Jantharl’s Surprising

Journey

By Ed Greenwood

For more than a decade now, gamers who attend GenCon have been invited to torment a long-suffering Wizards of the
Coast scribe, and yours truly the bearded Father of the Realms, with story ideas: characters, beasties, names, words, items
magical and otherwise, situations, plot elements, and so on. I sing, I dance, and seminar attendees try to stop me. Later—
usually much later—I sit down and try to cobble together some sort of story from the assembled suggestions, and another
Spin A Yarn is born. They're usually silly and somewhat humorous, but I live in hope that we’ll do a serious one, some year

(hint, hint, folks!).

Welcome to the latest installment in the not-so-Secret History of the Realms. As always, real-world people, places, and
things, jarringly modern elements, and thoroughly inappropriate suggestions get left out. Everything else—and I mean
everything, though often twisted to make it fit or even disguise it a bit—makes it in.

So, blame for some of the jests and lapses in taste can be shared. You know who you are.

As usual, everything else is my fault.

Chapter 1
The Storm before the Siege
“...and that’s why the good guys always win! Ha ha
ha ha hal”

“Ho ho hee hee and various large guffaws of
mirth,” Jantharl the Brightsash Bard agreed politely,
managing not to yawn. Just, and only by a titanic
effort that left his face momentarily a mite purple.

The fat minstrel across the table stopped laughing
and looked annoyed. “Hey! That was a good one!”

“Around here, perhaps,” Jantharl said gently, sig-
naling the tablemaid with a smile and a raised hand.

She bustled over eagerly, possibly because of the
silver coin shining between his fingers. “Yes, lord?”

“I'll have the Internal Disgust and the Army of
Zombies in Sauce, and then finish it off with Cus-
tard’s Last Stand.”

TM & © 2012 Wizards of the Coast LLC. All rights reserved.

“Very good choices, lord. This night’s custard is
garlic flavored.”

“Ah. Well, in that case, double the wine. Not a
vampire problem, I trust?”

The maid looked horrified. “Oh, no, lord! Not
around here! Never!”

“Ah, that’s good to hear.” Jantharl gave her his best
smile. She matched it, made his coin disappear down
her bodice without appearing to use her fingers, and
scurried off to the kitchens, visibly relieved. So this
castle had vampires. Great.

He returned his attention to fat Melgor the
Minstrel, who'd used the time Jantharl had spent
conversing with the maid to vigorously stir his stew of
memories. He was eager to share what had turned up.
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“Heard the one about the halfling rogue who put
a cursed ring on his finger, and became a she? Took
away where he liked to carry—"

“As it happens,” Jantharl said sourly, “I have heard
that one. And the one you're going to offer me next,
too. ‘There once was an orc from...””

The steady, expressionless look Jantharl shot across
the table was a clear challenge.

Melgor met it with a scowl. “Mind reader!” he
snapped. “Using magic, aren’t you? That’s cheating,
that is.” Then he brightened again. “Oh, oh, here’s
one! A tale that stars a hero who's afraid of wide open
spaces and small, cramped rooms, too! He—"

“Hangs around in doorways a lot,” Jantharl mur-
mured. “I've heard that one, too.”

Melgor looked distinctly hurt. “I'll have you know
the Wondrous Strange Tales Society lauded me as the
best minstrel between Tammar and Phent!”

“And I'm sure you are,” Jantharl said affably, not
failing to notice that the lone ring on the fat man’s
fingers was a plain affair that did not bear the book
symbol of the Society. “I mean no disrespect, most
eloquent Melgor. I just seem to be in a. . . foul mood.
The armies I saw massing both east and west of this
place might have something to do with it.”

“Oh,” Melgor replied, mollified. “That’d be a few
Thayan patrols who've banded together to test how
much our fair realm wants to keep Thaelfortress.. ..
that’s Fort Thesk to you outlanders. The Thayans have
taken to doing that every few months, these last two
summers.”

Jantharl raised an eyebrow. “And the opposing
force? It looked rather larger than anything the mer-
chants of Thesk would be apt to sponsor.”

“Heavy knights from Impiltur, only too happy to
slake their lances with the blood of detested Thayans
and get in some battle practice. They asked permis-
sion of all the city merchant councils, and received it.
After leaving two wagons brimming full of gold that

are forfeit if they don’t leave our soil after the fight-
ing’s done.”

“Huh. So it’s Impiltur against Thay. The wise
versus the smart. Or perhaps the fools against the
inscrutably undead. So why haven't the local mer-
chants fled full-wheel out of here? Leaving aside the
danger, a great brawling battle would seem to get in
the way of trade.”

Melgor chuckled. “They have, Saer Bard. Nigh
everyone within the walls at this point is an outlander
like you, here for adventure or to try to make coin off
asiege.”

“Siege?”

“Oh, aye. The Thayans never give battle in the
open. They're here to practice their siegecraft. They’ll
beat drums and sound war horns until the knights
from Impiltur come inside the castle. Then they’ll
surround us—and then they’ll attack.”

Jantharl shook his head. “I'd heard Thayans were
crazed, but...aren’t you afraid they’ll win? And
butcher you horribly, ere turning you into one of their
undead slaves?”

“No,” Melgor replied cheerfully. “I'm a minstrel.
Exempt.”

“Exempt? From Thayan swords? Who told you so?”

The fat minstrel beamed. “A Thayan trader. Met
him in Nyth three summers back. He swore it by his
father and mother.”

“Whom he neglected to name, no doubt. Tell me,
did anyone trust him enough to trade with him?”

Melgor frowned. “I know not. I never asked. He
was dealingin...”

“Battle-bones for alchemists? Jars of monster blood
and tentacles?”

The minstrel brightened again, nodding. “Yes! He
was! B"Tymora, you're good!”

“Not good enough,” Jantharl said grimly, getting
up. “But if I can move as fast as a hrasted lightning
bolt, I just might get clear of this castle before—"
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Whatever else he’d been saying was lost in a
sudden roll of thunder that swallowed all other
sounds and set the very roof of the inn above them
to rattling. Doors and windows banged open, and
the gathering dusk outside burst into blinding white
brightness.

Then it went dark—just before flashing again,
to the accompaniment of a scream and the reek of
cooked horseflesh.

Thunder clapped again, this time sounding like
someone had dropped several wagonloads of armor
on the roof.

Melgor looked mournful. “Someone forgot to get
their horse inside in time.” Then he brightened. “All
the more for the kitchens, though.” He rubbed his
hands. “I love a good horse pie, don't you? Big as a
shield, all golden brown crust and steaming, diced—"

“Unmentionables inside,” Jantharl finished for
him. “In gravy.” He swung his cloak around his shoul-
ders. “The moment that lightning’s farther off, I'll
retrieve my mount from the stables and—"

“Oh, but it won’t,” the minstrel warned. “Get far-
ther off, that is. This isn’t any gods-sent storm, it’s
the Thayans. They do this before every battle. The
streets won't be safe until they’ve surrounded us.
They send bolts of lightning snarling all over, once
every few breaths or so. I imagine those knights
are going to shed their armor right speedily, and
their horses’ barding, too, and come in here in their
under-leathers.”

