
Fiction: Raven’s Reckoning
Our tale of Braya continues as the young thief’s search for Waterdeep’s Vault of Dragons takes a new turn. But Braya soon discovers she’s not the only one in the hunt for Waterdeep's Vault of Dragons. As everyone else continues their own search...

by Mark Price & David Roomes

Dry or sweet? A wrong answer at this point and the heist would be over. Braya was sure of it.”

“Dry,” she replied. ” Very dry. If that’s your choice, you’ll appreciate savory notes of black currant, a classic, full bodied feel, and a sharp finish.”

She bowed with a rehearsed flourish and forced her smile at the two rival crime bosses sitting across from each other. Both watched her carefully.

The first: an elven male, much taller than Braya had heard, moved a hand to his chin as if making a show of considering her words. She knew him only by his street pejorative, Sneer: an ambitious crime boss in Waterdeep’s Trades Ward, well-connected and ruthless, and tonight flanked by muscle—the formidable half-orc that towered behind him. Sneer’s real name, however, was known but to a mysterious few.

“Excellent,” Sneer nodded, “House Amaris accepts.” Braya secretly exhaled with relief.

He then looked across the table to his rival. “And what of you, Scar? Does Clan Roardun agree to the offering? Or is the choice too aggressive for dwarven palettes?”

Scar actually was the dwarf’s name, and a vein in his temple noticeably pulsed. An outer city crime boss on the rise, he was known for his fiery disposition. Braya did her best not to stare at the jagged white birthmark that ran down the side of his face. As she expected, Scar brought his own bodyguard, a human female of imposing posture whose hand inched closer to her scabbard. An ex-military officer, Braya guessed.

“Clan Roardun accepts,” said Scar through tightly clenched teeth. Now it was Braya’s turn.

“Then as a fully registered Steward of the Vintners, Distillers and Brewers Guild…” a forgery she had bribed dearly to set up, “I will prepare the decanting and return shortly with the wine.”

With that, the young thief turned and began weaving through the tables toward the dance floor. At the edge of the dining area she passed the central fountain, which had changed both its color and melody. Streams of red and blue water danced playfully to a lively tune, one written specifically for the occasion. She flanked the edge of the crowded dance floor and pushed through countless spectators who stood to watch. Posh nobles, fawning merchants and all manner of the privileged were dressed in their finest for the Lliira’s Night celebration, all looking to see and be seen, eager to dance and preen and gossip.

Braya had a job to do. Nearing the kitchen, she dodged a servant carrying an enormous platter of culinary delights and ducked into the wine cellar. She rummaged around for a while and found what she was looking for, a slender dark bottle with a label yellowed from age. Beneath the silhouette of a bird were the words, “Raven’s Reckoning, 1351 DR”. One of just two bottles left.

Emerging from the cellar, Braya spotted her partner, Grudal, in the shadows to the side of the hall. She put the bottle under her arm and approached the young man.

Grudal stood stooped behind a dessert cart as if trying to hide his considerable frame from sight. She ignored the radiance of color from the desserts displayed on the cart and moved around to his side. His lips glistened with honey. Braya glanced at the cart and noticed several empty plates where honeyed brittle cakes should have been. She caught his eye and Grudal shrugged with a weak smile.

“I eat when I’m nervous,” he mumbled.

“You’re nervous? I just looked two major crime bosses in the eye. They need the wine to consummate the trade, complete with all the fancy words.”

“So they bought it?”

She nodded. “They went dry instead of sweet. I prepared for both. For weeks. And when this is over the concept of wine is dead to me. How’re the fireworks?”

“Ready to go,” Grudal nodded towards the courtyard where an impressive arsenal of magically enhanced, combustible baubles was strategically placed, waiting for the bell to toll the hour.

“Great,” she pulled out the bottle with a dexterous panache. “And now… a little spike, a distraction, some nimble finger work and we’re out the door with the key before anyone knows what’s happened.”

“Uh, right…” Grudal said, shoving a candied fig in his mouth.

“Speaking of which, hand over the potion.”

The young man turned pale. “W-well…” he began with a stutter.

Braya leveled a stern gaze at him that made him wither. “Grudal, what did you do?” She grabbed his arm. “Where is it?”

He shrugged helplessly. “I’m sorry, Braya, I had to improvise. There was a pack of guards at the rear entrance and I couldn’t get past them. I managed to spike their drinks and the stuff worked, but…”

She squeezed his arm harder. “How much did you use?”

He pulled out a small vial from his jacket pocket. His voice was barely a whisper. “All of it.…”

She yanked the empty vial out of his hand. The stopper was in place, but she could smell the faint lavender scent from the scant drop of purple liquid remaining. Not nearly enough.

