
Fiction: Prelude
Prelude to the Tomb of Annihilation, as cursed secrets are discovered throughout Faerûn!

By Bart Carroll

[bookmark: _GoBack]So there was a joke being told around the city’s lanceboards. Not a terribly good one, it must be said, but Pion heard the same joke everywhere he plied Neverwinter’s game halls, and drinking dens, public squares, back alleys, libraries, and even classrooms… anywhere he might find a lanceboard set up and pick up a match.

The joke went that once chess pieces were taken these days, they now remained defeated forever and couldn’t return to the game. Not even to promote an advancing pawn. Not even returned to the board for the next game.

“Someone should collect all those old pieces,” Pion usually quipped in return. “They’d have quite a few of my own by now.”

The joke, as it were, reflected the rumors (if the temples and churches could be believed) of a death curse. Now no one could be returned from the dead. For Pion, it didn’t much matter to him how many times he heard it. Truth be told, it hardly mattered whether he even won or lost the matches he played, only that he learned more stratagems of the game.

He had to; his own life depended on it.


When Neverwinter’s Midsummer Festival passed without Alfin Biscop’s attendance, it was noted but without great concern. The city had enough on its mind. And besides, Biscop had once campaigned a great deal in the service of Torm. Although these days he stayed largely retired at his manor home, it was not unreasonable to think he still occasionally traveled the Realms.

Then the Wonders of Gond came and went. And Highharvestide. And then the Masquerade of Liars, and concern finally did begin to grow. Adding to news from the temples—from all the temples, seemingly, that those spells and high rituals which brought the dead back to life no longer worked; that they no longer worked at all—and now one of the city’s famed clerics had vanished as well. Not even Biscop’s servants had been seen for quite some time.

More specifically, they had not been seen for at least the past six months, Pion’s guild calculated. And so the cleric’s manor would be well unattended.


For the tendays since, Neverwinter’s sect of Shadow Thieves had been plotting the task. Pion knew that he’d never been a particularly good cutpurse for them, an even worse smuggler, and an absolutely dismal street thug; but where he’d always excelled had been at gambling. No one in the guild dorms would play him in dice or cards, and he was always assigned to either deal in the Shadow Thieves’ own gaming halls or to play at their competitors’ establishments.

“But what do you know about chess?” his guild sergeants had asked.

Pion shrugged. Enough to wager on a friendly match, not enough to play competitively.

“Work on that, then,” they told him. “Quickly.”


Alfin Biscop himself loved chess, they explained. The cleric reportedly brought a lanceboard with him on all of his old expeditions, once even playing against a silver dragon with Biscop’s own life for stakes (and won), and once against a blue dragon (and lost, later resurrected by his temple). So however he’d locked his manor’s vault, it would have to do with the rules of the game. The warlock who designed its vault had hinted as much, after guild agents happened to sell him components for his next creation (an entire clutch of gems of seeing). Find some solution to the game, and the vault would open; lose, and be slain.

From the Shadow Thieves’ perspective, the only difficulty would be in getting Pion inside unobserved.

“We’ll polymorph him into a mouse,” one of the guild wizards offered. “Let him crawl his way inside.”

“May be predators along the way, down in the sewers,” his sergeants cautioned. (Pion said nothing but did not care for this plan himself, especially when they considered adding further complications—that perhaps one of the wizard’s familiars, a quasit, could travel alongside and protect the mouse. Pion knew the quasit; the quasit was mad. It would kill him at first chance and carve his mouse skull into a tiny helm.)

“Gaseous form,” another of the wizards suggested. “Have him drift his way in.”

“Just no telling about the currents.” (Pion liked this plan no better, also further complicated with the idea of a guild tinker’s clockwork device to fly alongside and fan him in the proper direction. Pion also knew the tinker; his last device had dragged a thief down the privy to his death.)

In the end, they simply brought Pion to the alleyways behind and cast a passwall spell.


Pion crept through the manor—advancing across the lanceboard, he thought to himself, noting the floor’s checkered tiles. And except for himself, no other pieces; no one else here, and no illumination other than moonlight falling in through tall, arched windows.

He’d heard of veteran warriors who built their strongholds in the wilds, clearing the lands of dangers to then establish their own small freeholds, dukedoms, principalities. Biscop had built his own stronghold as a manor house here on the outskirts of Neverwinter—smaller, but no less impressive. Pion marveled at its trophies and displays—the posed, stuffed bodies of an owlbear, a girallon; the glaive of a bearded devil, the rope of an erinyes, the hooked polearm of an osyluth; from the ceiling, an orrery. He passed a massive closed door, its heavy wood bound in what appeared to be the reshapen limbs of an iron golem, its hand forming the door’s handle.

His heart nearly stopped, as he came upon the gorgon. It knelt in the chamber before him, motionless. Eventually, after neither of them had moved, Pion determined that it too was merely another trophy. The gorgon had been refashioned into a table, its back hammered flat into a smooth, even surface inlaid with the squares of a lanceboard set, its pieces already positioned as if in the midst of play.

