
Fiction: Qawasha and Kupalué Part 3
As we continue our travel through the jungles of Chult, we conclude our journey with two of its stranger guides…

Adam Lee

Qawasha picked an unseen path for the rest of the party through the dim light of the early morning, guided by a few thin shafts of sunlight that made their way through the thick canopy. As they approached the foot of the last hill before Mezro, Qawasha had the party take a break by a small stream flowing through a grove of wazingo trees. They cleared off a few stones to set their packs on, and enjoyed the sensation of the cool breeze on their backs. Samrith took off her boots and soaked her feet in the clear stream while Zara gnawed on a piece of hardtack. Qawasha wandered off to collect some wazingo nuts from the trees, as they would provide a magical light when shaken.

When he came back from his successful foray, he saw Zara frozen in place, her hand reaching out with the slow, smoothness of a snake for her sword. She noticed Qawasha’s return and with a nod of her head, drew his attention to two small creatures that looked at them from atop a moss-covered stone, gently illuminated by the dappled light of the sun. They were tiny creatures, only slightly taller than a human hand, their small, mask-like heads tilted with apparent curiosity at them. One was perched on the rock about fifteen feet away, squatting on its spindly haunches, while the other stood behind its companion. As Qawasha looked at them, the taller one reached out its tiny, spider-like hand and slowly clutched the thin stem of a nearby leaf which it pulled in front of itself so as to peer over the top.

Qawasha looked at Zara and smiled. “No need for a sword,” he whispered. “They’re chwingas.”

“Ch-what?”

“Chwingas. They are gentle beings.”

Qawasha could see Zara relax as she tried to process exactly what she was seeing. She looked at the strange little beings, and unconsciously made a series of faces while pulling at her bottom lip.

“So, these are chwingas, huh?” Zara said as she shook her head. “They’re rather…strange.”

Qawasha smiled and said. “You have no idea.”

Zara reached out and shook Samrith, who had sprawled out for a nap by the stream. Samrith awoke with a snort.

“Shhh. Look.” Zara pointed.

Samrith blinked, furrowed her brow and squinted her eyes a bit. Then she saw the tiny beings and her face softened into wonder.

“They’re chwingas.” Zara said, answering the unvoiced question in Samrith’s head as they both stared at them.

“They’re… unbelievable. Look at how tiny­­­­­—aaah, it’s moving!”

The chwinga moved toward Samrith. Its mask-like face rotated and swiveled as it crept toward her on all fours using careful and deliberate steps.

“Qawasha?” Zara looked over with some concern.

Qawasha had been watching all of this with some fascination of his own. Although he had encountered chwingas on his excursions into the jungle and had received many strange and magical trinkets from them, he had never known them to come around when he was with other people. Qawasha knew that the chwingas were gentle and connected to the forest, but beyond that, they were a mystery to him. Growing up, he had heard stories and theories about the chwingas, about how they were harmless spirits that brought good luck or how they were guardians of the jungle that were once spirits of the ancestors; but after spending many nights in silence surrounded by them, observing their odd and often comical behavior, all Qawasha knew was that the chwingas were inquisitive, playful, magical and mysterious…but beyond that was anyone’s guess. Every time Qawasha thought he understood them, the chwingas would always surprise him with something new.

And as this chwinga moved toward Samrith, Qawasha thought, here was another surprise.

“It’s fine. They must trust you. I have never traveled with someone who they would approach,” he said to them both.

Samrith looked from Qawasha back to the chwinga who had stopped within five feet of where she sat. The chwinga looked at her, its black and white mask-face framed by wild hair that sprayed out around it. It held out its arms and stood still, as if asking for something. Then it sat down on the floor with a tiny thud and bowed its head.

“I wonder what it wants.” Zara said.

“What do they like?” Samrith asked.

“They like everything,” Qawasha said. “Berries, stones, beads, leaves.”

“Are they wearing masks?” Samrith said as she looked at the chwinga’s head, its little face looked like it had been painted on by some master designer. “Do you want some food, little friend?”

“Those masks are their heads, and I don’t think they eat food,” Qawasha said. “They seem to enjoy giving and receiving any kind of gift.”

“Well, let’s see what we have.” Samrith leaned back to find her pack. After rummaging through it, she took out a little box, and from this a tiny, ornate shell the color of coral. “I got this from the Moonshaes.” She turned to the chwinga. “Let’s see what you think of it.”

