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Adark line flowed from Beliard mirroring the tendrils of smoke rising above—a steady flow of refugees traveling from the village toward Amphail and from there on to Waterdeep. Judging from the jumbled possessions they hauled—by draft horses and mules, milk cows and even goats, or upon their own backs for those souls whose animals hadn’t survived the giant’s fire—they represented all stations and professions, now alike homeless and with faces dirty from soot.

They made a truly forlorn parade. Gibbet had witnessed more of their kind in recent days, sadly. While the rest of his patrol dealt with incursions further south, the ranger had been sent as an advance scout to Beliard; so now, only Gibbet and his own animals walked alone against the exodus, keeping to the side of the road away from the wheels of their carts.

He’d made the same walk from his own village. Just a child then, the only survivor of the giant’s destruction of Catherine’s Crossing. His heart now went out to the children he passed, confused and huddled atop of carts; or for those old enough to walk, bent under small, desperate packs, filled with whatever clothes and prized possessions they had enough time to grab before their village fell. One small boy, the sooty limbs of a stuffed owlbear poking out from his pack, stared over at Gibbet.

With a whistle, Gibbet had his dog blink through the air; Blencan appeared a few steps back down the road, running to catch back up. The trick earned a hint of smile from the boy.

Only a few of the refugees Gibbet passed bothered to call out: “Don’t go back. Nothing’s left,” they said, if they mistook him for a fellow villager. Or: “It’s all burned. Nothing for you to steal,” if they took him for an early looter. Or, if they caught sight of the green brooch fastening his cloak with its emblem of a stag, and took him for a hero: “No one left for you to save.”

As for the dog at Gibbet’s heels, the refugees paid it little mind. Blencan didn’t bother any of their animals walking past, and a man could make good use of a dog out here by himself, whether he be villager, pillager, or hero (or as the ranger had otherwise heard it said: displaced, disgraced, or true); even a dog that took to blinking in and out of the world. The birds, however—Gibbet’s birds were far more noticed, landing everywhere along the ranger’s shoulders, even along his dog’s back when he blinked back in: sparrows, swallows, even a hawk with red-tipped feathers.

“Why so many birds?” they asked. “Even Bahamut stopped at seven.”


Tattered and frayed, a herald would still recognize Gibbet’s cloak as an old banner. A historian would be needed to identify the village it once hung over, though. Catherine’s Crossing had never been particularly noteworthy. Sir Catherine founded the place at the end of her adventuring days; a crossroads village on the edge of the Dessarin Hills, where she decided to put her warhorse to stud and hang all criminals delivered to her within an iron gibbet cage.

Twelve years later, after her son had been born, Catherine liked to joke that she never actually retired from adventuring, that it just took so long to remove full plate armor (also why, her husband complained, they only had the one son). She hadn’t named her son after the village’s cage, of course; she hadn’t nicknamed him that either, even though he would take to scaling its tree, growing bold enough to climb over and stand on top of the bars. More than once, she’d caught him up there talking to the criminals inside and threatened to lock him in with them as punishment.

Gibbet said he’d wanted to hear their dark tales of banditry. “Ah, but they got nothing to say anyhow,” he complained, after she’d finally drag him down at the end of a billhook. “They just kept asking for water.”

He’d lost whatever name his mother had originally given him. Gibbet had only taken up this new name from when his rescuers finally arrived, three days after Catherine’s Crossing had been burned to the ground.

His mother had taken far less than twelve years to put her armor back on, not that it had done any good. She told her son to find a safe place to hide. And where else would be the safest place he could think of; he took her keys and climbed to the gibbet. Unlocked it, and crawled inside.

Three days he hid there among the bodies. Almost stayed with them forever, if not for rangers arriving in the green cloaks of the Emerald Enclave, finally drawn to the smoke.

“You! There in the gibbet! You alive in there, lad?”

The lad in the gibbet cage, they took to calling him. Then finally just Gibbet. He didn’t speak much at first. When they asked what happened to Catherine’s Crossing, he didn’t answer and they didn’t press. The only hint came when he took up the bow with them, keeping his village banner for a cloak instead of the emerald, and volunteered for any patrol involving the threat of giants.


At the edge of Beliard, Gibbet released his share of birds into the air: sparrows, led by the red-tipped hawk. Every building was still on fire or had already burned and collapsed, but taking guidance from his birds overhead, Gibbet picked a path through the wreckage, Blencan at his heels.

“We’re being followed, boy.”

