
Fiction: The Thweem
Wherein I encounter the thweem, infused with the rage of demon lords, and unwittingly succumb to its madness.

Story by Chris Perkins, written by Adam Lee

My life was a simple one. A subtle, sensory experience within the cloister that I called home. The beings around me were gentle, and even though we lived within a harsh world, we never became harsh ourselves. We sought only peace and took only what we needed. Most didn’t even know we existed, and those that did, being far too preoccupied with their own ambitions, found us too insignificant to care about.

The Underdark creates a hardness within its denizens, yet it is our home, too. I suppose we are an anomaly within it, immune to the Underdark’s pressures to adopt a mantle of evil.

But one day there was a great disturbance. A vibration sliced through the Underdark like a scream. We in the cloister could feel its tortured and malevolent frequency move throughout the caverns and tunnels. Over time, whatever had been released in that wave of energy had affected the creatures who lived in the Underdark. We could feel their confusion, their fear, their madness. We had to move away, as far from any other beings as we could. We could hear their thoughts, feel their emotions. They had become unstable, dangerous. We felt the great disturbance had somehow triggered it.

We huddled together, high up on a ledge, where we couldn’t feel any other beings, only the dull hum of the thweem tingled as it swirled among us. We wondered what had happened, and why other creatures had been affected so.

That’s when I first felt it.

It was as if some subtle disturbance had entered my body. An uncomfortable vortex of energy that rumbled within me. It stimulated my thoughts, memories, and emotions. It did not feel good.

Then it was gone.

I thought no more of it and went about my daily life, but from time to time I would experience this strange disturbance. It was as if a heaviness invaded my being. I would push it to the back of my mind but it would force its way into my consciousness and begin to take over my perceptions. I would feel disconnected from the cloister. I became grumpy and easily hurt. On several occasions I lashed out. Gradually, I took to the edges of the cloister, and moved farther and farther away.

One day, I felt especially uneasy. I had been wandering in the thweem, lost in thought, when the disturbance surged up within me again. This time, I felt a dark presence that was me and not me at the same time. I became afraid and rushed back to the security of the cloister. As I rejoined my friends, I could not shake the memory of the experience. It had left a mark. The cloister could sense it, I could feel the others’ minds as they touched me with concern.

Then it came again, a rush of irritation that burned down my tentacles. I knew the cloister could feel my strangeness. They stared at me, their eyestalks waving about with mild apprehension. I could feel them beginning to chatter about me.

What’s wrong with him?

Where were you?

Why were you in the thweem ?

It was too crowded. My skin began to crawl. I moved to get to the edge of the cloister. I needed to get away. I wished they would shut up and leave me alone, but Globadoo kept getting in my way, asking me endless dumb questions.

Are you all right? What’s wrong? Where are you going? What are you doing?

I tried maneuvering around him but he grew increasingly confused and flustered, making a bunch of confused and flustered sounds: Oh! Uh, ah? Huh? Whaaa?

The more I tried to get by him, the more it caused his eyestalks and tentacles to tangle with mine.

The cloister could feel my disturbance boiling up like a pool of sulfurous magma. I wanted to shove Globadoo away. He was always such a nuisance. Always getting tangled up, fumbling and flapping about like a flarging idiot.

My skin turned red and puckered into spikes. I couldn’t help it. Rage had infused my being.

Get out of my way, you moron! I shoved Globadoo hard. It felt amazing.

He flew across the cavern, making a satisfying FRAAAAAP! noise that was cut short when he hit the rock wall. His defensive stench jets reactively purged, spraying everyone with a foul odor that was unique to him. It was awful and the cloister scattered in various directions.

Globadoo turned gray with horror when he saw what had happened. The cloister shook with alarm, their eyestalks waved about and looked at me like I was some rabid quaggoth. Globadoo was still in shock.

What is wrong with you, Freemo? Bluubo asked.

I’ll tell you what’s wrong, you’re all a bunch of useless idiots! I lashed out. Words were extensions of the disturbance now, and it wanted to do damage.

I could feel my thoughts and emotions hit them like a hammer. In the dark gloom of the luminescent fungi, all I saw were dozens of innocent eyes looking at me with disbelief. Their thought-field buzzed with dismay. They were not used to one of their own behaving in such a manner.

You’ve been acting very strange lately, Freemo. Gleeb, the master of the obvious, stated.

What has happened? You don’t look well. Algy’s skin rippled with a deep, purple concern.

I was about to retort again when the feeling of rage drained from me like water until there was no fuel left in my furnace.