The pieces, large as goblets, flickered oddly in the light.

They drew Pion closer.

Closer still, and he could see glyphs carved onto the lanceboard’s squares. Pion understood at once that he would have to make the singular, correct move, checkmate the enemy king, and the correct combination of glyphs would align.

And Biscop’s hidden vault would open.

He also saw how it was the pieces flickered. The body of each was composed of some crystal or glass (tinted darkly for the black player), in which resided the figure of some tiny mephit or imp. These prisoners were armed with small, needly blades, Pion noted, and writhed and hissed within their chess piece cells at the sight of him.

Pion studied the board. And there was the way, he saw, recalling his many games and lessons, to check the black king. When he reached for the white queen to attack, the imp inside jabbed futilely at him from behind the glass.

He remembered that much.

When he set the piece down, some tiny aperture in the glass opened. He felt a pricking. The imp’s tiny blade pierced his thumb.

And he remembered nothing more.


When Pion awoke, he found he’d been moved onto a couch in a different chamber, one with a dome of paneled windows overhead, out the top of which extended the workings of an enormous telescope. Slowly turning his head, he realized this was the chamber behind the iron golem’s door.

And that the door remained open.

He began to see how slowly and quietly he could shift his body toward the doorway, when he noticed the iron hand forming the handle shift its fingers. Run for the door, and it would either close itself, he suspected, or worse—grab him.

“That was well-played,” intoned a deep, commanding voice. “You know your way around a lanceboard, at least enough to have checked the black king. Unfortunately for you, it was the wrong king.”

Pion turned back around, and followed the voice over to a figure silhouetted before the windows.

“Perhaps it was natural to assume you’re meant to take the black king; to vanquish evil. But no; chess is a game of self-discipline and mastery. You were meant to take the white king instead; to overcome yourself. You did not even see this option, did you?”

Pion checked his hand. The prick in his thumb was still there; the pain of the wound reduced to a low throbbing.

“And so you should have died, thief.” The figure finally turned from the window and approached. “Any other time and I would have let you… only now I have need of a servant.”

Pion had seen cattle ravaged by disease. A ram, the only sign of its former strength in the breadth of its frame, but covered in a thinned and decaying pelt, unable to even lift its own head under the weight of its horns. So Alfin Biscop appeared. As he came into view, Pion recoiled. The remains of the cleric’s hair hung lank, his skin sallow and seeping, nose already decayed away and cadaverous: a visage of the demon Anthraxus, a living man molting into undeath.

“What…” Pion slowly found his voice. “What is it you want me to do?”

“I would have you deliver a message.”


According to Biscop, the message needed to be delivered to the Harpers—an organization, he intimated, that might well detain the messenger, a wanted Shadow Thief. “It’s a risk you’ll have to accept. The message is that essential.”

Of all the plans, of quasits and clockwork devices, Pion liked this one least of all. He had no intention of delivering anything. “Where are your own servants?” he asked, stalling long enough to somehow try and get back out through the door. “What happened to them?

“Gone,” Biscop said. “All gone. My most trusted servants, I sent into the world to help search for an answer. They learned nothing, or never returned. As for the rest, a few fled from here on their own. Abandoned their posts. The rest I dismissed. After all, I would not have need for them much longer. The only news I ever received concerned members of my former party… about those that once died and returned as well. It seems we all share the same fate. We are rotting.”

“… sim… similar news throughout the city,” Pion managed to whisper.

“Throughout the entire Sword Coast, I imagine.” Biscop turned away, sparing Pion the horror. “The gift is being reclaimed, it seems. Whatever gift it ever truly was that brought us back. Our resurrection… perhaps it never was a divine blessing, but a temporal one… the return to life, paid for by our future selves—is that all healing ever was? I wonder now… What do you suppose?”

Pion surely had no idea. It was not just Biscop’s physical form wasting away, but his mind and faith as well; Pion couldn’t tell which had wasted furthest, or was the more disconcerting to experience.

“Or perhaps we are being punished for our transgressions. Instead of this manor house, was I meant to live in a hovel?” Biscop stepped back towards the windows, speaking as if towards the heavens directly. “And yet these material things have furthered my cause. After all, must I strike with a bare fist, when I can kill so many more devils with an adamantine mace? Must I pay for a beggar’s supper, when I can host affairs here, and fete the politicians, and convince them to pay for so many more suppers for the poor?”

Biscop moved to the base of the telescope.

“Take this device. No mere machine. It is a living entity, can you imagine? The warlock who built my lanceboard constructed it for me as well. The workings come from modrons: malfunctioning rogues, and still very much alive, now serving as this telescope. They have to be; otherwise, their bodies would disintegrate. And I had need for them….”

With Biscop’s back to him, Pion positioned himself at the edge of the couch.