As if in confirmation, lightning spat through one
of the storm-opened windows and crackled along
one side of the inn’s common room. Sparks showered
from ancient shields hanging on the wall.

Jantharl sat down again, offering all the curses he
could remember to the ceiling. It seemed not to hear,
perhaps because it was busy shaking from a fresh roll
of thunder.

Melgor listened with interest, looking increasingly
impressed.
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The next strike was accompanied by a thunderous
hammering on the inn’s front door.

Since he was on his feet already, Jantharl got to the
door first.

He was less than surprised to find a crowd of surly,
drenched warriors in scorched leather outside, all
heavy stubble and angry glares. They pushed past
him without greeting.

“Tluining Thayans and their storms! If skeletons
and zombies felt the wet, they’d change horses in a
hurry!”

“Say, now—that’s a banner-bright thought, right
there! Get an archmage to craft a spell to make skel-
etons and zombies dissolve in rain! That'd put some
cold fingers of fear up Red Wizard backsides, that
would!”

“Huh! The only cold fingers Red Wizards feel
belong to Szass Tam!”

“Ale! Ale!”

“Any roasts hot and ready?”

“Ho, the kitchens!”

“Can we get a catoblepas? Properly marinated?”

Jantharl got back to his table in time to accept his
bowl of Internal Disgust before it could vanish down
an Impilturan gullet. It was hot and drenched in a
sickly-looking greenish-brown gravy ... and it proved
to be well named. His stomach heaved.

“The trick,” Melgor observed smugly, watching
him with amusement, “is to drink heavily. Wine, for
preference. It sluices all the grease and gristle down,
so to speak.”

“Marvelous,” Jantharl growled, his innards rising
again.

“Well, if you're going to spew in it, I'll eat it,” one of
the knights from Impiltur snarled, snatching the bowl
out of Jantharl’s hands.

Jantharl let it go without battle. But when his wine
arrived and many hairy Impilturan hands reached
for the decanter, he let fly with his steel-toed boots,
displaying both savage eagerness and deft expertise.

He managed to win time and space enough to down
most of it in one long, fiery pull.

“Buy your own!” he snapped, in tones of ringing
command that he hoped these burly hulks around
him were accustomed to obeying. Then he drained
the jack, belched heartily in a few Impilturan faces,
and found his feet again.

“Ho, bard, where're you off to, hey?” the innkeeper
barked from the kitchen door. “You owe three silver
so far, an’ then there’s the stabling!”

“Checking on my horse!” Jantharl barked right
back. “The lightning and all!”

“No fear, my stable’sre set proper to snare light-
ning! Your beast’ll be right as rain, I'll swear!”

As if on cue, rain—or perhaps hail—fell upon the
inn roof like several hundred hard-armored fists. The
din was augmented by a deluge that erupted from one
corner of the common room ceiling, causing several
knights to hastily abandon their table.

“Farruking Thayans,” an Impilturan growled feel-
ingly. “Ho, housemaster! You do have a roast spitted
and nigh done, aye? A large wild boar, or something
bigger?”

“Of course!” the innkeeper replied. “This is the
finest inn in Thaelfortress!”

“It’s the only inn in Thaelfortress,” the knight
growled back.

The common room ceiling promptly sprang
another leak—right over his head.

The Impilturan’s curses, oftered from the midst
of the torrent, were far more graphic and crude than
Jantharl’s.

Melgor the Minstrel, listening hard as he took firm
possession of Jantharl’s Army of Zombies in Sauce,
looked suitably impressed.
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Chapter 2
The Statue in the Courtyard

The sky overhead split in an even more spectacu-

lar explosion of lightning. Bright bolts arced in all
directions, lancing from the mountains to the roiling
clouds and back again in blinding volleys.

Jantharl winced, grabbing at his eyes. “Are the
Red Wizards trying to outdo Lantanna fireworks, or
something?”

“That’ll be the last one,” Melgor offered. “They
always end with that. Very soon now it’ll be safe to set
foot outside.”

Jantharl turned in the slackening downpour to
give him a level, sour look. “Thank you for that timely
advice, friend minstrel.”

“You're welcome,” the fat man chirped cheerfully,
either missing the sarcasm or ignoring it. Rainwater
streamed from his beard as if his chin were a tap.

The hammering rain had eased enough that Jan-
tharl could see his surroundings. The “castle” that
was Thaelfortress was a great irregular ring of curtain
walls backed up against soaring mountainside cliffs.
Within those walls was a small stone city or a large
stone town, all cobbles and very solid, thick-walled
stone buildings with slate or tile roofs, and not a tree
or a patch of greenery to be seen.

Its inns flew banners so visiting outlanders could
find them, and contrary to what the knight had said,
Jantharl had counted five thus far. All such flags were
attached to large, ugly, rambling buildings he knew
to be bulging with large, hairy, bad-tempered knights
from Impiltur. Hungry, wet, missing their armor and
swords—and not happy about it. The brawls would
be raging in earnest, about now. Just as the siege of
undead armies in their uncounted lurching, stagger-
ing thousands began.

Bah. He’d not picked a good time to take shelter
in this particular unfriendly and primitive backland
settlement.
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A chill wet mist blanketed the ground, which
according to a cheerful Melgor, was normal most of
the year. The cold, drenching rain pelted down with-
out dissipating the swirling fog in the slightest. The
streets were ankle-deep in water, despite the loud

gurgles of drains coming from seemingly everywhere.

Not surprisingly, the minstrel and the bard were
alone in the streets. They’d come two or three blocks
from the inn, and stood in the widest street Jantharl
had yet found in the city. Ahead, it widened into a
large, open, rain-swept space that had some sort of
statue on a plinth in the center.

“The Great Mustering Yard of Thesk,” Melgor
announced grandly, indicating the open space with a
flourish.

Thunder rolled again, like divine indigestion, and
a spark snapped into being at the end of his pointing
finger. He winced and jerked that injured digit back,
dancing in pain among the deep puddles.

“Of course it is,” Jantharl agreed, looking at the
growing lake that covered most of the courtyard.

He noticed the litter of poles and rotting awnings
that leaned against distant walls. Mustering yard? he
thought. Street market, more like it. “Who’s yon statue
immortalize?”

“No one knows, anymore—or rather, no one agrees
about who it is,” the minstrel replied, wringing his
scorched hand. “The inscription’s gone.”

“Just the inscription?” the bard asked, sloshing on
through the deepening water. He was close enough to
the statue now to see its spectacular curves. Female,
decidedly buxom, and . . . dragon-headed?

She was sculpted in exquisite detail, in a dramatic,
even heroic pose. Her front foot was slightly raised
as if to stride forward, with one hand on the oppo-
site shapely hip and her other outthrust like a lance,
pointing on across the great open courtyard in the
direction they’d been headed. Various rotting loops
of cord hung from her limbs, no doubt where enter-
prising merchants had slung lines of merchandise or

banners crying the names and wares of their busi-
nesses to the passing Realms. There’d once been a
legend engraved on a large name block under the
statue, but someone had attacked it with enthusiasm
and a good set of mason’s tools. Years back, judging by
the hue and the condition of the ravaged stone.

