now, I ’m
connected - I  got you out of the gaol once,
after all - but if they put the grab on you
again? I  almost certainly wouldn’t be
inclined to help, and that path ends with a
long rope, a short drop and a visit with
Pharasma.”

Zaigul looked at Caliphas appraisingly.
“Ok, I ’m in, like I  got a choice. What do you
want from me?” 

“For right now? Silence.” Caliphas
refilled both glasses. “I’ll front you some
money so you can get set up properly - find
your own place, or let me put you up
somewhere. Take a few days without
looking over your shoulder for a change.
Get a decent meal or two. A week off. Then
you come back and see me, and I  put you to
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you come back and see me, and I  put you to

work, in my organization. Etan!” 

The hobbit came back it, this time with
two small bundles in his hands, which he
laid on the table. 

Caliphas grabbed one and tossed it to
Zaigul’s side of the table, where it landed
with a currency clink. “For your trouble,”
said Caliphas. He tossed the second over.
“For your consideration.” 

Zaigul peered into the first bag, and tried
to hide the fact that he was impressed. The
second bag simply disappeared. 

“I  think I  can be of service to you…” 

“Call me Cali,” said Caliphas. “Everyone
does.” 

“Awright, Cali.” Said Zaigul. “Looks like
I’m your man.” 

Caliphas smiled. “Excellent. Enjoy
yourself for a few days. Some of my boys
might introduce themselves to you.
Remember this, Zaigul: they’ll start their
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Remember this, Zaigul: they’ll start their

conversations with the phrase: ‘seen the
games lately?’ and you will respond: ‘Aye,
but lost my ass to the bookmakers.’ Got it?”

“Yeah, sounds good.”

“Say it back.” 

“Gents ask me if I ’ve seen the games, I
say aye, but lost my ass at the books.” 

“Good.” Caliphas finished his ale. “All
right, I ’m out. See you in a week or so.”

“Wait,” Zaigul said, rising from his chair.
“That’s it? I  don’t have to kill nobody, I
don’t have to fight someone for the same
job?”

“Zaigul, we’re past that,” said Caliphas
gently. “I  know you. I  know you’re an
earner. I  know you’re loyal when you’re
taken care of. And I  know that you can do
the job I  have in mind for you.” Caliphas
paused. “I  run a different kind of crew.” 

“Awright boss,” said Zaigul. 
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“See you soon,” said Caliphas. 

Five years earlier…

When Caltra woke, in the bowels of the
ship, if was almost a relief. The chase that
had taken up the be er part of a year, the
constant moving from place to place,
looking over his shoulder, dreading the
advent of night  - it was now at an end. 

His darkvision hadn’t kicked in yet (or he
was blindfolded - as yet, he wasn’t sure) and
his brain was still foggy. Thinking clearly
was something that was coming back to him
sparingly, grudgingly, but it was the
sudden, jolting realization that it was
Vermithrel that had brought him here that
snapped him out of his reverie. Although he
now was aware of his surroundings, a
strange sense of calm came over him, like
the sluggish, creaking waves he heard
outside the ship. This was indeed the end,
and his beaten, stressed body in a certain
way welcomed it. Caltra steeled himself
with a stoic acceptance that, before long,
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with a stoic acceptance that, before long,

he’d either be drained or thralled. Either
way, he wouldn’t be aware of it. Or did
thralls know their pasts? He idly considered
this a moment. No, he decided, thralls were
mindless, feral servants to a master
wamphyri. But an arachnid part of his mind
whispered gloatingly: ‘You hope.’ 

“You are awake.” It was a statement, not a
question. Caltra hadn’t heard Vermithrel’s
voice for several years, not since before the
Ba le of Aroden’s head, when he’d
cemented his own betrayal and swiftly
departed. He remembered the wastrel elf,
helpful and jovial, and he remembered the
vampire, dark and pragmatic. This voice
belonged to neither. It was like ancient
stones brought to metamorphic life, cold and
dry and without love or hatred. 

Caltra found that he was not bound, and
so lifted his hand and rubbed at his eyes. He
was not blindfolded; it was simply
incredibly dark, the dark of the bo om of a
well that had had the lid sealed. Old habits
died hard with the desert elf, and he
surreptitiously tapped at various places on
his person and around him on the floor, his
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his person and around him on the floor, his

movements slow and as benign seeming as
he dared make them, as he looked for
anything that might serve as a weapon. He
found nothing. 