Around them, shadows converged from the edges of the burning buildings. Gibbet sensed them preparing to strike, to drag them both down—until Blencan blinked away. The remaining birds still clinging to the dog’s back scattered, taking off in a startled flock.

The blink dog reappeared a few yards away, and sprinted off. All at once, the shadows emerged as hell hounds, a ferocious pack barking fire. They gave chase after Blencan.

Gibbet continued, now unopposed, following his own birds toward the village square. Blencan would be fine on his own, he knew; they’d hunted this way before… not that he still wouldn’t worry for his dog’s safe return.


He’d been with the Emerald Enclave several years when they investigated an attack on another settlement, this one within the High Forest. An elven village razed, same as Catherine’s Crossing.

“This was no orc raid,” his patrol confirmed with one another, walking through the remains. Old Seaven, their Autumnreaver, agreed. “Orcs don’t snap trees in half. And their boots aren’t so big as to crush a man,” he added, pointing to a print on the ground.

“Gibbet?” Marros Summerstrider, second in the patrol, asked. “What happened back in that cage of yours, lad? Same as here, wasn’t it?”

“Leave him be. You know he can’t answer about that.”

However few words he shared within the Emerald Enclave, Gibbet communed better with the animals in his care. His mother had raised hunting dogs, bred from a favorite pair she kept alongside her on campaigns; they wore barding, as if half-knights themselves in Sir Catherine’s own image. It had been Gibbet’s chore to help raise the litters; and however much he mourned the rest of his village, it was the death of their dogs that Gibbet had taken hardest of all.

When the patrol dispersed into the forest looking for survivors, Gibbet chose a path off by himself. Listening to the birdsongs led him deep among the trees… but not so deep that he still didn’t come upon more evidence of the attacker’s destruction.

The dogs lay everywhere burned, many nearly to ash. An entire pack slain, like his, and for the first time since Catherine’s Crossing, Gibbet knelt and shed tears.

He heard the whimper from within a massive oak. There were no hollows or cracks, no cavities exposed into the heartwood; the tree was old but healthy. Gibbet had to chop for most of the day with his hand axe to open its trunk. Inside, he found the whelp within the smallest of crevices. There was simply no way for it to have been placed there.

“Blink dog,” Seaven told him, when Gibbet returned cradling the shaking whelp under his cloak. “And there was no opening into the tree, you say?”

“Not possible,” the others agreed, even for a blink dog—they had to at least see where it was they could blink. “Most likely an entrance you didn’t spot. Some tunnel leading up through the roots.”

But Gibbet knew he hadn’t missed any entrance.

Old Seaven laid a hand on his shoulder. “The dying wish of its mother, then. They are magical creatures—a blessing of Mielikki, to be sure. Bring him with you for now, I suppose… you may be interested to know, we’ve coaxed out other survivors.”

Not many, and badly off—but a few of the elves had escaped into the trees and returned to relate what they’d seen. “Giant,” Seaven confirmed to the rest of the patrol when they’d all reconvened. “It was a fire giant came through and razed the village. It was the giant’s hell hounds what set the fires here—” To Gibbet, he added: “—and killed your whelp’s pack.”

“What did it want?” Gibbet asked; a rare question from the young ranger.

Marros next to him shrugged. “The giant? Ask why lightning strikes a tree, or a storm wrecks a ship. Most times, just to destroy something weaker than itself.”

Only here, it turned out the giant had come with a purpose. The elves told them about the ancient shield in their temple, supposedly forged by Corellon Larethian himself, and how the giant went for it straightaway. Gibbet thought of his mother’s own plate. Enchanted, she’d claimed. What a giant would want with the armaments of much smaller warriors though, none of them could guess.

“They say the giant had a great red beard,” Marros added. “Like a flame—as with most fire giants, of course—only this one tinged darker red at the ends of his whiskers, as if dipped in blood. That something you might recollect, lad? This the same giant that did your village?”

Gibbet turned away, cradling the whelp. He still didn’t answer, but truth was, he remembered every moment hidden amongst the bodies of the prisoners, their almost-dead fingers groping for him and the water never received.  After the prisoners finally stilled, he remembered the giant peering into the cage. Gibbet had been too weak by then to even try and play dead himself; he could only stare back with the eyes of a dead man already until the giant with the blood-tinged beard strode off, carrying away his mother’s breastplate.