“Just the inscription. As you can see, someone chis-
eled it away, but they like to say around the castle
that it just wore away under centuries of scrawled
profanity,” Melgor admitted, joining Jantharl. “She’s a
dragonborn, as you can see. Nothing broken or miss-
ing except the name.”

“Dressed as a monk.”

The minstrel nodded. “Said to be of Deneir, and
from Candlekeep. Her lips move from time to time,
though no sound comes out. They say she remembers
the future, because she’s living backward. Soon she’ll
reach the moment she became a statue.”

“And then what?”

“No one knows—or rather, no one can agree. Some
say she was alive, and got petrified.”

“Of course. What's she pointing at?”

“Violatarr’s Magnificent Mansion of Taste Viola-
tions. Our local festhall.”

Jantharl chuckled. “Well, this is the first statue
I've seen that’s useful to someone other than a pigeon,
then. Lusty visiting outlanders, hie thyselves this
way.” He squinted through the rain, which seemed to
be letting up a little, in the direction the anonymous
dragonborn monk was pointing. “So what’s yon statue
over the festhall door, then?”

“A giant dire siege rat, wearing a monocle. No,
don’t ask, because no one knows. It just appeared one
morning. The work of a wizard who shapechanged
and then petrified an enemy, perhaps—but that’s just
my guess.”

“And the festhall . . . how is it?”

“Well ...” Melgor coughed. “A better shelter
against the Thayan bombardments than the open
courtyard, to be sure!”
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“Thayan—?"

Just then, something hurtled out of the drizzle.
Something large and dark and—abruptly splattered
all over the courtyard beyond in a great soppy splurpf
that covered a wide fan of cobbles with disgusting
wetness.

“These Thayan bombardments,” the minstrel said
helpfully, dodging behind the statue. Jantharl joined
him hastily, peering at the dead whatever-it-was
adorning the cobbles. It seemed to have a fin, a sinu-
ous line that thrust up grotesquely from the largest
lump of spreading, sticky chaos.

“Land shark,” Melgor supplied. “Bulette. Trans-
ported here by siege engine.”

Jantharl raised an eyebrow. “Traditionally begins
the barrage?”

The minstrel smiled and nodded. “Indeed. Cooked
land shark, mind. So the populace of the besieged for-
tress won't go hungry.”

“Indeed,” Jantharl agreed darkly, surveying the
ichorous mass again. “Yet I find myselfless than rav-
enous, somehow.”

“Wait until they start using the cattlepult,” Melgor
said brightly, “and the slings-hits.”

“Slings-hits? They, ah, fling chamber pot leavings,
beast dung, that sort of thing?”

“You're quick!”

“Well, I am a bard,” Jantharl pointed out. “An
anointed, official liar and tall-tale teller. Conclusions
are things bards leap at, wildly and all the time.”

The fat minstrel chuckled. “I knew it would be
entertaining, tagging along with you! Now we’d better
make a run for it, before the real bombardment
starts. So . .. to the festhall, or Fzoul’s Tongue, beyond,
or back to the inn?”

“What,” Jantharl asked, suppressing a sigh, “is
Fzoul’s Tongue?”

“Yon street, over there, on around yon bend.
Named for the risen exarch Fzoul Chembryl, he
who—"
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“Yes, yes, I know who Fzoul is, but why is it named
for him? He didn't lick its cobbles with his tongue, or
some such, did he?”

“Well, ah, yes he did, in, uh, a manner of speak-
ing. He appeared here in the castle—at the far end
of the Tongue, where it meets four other streets, and
there’s a tavern of sorts, that I'll take you to if you'd
like. He was surrounded by the dark power of Bane,
a huge high towering shroud of very impressive glow-
ing blackness, with little blood-stars dancing all over
it. Anyhail, he appeared, all suddenlike, to denounce
a few betrayers of Bane who’d come here to dwell in
hiding. They took one look at him and fled like blazes
down yon street. So Fzoul spat out a spell that made
his tongue into a long, racing carpet that ran along
the walls of the buildings to outpace them before
swerving down to the cobbles in front of them. Then
it snapped back to him, rolling them all up as prison-
ers in front of Fzoul.”

“And then he swallowed them like a froghemoth,”
Jantharl said sarcastically.

Meglor stared at him, crestfallen. “Oh. You've
already heard all about it.”

Jantharl hadn’t known anything about Fzoul’s
acrobatic tongue ere now, but he smiled pleasantly
and spread his hands in an oh-so-worldly, expressive
shrug. “I am a bard.” He lifted his voice in the lazy
refrain, “Time’s fun when you're having flies,” then
paused expectantly.

The fat minstrel clapped his hands with glee and
happily supplied the next line: “It’s not easy, being
green and terrifying, when those humans, all the
monsters they're frying, but I've got my eyes, and—"

Thankfully this off-key masterpiece was inter-
rupted with a sudden rain of wet, spattering brown
missiles that splashed all over the mustering yard,
endowing it with the unmistakable smell known
across the Realms as “the stench of the jakes.”

The real bombardment had begun.

Chapter 3
The Cowardly Minotaur

“If I wanted to be drenched in dung, I could have just
stayed home on the farm, all those years ago,” Jan-
tharl said bitterly, crouching in the lee of the rapidly
browning statue with Melgor. “We had heaps of the
stuff. Not to mention pits full of it. It was my job to
move the heaps into the pits, and then empty the pits
onto the fields, shovel-full after shovel-full.”

“Well, if you'd had a Thayan cattlepult . . .” Melgor
offered brightly.

“My spreading would have been this accurate.
Uh-huh.” The Brightsash Bard surveyed the Great
Mustering Yard of Thesk sourly. It already looked
more like a freshly turned field than a cobbled
courtyard, and it was getting browner—and more
pungent—with each passing breath. The splattering of
dung was louder than the rain, now.

Amid all the heavily splashing wetness came
a heavier, splintering crash. Jantharl and Melgor
peered around.

“Ah,” the minstrel explained. “Broadsheet scribe.”
He took one look at the lolling neck of the limp figure
and winced. The dead man was strapped to a shat-
tered, improvised cage of timbers to which had been
lashed an untidy array of bulging—and now mostly
ruptured—cotton sacks. The cage had landed, all too
hard, atop the land shark ere skidding across much
of the courtyard. “Too little padding, or too strong a
catapult. Pity.”

“Broadsheet scribe?” Jantharl peered incredu-
lously through the rain at the freshly dead man. “A
Thayan prisoner, you mean, sent as a threat? To warn
folk they’d best not spread word of the siege? Have
the Thayans never heard of rumors? Caravans car-
rying news far and fast and increasingly lurid? Or is
that aimed at us?”

“Oh, no, yon poor fool’s no prisoner. He’s a
customer.”