“But should I not have used this to look into the heavens? Am I being punished for spying upon the gods? Yet without it, I would not have learned what I did about this curse.”

Biscop turned then, and Pion froze. Still, his legs held tight as a drawn crossbow, ready to spring.

“This all seems cruel…” Pion considered the telescope, the chessboard, and especially the door to the chamber. He steadied himself to run through it, come what may. “All these creatures kept alive and imprisoned for your use.”

“These creatures are evil, either by their inherent nature, or by the actions they’ve chosen. I could have destroyed them all. I destroyed many of them. Others, I’ve allowed to exist and put into some goodly service. Take the modrons; they’ve allowed me to view the planar heavens. To compose my message, for the Harpers.

“And take yourself. All my other servants are gone, so I must rely on the thief who came to rob me.

“I cannot leave here. In my weakened condition, my enemies would strike me down in the streets only too easily. You must deliver the message for me. And you should know, before you charge through that door without my message in hand—”

Pion had already reached the threshold, and stopped.

“—the lanceboard’s poison is still in your system. I have used healing magic to slow its course so that it now strolls, not races, to your heart. But it still strolls. It cannot be cured.”

The Shadow Thieves had numerous poisoners, as well as long experience healing novice members learning to both set and disarm coated traps. “No, no, there’s always a cure,” Pion babbled, “medicine or spells to neutralize poison.”

“Not this. It came from the tail of Geryon; it is a poison without antidote. But not to worry. I will plead in my message to the Harpers on your behalf; I will ask that they release you, since I alone can slow the poison in your system until an answer to this death curse is found.”

“And then what?”

“And then we’ll let the poison overtake you, and in payment for your service, I’ll have you raised.”

His legs weakened. Pion couldn’t even make it back to the couch, but slumped to the floor. “I’m to remain here while they search?”

“The Harpers are quite good at finding things.” Biscop walked past him, the door opening itself wider to admit him out toward the lanceboard in the other room. “And so long as you’re here, you may prove yourself a worthy player to at least pass the time together. Who knows? You may defeat me and open the vault after all.”

“And if you rot away before the death curse is lifted? Or if it’s never lifted at all?”

Biscop shrugged. “Then let the curse take me, and the poison take you. But I promise, those chairs set around the lanceboard are at least quite comfortable ones for us to die in.”

PART 2
The craft had been constructed from brass: spherical, trailing long, metallic tentacles behind it. A xag-ya, in its appearance. And although outwardly solid metal, its eyes had been constructed from honeycombed gems of seeing, such that within its tiny cockpit it was as if the hull didn’t exist at all, transparent save for the controls. And from there, Rokh Manti watched the entirety of the plane through which he sailed, in this craft of his own design.

Not that there was much to see. If clerics prayed for healing as if for water, the Positive Material Plane was the well their gods and emissaries drew from; a font. Yet even so, to immerse yourself fully in it was to be held under the surge of a roaring cataract that could not be survived for long. Even travelers who gated or plane shifted here could not overstay. Only Rokh in his golemic craft.

He had devoted much of himself to its construction—quite literally, as demanded by the warlock’s patron, the artificer Kwalish.

Pure white brilliance, Rokh noted. Although not uniform. It is just as Alfin Biscop described: currents of energy run throughout the Plane.

The Harpers had funded this expedition. Generously. The highest clerics and spellcasters in their organization had communed with the gods, consulted with mystics knowledgeable in the multiverse—and at great cost, even met with Szass Tam and the liches of the Red Wizards. Their best understanding had directed them here. Yet even the greatest among them did not have the means to undertake this expedition themselves, and had been forced to commission his services.

As directed, I have located the current to Toril. A funnel, directing the plane’s energies down towards our world. I have also discovered the anomaly in the current Biscop described.

To continue the analogy, it is as if the waters downstream from this current had somehow been dammed, the current redirected. Rokh had discovered this much, when other creatures came into his view: spherical, trailing long tentacles behind them. Xag-yas. Curious about his craft resembling them in form, or sensing an intruder and come to defend their territory.

Their tentacles reached for his craft. Grasping for it, as he maneuvered away. Only they were too nimble here on their home plane. They latched on, draping over the craft.

Rokh send out a single blast of negative energy. A xag-ya erupted, crackling violently as it fell away.

The others responded. Overwhelming the craft with a flood of positive energy. At once, the interior appeared solid once more as Rokh lost sight through the gemstones. The riveted seams began to glow. The slightest breach, and he would be destroyed.

Even Rokh’s physical body was little more than another construction of his own design; but his brain—his brain, and the knowledge to bring back to the Harpers—that he had to save above all else. He’d encased it within a brasswork skull that served as his emergency escape; another device, able to gate back to the Prime Material Plane, to another body waiting for him there.

The current has been choked off. It still leads to Toril, but all of it redirected to a singular location there. To Chult.

Rokh Manti carried these last thoughts with him, as his brain gated away, his ship and body annihilated.