“I  threw them in the sea, your silvered
daggers and phials of poison,” Vermithrel
said ma er-of-factly. “You won’t need
them.” 

Caltra opened his mouth to speak, but no
sound came out at first, and he realized his
throat was dry as dust. He willed small
saliva to come to his tongue, and swallowed
hard. “So it’s to be thrall then,” Caltra
croaked. “Your servant - your slave,” he spat.

“I’ve no need of servants… Artemis,” said
Vermithrel using Caltra’s truename, a name
he hadn’t used for decades. “The things I
require, you cannot provide.” 

Caltra’s sight began to adjust to the
languishing dark, and he realized where,
generally, he was. The ship was listing
significantly, and the salted garbage smell of
untended bilge rose up from planks thick
with oakum. It took a moment, but forms,
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with oakum. It took a moment, but forms,

shapes, began to solidify in the blackness.
And across from him, si ing cross-legged,
was the vampire-elf Vermithrel. He
looked… tired, thought Caltra. But the
pinprick glow of Vermithrel’s two crimson
pupils, staring unblinkingly at Caltra, belied
any sense of fatigue. They were alien, but
viciously alert, and they stared into Caltra
like a necromancer plumbing the depths of a
corpse. 

Water sloshed thickly somewhere nearby
and Caltra realized that the ship was
sinking. Slowly, to be sure, but unless
someone manned the pumps rather soon,
this ship would list far too over and dip past
the gunwales. Then, it would slide below
the waves with a rapacious speed. Caltra
hated boats, but he hated sinking boats most
of all. 

“So how’s it going to be, then?” Bravado
would not make his fate any different, but it
would cheer him in the meantime. “If I ’m
not to be your thrall, do you mean to drain
me dry? Leave me to sink in this ship?
Where are the crew, who ought to manning
the pumps?” 
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A flash of fang appeared in the darkness.
“The crew? So concerned. They are dead,
Artemis, and their corpses have to a man
been given to the sea. I  waited in this very
bilge for days after I  took you, until a new
moon night bade me go and feed. I  drained
them one by one, from captain to cook, until
I  could feed no more. The rest I  murdered
and threw into the sea. Does that shock you?
Such violence?” 

Caltra said nothing but had to admit, at
least to himself, that it did not. He had
murdered; he had drawn blood and ended
life with cold calculation.

“I  thought not,” said Vermithrel. The
vampire reached to his side and tossed a
leather bag, which landed in Caltra’s lap.
“Drink,” said Vermithrel. 

Admi ing that it might be the last drink
he ever had, Caltra, squeezed the bag into
his parched mouth. A splendid wine,
watered perfectly, filled his gullet and
bloomed a delicate heat in his guts. He
licked his lips, spreading the moisture, and
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licked his lips, spreading the moisture, and

drank again. 

“Why am I alive, Verm?” 

Vermithrel cocked his head. “I’ve asked
that question to myself,” he admi ed,
finally. “I’ve chased you for a long time. By
any rights I  ought to kill you - your crimes
are legion. You deserve to die. And I  desire
to kill you - make no mistake about that.”

Caltra said nothing, since he knew the the
truth of it. 

“Do you know what it’s like to be a
vampire, Artemis?”

“No,” said Caltra cautiously. “No, I  do
not.” 

“It’s dreadful,” Vermithrel whispered
hoarsely. “Do you know the worst part of it?
I  chose it.” He paused and looked away, as if
reminiscing. “Vfogg had the Morrowfall,
and it was all he could see. The Totemrix,
the other side of the Aohl, was just laying
there. I  had seen what I lnerik was; an elf,
like me, but transformed into something
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like me, but transformed into something

darker and more powerful. I  wanted that.”
Vermithrel paused. “I  picked it up. I  chose
this.” 

Vermithrel continued. “The change took
me after the ba le with Eccardian,” he
explained. “Ever shat out your own guts? I
did. I  was emptied. There was a moment,
mercifully brief, where I  seriously
considered trying to push them back in. But
it was such a river of black, stinking innards,
I  soon gave up the entire idea.” 

“That sounds horrendous.” 