“Hey?”
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“He paid them to get, ah, delivered here. There’ll
be more landing over the next few days . .. among less
pleasant things.”

As if the unseen Thayans had been awaiting that
cue, the slings-hits resumed, adorning the unfortu-
nate scribe and his padded cage with wet, brown
splodges. Lots of wet splodges.

“Thesk, land of merchants,” Melgor explained,
“has been persuaded by Sembia—land of richer mer-
chants—to forbid broadsheet scribes from observing
the fray. Most folk across the Realms would think this
whole annual siege crazed-wits foolery. Our merchant
councils know that, and quite rightly think it would
make Thesk look bad. So ...

“So they're trying to hush it up, because that will
make them look so much less foolish,” Jantharl said
sarcastically. “Aye, that'll work.”

“Well, they think it does,” rasped a new voice. “Not
surprising, really. Rulers everywhere believe what
they want to believe. After all, their lackeys spend a
lot of time telling them what they want to hear.”

The speaker was very near, and somehow below
Jantharl, even though he crouched low on the wet
cobbles, in the protective lee of the statue. He blinked
down, seeking the source. Then stared hard, and
blinked again.

Only to find himself still looking at the same thing
he’d beheld before. A small, upright purple and blue
creature with huge, sad, imploring eyes. It looked
like a lizard in some places and like a plump bird in
others.

“Aye, I'm beautiful. And aye, I'm more than used
to folk staring. Tired of'it, even,” the bird-thing told
Jantharl sourly. “I'm a wizard’s familiar, so offer me
no violence. His spells are . . . rather nasty, if you're
facing him in battle.”

Jantharl looked around. It was raining dung all
over the courtyard again. “Where . . . where did you
come from?”

“I appeared. By magic. Wizard, remember?”
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“This is Floonq,” Melgor said helpfully, waving at
the bird-thing. “He came out of the back of the statue
right beside you. There’s a concealed hatch about a
hand’s length square where one of the stones turns on
hinges, like a door. Right by your left elbow.”

Jantharl sighed. “Any other interesting local fea-
tures close to me you've, ah, forgotten to tell me
about?”

“No.”

Jantharl gave him a long, steady look. Then he
dropped his gaze to the familiar again. “Well met,
Floonq. Might I know the name of your wizard?”

“Tammaszar of the Ten Invoked Tempests. He’s a
minotaur, and a mite shy. I talk for the both of us.”

“You think for the both of you,” Melgor commented
dryly—which earned him a long, steady look from
Floonq. “And your magic outstrips his.”

“Spill not all my secrets right off to a new acquain-
tance, thank you very much, friend minstrel,” the
familiar snapped.

“Ifit isn’t impertinent to ask, what manner of crea-
ture are you?” Jantharl asked Floong.

“I'm an urhult. Now you know quite enough about
me; have you any lore of comparable value to yield in
return?”

Jantharl spread his hands. “I know not, being
unaware of your interests. However, I've traveled the
Realms extensively, and kept my eyes open on my
journeys. Ask.”

“Why are you here?”

“I had to stop somewhere on this particular jour-
ney. And behold, when I saw a need, there Fort
Thesk was, on the map and indeed rising up, tall and
real and rather unprepossessing, ahead of my tired
mount. So here I am. I know nothing about this castle
other than what Melgor has told me.”

The urhult sniffed. “Then you know nothing at all
accurate about it.” It cocked its head to give Jantharl a
rather beady glare. “Can you keep a secret?”

Jantharl grinned. “I'm a bard. Which means not
at all. Not for longer than a breath or two, if I can put
said secret into a song. Why? Have you a secret that’s
halfway interesting?”

Floong’s eyes twinkled. “Let the judgment be
yours, Saer Bard. My secret is this: The contents of
every last granary inside the walls of Thaelfortress
have been poisoned, so only preserves and the cattle
penned nigh the mountainside are safe to butcher
and eat. The deaths started this morning.”

“Poisoned?” Jantharl tried vainly to remember if
he’d eaten anything baked since his arrival. “Who,
and why?”

“The Thayans. They decided to make things more
thorough this year, I guess.”

Jantharl found himself sighing again. A bard’s luck
seemed to be one thing in song and legend and quite
another in real life.

Another splintering crash heralded the arrival of
a second caged broadsheet scribe. This one landed
upside down against the wall of a building, spattering
it with red. Seeing that, the urhult and the two men
behind the statue didn’t bother to look for a living
passenger to help.

“Come,” Floonq commanded. “They’ll stop the
dung barrage long enough for him to run for shelter—
if he could still run anywhere. We’ll run for him.”

He set off across the sticky, reeking courtyard in
the direction of Fzoul’s Tongue. Jantharl and Melgor
hastened after him.

“Where are we headed?” Jantharl asked.

“The Cursing Priestess. A tavern.”

“Of sorts,” Melgor commented.

Jantharl was treated to the interesting spectacle of
an urhult shrugging.

They slipped and skidded into the Tongue. There
the ground was sheltered by overhanging balconies
and even a few buildings that joined together over
the street. Once inside, he dared to ask, “So if you
dwell here and know all about these sieges, why’d you
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venture out into the heart of a dung bombardment?
Are we that interesting?”

“Not ‘we, outlander. You.”

“Me? Why? You couldn’t have known I was a bard
until we talked.”

“Oh? You think yourself a man of mystery, striding
Thesk unnoticed and unremarked? Think again, Jan-
tharl Harlenduth.”

Jantharl blinked. “You know my . . .”

“Evidently.” The urhult waddled along the Tongue
at a brisk pace.

“So why am I so interesting?”

“Not particularly. Interesting, that is. You are, how-
ever, potentially very useful. If we can keep you alive,
that is.”

“Well, that’s good to know. I have some interest in
staying alive, myself.” Jantharl waited, but the urhult
just kept lurching down the street. He swallowed a
sigh and asked instead, “Useful how?”

“You can take something out of Thaelfortress for
us. Before Tathtauraunt finds it.”

Jantharl didn’t bother quelling his sigh this time.
“What'’s the something, and who is Tathtauraunt?”

“I'm not discussing the something out here in the
open street. Or Tathtauraunt, for that matter.”

Jantharl looked up and down the empty street.
Ahead, it curved and rose into unseen distances amid
the drizzle and eddying fog. Behind them there was
the faint roar of the resumed bombardment.

“Very well,” he told the urhult. “Properly placed
prudence is always a good thing. So I'll learn about
these things when and where?”

“Tavern. If Tammaszar is willing.”

“Very well-" Jantharl broke off abruptly as the
urhult erupted off the cobbles in a loud, wet flurry
of untidy flapping. It rose in a spiral that brought it
under Jantharl’s nose just long enough to favor him
with a glare and a warning hiss.

Then the urhult flew in an ungainly arc over
a hanging shop sign, only to plummet like a
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stone—talons out—and land hard on the head of a
masked man who’d just peered out from behind the
shutters of a window. The urhult kept flapping as it
clawed, dragging the mask askew and then down
over the face of the suddenly struggling man. Floonq
threw back its ugly head and let out a high, shrill,
ululating cry, then sprang aloft again, flapping in real
haste.