“This stuff’s expensive and, what was it? Oh, that’s right, critical!” she said, shaking the vial at him. She angrily shoved it in her pocket, muttering a string of descriptive curses beneath her breath. “I needed that potion to get them groggy and dull their wits. It was the lynch pin of the whole plan!”

She stopped abruptly and looked around the room. “Alright, fine… so we adapt. We still have our distraction. As long as those fireworks go off in exactly twenty minutes—”

A sudden sequence of bangs and pops gave way to a cacophony of explosions. A gasp of delight erupted from the guests as a riot of light and color flashed across the walls of the courtyard.

Braya’s mouth hung agape as she witnessed the spectacle.

A trio of drunken nobles staggered back from the display stand as the massive bloom of fireworks erupted around them. “I told you my pipe could light the wick!” one of them slurred. A panicked event manager bolted into the garden with a small entourage of staff scurrying closely behind.

The two thieves eyed each other with exasperation as guests burst into tumultuous applause.

Indeed, there was much excitement in the air. Waterdeep had been abuzz throughout the holiday about a rumored cache of gold, larger than even the most extravagant noble could spend in a lifetime. Every gang in the underworld seemed to have their own angle on it. Hidden somewhere in the city, just waiting for someone with the right plan and the right skills to find it and pull off the heist of a generation.

The murder of her beloved mentor, Tyben, had shown Braya what some people might do to claim such a prize. She had decided to move forward. It seemed wrong not to.

“We won’t get another chance like this,” said Braya. “Not everyone knows the value of that key. It’s supposed to unlock a whole series of tunnels. It gets us to the next step. Without it, we’re finished.” Grudal nodded in agreement, the crumbs from a sugared lemon scone falling from his lips.

Braya looked across the floor at the two crime bosses in awkward, stilted conversation. One of them had the key on his person, right this second. It was so close. But which one?

“Even if we can’t get the key tonight,” said Braya, “we’ll witness the exchange and see who has it, and who walks out with it. Then we try something else. Another night, another plan.”

She reached out to correct the purple attendant’s sash he’d acquired as part of his disguise. “Oh, and the sash goes on the right, not the left. Stay here.”

Swaddling the bottle of Raven’s Reckoning in a fine serving cloth, she grabbed a pair of goblets that were tucked on the tray’s lower shelf, took a deep breath, and marched back toward the dining area.

Braya’s mind was racing as she skirted the edge of the dance floor. Fine lords and ladies spun around in a blur of colorful ruffles and sparkling jewels. They all looked like peacocks to her, or at least what she’d imagined to be peacocks. Fate seemed content to play games, doling out wealth and poverty based on the whim of birth.

Well, not today. Today, she was changing the rules.

She paused next to the fountain at the edge of the dining area and looked around for anything that might help her. One of the patrons sitting a few tables away caught her eye. He was a broad bearded man with blazing red hair and a crooked nose. It took a moment for her to realize she knew him. He had chased her last month when she tried to rob the upscale gambling den he ran. A fundraiser for this very project.

Braya was able to lose him easily enough then, but it wasn’t until later she learned the den was owned by agents of Xanathar, Waterdeep’s most notoriously volatile criminal mind. She had cursed herself for not doing better research—an uncharacteristic mistake she vowed not to repeat. The further away from the paranoid beholder boss’s many eyes she remained, the better.

Tonight, there was no reason to believe her disguise wasn’t holding up (truly amazing what a simple bath and haircut could do) but still… if one agent was here… she glanced around the ballroom with growing concern.

Her worry was soon justified. Across the room a pale skinned woman and a dour-looking man sat glancing over at Sneer and Scar. They were also agents, she was positive. But how many more were watching them from the crowd?

Braya saw Sneer notice her hovering at the edge of the dining area and willed herself forward, unable to linger any longer. She approached the table, eyes dashing about the room, face to face to face: the server in the corner, the short man by the coat rack, the bartender across the room. All of them Xanathar loyalists, all of them keeping a discreet eye on Sneer and Scar—and now, her…

Then Braya chanced upon an alarming sight. In the far back corner at a private booth she caught a glimpse of a stocky woman brushing back fringes of wild, bright grey hair.

It had to be Verruda, an upcoming but feared Xanathar lieutenant. And just like that the evening had gone from cautious concern to immediate threat.

Sneer and Scar both looked up as Braya arrived at the table. A chill ran down Braya’s spine as she felt the weight of the agents’ eyes on her next move, almost as if the infamous (and, it was rumored, insane) beholder was in the room itself. The rivals seemed not to have noticed the agents yet. She inhaled a moment to steady herself, and began reciting from memory.

“I present to you this bottle of Raven’s Reckoning 1351. By Honor of the Vintners, Distillers, and Brewers Guild, may this wine bless your meeting and bestow trust so that tonight, Lliira’s Night, you may benefit from this trade and know the joy of fellowship.”