Vermithrel smiled, his fangs now obvious
and long. “Just another hurdle on my way
to immortality, Artemis. To power.” There
was just a hint of scoff in the words. “When
I thought I  could suffer no more, as if by
miracle it ended. I  could walk again, speak
without vomiting gouts of liquefied viscera.
The pain of the change ended, and the
power of what I ’d become began to grow. I
could see things unseen, hear people talking
three streets away, leap and run.” Be
paused, and drank from another bag that lay
on the bilge floor near where he sat. But
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on the bilge floor near where he sat. But

even Caltra could see, before Vermithrel
could wipe away the stain from his lips, that
what the vampire drank was no wine. As if
to punctuate Caltra’s revulsion, Vermithrel
gently spat a glob of clo ed blood, like a
scab, off into the darkness. Caltra felt his
guts begin to rebel, and he silently was glad
that he hadn’t eaten recently. 

“But that was all to enable the worst
aspect of the change: the requirement to
feed.” Vermithrel said. “I  needed blood.”
He gestured at the leather wineskin. “And
my new powers, such as they were, were
specifically designed to aid me in assuaging
that hunger. Before we went to the planes, I
was… horrifying. At first I  tried to control it,
to master it, but the red thirst is
overpowering, more compelling than any
wizard’s geas.”  The vampire paused,
shifted against the bulkhead. “Do you know
why I  fell in with Vfogg and Mub?” The elf
continued without waiting for Caltra to
respond. “It was to find my siblings. I
wasn’t born amongst elves - did you know
that? No, you wouldn’t have. I  was
orphaned, and taken in by a Chelaxian
family, a human family. They were… kind
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family, a human family. They were… kind

to me. Took care of me, for nearly two
decades. They had children of their own, my
‘brother‘ and ‘sister’, but they all treated me
as if I  was their own.”   

Vermithrel cocked his head sideways, as if
trying to ascertain whether Caltra believed
him. The crimson pinpricks of his eyes never
wavered. “When they left for Westcrown
and failed to return, my siblings, there was
really no choice for me. It was to find my
human brother and sister. I  came to
Westcrown looking for them - they’d gone
there, disappeared, so there was really no
choice for me. I  came to the city, asked
questions, searched. But… I never found
them. Not even a single clue. And when I
took up this…” 

Vermithrel reached up with one long-
fingered hand, extended his middle finger,
and pressed the tip against one long incisor.
He pulled the finger away slowly, then
flicked a dollop of blood against the wooden
hull. 

“…well, all thought of finding my siblings
turned to nothingness. The thirst eclipsed it,
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and all those things that drew me to
Westcrown, they evaporated in the face of
the demands of my newfound power.”  He
paused. “They were never found. Dead, for
all I  know. And you know what Artemis?
I’m beyond caring.”

Caltra narrowed his eyes. 

“Would it shock you if I  told you that,
when this realization struck me, that I  found
it distressing?” Vermithrel grinned, an
unse ling thing. “Well, it’s true.”

Vermithrel leaned forward, and Caltra
could smell the coppery smell of the
vampire’s saliva. His pinprick eyes seemed
to grow larger, although that was
impossible, said the small, increasingly
desperate rational portion of Caltra’s brain.
Vermithrel seemed to study Caltra’s face,
and his eyes lit upon Caltra’s throat, which
pulsed gently. 

“I’m not going to kill you.” Vermithrel
leaned back, resting against the bulkhead.
His hand flu ered in a dismissive gesture
that Caltra recognized as prototypically
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that Caltra recognized as prototypically

elvish. “You and I , we’re killers. I  snuff out
lives because I  must feed; you, because your
skilled at it and it’s pleasurable to do those
things at which you excel. In this, you and I
are brothers, Artemis. And I  feel… I feel
like I  have lost many brothers, Artemis. Too
many.” 

Caltra said nothing. 

“I’m not going back to Westcrown,”
Vermithrel said, as he slowly got to his feet.
“I’m going to Saar. Do you know it?”

Caltra admi ed with a short shake of his
head that he did not.

“I  have business there,” said Vermithrel
gently. “Unfinished business. Old business.”

Vermithrel finished standing, and brushed
himself off in a weirdly natural gesture. He
stepped forward, reached to and lifted
Caltra’s chin to look at him be er. Caltra
had expected cold, but the vampire’s hand
was surprisingly warm. 

