
Fiction: White Plume Mountain
By Bart Carroll

Durnan said nothing as the ranger entered his bar. He rarely did. Anyone who paid sufficient coin was given drink. Anyone who paid still more was granted access down the Yawning Portal’s well. Beyond that, the barkeep kept out of his patrons’ affairs.

The ranger wore a tattered old town banner for a cloak, held in place by an emblem of the Emerald Enclave. One of the patrons (far less taciturn than Durnan) noticed the slick scars and the burns visible on the ranger’s hands and arms, and chuckled. “Looks like you’ve spent some time locked inside Duke Zalto’s maul. All battered and burned, what happened to you?”

“Raising a hell hound whelp,” the ranger replied. “New companion in training.”

The other patrons couldn’t tell if he was joking or not, but they glanced at the sketch he set down on the bar. Drawn by a local gnome artist, in pigments ground from components normally meant for potions and spells, its subject came to vibrant life.

“Burket?” someone said, recognizing the sketch. “Why’s he wanted?”

“Banditry. Waged against those poor souls leaving Beliard, fleeing Bloody-beard the giant. Hurt a dog of mine, protecting a boy among them.”

“Well, you won’t find him here. Made his way out toward White Plume Mountain, I heard. Took up with a lover. Snarla, they called her. Don’t know why. Maybe wolf blood in her.”

All who heard the pronouncement knew that if it were true, the ranger would have just as little chance of apprehending Burkett in either location. For if the desperate tried their luck down the well of the Yawning Portal, the truly desperate headed for White Plume Mountain.

The folk assembled in the tavern soon took up the debate.

“Keraptis—I hear he’s always looking for new sellswords. The more unscrupulous, the better, to guard his mountain fortress.” No one knew much about what lay beneath the mountain—only that in recent days, a number of criminals had evaded capture, and were rumored to have escaped into Keraptis’s employ.

“I heard Sir Bluto also made his way there some months back,” someone opined. Sir Bluto Sans Pite, fallen knight. Fallen far. There remained a heavy price on his head, no matter where in Faerûn he fled. “Took a number of lackeys with him—fallen squires and hirelings who did their former masters harm.”

“What, torchbearers who let their employer’s light run down? Left them in the dark?”

“Not this crew. Torchbearers more apt to light their employers’ houses on fire then make off in the night. Keraptis is welcome to that blackguard crew.”

“Keraptis? That wizard already died, some twelve, maybe thirteen hundred years ago. I say it’s just the criminals taking hold of his old dungeon for themselves. A hideout of the most treacherous sort, with Keraptis’s old traps and rumors left in place to guard against lawful prosecution. That’s what I say.”

“There you are, then,” someone said, and by their nodding, all the other patrons were in agreement. If the ranger wanted Burket, Bluto, Snarla, and the rest, he’d need to take his chances against them under White Plume Mountain. Through the Twisted Thickets, the cursed ruins of Castle Mukos, and out past Dead Gnoll’s Eye Socket.

“Search ye far or search ye near,” someone muttered, “you’ll find no trace of them walking anywhere free beneath the sun.”

“Better take my leave in that case. Long way to White Plume.” The ranger turned and left the bar, and they all knew he wasn’t joking then.

But still, if rangers cast their snares and nets around the Yawning Portal, wiser criminals likewise set watch against such hunters.

After the ranger left, another patron slipped out soon afterward. A former torchbearer, perhaps.
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