As soon as it saw the shell, the chwinga hopped up to its feet and held out its tiny hands. Samrith slowly crouched down and held out the shell. “Here you go little friend.”

The chwinga took the shell with great care, its spindly fingers touching the smooth, spiral surface with curiosity. This seemed to perk up the other chwinga who had, up to this point, been watching from behind the leaf. As if in response to the gift, it got down from its perch on the mossy stone, walked over and stood before Samrith. It made a quick series of gestures and within a matter of a few seconds, a small mushroom pushed its way through the dark litter of the jungle floor and sprouted before their eyes. The cap of the mushroom swelled and flattened out, then hardened into a disk with simple and beautiful geometric design on it. The chwinga plucked the cap off the stem with some effort and offered it to Samrith who, after looking at Qawasha and Zara with delight, took it with curiosity and reverence.

“It’s a magical charm,” Qawasha said. “They don’t often do that.”

“A charm?” Samrith said. Sheturned the charm about the size of a large coin in her hand and examined its strange design. “What does it do?”

“They are all different. A wizard in Nyanzaru could tell you, but I let the forest tell me when to use the magic of the charm. I think chwingas see something within us that often we do not, and when the time is right the purpose of the charm is revealed.”

Samrith knelt before the little creatures. “Thanks, little fellas.”

The chwingas looked at everyone in the party, and then, as if satisfied, nodded at each other, turned about and began to clamber over stones and vines, holding hands as they made their way back into the jungle.


Qawasha (Select to view)

As they neared Mezro, the trees, plant-life and even the very air changed. Qawasha could smell the salt in the air as they began their descent, picking their way down toward the Olung River Valley and the ruined city. It wasn’t long before the jungle began to thin, with stone walls and remnants of buildings emerging from amid the tangle of vines and moss-covered earth. As they moved closer, the constant chatter and buzz of the animals and insects of the jungle had become eerily silent, and not a bird was to be seen.

“Where are all the animals?” Samrith asked.

“The Spellplague,” Qawasha answered. “Its magic still lingers here. The animals know that it is not a place for the living. Best be on guard.”

Zara nodded and drew her sword.

It didn’t take them long before they finally broke through the last of the trees to behold the ruins of Mezro. As they stood on the small rise, surveying its crumbling walls, Qawasha could see the faces of his companions as they took in the sight. The once great docks and wide avenues were now reclaimed by the Olung River to such a degree that one could almost explore the city by boat. Vines and trees were growing in, on and around buildings that were in various states of collapse, but even with the advanced destruction that the Spellplague had wrought, one could imagine the city in its prime and still feel the unique presence that it once was.

Samrith pointed to the central plaza, now sunken and flooded with water, where the two major avenues that divided the city east to west and north to south, crossed. “Was that where the crystal temple would have been?”

“Yes,” Qawasha said from within a mix of emotions that flowed through him as his eyes took in the wreckage of the once sacred city. He was filled with sorrow, for the loss of an access to something greater:the Maze—a chance to use a device fashioned by a god to navigate and integrate the confusion and chaos within the mortal mind and soul, and set straight once and for all everything that was obscured, twisted and crooked within oneself. To walk the maze and come to that place of reckoning, and then enter the purifying light of the crystal temple… all that was lost because of the stupidity of men. This led to anger, at those who had squandered such a gift, who had taken the possibility from him and all those who earnestly yearned for clarity. To lose the irreplaceable value of such a place was a pearl trampled deep into the filth of ignorance by a greed-driven battle of swine that had craved dominance over a trough of meaningless offal.

Such a gift Ubtao had given, only to be wasted on fools.

Samrith could see the pain that filled Qawasha. It didn’t take much insight to see that Mezro was more than just an oddity or spectacle to him. The ruined city symbolized the death of something special and unique, the rare flower of a divine idea that had been destroyed, a chance for something beyond what has always been the case for people, beyond war, suffering, hatred, division. As she looked at the city, she understood that here had been a new idea, a community where those who lived could choose to walk the Maze and be brought into harmony with those around them. What manner of citizen would such a city produce? What could the Mezroans have accomplished had it not fallen? Tears suddenly began to well up within her eyes, as Samrith confronted something bigger than her mind could process—the sacred, abandoned for petty concerns.

“I must go to the center and see if Ubtao will hear my heart,” Qawasha said.

“Well, you’re not going down there alone,” Zara replied.


Once they reached the floor of the river valley, they began their trek to the banks of the Olung and Mezro. They walked under vine-laden trees and across clear streams that ran down to the river. As they moved closer to the walls of the city, more and more ruins poked through the thinning jungle flora like tombstones from a long-forgotten graveyard.

