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			The sprawling continent of Faerûn is made up of many lands and kingdoms. Steamy jungles grow in the south, but in the far north, ice and snow stretch away to the horizon. It is a frozen realm of endless white, aptly named Frozenfar.

			Long ago, the rulers of the Lords’ Alliance ordered that an inescapable prison be built in Frozenfar to hold hardened criminals. Workers labored to erect a huge stone fortress on a jagged cliff overlooking the Sea of Moving Ice, feared for its treacherous icebergs. At the prison’s center stood a high tower lined with barred cells.

			The rulers called the prison Revel’s End.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			On a freezing day with the wind whipping the snow into deep drifts, a horse-drawn sleigh charged across the ice toward the prison’s massive gates. Driven by an armed guard, the sleigh carried an iron cargo hold secured with chains and padlocks. Two more guards clung to the sides of the sleigh. The gates swung open, and the sleigh slid into a stone courtyard. The enormous horses stamped their hooves, trying to get warm, snorting clouds of steam into the icy air.

			The driver and two guards jumped down from the sleigh and hurried to the back of the hold, eager to drop off their delivery and return home. Heavily armed prison sentries in thick winter coats walked out to join them. The driver unlocked the back door and threw it open. A prisoner with manacles on his arms and legs climbed out.

			The driver identified him as Gorg, a scarred, muscled, seven-foot-tall hobgoblin with pointed ears and black hair hanging down his back. The prisoner stared at the guards coldly as they shackled his chains to a rod running through a channel in the courtyard floor.

			“Where’s the other prisoner?” one of the guards asked the driver. Two criminals were scheduled to be delivered to Revel’s End that day.

			The sentries pulled a dead body out of the cargo hold. His head had been twisted around until it faced backward. The driver and the guards immediately looked to the towering hobgoblin for an explanation.

			“We must’ve hit a bump,” Gorg said with a sneer.

			Four guards led Gorg through the stony halls of the dark prison. Prisoners watched silently from their cells, too cold to heckle the newcomer. Finally, the guards stopped, unlocked Gorg’s shackles, and shoved him into a cell, slamming the door shut behind him. CLANG!

			Gorg stood glaring at his two human cellmates: a man the guards had called Edgin and a barbarian woman named Holga. Edgin had a scruffy beard, long scraggly hair, dark eyebrows, and clever blue eyes. Holga was shorter than Edgin, but looked strong and formidable, with tattoos and long black hair.

			Sitting on a stone slab, Holga just went on eating a potato, ignoring the new arrival. But Edgin looked up from his knitting to glance at Gorg. “Oh, good,” Edgin said sarcastically. “Another cellmate.” He called to one of the guards through the metal bars of the cell. “Lucas, is there a third bed slab in here that I’m not seeing?”

			Ignoring the question, the guard Lucas walked away.

			Edgin turned back to Gorg. “No offense,” he told the hulking figure. “You seem lovely. Let me show you around.” Without getting up from his stone slab, he pointed to a frozen bucket. “In the corner, you’ll see the lavatory. And, uh…that’s it.”

			Disregarding Edgin, Gorg leered at Holga. “What’s your name, lass?”

			Unintimidated by the looming hobgoblin, Holga took another bite of her potato. Chewing, she kept her gaze out in the hallway, away from Gorg.

			“That’s Holga,” Edgin said, taking charge of introductions. “I’m Edgin. And you are…?”

			Gorg kept his attention on Holga. “Been in a lot of cells,” he rasped in a deep voice. “Never shared one with a female. Think I’m gonna like it.”

			Edgin shook his head. “Word of advice? Holga doesn’t love to be disturbed when she’s eating her potato. It’s kind of the highlight of her day.”

			Gorg whipped around, glaring at Edgin. “Shut up, you!”

			“Of course,” Edgin said, holding his hands up. He gestured toward Holga. “Have at it.”

			The hobgoblin took a step closer to the woman. At his height, one step was all he needed to cross the prison cell. He smiled, showing a mouth full of jagged teeth. “It’s cold in here. What say we warm it up. Eh, love?”

			Still ignoring Gorg, Holga spread a rag on her stone bed and carefully placed what remained of her potato on it.

			“Don’t be like that,” Gorg growled, reaching toward her. “I could make you very ha—”

			WHACK! With alarming speed, Holga slammed into Gorg’s knees, bending them backward. “AAAHHH!” he screamed as he collapsed to the floor. She violently shoved his bulky body aside, smacking his head against the frozen bucket. Gorg was out cold in an instant. Holga dusted off her hands, picked up her potato, and calmly resumed eating it.

			Edgin returned to his knitting, unbothered by the scuffle. “I think I’m gonna knit this without the fingers and just make mittens,” he announced. “Why torture myself?”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Later that day, Edgin and Holga worked with a chain gang of fellow prisoners hacking pieces of ice from a frozen river as armed guards looked on. To help pass the time and distract himself from the bitter cold, Edgin started to sing a lively tune. “Not fortune found, nor fate divine—”

			“Stop that singing!” bellowed a huge guard named Tobias.

			Smiling, Edgin gave him a friendly wave. To Holga, he said quietly, “The Absolution Council is tomorrow. They’re going to decide if we’ll be pardoned and released or not.”

			“Don’t get your hopes up, Ed,” Holga advised.

			“Jarnathan is on the Council this time,” Edgin pointed out. “He’s an aarakocra.” Aarakocra were creatures who resembled fierce birds of prey but walked upright and spoke like humans. The aarakocra were known to hate confinement, preferring to soar free through the skies. “If anyone’s going to free us, it’s him.”