“I’m not going to kill you,” Vermithrel
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“I’m not going to kill you,” Vermithrel

repeated. “But if you make it back to
Cheliax? Don’t kill them.” 

“What do you mean?” Caltra croaked.

Vermithrel ignored the question and laid
one clawed index finger against Caltra’s
cheek. “If you do, I  will return to
Westcrown.”

Vermithrel stepped away, and picked up
a small sack. “If you live? Think about what
you’ve lost, my brother.” Vermithrel
shouldered the pack and turned to face
Caltra. “Think about the price you’ve paid
for your perfidy, your pe y betrayals, and
what you earned on that price. Think about
the things you’ve forgo en. Do you
remember the desert?”

Caltra did, his mind spinning back the
years - centuries, really - since the red sands
of his homeland lent stains to his boots. The
old hatreds, the visceral revulsion,
blossomed like chrysanthemums in his gut. 

“I  see your hate,” said Vermithrel. “I
don’t care. You shouldn’t care. I  only care
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don’t care. You shouldn’t care. I  only care

about what comes next - for me. For my
friends. For you. That’s all.” 

Vermithrel turned and reached for the
bilge ladder. He disappeared, and Caltra
found himself alone. 

It was over an hour before Caltra freed
himself from his bonds and made his way to
the deck. The ship, so far as he could tell,
was entirely empty save for him. It listed,
significantly, to the starboard, and
languished in the freshening seas like a
potato on a string. Caltra realized he was
u erly stranded - there was no land in sight,
no light but the stars, washing the crooked
deck with a blue sheen. There was blood on
the deck, as well, more than could
comfortably be overlooked; partially clo ed,
it still was treacherous to the sole of a boot,
and Caltra avoided as much of it as was
possible. He slowly, treacherously, made his
way up to the wheelhouse. The wheel itself,
a grotesquely large (to Caltra’s landlubbing
eye) gearing-like creation of wood, with
short iron rods protruding at the cardinal
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points. The wheel was locked in place by a
wooden brace, staying the rudder in place.
It was then that Caltra realized to ship itself
was moving - the sails were down, torn in
some cases, and ropes hung at sharp angles
from the two masts. But the decking below
Caltra’s feet was indeed moving, as what
current here in deeps pushed against the
wood in random directions and with
varying powers.  

Caltra tried various methods of unlocking
the wheel, lifting the canvasses, dragging on
this rope or that, but it swiftly became clear
that, whatever Caltra’s modest skills at
sailing might be, it certainly didn’t extend to
a vessel of this size and this lack of crew.
Nor was there any johnnie-boat - an empty
place where it should have been lodged, for
sure, but no boat. Caltra was stuck here - but
he was nothing if not a man of practicality.
There were immediate needs to tend to -
water, food; then, anything that might be
helpful in ge ing off this boat, or at least
finding out where this boat was. Vermithrel
had a acked and taken him in Manaket, so
it could be that he was off that coast - he had
no idea how long he’d been unconscious, but
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no idea how long he’d been unconscious, but

taking into account Vermithrel’s rather
nocturnal habits, he was pre y sure it hadn’t
been days. Off the coast of Rahadoum, then.
Inner Sea, mostly likely. That was a good
thing, he surmised - if he was floating about
a few dozen miles of the coast, the likelihood
of another vessel coming the same way was
be er, anyway. 

There was food and water on board - a
fair amount of it, Caltra found. And, fortune
be praised, a few cases of Osirion wine
tucked away in the hold. But no screw -
Caltra was forced to rudely knock of the
neck of an expensive vintage and pour the
remaining contents into a wooden mug.
Hardtack and dried beef he found in plenty,
and it was only after he’d had a moment to
tuck in that Caltra found he was famished.
He ate prodigiously, and knocked the neck
clear of a second bo le after he was sated. 

Once he’d eaten, he went about the
business of searching for anything that
might help him. The hold was full of cargo,
but most of it bulk agricultural products -
wheat and barley mostly, some co on in
large raw bales. Useless to Caltra.
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large raw bales. Useless to Caltra.

Gamboling about across the pitched deck,
he sought out the captain’s lounge. Inside
was a bit of a mess - and a largish amount of
blood, more than would reasonably be
assumed to fill a single man’s veins. 