“The outskirts of Mezro,” Qawasha said. “Many people once lived here.” He ran his hand over one of the moss-covered stones and wondered how many had passed through this very place and had laid hands on this stone. They could see the crumbling walls now, and every so often there were wide gaps where they had collapsed into rubble. Through the gaps they caught glimpses of the inner city, buildings several stories tall set apart by narrow alleys and streets. As they clambered over a pile of collapsed stones and took their first steps within the city, Samrith could see that one of the streets opened out onto one of the grand avenues that led to the temple. Even though the street was covered by the snarled roots of strangler figs and thick leaves of jungle plants, Samrith could make out the masonry of the avenue—massive blocks of stone shaped and crafted with amazing precision.

“Down there.” Samrith pointed.

It was cramped as they moved down the street toward the grand avenue, piled high with rubble and several large trees had grown up from the cobbles, narrowing the passage. Halfway down, the wind shifted, and the air became foul.

Zara froze. “Damn,.” she swore under her breath. “Undead.”

Qawasha gripped his staff and imbued it with druidic magic in preparation for a fight. He tried to get an idea of where the undead were, but the street was clogged with roots and rocks, and the windows in the hollowed-out buildings made the breeze swirl.

“It’s coming from one of these…” Qawasha’s words were drowned by the groans of zombies. Several lurched out from within the dark holes of the ruined buildings and others emerged from dark pools of stagnant water.

“Stay tight to me and keep moving,” Zara said as she drew her sword. “We have to make it to the avenue. We’re dead if we get trapped in here.”

Zombies poured into the street ahead and behind them./ Some scrabbled over one another, slipping on the cobblestones while others tried to reach through cracks in the walls that rose precariously on either side of the street. Samrith used her pack as a shield, warding off cadaverous claws as Zara rushed forward, hacking off limbs and heads as she went. In some places, they had to scramble single file as they moved around tree trunks and past collapsed buildings, but the street was being filled fast with undead.

Qawasha retreated as he swung his staff with both hands, crushing zombie heads as Zara led the way. “They’re coming faster!” Qawasha warned. Samrith saw the druid’s skin ripple with magical power and take on the appearance of tree bark as a zombie bit down and shattered its rotting teeth on his arm. Undead poured onto the street behind them and clawed their way toward Qawasha as Zara swung her blade like a scythe.

“We’re almost there!” Zara yelled, breathing heavy.

“There’s too many behind us!” Samrith said and wondered how long the druid could hold out.

Overhead, Qawasha heard a short series of staccato croaks. As he looked up, he could see a host of vegepygmies along the tops of the ruined buildings all heaving on large sticks like pry bars on the unstable stones. Within moments, the precarious walls on either side of the street collapsed on the zombie horde, crushing them to a rancid pulp. Zara slashed through the remaining undead, and finally they burst out onto the street, gasping for air.

As they caught their breath, Zara and Samrith saw Qawasha look up and call to the odd creatures on the rooftop. “Kupa! My friend!” He said to one of the fungal humanoids as it clambered down. Qawasha knelt before his friend and raised his hands, palms facing Kupalué in the traditional greeting of the vegepygmies. Kupalué put his hands on Qawasha’s, as dozens of tiny tendrils reached out to touch him. They remained in silent communion for a moment before Qawasha opened his eyes to see Kupalué’s face.

It must be difficult to be made of meat. Kupalué gestured to Qawasha and they both burst into laughter.


Kupalue (Select to view)

The four companions stood at the edge of water that flooded the grand avenue. From where they were, they could see the center of the city, a circular plaza inundated with water from the Olung. The water moved slow through the city and reflected the sun like a rippling mirror. After meeting Kupalué and his vegepygmy tribe, they scoured the area for more signs of undead and monsters, but other than the unsettling residue of the Spellplague, Mezro was silent.

“Over there would have been the beginning of the Maze,” Qawasha said, as he pointed back up the avenue. “You can tell because the architecture of Ubtao begins there and runs all the way to the center.”

Samrith could see the stonework of Ubtao begin where the irregular masonry of the Mezroans left off. The two styles were worlds apart. The blocks used in the Maze were much bigger, some as large as small barns, placed together like an enormous puzzle, connected with near seamless joinery. The stones of the Maze created the walls on either side of the grand avenue, but as they gradually pitched into the flooded center, the once flawless seams had opened and now plants, roots and small trees grew from them.

