
Fiction: Dead in Thay
By Scott Fitzgerald Gray

Can’t remember when I first saw her in the Yawning Portal. But I remember the night I recognized her. Not sure why it took me so long, but there was magic in her disguise, no doubt. She kept her hood up always; didn’t matter how hot the fire was burning. Always starting on the top balcony, staring down, then wandering all three floors through the evening.

She bumped into me that way one night, folks standing shoulder to shoulder in the taproom. Broke her spell I guess when I touched her, just enough so that I saw a shaved head covered in tattoos underneath that hood. Dark eyes that I warrant never smiled. A Red Wizard of Thay, sauntering through Durnan’s place like she owned it.

She didn’t say a word when I denounced her to everyone within earshot, asked her loud-like what a deceiver like her was doing in Waterdeep. Asked her straight out who her master was, because all the Red Wizards have one. Those zulkirs they serve, liches and archmages every one. I asked her what malice she was up to, standing tall so she’d understand she wouldn’t get away with it.

“Looking for someone,” was all she said as she turned away, that Thayan accent like a serpent’s hiss. She didn’t show any surprise when I spun her around, I’ll give her that much. I told her that she’d need a better story than that. And there was dark fire in her eyes as she took my measure and spoke.

“You want to know whom I seek?” she said. “I seek heroes wise enough to understand that an evil dwells in the east that will not rest until it spreads from Thay to the Sword Coast and consumes every land between. I seek the champions of the Sword Coast. Those willing to stand against the plots of Szass Tam, and strong enough to survive that stand. I seek heroes who will hear of a fortress that has withstood every attempt at assault and incursion, and whose only thought will be ‘Until now.’ I seek adventurers who, faced with an army of undead, will simply shrug because they know that even armies can fall one soldier at a time.”

Folk around us were listening in then, so she stepped up like she might be hawking broadsheets on Bazaar Street. “Think of the most potent magic every woman and man in this place has ever coveted. Think of the greatest perils any of you have ever faced. Then place that magic and those perils in a single site, and let it all run unchecked. Imagine game forests where you are the hunted, not the hunter, and where your attacks against the creatures tearing you apart will only heal them.

“You think these things are fancy? I have seen them. I have labored in the grottos and the cages of the Doomvault, where Szass Tam breeds a monstrous army to be unleashed across Faerûn in endless waves. I seek those brave enough to join with the Red Wizards sworn to stop him. I seek those not afraid of wards that will strip flesh from bones, of illusion and curse magic that will undermine your very sense of self, of creatures fed their whole lives on humanoid flesh, and whose hunger is never sated.”

Then her eyes swung back to me. “I seek those not afraid to walk through the portal of darkness that is death, and who will swear to keep fighting when they emerge from the other side. And so a craven like you wastes my time.”

I was ready to say something back, I can tell you. But it was Durnan’s voice I heard instead, warning me to stand down. Didn’t realize till then that my hand was on my sword. But Durnan said that as a patron, even this Red Wizard was his guest, and hearing that, folks around me went back to their conversations and their ale like nothing was amiss.

I haven’t seen her as much after that, though I watch for her. She still comes by the Portal on the busy nights, no one else but me watching where she sits up high, scanning the faces on the taproom floor. Still looking.
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