The ball of purple flames that burst into being
right in front of the masked man enveloped his head,
scorched the shutters, and almost singed the hasten-
ing urhult’s tail.

Then it was gone, as quickly as it had come, leaving
behind a slumping corpse with a blackened skull for
a head.

The urhult fluttered back down to the cobbles and
resumed leading Jantharl and Meglor. The look it cast
back up at them was smug.

“Will I learn about that, too?” Jantharl asked, man-
aging to sound a trifle calmer than he felt.

The urhult nodded just as they reached a five-
way street moot. The urhult marched right up to the
door of a wedge-shaped building that filled one angle
of the intersection. The door had an angry, open-
mouthed woman’s face carved in wood over it and a
collar proclaiming it “The Cursing Priestess: A Supe-
rior Quaffing Establishment.”

Jantharl let that claim pass without comment
and allowed himself to follow the urhult into a dark,
shabby alehouse. The Cursing Priestess was a maze
of worn flagstones, dark booths, pillars, and low-
voiced murmurings, every plank and cranny of which
reeked of stale, long-ago-spilled beer.

The alehouse’s half-orc peacekeeper, sporting a
breastplate that bristled with the projecting handles
of a dozen or so cudgels, loomed up out of the gloom.
He took one look at the urhult and beckoned Jantharl
and Melgor down a dimly lit passage. Halfway down
it, he flung wide a narrow door for them that led off
to one side. Then he strode off along the rest of the

main passage without stopping, to disappear behind a
distant curtain.

Beyond the door was a dimly lit room in which sat
a minotaur, dressed in a rich red robe. The minotaur
regarded them cautiously from behind a glowing
crystal ball set in a frame atop a polished table.

Floong bounded up onto the table and glared into
the minotaur’s deep brown eyes.

“Stop cowering,” Floonq hissed at him. Then it
turned and snapped at Melgor, “Close the door and
swing the bolt down.”

When that had been done, the urhult drew itself
up and announced proudly, “Gentlesaers, I present to
you: Tammaszar of the Ten Invoked Tempests.”

The crystal ball flashed blinding bright.

Chapter 4
The Book Many Seek

Jantharl had been expecting that particular mage’s
trick, and had squeezed his eyes almost shut just
before the crystal sphere flared. His hand darted to
the dagger at his belt in case the flash was buying
time for an attack.

Yet through his lashes, he could see the minotaur
wasn’'t working magic. Rather, he was blushing and
cowering in his chair.

“Those were your purple flames out there, aye?”
Melgor asked quietly. When the great horned head
nodded, the minstrel added, “So who was he?”

“A Warlock Knight of Vaasa,” Floonq replied
crisply. “They’re after the something.”

Jantharl opened his eyes. “Well met, Saer Tam-
maszar,” he greeted the minotaur pleasantly. “So are
you going to tell us just what this ‘something’ is? Now,
perhaps?”

“I hadn’t heard,” the urhult snapped, “that bards
were so impatient.”

“We leave out such little human touches,” Jantharl
snapped back. “So as to make our tales and ballads so
much less believable.”

Jantharl’s Surprising Journey

He and Floonq glared at each other for the space
of along, silent breath ere the urhult looked away
and said sourly, “The ‘something’ is a book.” It turned
to the minotaur mage, who swiftly waved at it to
continue.

The urhult turned back to the bard and the min-
strel and sighed.

In unison with Jantharl, as it turned out. Floonq’s
eyes flashed with fresh irritation.

“I am beginning to reconsider the wisdom .. .” it
began, making those words a weapon.

“And so you begin to grow wiser,” Jantharl inter-
rupted smoothly. He smiled. “Consider me a fool—and
you a larger one for contacting me—and speak plainly.
Unless you think the Thayans will delay their siege
indefinitely for us to discuss matters at leisure.”

It seemed the Thayans were either eavesdrop-
ping—even though the faint singing sound of a
warding spell emanated from the crystal—or were
very good at anticipating cues and meeting them.

Before the urhult could frame the sharp reply
its angry face heralded, there was a loud, splinter-
ing crash from nearby. That crash was followed by
the slow, rumbling groan of something heavy and
wooden tearing apart and slowly toppling . . . result-
ing in a deeper, greater crash that shook the tavern.

“They’ve run out of dung?” Jantharl asked mildly,
raising his eyebrows.

Melgor coughed. “For now. And so, the hail of
stone begins. Having used up most of the easily har-
vested boulders hereabouts, the Thayans have taken
to bringing wagonloads of broken rock with them.
We had a local sage who once explained to me why
they do what they do, but two sieges ago he got fatally
... boulder.”

There came a fainter, more distant crash, then one
still farther off.

“Very well,” Floonq said crisply. “Plain, swift
speech. My master—Tammaszar, here—possesses
a book we need removed from Thesk. As a widely
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traveled wayfarer, you, Saer Harlenduth, are an ideal
conveyor of the book out of the castle. Unless you dis-
play it openly or otherwise attract attention to it by
your behavior, you won’t soon be suspected of carry-
ing it. Hopefully you will be able to, ah, dispose of it
before being chased, and so pretend innocence of it.”

“Dispose of it? Why not just burn it in the nearest
grate?”

“Ah, not that sort of disposal. I should have said
take it to one of several suitable individuals—that we’ll
name if you accept the task—and give it into their
keeping.”

“So what is this book? And who's Tathtauraunt,
and why mustn’t he or she—or it, I suppose—find it?”

Floonq looked meaningfully at its master, who
nodded and hastily cast another warding spell. This
one made the crystal’s radiance turn a delicate mauve
and darkened the room around them, making it sud-
denly seem more a cavern or a cellar than a tavern’s
back room.

“The book is, as you may have guessed, magical.
It’s called Lanthroanra’s Unfolding Lament, after she
who created it. That’s her statue you hid behind, out
in the mustering yard. Or rather, that was her. Turned
to stone. Whenever her book is read, her lips—stone
or not—move soundlessly to shape the words being
read. Then they move again, when the foretold events
actually occur. It’s said her mind empowers the book,
causing the prophecies to appear within it.”

“So it doesn’t always have the same words in it?”

“Oh, no. It tells whoever reads it what's going
to befall the next day—cryptically and partially, of
course—"

“Of course,” Jantharl and Melgor agreed in perfect
cynical unison.

Floonq looked hurt, but resumed speaking. “And
when words in it are read, they disappear. Oh, and it
must be read from back to front.”

The bard and the minstrel didn’t bother to repeat
their chorus. They merely looked at the urhult
meaningfully.

“I didn’t make the book,” the familiar snapped.
“I'm just trying to get it out of Thaelfortress before it
dooms us all.”

“Of course you are,” Jantharl agreed. “And how
exactly is this book going to doom us all?”

“Well, if it fell into the wrong hands, it—"

“And which hands would those be?” Melgor fired
his question with a grin and a wink to Jantharl.

