
Fiction: Secrets of the Deep
In this issue’s fiction, where the dead go to rest, never again to be troubled by their knowledge…

By Mark Price and David Roomes

ON BURIED TREASURE…
The Stream of Many Eyes has now revealed our own secrets—namely, that the forthcoming D&D campaign involves a treasure hunt of no small reward. Already at least four villainous agents are masterminding the search, as well as any number of individual parties (very possibly including your own!).

For this issue’s fiction, we look at one start to the hunt (with the authors’ own thoughts on where it may possibly be hidden)….

SECRETS OF THE DEEP
Braya spat a tooth onto the stone floor and looked up to meet their eyes.

“I’ve downed brandy that hits harder than that.”

Malick raised an eyebrow at her. He glanced over to the brute, a female half-orc with a vacant stare and arms like scarred tree trunks, still poised from the last strike. She only shrugged.

“More practice then,” he said and gave a nod.

The brute slammed a weighty fist into the side of Braya’s head. The young thief listed to the opposite side of her chair, as far as her restraints would allow. She shook her head to stay alert.

No fear. Stay locked in.

She focused on her surroundings: the cold stone around them, the salty tang of seafoam in the air, the rhythmic drip of water echoing from somewhere off in the dark tunnel behind her. A heavy circular door set into the wall, beyond which she could hear the distant crash of waves. And of course, her three assailants: Malick, the half-orc brute, and behind them both, a cloaked figure, watching in silence.

In the reflection off the puddle at her feet, she saw Malick peer around the chamber. They were at the bottom of a tall tower hugging the side of a coastal cliff. Against the curved wall was the stone staircase. And her friend. Lifeless.

“Why did you bring him here?” Malick asked coldly.

Braya looked around the dank, cobbled chamber.

“Obviously… the view.”

The half-orc grabbed her hair and yanked Braya’s head backward. Malick stepped closer and leaned in, putting his face close to hers. His thin face was framed in grey whiskers, the stench of cheap wine on his breath.

“We’ve tracked you since morning. Watched you closely. And now you bring his body to this crumbling tower, swaddle him in seaweed fronds, and for what? Some quaint ceremony for the dead?”

Braya’s eyes glanced over at Tyben’s body on the iron platform in the center of the room—still attached by frayed rope to the top of the tower. She’d struggled to lower it by the rusted pulley anchored far above, fearing all the while the rope would snap and send him tumbling. A master at stealth in life, he would not have appreciated such an undignified fall, especially at her hand.

The seaweed she had so painstakingly wrapped him in glistened wetly in the flickering torchlight. She had cried through most of it, right up until they caught her.

Tyben, her mentor. Her friend. The slender calloused hands, which she had seen work locks so deftly, now folded upon his chest. The calm grey eyes that never missed a detail, closed and unmoving.

Her eyes came back to face her interrogator, as he continued:

“Word spreads fast. I know he was hiding something. And you’re going to tell me—”

“Is this going to take long?” interrupted Braya. “I’m dining with the Open Lord tonight and can’t decide what to wear.”

Malick’s fist lashed out in anger, striking her across the jaw.

Braya’s chair pitched over from the blow, and she fell heavily on her side. The half-orc burst out laughing, which seemed to fade as Braya’s vision blurred. Darkness closed in on her.


She had been in this position before, she realized, lying on her side with a bruised cheek against cold, wet stone. Just last year, a training session in the outer city. Tyben had been standing over her with that look on his face, a mix of disappointment and patience. She’d evaded his lunge successfully, but then slipped on a bucket and fell hard against the jagged stonework.

“And that,” Tyben said, sheathing his sword, “is why we’re always aware of our surroundings, yes?”

Rain-slicked tombstones surrounded them in the shadow of an old hillside church. The brooding sky above them lent no cheer to the exercise.

“Everything’s wet and slippery,” declared Braya, as she stood up and brushed herself off. “Why do we always train here?”

“It’s a good obstacle course. In the rain, even better.”