			While lifting a great hunk of ice as if it weighed no more than a loaf of bread, Holga muttered, “Not gonna happen.”

			“I wish you could be more positive,” Edgin complained.

			“I tried it once,” Holga told him flatly. “Wasn’t for me.”

			Edgin squared his shoulders. “You’ll see. This is your last day chopping ice.” He got a thoughtful look on his face. “Why do they make us chop all this ice? You ever think about that?”

			“Sometimes,” Holga conceded.

			“Do they do something with it after we chop it?”

			“Not sure.”

			“I’m gonna ask,” Edgin said decisively. He called up to the head guard. “Tobias, darling! May I ask you a question?”

			Glaring, Tobias barked, “Head down! Keep chopping!”

			Edgin followed orders. But to Holga he whispered, “I bet he doesn’t know.”

			Just then…CRRRRACK! The ice covering the river broke, and a prisoner at the end of the chain gang plunged into the freezing water. Other prisoners tried to pull him out of the water as he desperately flailed his arms. But with nothing on the slick ice to brace themselves against, they were being pulled toward the hole in the ice. The only thing keeping the prisoner from being swept away were his chains.

			Tobias rushed over, unsheathing his long sword as he ran. He raised the sword over his head and slammed the blade down on the chain. CLANK! The blade severed the chain. The length attached to the prisoner in the river slithered across the ice and disappeared into the black water. The drowning prisoner was sucked under the ice by the current and vanished into the freezing depths. The other prisoners stared as bubbles rose and then ceased. The water turned still.

			“Back to work, ya worthless slugs!” Tobias bellowed. The prisoners slowly turned back to their tasks, cutting heavy blocks of ice, careful to avoid the fate of their fellow convict.

			“Tobias is in a mood today,” Edgin observed.
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			The next day, guards escorted Holga and Edgin up the stairs of the tower to a chamber with a large single window to stand before the Absolution Council. Their fates would be decided by a human, Chancellor Anderton; a halfling, Baroness Torbo; and a dragonborn, Chancellor Norixius. A fourth chair beside the other council members was empty.

			Where’s Jarnathan? The aarakocra? Edgin thought to himself, worried.

			“By the authority of the Lords’ Alliance this Absolution Council will now come to order,” Chancellor Anderton intoned. “In the case of Edgin Darvis and Holga Kilgore.” He unspooled a scroll and began to read. “This is your second year of incarceration for the crimes of grand larceny and skulduggery. It is the task of this council to determine your eligibility for pardon.” He looked up from the scroll at Edgin and Holga, whose shackles had been removed. “What say you?”

			Edgin stood, clearing his throat. Holga remained seated on a stool. “Thank you, Chancellor Anderton, esteemed members of the Council,” Edgin said. “Before I begin, I notice that Chancellor Jarnathan is not present. Should we perhaps wait for his arrival?”

			“Chancellor Jarnathan was delayed by the storm,” Baroness Torbo explained. “We can begin.”

			“I see,” Edgin said tensely. “It’s just that we were really counting on him to attend.”

			Chancellor Anderton looked stern. “Begin or waive your statement.”

			Edgin took a deep breath in and let it out. “Very well. I should start by giving you some context. You may be surprised to learn I wasn’t always a thief.”

			As he told the Council his story, Edgin pictured the events he recounted. He began by recalling a day eleven years earlier when he had become a member of the Harpers, an ancient order of resourceful agents who gathered information and worked for justice in the shadows. Edgin recalled standing next to his pregnant wife, Zia, near a waterfall in a forest and placing his hand on a book, reciting the Harpers’ code. “Years ago,” he told the Council, “I swore an oath to fight tyranny, defend the oppressed, and ask nothing in return.”

			Edgin thought about how his wife had pinned a Harper emblem on his chest and embraced him, proud of his honorable sacrifice. “My wife, Zia, supported my decision even though she knew the risks. And that our unborn baby might have to grow up without her father.” He paused for a moment, thinking of his wife and daughter. “By day, I protected the people of Faerûn from creatures, crooks, and cretins.”

			He recalled spying, posing as a musician strumming his lute. On another occasion, disguised as a beggar, he had tripped a brigand with his lute—specially reinforced for such moments. Once, with two other Harpers, he had escorted an evil Red Wizard of Thay from his hideout, which was filled with treasure and into custody.

			“By night,” Edgin continued, “I would come home to my loving wife and daughter, Kira. Our home was…modest.” Edgin brought to mind the tiny cottage, the meager meals, the rags his daughter wore. “To be honest, there were times when I began to question the ‘ask nothing in return’ part of my Harpers’ oath.”

			A memory flashed in Edgin’s brain: Zia at dinner, tossing a bit of carrot in his face to make him laugh. “But my wife would always say,” he told the Council, “ ‘You don’t need to give us everything. You only need to give us you.’ ” For a brief moment, he was lost in his memory of Zia. But then Edgin came back to the present, asking, “So…what’s the latest on Jarnathan? Is he close by? Because I can wait—”

			Chancellor Norixius scowled, narrowing his eyes under the reptilian scales that covered his face. “Did you not hear what we said?”

			“Right, the storm,” Edgin said. “It’s just, based on what I know about Jarnathan, I think he’d be especially receptive to my story, and I’d hate to have to wait another long, cold year to—”

			“Proceed!” Chancellor Norixius ordered impatiently.

			“Absolutely,” Edgin agreed with a sigh. “Here we go.”

			As he resumed his tale, his memories turned from bittersweet to painful. In a lower voice, Edgin told the Council about the night he’d returned home with flowers for Zia, only to find her mortally wounded by Red Wizards taking revenge for his work as a Harper. She’d managed to hide Kira from the attackers, placing her
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