Floonq snarled, “Anyone unscrupulous enough to
make use of the book’s foretelling to work great evil
in the world. Like the besieging Thayans, for example.
Or Tathtauraunt.”

Jantharl seldom rolled his eyes, but he felt the need
to do so now, and he succumbed to it. “The Thayans
besiege this castle annually to get a book? Forgive me,
but why don’t they just send some Red Wizards in,
suitably disguised, and take it? Or get to Candlekeep
or some other place that has a decent library? Surely
some sage has seen this book and written exhaus-
tively about it?”

The familiar let out a gusty sigh. “I told you this
wouldn’t be easy,” it said to the minotaur.

“Nothing worthwhile in life is,” Jantharl com-
mented tartly. “Would this book be why broadsheet
scribes are getting themselves killed being catapulted
into the castle?”

“Of course,” Floonq replied. “Its foretelling abilities
make it a treasure beyond price for them. And before
you ask me why they don’t just walk into Thaelfor-
tress some other time to try to track down the book,
be aware that their masters are just as skeptical as the
Thayans about the Lament. The broadsheet scribes’
masters only send them to cover the siege, hoping for
bloodthirsty accounts of evil undead Thayans ravag-
ing innocent Theskians.”

“So if the Thayans are skeptical . ..” Melgor began,
but the familiar interrupted him.

Jantharl’s Surprising Journey

“The Red Wizards don't believe the book is useful
for foretelling. However, if it exists and is magical,
they want it so as to keep anyone else from having it.
Most of them think it's a mere fanciful fireside tale,
but standing in the Thayan army outside our walls
right now are a few descendants of Lanthroanra.
Those descendants keep talking and talking about
the book in hopes that the Red Wizards will seize
it and be impressed enough to want to harness Lan-
throanra’s magical skills, and so unpetrify her.”

“Have they thought about how much of a Thayan
slave an unpetrified Lanthroanra would be?” Jantharl
asked.

The urhult shrugged. “If they have, they’ve not
spoken of'it. Perhaps they have plans, or know some-
thing about Lanthroanra’s magical might that we
don’t”

Jantharl rolled his eyes again. “Very well. Is the
book dangerous to hold?”

The minotaur shook his head, but at the bard’s
searching look merely added, “No.”

Jantharl nodded. “So tell me about this
Tathtauraunt.”

Floonq strode across the table until its face was
close to the bard’s and said, “I speak seriously, Saer
Brightsash Bard, so mock me not. Your life could
depend on it. ‘Of course.””

Jantharl smiled thinly and nodded.

Satisfied, the familiar added, “Behold in your
mind’s eye a gigantic beholder that has only four
eyestalks—but each one ends in a beholder the size
of most eye tyrants. And each of these beholders is in
possession of all the usual eyes. That is Tathtauraunt.”

Jantharl nodded. “Well enough, I'm impressed, all
ri—

“There’s more. For decades now, some illithids
have been imprisoned in the dungeons beneath us.
They are chained half-submerged in the castle drains
so their efforts must be spent on not drowning. They
can never sleep, lest they slip beneath the sewer
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water, and they can never stand idle, lest the cold sap
the life from them. As our local jest puts it: We have
our mind flayers in the gutter.”

“Ha ha,” Jantharl said politely. “And?”

“And Tathtauraunt seeks to work its way ever
closer to these mind flayers, to free them. If it suc-
ceeds, it may well gain a small but formidable army to
do its bidding.”

“And how is a gigantic beholder—or a gigantic
anything—going to work its way close to these mind
flayers?” Jantharl asked. “If it tries to blast its way in,
won't it be noticed? Causing, if Thaelfortress lacks
good means of fighting it, a general stampede to flee
fast and far across the Realms?”

“You think keenly, Saer Bard.”

“I state the blood-drenched obvious, Saer Urhult,
but let that pass. I'm waiting for you to tell me there’s
yet more.”

“There is. The Impilturans have heard of the book.
It's why they’re here as well. The knights, that is, that
have come these last two sieges in place of the usual
soldiers in need of training. They’re looking for it.”

“So if they see me sauntering along the Tongue
with the book under my arm . ..”

“It will be . . . unfortunate.”

“I begin to grasp why you went out in a rain of
dung to fetch the only men foolish enough to be out in
it.”

“You do indeed,” the urhult said in a dry voice as it
strode back and forth across the table. “So . .. are you
with us?”

Jantharl sighed heavily, rolled his eyes—and then
grinned and shrugged. “Sure. Why not? I've always
wanted to do something as crazed as the things I sing
about.”

Chapter 5
First Blood

Melgor applauded briefly—and when the familiar
glared at him, fired right back, “I do hope recruiting a
passing bard wasn't your first and only plan, Floonq.”

“It wasn't,” the urhult snapped. “I also tried to
create false books that display random writings bor-
rowed from existing texts to use as distractions for
the foes of Thesk. And I failed. I considered myselfa
minor master of magic . . . but crafting lasting items
that do more than blast things is, it seems, beyond
me.” Floonq strode forward and looked at the min-
strel and then at the bard. “Neither of you saers would
happen to be an arch-crafter of magic items, would
you?”

Two heads were shaken.

“If I was,” Melgor added, “do you think I'd be a
minstrel in this windswept castle, scratching out a
living making and singing courting songs for tongue-
tied suitors? Or writing and performing trumped-up
ballads of the exploits of dearly departed family
matriarchs and patriarchs? Or trying to amuse
drunken Impilturans for a few coppers and whatever
ale the tankards they hurl at me still hold?”

The urhult shrugged. “Ask me no questions of that
sort. Most of the careers and pastimes of humans
seem crazed to me.”

“First blood!” Jantharl said approvingly. “Ouch,
and so forth.” He looked at the minotaur. “So if I'm
going to get myselfkilled taking your book elsewhere,
I'd like to know more about you. So I can work on a
new ballad as I'm running, fighting, and dying, you
understand. So, Tammaszar, ye of the Ten Invoked
Tempests . . . what were those tempests, and why did
you invoke them? Or did someone else do the invok-
ing, and you just did the surviving, like a warrior who
lists the battles he endured?”

The minotaur blushed, looked away, and said
softly, “Beware, Saer Harlenduth. I'm known to be

Jantharl’s Surprising Journey

an outrageous liar who spins tales about spectacular
adventures I really haven’'t had.”

Jantharl chuckled. “Ho, Tammaszar! Bard, here.”
He tapped his own chest. Then he hooked his thumb
in the direction of Melgor. “Minstrel. Lie away.”

“No,” Melgor said suddenly, as there were more
distant crashes outside. “Truth. We've time only for
truth, now. Jantharl, you should know that the ten
tempests were Tammaszar’s mother’s temper tan-
trums, brought on down the years by the things he
said. Or rather, the things he admitted. Tamm is an
utter, flat-out coward who’s rather proud of being
so because he’s survived when most of the mages
he trained with—or under—have died because they
tended toward pride, not fear. Being a minotaur, he
actually likes to call himself a ‘cow-ard.””