“It’s a graveyard.” Braya looked around her. “And you always say you’ll be buried at sea.”

“That’s true.”

“Why do you even worship a sea god? You’re a thief.”

Tyben motioned down the hill and past the Dock Ward, beyond the old harbor and out to the slate blue Sea of Swords, whose waters carried a blustery northern chill.

“Tell me,” he said, “When you look out across the ocean, what do you see?”

She gave a shrug.

“Nothing,” she said.

“We’re our most dangerous when we start from nothing.”

Before Braya could respond, the old man refocused on the ancient graveyard.

“And your greatest treasure…” Tyben said, gesturing with open arms, “is everything. Everything around you. In the middle of a heist, a fight, a bluff. The tiny detail you see and your opponent doesn’t… that’s the key to survival.”

“…and to secret, untold riches?” she interjected.

Tyben smiled slightly.

“Every good thief has a hoard of secrets. Some are made for sharing, but the big ones… well, they’re best locked safely away. And you’re right, I worship a sea god. One day I’ll go to the sea. Where the dead rest, never again to be troubled by their knowledge. When that day comes, you’ll help me.”

Braya glanced down at the bucket that tripped her. Half its bottom was missing, weeds having long grown through.

“Never again to be troubled by buckets either, aye?” Tyben added.

She gave the bucket a harsh kick, sending it sailing through the air.

“Aye. No more broken buckets.”


Braya opened her eyes and the world was sideways. She was still lying on the chill, wet floor. Her three interrogators were waiting.

The half-orc brute was leaning casually against the far wall, peeling a shiny red apple with a small, almost dainty knife.

The cloaked one had finally removed her hood to reveal an elven woman of dark hair streaked with thatches of white. Strange painted symbols adorned her skin, and tiny bones were woven into her braids. A warlock of some sort? She huddled over Tyben’s body, in close examination of his burial wrappings.

Malick, with growing impatience, paced about the room. He slowed his gait noticing Braya was awake.

“From the dead, she rises,” he sneered. “Or, she would if she could…”

Straightening his surcoat with a tug, he continued:

“I thought we could deal with this rationally,” he said, the tiniest a hint of sarcasm in his voice. “But since you’d rather make clever remarks than cooperate, we’ll have to resort to other means.”

He gave a nod to the warlock, who reached into the folds of her robes and withdrew a silver pendant with a glittering crystal at its center. She ran a finger across it to brush off some lint, and carefully placed it on Tyben’s chest.

“Never go hungry while others have bread, never go thirsty while others have wine,” Malick taunted. “Our friend Tyben kept his spoils to himself for far too long…”

The warlock began to concentrate on the pendant. A dim glow flickered deep within its crystal and then suddenly flared to life.

“I have him,” the warlock said.

The purple glow strengthened, illuminating the dim chamber. Tied to her fallen chair, Braya’s eyes were locked on the spectacle, helpless to escape but unable to look away.

“Ask your questions. Do it quickly,” said the warlock.

Malick stepped eagerly forward. “Tell us about the treasure.”

The elf closed her eyes. Tyben’s corpse twitched suddenly, as if recoiling from an open flame. She placed her hands on the body, holding it fast, and leaned closer, tilting her head, as if listening to some faint sound.

Finally, she spoke—her words a sibilant whisper, translating from the spirit realm.

“A cache of gold… so large it can… scarcely be counted.”

“Yes, yes,” said Malick. “But where?”

“An ancient vault…” Tyben’s rival drew closer to his body, which again agitated under the warlock’s touch.

“…of dwarven make…” Fear gripped Braya. What did Tyben know? Is this what cost him his life?

“Where?” Malick demanded.

The light in the crystal began to flicker. The warlock leaned heavily on the corpse, fidgeting with the pendant, struggling to maintain control.

“His spirit is strong… it’s difficult…”

Malick scoffed at this. “You want to get paid or not?”

“He’s… fighting me, he’s…” her voice wavered.