With a practiced bow, she produced the pair of gold-rimmed crystalline goblets and set them on the table. She held the bottle aloft, then thrust a long steel corkscrew into its waxed closure, deftly pulling out the cork. Sneer curled a lip in what might have been a smile. Scar merely grunted and gave a nod.

“If you would care to inspect the offering?” She handed the open bottle to Scar, who held it awkwardly and gave a glare before sliding it across the table. Sneer took the vessel and gingerly turned it around, examining the faded yellow label with a raised eyebrow.

Then, unexpectedly, he turned the bottle over to his half-orc bodyguard, who accepted it warily. Braya did her best to ignore for now the hidden scrutiny of their audience.

“Just think,” Sneer said to his brute, “that little bottle is worth more than you earned all last year.” The brute had no response other than a nervous nod.

Sneer then locked a smirk back to his rival. “I’m sure you can relate.”

Scar’s officer winced at the insult, watching her boss visibly struggle to maintain his composure, a volcano close to eruption.

Before the dwarf could respond, however, the half-orc suddenly fumbled the bottle. To Braya’s vast and immediate relief, he somehow managed to recover and catch it at the neck with both hands. Not even a spill, by some unseen miracle.

Braya stepped in, trying to conceal the shaking of her hands. “It’s alright,” she said, rescuing the bottle and looking up just in time to notice one of Xanathar’s thugs give a nod and gesture to Verruda in the back. Verruda leaned forward ever so slightly, her eyes never leaving the young thief.

“Enough!” Scar snapped, “Are you here to talk, or to trade?”

Sneer gave Braya a dismissive wave. “Proceed, then.”

It felt as if the entire underworld of Waterdeep was watching as she carefully poured the wine and positioned each goblet in front of the two men.

With a slow nod, Sneer pulled out a velvet pouch and withdrew a sparkling green gem, holding it up to the light. Scar thrust a meaty hand into his surcoat and withdrew a heavy, ornate bronze key. He grunted and unceremoniously dropped it onto the table.

And there it was, right in front of her.

But then Braya saw Verruda give a signal, and several agents at other tables rose to their feet and advanced. Sneer and Scar, oblivious, raised their goblets. And though the half-orc was similarly unaware, the officer cocked her head to the side, noticing something amiss.

Braya had less than seconds. Her thoughts darted across the room like lightning: The ballroom, the table, the wine, the–

The agents were nearly upon them. The rivals brought the wine to their lips…

“Do something!” she felt her mind screaming.

Almost of its own accord, her hand shot out and slapped the goblet out of Scar’s hand, sending wine everywhere as the projectile loudly clattered across the floor. Everyone at the table gasped. The agents of Xanathar froze in place. From across the room, a half-bitten custard tart fell from Grudal’s mouth.

But in that exact moment, no one was more surprised than Braya.

Shit. What did I just do?

“Well then,” she could remember old Tyben saying in a time like this, “To hell with the plan…”

“ASSASSIN!” Braya shouted before anyone could react, and lunged at the half-orc, hurling the full weight of herself directly into the henchman’s midsection. It was like tackling a stone wall. The brute grappled and easily held her as she struggled against him.

“Scar!” she called out, “He was trying to poison you! Listen to me!” Scar stood up with alarm as his officer drew a curved blade.

Sneer bolted upright as well. “This is preposterous! We came here in good faith!”

“I saw!” Braya protested, “It’s in his vest pocket!”

“The insult…!” Sneer declared, his face growing red with outrage. “Dimitri! Empty your pocket this instant! House Amaris has nothing to hide.”

The brute reluctantly let go of Braya and began to rummage through his vest pocket.

“And you!” he pointed an accusing finger at Braya, “The guild will hear of your blatant disrespect for tradition! You’ll be scrubbing out the… the…” Sneer’s voice faltered as everyone’s attention shifted to Dimitri.

With a confused look on his face, the brute slowly held out his hand to reveal the contents of his pocket: some sand, a mouse skeleton, a few copper nibs, and… a nearly empty vial.

Braya snatched the vial out of his hand and tossed it to Scar. Midair, it was intercepted by his officer, who uncorked it and sniffed at the drop of purple liquid therein.

“Three Sheets,” the officer confirmed. “A new and subtle strain of sleep potion that– ”

“I know what it does!” Scar yelled, drawing a sturdy blade and pointing it directly at Sneer.

“But that was planted!” Sneer exclaimed, taking a step back. “Don’t be stupid!”

“Never cross a dwarf!” bellowed Scar as he hurled his goblet at Sneer. The crystal struck Sneer’s forehead and shattered, leaving bloody trails across his face. The elf staggered backward and fell to his knees, dropping the gem out of sight.