Jantharl winced. “Sure he doesn’t secretly want to
be a minstrel?”

The fat minstrel’s reply was a withering look, and
Jantharl hastily added, “Sorry, I meant to say ‘bard-in-
training.’”

Melgor grinned. “Got you. Now, Tamm here really
isn't still alive because he’s been so effectively cow-
ardly. He’s still alive because Floonq sees so keenly
and is so good at hauling him out of trouble. Get-
ting rid of the book is his latest, ah, lessening of local
minotaur endangerment scheme.”

“Well put,” the urhult agreed. “Keep going; we’re
covering a lot here, swiftly, as the bard in the room
seems slower to make smart comments when youre
talking.”

Jantharl dusted oft his best withering look and
presented it to the familiar. Who managed a rude ges-
ture that its physique had implied it couldn’t produce.

“Tamm here has the book. But he’s afraid to read
it. Thaelfortress is too small a place to keep the book’s
owner a secret for long. So, Floonq made it known
that Tamm has it—and that he will use its awesome
powers, which he, ahem, rather embroidered—against
anyone who attacks him. Leave him and the book
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alone, and you will be safe from both him and it.
Menace him . .. and Thaelfortress will become your
death trap.”

Jantharl gave the familiar a hard look. “So it is
all your fault. How do we know you aren’t a Thayan
agent? Or just trying to get as many humans killed
as you can, so the urhults can found a realm of their
own here?”

Floonq looked more incredulous than outraged.
“Here? Bard, who in their right mind would want to
found a realm here? Right on the doorstep of a relent-
lessly rapacious realm of crazed wizards and their
endless marauding undead armies? I know you're a
bard, but use your head!”

Jantharl raised a hand. “Fair enough. I withdraw
my query. Forgive me, but I'm suspicious by nature,
and”—he swung his gaze back to the minotaur—*1
know I've seen you before. Where, and doing what?”

“Just about anywhere in the Realms, perhaps,”
the mage behind the table replied. “I make maps for
Realms Revealed Trading.”

““The first place to go when you want to know
where to go,’”” Janthar]l murmured the trading com-
pany’s motto aloud. “That’s it. Somewhere along the
Shining Sea coast, it was . . .”

“I was born here. Really. Horns and all. The mem-
bers of my family have been launderers in the castle
for three generations. All save for my brother Helglan,
who is a bit of a battle hero; the Wondrous Strange
Tales Society’s thinking of expelling him. All my kin
left to buy new wash vats in Telflamm a tenday back.
They couldn’t get back in now if they wanted to.” The
minotaur’s stomach rumbled loudly. “And as I don’t
fancy eating beef, I'm starving.”

Jantharl fumbled in his belt pouch, found the end
of a trail sausage he kept there, and tossed it across
the table. “Here. Hog meat. Rather peppery, and dry
as a ruler’s wit, but good.”

Tammaszar reached for it gratefully. “Thanks!”

“’Ware!” his familiar snapped. “It could be
poisoned!”

The minotaur sighed. “I appreciate your concern,
Floong, but in life, you have to trust someone.”

“Why?”

Whatever reply Tammaszar might have made
to the urhult’s snapped question was lost and for-
gotten in the sudden crash, roar, and rumble of
something very hard and heavy smashing into—and
then through—the tavern roof. The room shook, dust
rained down from the ceiling, and the door rattled
against its bolt.

Then the building stopped quivering—which
seemed to be the cue for an eruption of shrieks and
shouted prayers.

“Open the door,” Floonq ordered. “Cautiously,
mind. Part of the ceiling could be leaning against it.”

Melgor and Jantharl worked the bolt and the door
together and peered out in cautious unison. Nothing
leaned against the door, but part of the passage’s ceil-
ing had fallen, some distant lanterns had gone out,
and the darkened tavern was in an uproar.

“Only the Beagle of Competence can save us now!”

aman a few rooms away was bawling. “He must bark
up the wrong tree!”

Jantharl looked at Melgor, and Melgor looked at
Jantharl.

Then, with one accord, they closed and re-bolted
the door.

“One can’t invent such madness for ballads,” the
bard said woefully.

“And use it without being laughed at,” the minstrel
agreed.

They turned back to the room in time to hear the
ceiling above groan horribly—and to see the cause.

The tavern had been struck by a coach-sized
boulder, doubtless hurled by a siege engine. It had
plunged through the roof and the attic beneath—
and then through the room below that—to protrude
between straining ceiling beams into their chamber.

Jantharl’s Surprising Journey

Tammaszar and Floonq hastily relocated in the
direction of the door as the jagged surface of the stone
settled closer and closer to the tabletop.

Jantharl peered at it. “Is that . . . writing?”

“It is,” the urhult confirmed, pushing past him. “It
says: If you can read this, you're too close.’ ” It glared
up at Melgor. “So open the door.”

The minstrel obliged.

As they all hastened out, Jantharl commented,
“Nice to know one of the Thayans has a sense of
humor.”

“Oh, I've met that particular Thayan,” the urhult
snapped. “He doesn'’t just scratch those words on
boulders.”

“Pray pardon, gentlesaers! Pray pardon!”

The voice hailing them from the passage, and
approaching rapidly, was young, male, and excited.
Jantharl raised his eyebrows—and drew his dagger.

So did Melgor. The minstrel proved to have two
daggers easily to hand.

“We're ready now,” the urhult announced grimly
into the darkness. “You can attack.”

“Uh, sorry?”

A lantern was hastily unshuttered and raised to
shine on its holder’s empty free hand and eager young
face.

“I come in peace!” he said hastily. “And unarmed!
See?”

“That’s nice,” the urhult replied, “but we're rather
busy right now, and—"

The young man with the lantern looked down and
saw who—or what—was answering him. His mouth
fell open, and his eyes bulged with astonishment and
delight. “Ooooh! Who are you?”

“Floongq,” the urhult replied sourly. “And who are
you?”

“Aerad Chuhyuk, of Manycastle News! Here to get
stories of the siege!”

“Well, uh, we’re rather busy right now,” Melgor
told the young man, “and-"
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Aerad Chuhyuk waved a dismissive hand and ten-
dered them a wide, bright smile. “Oh, this won’t take
more than a breath, truly!”

A sudden, teeth-jarring crash resounded from the
room behind Jantharl. The boards under their feet
groaned and then rippled like a wave crashing on a
beach, dust rolled out around them, and the walls
creaked and shivered.

All as a prelude to another, greater kerrraa AASH.

The boulder was now one floor closer to the cellar.

Chapter 6
Down into the Underruns

In the nigh-deafening tumult, the urhult calmly
swept the young man’s feet out from under him.

The lantern shattered and went out as it clanged
on the heaving floor—and Floonq efficiently bounced
Aerad Chuhyuk’s head off the groaning boards beside
his broken lantern.

The young scribe still smiled, but now he smiled at
nothing. Struck senseless.