Caltra smiled grimly. They’d hid here,
when Vermithrel hunted them. Barricaded
the door, perhaps. Caltra shook his head at
the thought. 

“They knew not what they’d angered,”
Caltra whispered. In the silence of the sea-
borne night, Caltra was momentarily
shocked at how loud his voice sounded. 

The blood-sodden redoubt disgorged a
few trinkets of potential use - a sextant of
brass, charts and maps, a compass in an
intricately carved wooden box. He found
the captain’s strongbox as well, tucked away
in a niche that Caltra suspected the captain
thought quite well hidden. Small gold and
silver in there - wages for the sailors. He
gathered that up too. 

Back out on deck, Caltra used the
spyglass to look above at the stars wheeling
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spyglass to look above at the stars wheeling

about the sky. He did not know the stars,
their names, their permutations. He was not
an initiate to their mysteries, and they told
him nothing. 

He slept with surprising calm, and awoke
just after dawn. Now, at least, he knew
which way was east. The breeze had
freshened and the the boat was moving
again, south-by southwest according the
filched compass. ‘Not out to sea, then,’
thought Caltra. ‘Back toward shore.’ Caltra
didn’t waste his morning. More food in a
couple of canvas sacks, tied up with rope
into a sort of homemade saddlebags; skins of
water the same way, tied together in case he
had to strap them to himself. The coins in a
separate sack, easily loosed if he ended up in
the sea. And, using some crates from below,
he cobbled together a raft of sorts; and
stowed it near the plunging waterline,
against gunwales that were already below
the surface. 

By midmorning the sun beat down on
him and he built a shelter of sailcloth and
spar; by noon, squids began to appear in the
water only feet off the submerged side of the
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listing. Devil-fish, they were called, both for
their reddish color and their aggressive
temperament. To go into the water now,
Caltra knew, would mean for him a swift
end, raft or no. 

South by southwest, Caltra thought. 

It didn’t storm. Caltra did not fall into the
sea and become food for the devil-fish. On
the afternoon of the third day, longboats
from the Rahadoum mainland arrived to
strip the vessel of whatever it had that might
be stolen. Caltra gave them everything - the
charts, the coins - for passage back to the
mainland. They laughed at him, until he
told them what had happened to the rest of
the crew. The moment the word wamphyri
was u ered, the raucous Rahadoum
laughter turned silent and thin-lipped. They
parted ways at the shore, and Caltra began
the long trek back to Cheliax. 
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Five years later…

“The true benefit of a building like this,
eh? Eh? Is that it’s bleeding nondescript.” 

“Dafuq you mean, ‘none the screep’?”

Zaigul frowned at the younger man. Well,
man was an overstatement. The boy was half
tief’ at least, Zaigul knew, his teeth too large
for his mouth and the stubs of horn under
his hat. He knew how to handle himself in a
scrap, sure, and that was good enough. But,
Zaigul thought, the boy was dim as a box of
unlit torches. 

“Nondescript,” Zaigul corrected. 

“What’s that mean?” 

“It means that it doesn’t give way it’s
secrets,” Zaigul explained. “It doesn’t tell
the Watch what it’s hiding inside.” Zaigul
thought for a moment. Nondescript was a
word that he’d heard the boss use when he’d
bought the place, and the boss being a
smarter sort of fellow, and Zaigul very glad
to be in his service and not at the shit-end of
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to be in his service and not at the shit-end of

a Watch or Hellknight rope, Zaigul tended
to emulate the boss a bit in front of the lads.
“It means…” Zaigul said. “… that it makes
for a good spot for the boss to own, because
it doesn’t look like a place that the boss
would own. Get it?” 

“Yeah, aye, I  get it.” The tiefling gave
every indication, thought Zaigul, that he
didn’t get it. 

The building was indeed nondescript, and
that was the at least in some part why Caltra
had bought it. There was a shipping clerk’s
office on the ground floor (fake), mid-priced
residences on the second and third floors
(empty), and one completely empty fourth
floor, ostensibly used as a storage a ic. 

That was a lie. The fourth floor was
previously empty. Now, it contained some
things, recently brought in: a large table, set
near the expansive open window. Upon it,
an immense windlass crossbow with a
spyglass a ached to it. The manner in which
it was a ached to the wooden stock gave
silent testimony to the time taken to sight it
properly in - hash marks, tool gouges, a glob
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properly in - hash marks, tool gouges, a glob

of sovereign adhesive sawed through and
rea ached. 