Then I felt bad.

Sadness welled up within. I turned blue. My tentacles hung limp with shame.

I . . . I don’t know what happened. You’re my friends and I . . . I looked at them, huddled in the cavern. I had caused this terrible shock. Guilt flooded my being and I was filled with its heavy, syrupy misery. I must have turned the worst color ever. I felt awful.

Are you sick? Globadoo reached out a tentacle.

I . . . I must be. It had felt like a sickness. A sickness of my mind—no, a sickness of my soul. I have to get away from all of you. This has been happening for a while and it is getting worse. It could happen again. I . . . I could infect the cloister, I said.

You are vulnerable alone. It is not our wish. Let us take care of you, Algy said.

The cloister rippled with agreement. I could feel their kindness, and it just made me feel worse. The memory of what had happened plagued me. I felt I was no longer a part of the cloister. I was not good enough to be around them.

The cloister could feel me. You can never be apart from us. We are your home, Freemo. You know this. But I had done something terrible. I was bad.

I must go away and get better. I cannot live with you if I am to be like that again.

I turned and left. I knew that I could possibly have some contagion, but truthfully all I wanted was to be alone. I felt I could never be forgiven for such a cruel outburst.

Come back soon, Freemo, Algy’s mind called out amid the shimmering thoughts of the cloister. I knew they all agreed with him but it didn’t take away the pain. As I moved down the tunnel and into the darkness, his mind called out once more. We will be waiting.


I wandered aimlessly, for how long I do not know, when the madness arose within me again.

I was surprised. There was nothing at all to be irritated at, only the scuttling of blind vermin in the dim glow of the thweem, but for some unknown reason, the disturbance began to conjure up memories of the encounter with Globadoo again and again. Each successive time the memory was relived, the experience of it redoubled my irritation, and I could feel my tendrils as they coiled with tension. I began to react to the replay in my mind’s eye.

I should have shoved that moron harder. I should have shoved Algy too, that obsequious snob, always butting his bell into everyone’s business, flapping his damn flapper like some spore-addled flerb. Words and images flooded into my mind. I made up scenes where I tied Globadoo’s tentacles in knots and flipped Algy upside down.

I said all the bad words I could think of. I was infuriated.

And I was totally alone.

I looked around, my skin was flushed scarlet with anger. Then the rage drained from me again, and my mind cleared.

I was alone in a cold, dark cavern, being driven mad by my own memories.

What is happening to me? I shook and slapped myself, which helped, but I still felt the physical effects of my imagined conflict. It was as if the rage had become embedded in my tissues.

Had I been possessed by some malevolent force? Surely I would have detected psychic energy if it had been an aboleth or some other nearby entity. I was afraid. What if I was going mad?

I wandered a long time. I was lost, tired. I didn’t want to think anymore.

But then I noticed something. I had wandered into an area thick with thweem. Was there a connection? I knew the great magi of the drow used the thweem to enhance their spells, of course they called it the Faerzress. Every time I had felt this rage arise within me and take over my mind with thoughts and emotions, I had been in or near a patch of thweem.

I darted out of the luminous, swirling energy of the thweem as if it was a deadly poison gas. I must alert the cloister. The thweem had somehow become contaminated.

That’s when I felt a cry for help.


I knew before I even got there that mind flayers had been the cause of the creature’s pain and misery. They had found a victim. I could feel their psychic energy as it buzzed about with eager anticipation. Brains were being evaluated, human brains.

Humans are out of place in our world. I don’t understand why they come here, because the images that flash through their minds are wondrous. They come from a place of dazzling light and color where there is no ceiling or walls. They stand on a verdant floor covered with myriad varieties of plant life, and above them is an infinite space filled with glorious blue light. When they come to the Underdark for any amount of time, they long for the source of this light, this sunshine, as they call it. They have busy minds and are preoccupied with their own thoughts, much like the illithids, but everything about illithids is repugnant. They are single-minded predators whose voracious intellect is firmly rooted in the service of evil.

I floated silently for the area where the humans were helplessly caught within the mental clutches of the mind flayers.

I could not abide this torture.

I floated upward, as high as I could, and stuck to the tunnel wall that eventually turned from rough rock into the smooth, sinuous patterns unique to illithid architecture, which I always found to be deeply unsettling. I molded my shape as closely as I could to its curves and moved with slow precision. I shrouded my thoughts and made my mind as still as the lakes within the Everdepths.