Dmitri upended the table with a roar, sending the key flying as he charged towards Scar and his officer while the agents of Xanathar ran toward the fray. Chaos exploded as everyone was on their feet and moving. Bystanders scrambled to get out of the way as the three groups collided with a thunderclap of force.

Braya’s eyes widened with alarm as she leapt towards the key, which bounced on the decorative tile floor and skittered in the direction of the approaching agents. Her red-bearded friend and an agent with a pockmarked face also lunged at the prize, but Braya was a half-second faster. She swept the key off the floor, tucked into a roll, and came up quickly to her feet.

She felt an iron grip on her shoulder. Thinking fast, she snatched up a plate from the table next to her and drove it into red beard’s throat. Coughing violently, he released his grip and fell back, straight into the pockmarked man. Wasting no time, she vaulted over a table and sprinted through the calamity with nearly a dozen shouting agents converging around her.

As she neared the fountain, she spotted Grudal, who charged in her direction while pushing his dessert cart as a battering ram. “Improvise!” she gasped.

Grudal nodded and altered his path. “You got it!” With a heave, the youngster lifted the heavy cart above his shoulders as fine porcelain crashed to the floor. Then, with a running start, he hurled it straight at her pursuers.

He missed.

With a deafening crash the cart hit the fountain, plowing through precarious marble and flinging fractured masonry across the floor. All nearby crouched for cover. The wounded fountain began vomiting blasts of colorful water and perfumed oils, thrashing about like a dying animal and covering the dance floor with slippery fluids.

Agents and guests alike lost their footing on the slick surface as Braya half-ran, half-slithered through her remaining assailants and across the floor to join Grudal. The two raced their way to the kitchen with a narrow head start on the pandemonium left in their wake.

They burst through the kitchen doorway and immediately stumbled upon a wall of servants loading trays of appetizers, all startled at the sight of Braya’s torn steward’s smock and completely bewildered at the commotion outside. A hush settled among the group.

Grudal looked at her. “So what do we– ”

“PEOPLE, THIS IS UNACCEPTABLE!” she blurted, clapping her hands to get everyone’s attention. “You hear them, they’re rioting out there! The soup course is late! Our guests need soup!”

“But it’s not time for…” a servant stammered.

“NO EXCUSES! EVERYTHING GOES OUT! NOW! NOW! NOW!” Braya continued to yell and jab towards the door until the entire wait staff was sufficiently intimidated into carrying trays of piping hot soup through the narrow doorway—and right into the path of the approaching agents.

Through the multitude of shattering bowls and surprised yelps, she nodded to Grudal, “Let’s go. No, wait…!”

On a moment’s inspiration, Braya bounded across the kitchen to the wine cellar and seized one final item: the last remaining bottle of Raven’s Reckoning 1351.

“Sorry, I just have to see what all the fuss is about…” she said to Grudal as she led him past stunned cooks on the line and through the prep area.

“They’ll be through here in seconds,” he warned.

“Relax,” Braya said. “We’re so far from the plan that we’re back to the plan.” She threw open a heavily hinged panel on the wall, revealing a garbage-slicked chute leading to darkness. “This leads to a maze of sewers.”

“That you know your way around, right?”

Braya flashed a quick smile before leaping into the chute.
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Disarray and confusion reigned in the ballroom as House Amaris and Clan Roardun continued to fight, the agents of Xanathar began to dissipate into the flustered crowd, and estate security struggled to make sense of what was happening.

Through the excitement, Verruda stood calmly. The red-bearded agent whispered in her ear as her eyes remained fixed past the kitchen door. A slight smile formed on her lips. Someone would pay her handsomely to learn more of the resourceful young thief fleeing the scene. Someone with many eyes.
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Hours later and far from the prying eyes of any competitors, Braya and Grudal at last reclined in a private room at a modest inn in the Dock Ward. The warmth from the fireplace was especially rewarding, given they were soaking wet from the sewers and thoroughly exhausted. She studied the key in her hand.

“We’re still in the hunt,” Braya said with a weary but proud smile. “Who knows where it will go. But today, at least, we made our own fate.”

Grudal returned the smile. “Are you going to drink that or what?”

She held the bottle against the glow of the flickering light. “Some classic, full-bodied goodness in honor of our sharp finish? You’re damned right I am.”

Braya opened the bottle with the corkscrew, much less showy this time, and nodded a toast to her friend. She then drank deeply from the ancient bottle.

As the wine met her throat, her eyes widened with surprise at the taste. She checked the label again, to make sure she’d grabbed the right one. Indeed, she had.

And despite herself she burst into a full, unforced laughter that would carry throughout the evening.

It was very, very sweet.


Check back in Dragon+ 20 for more from Braya in her first tale: Secrets of the Deep!
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