“Fight back!” barked Malick.

The warlock pushed the pendant hard against the corpse’s flesh and the light in the crystal flared brightly. The fronds began to curl and turn brown, and soon Braya caught the faint smell of smoldering flesh.

The burning, rotten stench in her nostrils brought Braya a surge of adrenaline. “Bastards!” she yelled, struggling angrily against the ropes that bound her. But the ropes, uncaring, held her fast.

“It’s… underneath the city…”

“More! Tell me more!” Malick screamed at the corpse. “Or the girl joins you in death!”

A sick feeling churned in the pit of Braya’s stomach. She had failed him. Only the half-orc stood unmoved, calmly peeling her apple.

Suddenly, a puzzled look came across the warlock’s face. She squinted slightly, as if receiving a new message—one she didn’t understand.

“Something, something about… a bucket… a broken bucket…”

The hairs instantly rose on the back of Braya’s neck.

“And what the hell’s that supposed to mean?” Malick asked.

Tyben’s lesson. Braya’s mind raced furiously. Start from nothing. Her eyes darted around the room, mentally checking off everything she could. The tower, the chamber, the chair, the pulley, the rope…

“…the knife…” she said out loud, her nerves narrowing into sharp focus, gaining strength by the second, eyes fixing on the brute.

The brute looked up from her apple, questioning.

“That sweet, adorable little fruit knife,” she continued.

“What of it?” Malick turned to her.

Braya smiled calmly. She understood now. She had everything she needed.

“That’s the knife I’m going to kill you with,” she stated evenly.

Malick laughed with contempt. “I’m afraid you’ll find that difficult, tied to a chair.”

“Yes, and here you went to all this work. So much preparation, just for tonight…”

Braya noticed the purple glow from the pendant faded slightly as the exchange began to distract the warlock’s attention. She pressed forward with her taunt of Malick.

“You know, I think Tyben told me about you. A laughable toad with dreams of being a gang leader,” she continued. “And the most feeble swordsman he’d ever seen…”

The rival’s derisive smirk darkened to a frown. His hand moved to his scabbard.

“Shut your mouth, snipe, or I’ll slit your throat…”

“Word on the street is you’re far more likely to slit your own.”

The glow had almost completely faded from the chamber. Malick looked up to see his subordinates with their questioning eyes and attention now fixed upon him. After the briefest halting moment, he snapped back at them.

“What are you looking at? Back to your witchcraft, elf! Lose him and you’ll regret it!”

The warlock returned her attention to Tyben’s body. The pendant’s glow wavered, but then resurged.

Malick glanced at Tyben’s body, then to the brute and her knife, and finally back to Braya with a sneer. “You want the old man to know what I can do with a sword? Let’s see how his resolve holds when I’ve scattered your limbs across the room.” He motioned to the half-orc. “Untie her!”

The brute took a half-step forward, hesitating. They had tied Braya to a chair for reasons beyond torture. But his boss’ temper was also legendary, and he’d seen what happened to those who disobeyed.

He drew a curved blade. “Do it!”

Relenting, the half-orc dutifully plodded over to undo Braya’s bonds.

“Ask again why I brought his body here,” Braya called to the warlock, who returned to her trance.

The brute roughly pulled Braya’s chair upright, then took the fruit knife and sliced through her restraints in a single, effortless motion. The knife was small, yes. But it was sharp.

“Now. Give her the knife,” Malick said.

The brute shrugged and handed it to Braya. She took it gingerly as she stood, stretching stiff muscles. The purple glow again filled the room.

As if from great depths, the warlock’s voice came low and raspy.

“A lighthouse this tower was, but more, much more…” she said.

“…more useless drivel…” Malick squared against the young thief, scimitar in hand.

“Unknown to most…” the warlock continued, “…remembered by few… as a tomb to… Umberlee… his final rest…”

“Just make sure he knows what I’m about to do to his apprentice…” he announced, holding his arms wide like an arena challenge.

“Now go ahead, little one,” he mocked. “Kill us all.”