Two humans were shackled to chains that hung from the ceiling amid a clutch of mind flayers. Like all sentient beings, the humans suffered terribly from the evaluation and were pleading to powerful spiritual beings who dwell in some invisible space for deliverance from their captors. They sought comfort, as do we all in times of pain. I could not abandon them.

The illithids made guttural utterances to one another in deep speech. The rubbery skin of their heads subtly changed texture and color while their purplish tentacles caressed the faces and heads of their victims, who recoiled and winced in psychic pain. It was difficult to observe.

Is that all there is? Is there more? The illithids psychically inquired with soulless intensity as they swarmed through every nook and cranny of the humans’ minds. They were driven by an insatiable hunger to know more, and their lack of hesitancy was frightening. They exercised no delicacy in their task. I could feel their will and mental power as it overwhelmed and dominated their hapless victims, who sank like overburdened rothé into quicksand.

I felt helpless, and watched as the humans sank ever more deeply into mental oblivion.

Then a command came, a psychic command that demanded absolute fealty: Return to me, now.

The mind flayers detached their tentacles with emotionless obedience and left the room. Their inquiry-feast would have to wait.

But I wouldn’t.

I moved as fast as I could, for I knew once the humans saw me, their excitement would instantly give me away. Humans rarely understood their psychic energy, and how even the subtlest ripple is perceived by sensitive beings. Most human minds are loud and clumsy, like a quaggoth after eating a ring of jabbercaps. I hoped they wouldn’t spot me.

I floated down, and took great care to be silent as I wrapped myself around the iron manacles that held one of them captive. I squeezed every muscle I could, and forced as much acid as possible out of my tentacles onto the iron. The manacles began to sizzle and smoke. I tried not to get any acid on the human’s wrists, but a small amount dripped onto his arm and yanked him out of his delirium. That’s when he knew I was there. He yelped and looked at me with alarm. His friend appeared concerned and then recognized that my intentions were good.

As expected, their thoughts blasted out like a thousand ringing bells.

“Hold still,” the other human said to her friend as she radiated hope, “it’s helping us.”

It wasn’t long before the first human broke free. He scrambled, still in a daze from the mind flayer’s psychic probing, and grabbed his sword. Urgency rushed through him as he then looked for anything to free his friend—keys, a thin piece of metal—while I wrapped myself around the other human’s manacles. I had a small bit of acid left. I hoped it was enough. I could sense the mind flayers coming like a swarm of cavern hornets.

“It’s working!” the human said as she worked her wrists in the manacles. The iron began to twist and tear where the acid ate into it. Her friend, unable to find anything useful, sheathed his sword, grabbed the manacles with his bare hands, and tore into them. Just as his friend broke free he looked over his shoulder to the tunnel through which the mind flayers had left. Then he looked at me.

“What is that thing?” he whispered, wiping his hands free of acid on the wet, stone floor.

“I forget their name, but they’re good,” the woman whispered as she washed her wrists in the puddles. She looked around the dimly lit room. “How do we get out of here?”

I could feel the mind flayers coming, and they weren’t happy.

Leave through that tunnel. I sent the image of the tunnel I had come through into their minds. I showed them my memories: how I got here, side tunnels, traverses, everything they needed to escape without notice. It was a fairly detailed account of my memories, and the humans were startled. I could see they were not used to telepathic experiences because they brought their hands up to their heads and struggled to maintain their balance.

After my transmission was complete the man said, “It’s a damn trick.” He was the older of the two and had suffered many wrongs in his past. “More illithid mind games.”

“No. It’s all right. That’s how they communicate. The Mystic says you can trust these little guys,” the woman said to her friend. She had read many books and her mind was curious and determined.

“Let’s get the hell out of here, then.” The humans ran off, and I felt a wave of relief flood over me. I had helped them escape and it felt good.

Then the mind flayers barged into the room, their tentacles wriggling with outrage.

I discharged every bit of noxious stench juice I had within each one of my fleeb glands, and propelled myself to the ceiling. The mind flayers recoiled. Their fleshy, membranous skin was extremely sensitive and felt my noxious toxins with intense clarity. They screeched in pain, but more poured into the chamber. A blast of energy pulsed out from the hissing throng that electrified my neurons in a blast of intense psychic power. It stunned me, and I fell to the floor and into their eager clutches. As I slipped into unconsciousness, I could hear the cries of their compatriots echo through the chamber as they clawed at their faces. Even in my addled state, it gave me a deep sense of satisfaction.