Qawasha walked to the beginning of the grand avenue and gazed along it. Samrith stood alongside him and looked down toward the center as well.

“The power is no longer here. The Maze is broken,” Qawasha said. As much as Samrith wanted to console her friend, even she could tell that the power that was once here had been long lost.

“I’m sorry, Qawasha,” Samrith said. She had all but forgotten her fascination and curiosity at the history of the place as she stood with Qawasha. She knew that the druid had put great expectations on being able to possibly walk the Maze and experience its power. She knew that no words could set things right. She reached in her pocket and took out the charm that the chwinga had given her, she looked at its strange design and handed it to Qawasha. “Maybe this can do some good?”

Qawasha smiled and took the charm, and in an instant, the magic from it surged through his body like a fire. Then, with a startled look, Qawasha vanished in a flash of light.


Qawasha stood within Mezro as it once looked, as if Ubtao had just set the final stone. The city shimmered in the sunlight and magic coursed through it like a river of light.

The sun shone with soft rainbows of light and the sounds, smells and vivid colors of the city overwhelming Qawasha. He looked for Samrith and the others but there was no sign of them. He wondered if he had been transported to the realm of the barae, the paradise that the elders and sages spoke of where Mezro had been taken to save it from the depredations of the world. Qawasha looked to the sun, its light dazzlingthe grand avenue of the Maze before him; at the end of its path, the shimmering walls of the crystal temple rose up into the blue sky like some mystical jewel. Even from where he stood, he could feel it was made of magic.

Qawasha walked to the edge of the Maze, not knowing what, if anything, to expect. The magic he felt here was far more powerful than anything he had ever experienced, powerful enough to create a new reality and transport an entire city. Now he understood why people had feared the power of the barae and for a moment, Qawasha felt fear course into him—what if the barae saw his intrusion as a threat? A few fearful thoughts flashed through his mind, but Qawasha paused and focused on the yearning in his heart. All he wanted was to ask Ubtao for forgiveness, for the evil to be banished, and for all people to live in peace and harmony. How could this bring the wrath of the barae and of Ubtao? And with that, he stepped into the Maze.

In a blinding flash, he was transported across miles of jungle as if on a flying carpet to a long-lost city, sunken into the ground like the skin of a rotten fruit sagging into its moldering core. As he descended, he knew he was near the center of the evil that plagued Chult—he could feel it buzzing like a hornet’s nest.

His attention was pulled into a dark passage, and at the end of it was a door with symbols of animals that Qawasha recognized—trickster gods, native to Chult. The symbols glowed in a pattern and the door opened to reveal a passageway into blackness. He entered, and as he did, he transformed into the nine animals, one after another, each transformation allowing enough time for him to feel their strange personalities as he moved deeper into what felt more and more like a tomb. As their spirits entered him, each of the trickster gods told him the story of their creation and how they had come to be trapped within the tomb. And when Qawasha would ask each god, “Where are you taking me?” Each god would reply, “You’ll see. You’ll see.”

Qawasha passed through many rooms, each one made from an evil mind. He could feel the madness that fashioned this place, the desperation of the slaves who carved and set the stone, as the trickster gods pulled him ever deeper until they reached the core, and Qawasha could feel it pulsing behind a huge door.

Then a woman’s voice whispered in his ear: “This is the cost.”

The door opened to reveal a terrifying device, an enormous crystal cylinder suspended by metal struts over a pool of fire. Through some intuition, Qawasha knew that this device was choking all life across the world, trapping it within the cylinder, filling it with spectral energy which swirled with wraiths that moaned in pain. But that wasn’t the worst. From the cylinder came a slick, black umbilicus that fed a grotesque monster which hovered in the air beside it—a cursed neoteny of some forgotten god that burbled and clutched the air as it groped with its claws for living flesh.

It took everything for Qawasha to look at it. His senses were being overwhelmed like a rowboat in a tsunami, for not only was the cause of Chult’s decay and decline before him in all its horror, but he now understood, as if he had lived it himself, every detail of why and how this tomb had come to be. Tears streamed down his face as the realization of the tomb and its purpose sank into his being. Qawasha shut his eyes, unable to witness the scene any longer.

“Now you know,” the woman’s voice said.


When Qawasha opened his eyes, he was in a crystal room larger than five of the Grand Coliseums at Port Nyanzaru. He stood before the figure of a woman who glowed with a divine radiance, and behind her stood the five other barae, the warrior priests of Mezro.