In the crossbow was a bolt almost a meter
long, thick and bodkin-tipped. The wire that
held in place was wrapped steel and
winched backward under high tension. The
entire apparatus almost screamed with
captured, waiting violence. This bolt wanted
to be loosed. It shed murderous desire like a
virus. 

Below, Zaigul and the tiefling boy
guarded the door, watched the street, and
debated lexicography. Above, Caltra sat on
a fractured stool and looked idly out the
window. That window was the real reason
that Caltra had purchase this building - it’s
nondescriptness was simply an added
feature. For that window had a rare quality:
it overlooked Julistarc Square, nearly three-
quarters of it, including one particularly
desirous location: the massive iron front
doors of Reinert Supplies and Logistics.
Mub Reinert’s counting house, less than a
block from the mayoral palace. 

Mub was a man, now, of habit, and he
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Mub was a man, now, of habit, and he

took his meals at the li le tavern down the
street between the hours of half-noon and
one of the clock every day he was in
residence in Westcrown. Today, he was in
residence in Westcrown. He was this day in
his counting-house. And it was nearing half-
noon. 

Caltra got up from the stool and made his
way to the table. He leaned over it, and
pulled a small, leathern bag from his cloak.
With a brush, he painted a thick, dark oil
onto the tip of the bolt. I t was the color and
viscosity of molasses, and it shone
malevolently on the steel. 

Caltra threw the brush into the corner of
the room, well away from where he stood,
and set the bag on the table. He moved to
the rear of the table, which was perfectly set
for him to lean over the triggering
mechanism while he looked through the
spyglass. 

All was prepared. 

As if by clockwork, the iron doors opened
and, accompanied by four bodyguards front,
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sides and rear, Mub walked out into the
noonday Westcrown sun. He was head to
toe in black cloaks, and the red star of
Asmodeus hung on his chest, held there by
a thick chain of wrought platinum. 

He was laughing. At some joke, perhaps,
or simply to himself at the success he had
made. 

Caltra looked over the top of the spyglass,
then centered his eye back in it. Mub was
not moving fast; the distance was well
within the capabilities of the weapon; Caltra
had watched him many times, out that door,
down those steps, across the cobbles. 

His eyes narrowed. Caltra’s right index
finger slo ed itself into the triggering
mechanism, very gently. Mub laughed again
and descended a step. 

Then, another step. 

Caltra stared through the spyglass. The
crossbow wheeled infinitesimally, and the
pinions underneath that allowed it
movement made no sound. Caltra wheeled
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it again as Mub moved a few more steps
across the cobblestoned streets.

Caltra followed Mub in the spyglass
down another step, and another. The desert
elf’s breathing slowed, and his knuckle
began to whiten on the trigger. 

Mub reached the cobbles. He put one
hand of the shoulder of someone dressed
similarly to him - black cloaks, Asmodean
trinkets - and he pointed down the street.
Caltra could not hear what they were
saying, but the opened window allowed for
breeze and birdsong. 

Caltra followed Mub in the spyglass,
index finger poised over the crossbow
trigger, until Mub and his entourage had
moved out of sight. Only then did he take
his eye from the glass, his finger from the
trigger. 

Caltra had a strange look on his face, a
combination of relief, and anger, frustration
and regret. Gently, he released the
mechanism that held the bolt in place, and
the tension carried in the wrapped steel
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cable evaporated with an audible, metallic
sigh. He stood there for a moment, looking
out at the busy square. Then Caltra took a
bit of parchment from his jerkin, a scrap of
charcoal, and wrote. The note wasn’t long,
but the charcoal bit into the parchment like
venom. 

When he was done writing, he tossed the
parchment casually onto the table, gathered
the small bag of poison, and left. He reached
the street in seconds. 

“All done here, boss?” Zaigul came to
a ention as Caltra emerged from the
rearward door. 

Caltra nodded and, with a gesture, bade
Zaigul to come with him. 

“What’s next, boss?” 

Caltra stopped at this, and turned to face
Zaigul. “That’s an excellent question,” he
said finally. “An excellent question, indeed.”
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THE END

 