Illithid minds are particularly heinous, and most of the thoughts that dart and flick through their filthy little minds are toxic and disturbing. They are cunning, paranoid, and highly dangerous. And as I awoke, they clustered around me like carrion crawlers. I had to use all the energy I had left to protect my mind. I could feel the sharp spines of their psychic intent as they tried to penetrate my telepathic shroud and pry me out of my protective mental shell like a cave snail. One could never fully comprehend them but I could sense their overwhelming desire to devour novelty—the novelty being me, in this case. I wouldn’t last much longer under their psychic knives.

But yet again, a command came to the mind flayers: Bring it to me. I could feel its power.

The mind flayers relented in their examination of me and proceeded to carry me bodily down a long series of convoluted tunnels and oddly-shaped caves. We eventually came into a massive temple lit with ancient crystals that hummed with magic.

It was there that I beheld the grotesque majesty of the elder brain, bristling with immense psychic energy.

You must want so badly to taste greatness, it said with a voice that saturated the psychic field. Release it. Let it bask in my intellect. Go ahead, take all you want. Feed on my glory.

It was overwhelming. Never have I felt such temptation to lose myself as I did when the elder brain offered me this infinite abundance, an endless reservoir of energy and psychic food. But through some miraculous beam of providence, even while I was gripped with fear and awe, I saw the illusion of it. It was a self-serving monstrosity that mimicked life. It was a starving hole that would never be filled. And it was undead.

I knew something was wrong with the elder brain as soon as I touched its mind. When a being loses that which once made it alive, there is a shift in its frequency. A mental static. It is the magic that tries to mimic the purity of life. It had made a deal with a dark force, and now it was a sham.

That, and the fact that it smelled terrible.

You’re not going to kill me, Great Brain? I didn’t really know how to address it. The mind flayers relaxed their clawed hands with reluctance, their maws pulsed and their fangs clicked together with an unsettling, wet sound. They were agitated at having to release their prey. My skin had blanched a shade of fear I didn’t know was possible.

I want you to live, peon. The elder brain pulsed in its vat of brine as the illithids finally released me. My tendrils hurt.

Thank you? I said. It came out as a question. I still wasn’t feeling entirely safe.

You’re welcome, the elder brain said with a sincerity that took me aback. I am a giver. I give, and give, and give. Sometimes, I wonder why I give so much, but that’s who I am. Look around you. As the elder brain waved a tentacle about some dead flesh sloughed off and flopped into its foul nutrient vat. This temple, the beautiful stonework over there, the magical, crystal lighting, the exquisite carvings. I’m proud to say that I made this. I make things, big things. Because I think big.

I could feel the psychic force coming from the elder brain in massive waves. Its power to sway minds was remarkable, I could feel myself agreeing with it, even liking it, but somewhere within me there was an instinctual alarm going off like a shrieker.

I looked around. It really was a nice temple.

It . . . is a nice temple, I said. My nerves had been on such high alert that I couldn’t feel my tendrils anymore.

Thank you. No really, thank you. The elder brain nodded assent in its vat. I think this temple is the finest expression of architecture in the world. A great achievement. It speaks to my vision.

Your vision? I knew that my chances of leaving here alive were slim to none. If I pandered to the elder brain’s ego too much, it would certainly destroy me for my insolence. If I didn’t placate it, it would surely mean my death. The only thing keeping me alive right now was my telepathic shroud, but I was weakening under the pressure. That, and I was starting to feel funny. I was a little bit irritated with the whole situation. Then I looked around, and saw that I was in the middle of the thweem as it danced and swirled around the room.

You see, I lead people. I am the leader of everyone, the elder brain waved its big, stupid tentacles around the room, signifying all the illithids that stood around it, their clawed hands clasped in cowed reverence. All of them, all of you, everyone in the world. Why? Because I have the best ideas and the biggest ideas.

But . . . don’t you just mind control everyone? I had to say it. As soon as it left my mind, I regretted it. I was sure that death was on its way.

Silence, flumph! That’s just something losers say because they didn’t think the big thoughts. I know the right way and they don’t like it because they didn’t think of it first. So they cry and complain like losers do. I know things that you can’t even conceive of with your little, puny mind.

Oh really? Your brain is that big? I held back what I really wanted to say.

Of course, just look at it. If I wanted, with my awesome power, I could explode your head. The elder brain said this off-handedly but my life flashed before my eyestalks. And you want to know something else? I could explode all the heads if I wanted. Praise Orcus. The elder brain raised its tentacles upward in an arch over itself. The mind flayers quickly made arm gestures that mimicked the elder brain. As they did, they looked at one another nervously. Their face-tentacles hung limp and uncertain as they tried to find confirmation or solace in the eyes of their compatriots.