“You have been knocking on the door for some time now,” the woman said. “And now it has been opened to you.”

Qawasha looked around for a sign that he was dreaming, but the closer he looked, the more real everything became. He could make out the city and sky surrounding the crystal temple, but divine light suffused the walls making them translucent and only revealed vague silhouettes of the buildings and avenues outside.

“How do I stop it? How do I destroy it?” Qawasha asked, still reeling from the vision within the tomb.

“By walking the same path that brought you here. By following that feeling that never leaves you the same way a tiger stalks its prey,” the woman replied.

Qawasha thought of that feeling within him. The feeling that pulled him into the jungle as a young man,that led him to Kupalué, Samrith and Zara. He thought about how each of them had played a crucial part of his being in the crystal temple, how their actions had brought him to this place. Every step of the way, Qawasha had moved into the unknown, yet at the same time, it all felt like it had been orchestrated by some divine hand.

“Life is the Maze and Mezro is the universe.” The woman said as she, the other barae, and the crystal temple began to fade. “You have always walked it.”


Qawasha blinked back into existence.

“Thank Oghma you’re back,” Samrith said with a gasp. “Where did you go?”

Zara and Kupalué ran up to Qawasha. Zara clapped him on the shoulder with a look of relief while Kupalué wrapped his arms around him.

“What in the Nine Hells happened?” Zara asked.

“I walked the Maze,” Qawasha said to them. “That charm you gave me, Samrith, it opened up a gateway to Mezro.”

“You walked the Maze? Holy hells. You were only gone for a second,” Zara said.

“What was it like?” Samrith asked. “Was it filled with people? Did you enter the temple?”

“The city was in another world, silent and beautiful. No people were there, but when I walked the Maze, I saw everything that has gone wrong. I saw the evil that is causing all the rot in our land, and I saw where it has been buried.” Qawasha could feel his mind and body recoil as the memory of what he had comprehended within the tomb’s core crawled through his being like a toxic spider. “Then I went to the crystal temple and saw the barae, six of them, glowing with power. A woman spoke to me. She was wise, powerful, yet I could feel a deep sadness within her, as if she yearned for someone.”

“What did she say?” Samrith and the group walked with Qawasha, sat him down on a stone and gathered around.

“She told me to follow the path set before me. She said the Maze is everywhere and told me to continue. It is hard to describe, but all I can say now is that I know what must be done.”

Qawasha took a stone and drew a crude map of Chult in the dirt. “Deep in the jungle, here,” Qawasha indicated a point near the center of the map, “lies the entrance to a tomb, hidden within a sunken city. At the deepest part of this tomb is a terrible artifact created by a being of evil, a lord of the undead, who wishes to steal the life from the world. The artifact is guarded by an abomination of immense power. The Maze showed me that I must destroy this artifact. Only then can the flow of life be restored. Only then can Mezro and Ubtao return.”

“Then it has to be stopped,” Samrith said. “We must find this sunken city.”

“To reach this tomb from Port Nyanzaru would take an expedition of many days. To get through the jungle alive, we would need more swords. You might want to learn how to use one,” Zara said, elbowing Samrith.

“I think I’ll stick to my books and leave the fighting to the experts, thank you very much.”

The tribe will help. We can scout for meat eaters. Kupalué gestured.

“If we are to do this, there is much preparation we have before us. We are not yet ready to face what I have seen. There are things in the tomb that are not of this world.” Qawasha looked with grave intent into the faces of his friends. “It isn’t something to be taken lightly.”

“I can dust off my father’s old spellbooks. Learn to be a wizard like he was,” Samrith said. “I keep lugging them around the world with me, maybe now it’s time I put them to use.”

“I can pick up some new techniques from a trainer in Nyanzaru I was working with just before we left. A few more months with her and I’ll be ready to carve a path right through this tomb of yours, Qawasha,” Zara said, as she drew her sword and swung it in a few graceful arcs.

Qawasha looked at this unlikely band of adventurers, each one from a different place in the world, and yet each bound by a desire to bring good to it. Not long ago, he would have thought his recent experience impossible, but here he was having walked through the Maze, having met the barae in the crystal temple, having seen the soul stealing device that choked the life from his world. After what he had been through, he knew he had no idea how the multiverse worked and what it had in store for him around the next turn of the Maze.

It was there, as the party left the ruins of Mezro for Port Nyanzaru, that Qawasha finally found his answer.
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