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It was a sign from Ubtao.

Qawasha went back to the spot where he had met with the vegepygmy for several months, learning how to communicate with the creature—deciphering the strange combination of hissing, clicks, and gestures that conveyed its unique consciousness. At first, the creature’s language confounded Qawasha, but after opening his mind and carefully listening, he began to see a unique point of view coming from a vastly different perspective than his own.

Qawasha had heard of vegepygmies—fungal creatures born of the russet mold rumored to have been brought to the world by a falling star—and now found himself fast becoming friends with one. Although the vegepygmy seemed to have little concern about itself as an individual, Qawasha called his new friend Kupalué, or ‘Weed That Walks’ in his own native language. It was a way for Qawasha to bring Kupalué into his world, and Kupalué seemed to find that acceptable.

He would walk with Kupalué through the forest in silence. Every now and then, the vegepygmy would stop as if to listen, his fungal tendrils testing the air, and then continue on as if satisfied with the state of things. When it became too dark to continue, they would set up a crude lean-to under a great tree, then sit and talk. On one such night, Kupalué expressed intrigue with the concept of magic. At first, he had shown intense apprehension when Qawasha conjured a flame in the palm of his hand to show his friend this strange energy. But Kupalué’s fear soon melted and turned to fascination.

It was spoken to me. Kupalué gestured at the magical fire whose light and heat pierced the jungle gloom, wincing when he got too close. But I did not believe.

Kupalué

In turn, Qawasha was fascinated by his friend in many ways. For one, Kupalué walked very slowly and with perfect balance no matter how rough the terrain, which made Qawasha slow himself to the same deliberate pace. Because of this, the experience of the forest changed for Qawasha. Every tree became more significant. There was time to look closely at the textures and colors of their bark, to feel their still presence as the two passed around their immense trunks. The trees moved for no one. And they were home to many creatures—both plant and animal—who lived their entire lives under their great boughs. Qawasha realized that by slowing down, one could see much more of life. Of course, when there were predators about—zombies, dinosaurs, or other monsters—his pace quickened. Kupalué surprisingly kept up alongside him, moving through the jungle with a strange but swift grace.

After one harrowing escape from a zombie horde, Kupalué made the gestures: Those who want to eat you are very fast. Qawasha couldn’t tell whether his friend was being matter-of-fact or joking, but he chose to take it as a jest and burst out laughing. Kupalué further surprised Qawasha by opening his little mouth and giving a few coughing, hissing puffs of air. Vegepygmy laughter.

“I’ll be damned,” Qawasha said to his smiling friend.

As they walked along the massive fallen trunks of ancient trees and climbed down the slick ladders of snarled roots while following a small, clear stream, Kupalué pointed out subtle things. A tiny frog swimming in a rain-filled leaf. An elegant cluster of pale, porcelain-like fungi growing among the damp, black deadwood. He would say something of importance about each one. Everything in the jungle had a purpose, from an ant with green spots that contained a powerful venom, to a plant whose leaves would give off a bright green glow when crushed. The forest was even more magical than Qawasha had ever known.

It was a while before Qawasha returned to Port Nyanzaru, sad to leave behind the friend who couldn’t follow him into the hot, moisture-hungry sun that marked the edge of the jungle. But Qawasha needed money for his family. He knew that his parents and grandparents would be waiting for him, wondering where he had gotten to this time. His sister and brother would be waiting, too—waiting to be entertained by his tales of danger and wonder. Thus, he left the forest and his friend, and went back to look for more customers to guide, and to wonder when he would next see Kupalué.

Qawasha spent long days at the Nyanzaru docks, greeting those incoming travelers who, under veneer of bravado or indifference, looked desperately for some person they could trust. The docks could be dangerous, especially if brigands or mercenaries came to port, and Qawasha made certain to avoid the hardened faces of those lost to cruelty, looking for naught else but an excuse to spill blood.

He also spent time in the taverns and markets, assuaging the fears of the unsure and satisfying the curious. Exchanges of this kind with foreigners made him wonder more about the world outside Chult. There were people from the Sword Coast, with whom a friendly joke could be shared or an interest discussed. People who were kind and gentle, inquisitive and filled with humor. Many nights, if he met a particularly interesting person, Qawasha would come home to tell his siblings about the purple man with the talking peacocks, or the woman who claimed to have traveled to other worlds.