But everyone knows I’m great and loves my vision, so, lucky you. You all get to keep your heads. The elder brain relaxed into its pool and let the brine soothe its cerebrum. His mind flayer toadies let out a sigh of relief. I am going to show you my vision. And let me tell you, flumph, after seeing it, you’ll want to be a part of it, because everybody wants to be a part of it. You’d be a loser not to be a part of something this great.

All right. What do you want everyone to do? I figured I was dead anyway.

Join me in eternal undeath. The elder brain wriggled in the vat, pleased with his reveal.

That’s horrible, I said.

That’s because you can only see with that teeny, tiny, little jellyfish brain of yours. But I know better than everyone, and I will make all the things happen because I control all the brains! It began to get louder and its slimy tentacles gesticulated a hint of irritation. The illithids surrounding the vat all clapped excitedly in sycophantic assent.

Silence! The elder brain bellowed, and shook its tentacles. Brine mixed with cerebral goo slapped across the crowd. The clapping ceased.

Rage overtook me. I tried to resist but I. Just. Didn’t. Give. A . . .

You don’t make anything happen. You don’t even make any sense! I said. You just sit here in a pool of slime and bully people, and wave your dumb tentacles around like a dope.

“What?” The elder brain was taken aback.

How much of the world have you seen? Nothing. You haven’t even left this room. All your knowledge is secondhand, which makes you a secondhand intellect, you slimy, disgusting boor.

As I sent these thoughts upon a carrier wave of fury, my rational mind observed it all, helpless to stop it. I had sealed my fate, and yet somehow I felt liberated.

Maybe this rage wasn’t such a bad thing after all.

I could feel a collective shudder go through the mind flayers.

You need these pathetic . . . umm, no insult coming to my mind . . . illithid flerbs—I indicated the mind flayers— more than they need you. You need them to listen to you, put up with your tantrums, and do all your dumb work, because without them, you’re a helpless, bloated brain in a pan of goo. And because you are so, sooo, sad, you are reduced to mind controlling these poor creatures—

Loser! The elder brain pointed a tentacle at me and let loose with a blast of energy that hurled me from the room. I hurtled across the temple in a blur, slammed against a wall, and slid though a small drainage grate like a wet, boneless rat.


I awoke on my back in a cold puddle, every nerve fiber jangled and buzzed in a fiery dance of pain. I could feel the seething outrage from the elder brain as it mercilessly drove the mind flayers to search for me. They were to tear every last tendril from my corpse and then flay every nerve fiber from my body when they found me. But the psychic signature of the illithids was faint and far away. In a stroke of luck, I must have traveled unconscious through the drain for some distance away from my captors.

I came to my senses and tried in vain to right myself, but I could not flip myself over. I struggled with all my might. I tried to use my tendrils as a lever, but the stones were too slippery. Weakness filled my body, every nerve was fried from the elder brain’s mind blast. With each attempt to flip myself over, I sapped reserves of strength until I was exhausted. For how long I lay there in the dark, I do not know. The cold, damp stone had slowly been soaking the heat from my body. I felt the pull of an eternal sleep drawing my consciousness ever deeper.

Then, a muffled noise broke the silence. Some creature drew near to me. My eyestalks were limp with fatigue, pressed under the disk of my body. Still I strained to look. It was a massive beast, a quadruped with huge fangs and jaws bigger than my entire body. It was covered with black fur, and it looked at me with its yellow eyes. I was doomed. Its head came close to me, and it took in my scent with short snorts. As I awaited the inevitable crush of its fangs, I felt another presence behind the great beast, silent and still. As the other form moved closer, the subtle emotions of these two creatures swirled about. A bond of great friendship. Curiosity. Kindness.

It was a drow that stood over me, his purple eyes gazed at my pathetic state. Surely I was done for. Drow are the most evil of all despicable creatures, but I could feel no malice within this one. I was most certainly hallucinating.

The drow snorted and smiled. He flipped me over with the toe of his boot, my tendrils and eyestalks flopped over. Then a warm surge of healing energy filled me.

I was healed. Life had returned, and with it a longing to rejoin the cloister. I had learned much about myself, and the danger that had infused the thweem. I was ready to return to them and tell them of all I knew. I turned to thank my saviors, but they were already gone, vanished into the darkness, the drow and that beast-thing. What did he call it? Gwen-uh-varr?
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