Beliard’s square had been built around its public well, a long, flat space where cattle were brought in to trade; with Beliard’s fall, its well had been filled with burning rubble and a beaten iron cage set over it as if a spit. Captured within the cage, town elders cooked over the smoldering fires below. The ones in front had already perished, their faces cracked from the heat, blackened from the smoke; whatever holy symbols they’d clutched and prayed to had melted in their hands. But they insulated a few survivors behind. They had little voice left to call out, but reached hands and fingers through the bodies toward Gibbet.

The ranger stood at the far end of the square. Waiting. He could feel the waves of heat as the fires burned around him. Overhead, his birds continued to wheel and turn.

When the fire giant arrived, it was by kicking through the side of a partially collapsed building—an inn, the Watchful Knight. Gibbet remembered the sight of him, although the giant’s armor had since gained new pieces: his mother’s breastplate, the elves’ shield, countless more refashioned into the scales of his armor; a patchwork suit, but thick, and solid. Gorgets were remade into the giant’s rings; an articulated cloak of gorgon scales draped over one arm, affixed at the shoulder with an anvil for a clasp; and for a helm, a witch’s great cauldron rested atop his head, holes punched through for his eyes and his great, bristling beard exploding from out the bottom edge.

Bloody-beard, the giant had since been named, a moniker invented by Gibbet’s patrol. He went to the cage without bothering to look over, speaking in his own guttural tongue—the sound of rocks splitting and crude molten words spilling forth.

“No, I did not escape from your cage,” Gibbet answered back. He’d long studied the giants’ tongue, finding it useful to read their maps and plans, and track down their kind. “I escaped from another one like it, years ago.”

Bloody-beard laughed. “And you think yourself wondrous, then?” The giant took up his weapon, a triple-flail with the skulls of three different metallic dragon for its heads. He swung the flail back and forth, crossing the square in long strides. “You are a mote left to be stamped out. But will it be by the copper, the silver, or the gold?”

Gibbet dodged the flail, as its dragon heads smashed against the building behind. The prisoners cried out from their cage as the burning wall collapsed into the square, a granary split wide, showering them with burning dust.

Bow in hand, Gibbet rolled back to his feet.

“Now here’s a riddle,” Bloody-beard laughed. “What’s an archer without an arrow!”

It was true; Gibbet carried no quiver. But at his signal, the birds overhead turned toward the giant.


Blencan led the hell hounds on a manic run. He would dart one way, blink, and suddenly be off in another direction. Around burning houses, and stables, and stores. The hounds chased after, running hard and heavy. Their breath came in ragged, smoky gouts. Whenever one would pause to belch out its flaming breath, licking fire over the ground, and stones, and charred timber, none of it would catch Blencan. And overhead, racing along, followed his own share of birds—swallows, a flock of them, flying fast and low.

When Blencan turned a corner and started across an open stretch of field, the hounds knew they had him. Even as the birds dove towards them, the hounds paid them no mind.

Only, when the birds fell, they fell as arrows. With swallow feathers for fletching, and beaks formed into sharpened steel arrowheads.

Many of the hounds fell at once, riddled with arrows. Their internal fires flared, consuming hound and arrows alike. More hounds pulled up lame, shot through their backs, and haunches, and sides. They whined when the arrows transformed back into birds and returned to the air.

Only a few hounds were left to continue after Blencan. They ducked their heads and looked for buildings to run away toward, away from the birds wheeling back around overhead.


Bloody-beard did not turn his head at the birds’ approach—not even when they transformed into arrows and began to land against him. None could pierce his armor.

“So there’s the answer!” the giant laughed. “Instead of arrows against my coat of armor and fine cloak of scales, you come bearing birds! You are a poor sort of hero, aren’t you? No quiver, no arrows, and that ragged scrap for a cloak!”

“A banner,” Gibbet answered. “From my village. Catherine’s Crossing, if you remember it.”

“All your homes to me are but kindling.” Bloody-beard swung his flail, and destroyed another wall around them, as Gibbet ducked away.

The prisoners called out for mercy. “He means to burn down the square atop us all!”

“I mean to burn down your whole village,” Bloody-beard called back. “You’ve hidden your best plate, and no one’s said where. It would have saved me some small effort if you had, but now still I’ll simply sort it out from the ashes!”

Gibbet raised out his hand. The last of the sparrows landed and transformed into an arrow. He nocked and drew back, his bow firing the arrow with more force than the flying bird alone.

And still, it wasn’t enough to pierce the giant’s armor.

“A paltry try. With a few more pieces, I’ll have armor enough to survive even the forges at Gauntlgrym—and you think to pierce it with a bird?”