Most of these people were looking for guides, and after preparing them as best he could, Qawasha would take them into the jungle. Much of the time, these were warriors, adventurers, and treasure seekers who sought passage through the great unknown. But there was always the odd bard, sage, or druid looking to experience the jungle’s wildness in hopes it would inspire heart and mind. Qawasha would take them along well-worn paths and animal trails, staying far away from the places where the undead were fond of clustering. Every expedition had its own story, but through all of them, Qawasha would look, hoping to see Kupalué again.

As the rush of summer dwindled, the flood of ships from the Sword Coast began to decrease. Qawasha met and agreed to guide Samrith Vess, an accomplished researcher and scribe, to the ruins of the fabled city of Mezro. Samrith’s looming guardian was a Tethyrian warrior named Zara, her face like stone. At the tea house just outside the Grand Souk, Samrith told Qawasha that she had spent most of her life studying from within the walls of great libraries and other places of learning, reading the scrolls, tomes, and texts on the history of Chult. Until one day, when she suddenly felt that to truly know a place, she had to actually go there.

To claim she was an expert on Chult through only books seemed suddenly preposterous to her, Samrith had said. Books reduce a living thing to static words, and then attempt to reconstitute it within the reader’s imagination. But true knowledge must be experienced. So she took her savings, headed straight to the harbormaster’s office in Baldur’s Gate, and bought passage on the first merchant ship to Chult. Now she was anxious to finally experience that land, and to see the sunken city of Mezro for herself.

After they bought supplies and managed a good night’s sleep, they found themselves crossing the River Tiryki by dawn. From there, Qawasha took them east for half a day, then headed south along a path he had taken many times toward Port Castigliar. A while before sunset, it was time to make camp. Samrith and Zara set up their tents, but found themselves looking in silent admiration as Qawasha crafted a splendid pavilion. Its roof was a mat of blue-green leaves woven across a frame made with stiff, fibrous bark, and tied to the trunks of young trees with lashings of a strong, supple vine.

Qawasha

Soft, pillowy leaves the size of a noble’s cloak served as both floor mat and dinner table. Qawasha then built a small campfire, and cooked a meal made from collected jungle plants, dried fungi, and spices he had in his pack. After the meal, he gave his guests a special tea, chatali, made from the crushed seeds and leaves of a plant found only in Chult. It was famous locally for having been the favorite drink of Mezroan royalty, when they were in power and the city still stood.

“I’ve only read about this in books.” Samrith’s firelit face showed her grinning like a child in the darkness as she prepared to take her first sip. “It smells so different from what I expected . . . and amazing.”

They swapped stories around the light of the campfire, and Zara even managed to grunt a few rough-and-tumble words about punching people, kicking down doors, and breaking bones. But soon, against the chirps, buzzing, and whistles of the jungle, the talk slowly drifted to Samrith’s fascination with the sunken city of Mezro.

“The books all say that it was built by Ubtao himself,” the scholar said with intensity. “Is it true?”

“Yes,” Qawasha said. “Even though I was not there when it was built, I can say from having stood within the ruins that one can feel the hand of Ubtao there.”

Samrith focused on his every word with growing excitement. She instinctively grabbed Zara’s arm, and the Tethyrian gave her an uncomfortable look that quickly dissolved into amused tolerance.

“Think of it!” Samrith said to Zara. “A city actually built by the hand and mind of a god.”

“It was a great city,” Qawasha continued. “Carved into the thick of the jungle, with high walls, paved streets, and many buildings made of stone.”

“Are those the stones that even the most skilled masons cannot replicate?” Samrith asked. “For only those who can shape the stone through magic can achieve such feats?”

“That is the Great Maze you speak of. The outer city of Mezro was built by humans, but the core was fashioned by Ubtao in that sacred way. It was done like this so that Ubtao’s magic could flow through the maze, to the center of the labyrinth. There, he fashioned a temple with walls of interlocked crystal that rose nine stories to support a great ornate dome wrought from pure gold. It was the center of all things.”

“The Maze of Life,” Samrith said. “I read about a woman who walked that labyrinth, entered the temple, and was taken to another world. Was this place a portal to another dimension?”

Though he had not traveled with Samrith long, Qawasha could already sense that her heart was sincere and her mind was not a greedy one. Many foreigners came to Chult, hungry for knowledge that they could use to exploit or gain power over others. But he knew that Samrith would use this knowledge to enlighten herself and others, so he continued.