She flipped the tiny knife in her hand and caught it with a confident smirk.

“Don’t mind if I do.”

She dropped into a combative pose, with the knife held threateningly. Malick flashed a wicked grin and prepared to strike. The half-orc instinctively flanked her and got ready to charge.

The warlock looked up from the corpse with sudden urgency, eyes wide with alarm. The pendant fell to the floor. “Stop her right now!” she called out.

The charge came. Braya dropped her ruse and rolled to the side, narrowly evading them both. She came to her feet and unexpectedly jumped up on the iron platform, straddling Tyben’s body. To Malick’s surprise, she then leapt up and grabbed hold of the lift rope.

“STOP HER!”

With a swift stroke, she cut the fraying, aged rope—the end of which shot upward, taking Braya with it. She looked down at the gaping mouths of the three as she was pulled up, rapidly ascending past the stone staircase, past the surface entrance, and up to the top of the tower.

The iron counterweight reached its limit and jerked violently, crashing against a section of stairs and sending jagged stone fragments tumbling downward. A piece of rock struck the warlock and knocked her to the floor, unmoving, as the rest of the group scrambled to dodge the falling debris.

Braya found herself swinging at the end of the rope at the top of the tower, some fifty feet above the chamber below. She swung her body and dropped lightly to the stone ledge.

Malick shouted up at her. “Think you can outrun my reach? I found you once, I’ll find you again! And trust me… you’ll pay for the delay!”

Looking down to the bottom of the tower, she rested her hand on a rusted lever jutting out from the wall.

“Where the dead go to rest…” whispered Braya, looking sadly at Tyben, still lying serenely on his platform. “…never again to be troubled by their knowledge.”

“I have the pendant! I have your friend!” Malick screamed. “You have nothing!”

The young thief locked eyes with her rival, unflinching.

“Damn right.”

Braya gave the lever a hard yank.

From deep in the tower came the rapid metallic clacks of a huge gear, and the protesting squeal of rusted iron. The circular door peeled away to reveal moonlight over the sea from their rocky perch hundreds of feet above.

Malick’s rage faded to sudden fear as the roar of thundering water was heard from the opposite tunnel. For indeed, this was not just a lighthouse, nor a tomb, but also a burial chamber. One fit for a sea god. He quickly bolted past the brute and began to race up the stairs.

Too late. A wall of water exploded from the dark tunnel, instantly submerging the bottom of the chamber. Tyben and his platform, the warlock and her pendant, the flailing brute and her apple—all of them vanished in a churning maelstrom of muddy water which quickly swept up the stairs, overtaking Malick and dragging him into the spinning vortex, screaming helplessly.

Within seconds, water had swept through the room and burst out of the circular portal. Everything caught in its deluge shot out over the retreating tide far below, and into a swift, deep oblivion, as the chamber completed its burial duties.

The gears rotated again, and the door slid slowly back to its original position as the rush of water ebbed to a stream, then a trickle, and finally leaving only puddles.

Braya stood in the upper chamber, heart still pounding, uneasy with the sudden tranquility. She took a moment in that stillness, calming her breath.  A few steps to her right was a ladder, leading to where a powerful light once burned, warning sailors of dangerous shoals surrounding the harbor. Long since abandoned. She climbed the ladder to the top of the tower, breathed deep the salt air, and looked north along the coast.

She was instantly rewarded with a sweeping view of the harbor, and the entire city of Waterdeep, all laid out before her. Glittering lights from the Castle Ward shone against the night sky like a promise.

Somewhere, underneath all that… she mused. A secret best locked safely away? Or one to risk death for?

Looking past the graceful outlines of the walking statues, past the cooking fires of the lower city, and past the ship-dotted port, Braya cast her gaze outward to the Sea of Swords, where Tyben had at last found peace.

She peered into the blackness, and there was little doubt what he’d make of it. Beyond the reflected moonlight, there was really nothing to see. Nothing at all.

A good place to start.
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