The giant swung, and another building fell.

“And when I free the primordial trapped there, Maegera will forge even greater armor for us all!”

When the giant swung again, the square had all but collapsed into flame.

“Tell me, what trifling piece did your village contribute that you’ve come all this way to reclaim?”

Gibbet rolled back to his feet. “The piece over your heart. My mother’s breastplate.”

“Then come pry it off!” With a roar, the giant smashed his flail down. Three dragon heads pounded into the ground.

Gibbet ran forward, leaping onto the weapon as the giant brought it up for another swing. He raised his hand out again, this time for the red-tipped hawk. The last of his birds. As an arrow with fletching likewise edged in red, its shaft had been carved with a runic line for giant. And a second, for fire giant. And a third, for Bloody-beard. An arrow of slaying, trained as much as crafted. Gibbet nocked the arrow and drew back.

The giant raised him into the air. “If it was your mother’s, how true was her armor? How true is your aim?”

“True enough,” Gibbet said, and fired. Not at his mother’s plate, for he had never wished to test it; her armor would deflect even this arrow, he knew. Instead, he shot straight into the giant’s eye.

Bloody-beard fell, his flail crashing to the ground.

Gibbet rose next to it, choking, coughing, holding his cloak over his mouth against the smoke. He made his way to the prisoners, taking out a key—the one from his own gibbet cage, since magicked to fit all prison locks. When he opened the cage door, a confusion of cooked and bloody hands reached out for him—the prisoners’ hands from Catherine’s Crossing, and Gibbet had to hold himself back from fighting against them, even when they grabbed at his cloak, trying to pull him towards them….

No, he realized. To turn him around. To warn him, as the giant staggered back to his feet. And still, they held onto his cloak in desperation, holding him there, begging him to set them free.

“I never gave permission to leave your cage,” Bloody-beard rumbled. He reached for the arrow, pulling it out along with his eyeball, throwing them both away into the flames. Gibbet imagined the hawk, its broken body so crudely discarded. “Not back in Catherine’s Crossing. And not here. You will join your fellows inside.”

The giant’s face had already begun to blacken from the arrow wound. He’d been killed by it already, just not yet fallen dead—and would not before he reached Gibbet.

“You’ll be cooked along with the rest—” The giant’s head rotted to an exposed skull even as he stormed over, set with a single living eye and his great, flowing beard. “—but first smashed to pudding as well!” He raised his foot, showing Gibbet that even the sole of his boots had been armored. And Gibbet, held by his cloak, had no room to push into the cage through the bodies to escape it.

By then Blencan made his way back to the square. From his panting tongue, the blink dog had been on quite a run—and none of the hell hounds had finished it with him.

The giant roared. Instead of crushing Gibbet, he only clutched his chest.

Gibbet hadn’t seen the dog blink. He called out to Blencan as the giant stumbled away and pried at his armor. It wouldn’t take twelve years to remove, but more time than the giant had; Bloody-beard dropped to one knee, clawing at the breastplate over his heart.

Gibbet called out again as the giant fell over, finally dead. And still no answer from Blencan. The dog had blinked fully away.

The prisoners could hardly talk when Gibbet helped them free. With frail voices, they thanked him for the water he was finally able to give.


As he left the village, his own face now dirty with soot, Gibbet held a bundle against his mother’s old breastplate worn beneath his cloak. He passed reinforced militia making their way back to Beliard under the guide of the Emerald Enclave. Marros, now the Autumnreaver, led their patrol.

“No one left for us to fight?” they joked and asked him. “No one left for us to save? What happened to all your birds, Gibbet? What happened to your dog?”

Gibbet didn’t answer. The birds had been arrows before they’d been transformed; he felt badly that they would never fly again. But Blencan had always been his dog, and he would do anything to save him. When he cut away his mother’s armor, he’d heard a whimper from within the giant; cutting deeper, he found how Blencan had managed to blink inside the giant’s chest. The dog had bitten into Bloody-beard’s heart and refused to blink back out, if he even could, sacrificing himself. Smothered and burned by the giant’s blood.

He would need healing. The boy with the stuffed owlbear, Gibbet thought, if he could find him along the road. The boy could help nurse Blencan—the way Gibbet once helped raise his family’s dogs—at least while Gibbet went back on patrol. Catherine’s Crossing may have been avenged, but more giants stood tall in the shadows behind Bloody-beard.

After all, a boy could use a dog in a realm where giants trod. Especially a dog that took to blinking.
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