“Many people say strange things about the temple. But it was told to me that the true purpose of the city was to be a place where all the peoples of Chult could come and experience the power of the temple. My teacher told me that those who walked the maze with truth in their hearts would enter a trial within their own being. There would be challenges and ordeals, but the diligent and humble would eventually find the true nature of themselves when they reached the temple. If they entered the temple—and there were some who turned away—they would bathe in the energy of the maze’s glittering heart and emerge transformed.”

Even Zara leaned in closer, her sword momentarily forgotten.

“I’ve read the books,” Samrith said. “I’ve studied the sketches from artists long dead, but never have I heard this. Did this happen to everyone who walked the maze?”

“No. Only the true seekers. The arrogant and greedy would walk to the center, making noise and behaving like drunken fools. They would feel nothing. And should someone evil and cruel enter the maze, craving its power or seeking to destroy the temple, they too would feel nothing.”

“The books talk about the structure of the labyrinth and the fabulous splendor of the temple, but little about this other purpose.” Samrith hesitated. “What I have always wondered, and what the books don’t explain, is how could such a wondrous city just suddenly fall to ruin? Why would Ubtao build this city only to watch it crumble?”

“I am still looking for the answer to that question,” Qawasha replied. “I have thought to myself: Ubtao has given this city to the people as a gift, but can the true value of a gift from a god be comprehended? How does the mind of a god think of time? How does a god think of death? These are important things to mortals, are they not? So I had to think about this for many months. I followed the scent of this answer like a jaguar on a hunt, so hungry was I to know of the true value of Ubtao’s gift.”

“Did you find it?” Samrith asked.

Qawasha looked inside himself for a moment, then spoke. “It became clear to me finally that a god doesn’t think like a human. We need to make a tremendous effort to understand them. We have to let go of the many heavy weights we are holding onto, in order to climb up high to where the gods reside.”

Qawasha laughed. “I imagine Ubtao looked at us as we would look at foolish people. You see the thieves and con artists at the Nyanzaru docks, do you not?” So caught up in their selfish mischief. Imagine you build a beautiful city for them, what would they do to it?”

“They would mess it up pretty good,” Zara said.

Qawasha leaned back and pointed to her. “Exactly. It was like that with Mezro.”

He looked into the fire then, poking it with a stick. Small sparks rose into the humid air and were soon extinguished. “What does a greedy person know of sharing? Nothing. And the people who inhabited Mezro were no different than those on the docks.” They did not walk the maze with the attention that a crane has when it wants to catch a very tricky fish. So careful and intense. But the people, they were mostly lost, or indifferent, or both. Most could not appreciate the gift of the city or the value of the maze. But still, Ubtao allowed the people to do as they will.”

“I have read that the city became too corrupted, so Ubtao created guardians for it,” Samrith said.

“Those were the barae. They were created from good people in the city, the ones who walked and understood the power of the maze. Seven of them were chosen, and given special understanding and abilities by Ubtao. It was they who guarded the city after Ubtao left. It was they who took it into another world.”

“What?” Where she was sipping the royal tea of Mezro, Samrith almost spit it out. “I thought the city fell.”

“No. Many believe it was destroyed, but the city did not fall. The barae guarded it for a long time, and still the spoiled people complained and were angry at Ubtao for not answering and fixing their every problem for them. It was no use. The people could not be responsible for anything. Complain, complain. Until one day, the barae used their power to take Mezro into a paradise that they built, a place where it could exist until the time was right for its return. A time when the people were ready for such a gift.”

“So Ubtao didn’t allow it to be destroyed,” Samrith said, almost to herself. “It still exists.”

“Yes. I have always wanted to see Mezro as it once was.” Qawasha stared off into the darkness of the forest. “Ever since I became aware of how the undead have grown within the jungle like a plague. Ever since I could see how we care less and less for life, and sell our humanity for gold, I have wanted to walk the maze. I have wanted to enter the crystal temple at its center and beg Ubtao for forgiveness. Perhaps if he hears my heart, he will make the barae return Mezro to Chult, so the people can walk the maze once again and stop this spread of unnatural death.”

They talked for long after, until the fire had become a pile of dim coals. Then they took turns watching over each other as their ears listened to the great natural symphony of the jungle at night.

In the morning, they headed to Mezro.
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