“Broadsheet scribes!” the urhult snarled, dropping
the unconscious scribe and bustling off down the pas-
sage. “Dirty spies, all of them! Come!”

“Come where, exactly?” Jantharl inquired, as they
hastened along the passage to the front taproom—and
what sounded like the pitched battle raging there.

There were crashes and bangs, as if pots and pans
were falling or being used as weapons, and the snap-
ping and tearing of wood—and suddenly the passage
was full of flapping wings, bird dung, feathers, and
excited cooing. Jantharl struck out with one arm,
using the pommel of his dagger rather than the blade,
and hit at least two birds solidly. “What by the Nine
Blazing Hells—?”

“Pigeons,” Floonq explained. “Broadsheet scribes
send their reports out of besieged castles by pigeon.
Most end up in someone’s stewpot. Someone must
have broken yon young idiot’s cage of pigeons.”

“How do the pigeons find whoever’s waiting for
the reports?”

“Most don’t. So the broadsheets end up full of
whatever nonsense the printers feel like making up.
Worry not; it’s how sages’ histories have been written
for centuries.”

“I'm not reassured,” Jantharl commented.

“You shouldn’t be,” the familiar told him, scuttling
off down the passage. “After all, the alternative is you
taletellers.”

“Well, this maligned taleteller hasn't failed to
notice you haven't answered his question,” Jantharl
snarled. “Where are we going?”

“Elsewhere,” the urhult replied. “Fast.”

As they ducked cautiously along the passage
toward light—and, by the din, toward general
mayhem as well-more boulders crashed down out
of the sky, crushing or bouncing off nearby roofs.
With a sickening groan, a small building toppled over
into ruin, filling the street outside the tavern with
wreckage.

Back down the Tongue, a rooftop cistern crashed
to the cobbles with a deafening clatter like a wagon-
load of spilled shields. Somewhere rather nearer,
someone shrieked his throat raw as he fell from an
unseen height down, down to a sickeningly wet and
abrupt silence.

That silence was immediately broken by several
distant crashes, and another long, noisy building
collapse.

The siege was raging.

“Dung,” the urhult cursed, skidding to a sudden
stop. The front of the tavern was gone. In its place was
a flood of building stones and jagged timbers. The
toppled building had spilled right through The Curs-
ing Priestess.

“We’ll have to go this way,” Floonq said, abruptly
ducking to the right. Jantharl made a grab for it, but
missed.

Jantharl’s Surprising Journey

“Will you slow down and answer my question?”
he barked—but the familiar had slipped through a
dark doorway, and the bard found himself talking to
empty air.

Behind him, the minotaur chuckled. “I'm afraid
he’s always like that.”

“It’s not a wise career style,” Jantharl replied heav-
ily. “Not when I've got my dagger out.”

At that moment, a distant boom split the air. He
froze, looked vainly back in the direction of the noise,
and snapped, “That was a bombard!”

“Oh, aye,” Melgor agreed. “The Thayans have sev-
eral. From Lantan, manned by the crews who made
them—who are all utterly deaf, I'm told.”

“That’s no surprise,” Jantharl replied, as they
advanced cautiously through the doorway Floonq had
taken, his daggers out and ready.

It led through three dust- and rubble-filled rooms,
the last of which opened—or rather, had collapsed—
into a street. A street filled with heaped stones and
bricks that had until recently been the walls of build-
ings. It was decorated with wet smears and mangled
arms and legs that didn’t look as if their owners
would ever need them again.

“Every year,” Tammaszar said gloomily, “the Thay-
ans acquire ‘volunteers’ on their march through
Thesk to our walls.”

Jantharl looked at the carnage and winced. “And
their volunteer service consists of weighing down
catapults?”

He peered more closely at one agonized, staring
face, and frowned in disbelief. “A kender?”

The minotaur and Melgor moved to where they
could see the corpse he referenced. Their faces
acquired a weary look of recognition at the same
moment.

“Him,” was all Tammaszar said.

The minstrel was a bit more eloquent. “That one
was after the book. He wanted to destroy it. Spiritual
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reasons, or so he said. Sinful to ruin the fun of life
with foreknowledge, however limited.”

“And he ended up like this,” Jantharl murmured.
“A kender surprise.” He peered around. “Where is
that urhult?”

“Here,” a familiar voice snapped, from under their
feet. “While you were all sightseeing, I found us a way
down into the Underruns.”

“The way-tunnels,” Melgor explained. “They criss-
cross under the oldest part of the castle. They were
meant to provide cover in winter, in the worst rain-
storms, and in times of siege.”

“Well, at least it isn’t winter yet,” Jantharl observed
sarcastically. He obediently ducked his head and fol-
lowed the urhult through an opening half-hidden
under a leaning wall, down into darkness. “So where
are we headed?”

“Forward,” Floonq answered helpfully.

Jantharl took a firm grip on his patience. “Per-
haps,” he suggested pleasantly, “you could be a bit
more specific.”

“Deeper.”

Before Jantharl could snarl a suitable reply to that,
more boulders hurtled out of the sky to crash down
somewhere close by. A hole abruptly opened in the
darkness overhead to admit daylight, a little rain . ..
and a boulder. This one had a rude verse on it.

“There was a young elf on the moor,” Jantharl read
aloud. “A codpiece of shrinking he found . ..”

Then he shrugged and trudged on past, not caring
if he ever learned the rest. There was a lewd drawing
scribbled on the other side of the boulder.

“Huh,” Melgor commented, scrambling to follow
as the hole overhead widened and a trickle of rubble
tumbled in. “Orthel will be pleased.”

“Who,” Jantharl asked, as they all went deeper,
leaving the daylight behind, “is Orthel?”

“A scribe who’s made it his life’s work to set down
everything drawn or written on one of these siege
stones in a book. Words from the Heavens, he’s thinking

of calling it. He’s likely out right now, scribbling down
everything he can find.”

“As long as he isn't too eager to get a smash hit,”
the bard said dryly, “he—"

“Deeper!” the urhult snarled.

“How close are we to the castle dungeons?” Jan-
tharl asked suddenly, turning to Melgor. “I mistrust
our guide.”

The minstrel blinked. “Well, they’re much deeper
than we are now, and most of them are that way, well
east of us. Er, I think.”

“You ‘think’?”

“The old dungeons are well known, but you know
how secretive war captains can be. The newer dig-
gings are . .. not public knowledge. Then there're the
sappers.”

“The sappers?”

“The Thayans have a team of gnomes digging for
them, siege after siege. They work fast—but have a
horrible sense of direction. They double back on their
own delving often, going every which way. But they
have broken through into the dungeons many times.
The breaches were mended by collapsing the rooms
and tunnels they’d reached, and digging new dun-
geons. Deeper.”

Jantharl frowned. “Sounds like a recipe for bring-

ing all of Thaelfortress crashing down, sooner or later.

Are you certain of this, or is this all rumor? I've never
heard of gnomes who don't have a sense of direction
underground.”

“I think it's having the Red Wizards’ spells in their
heads that does it. They're fighting so hard to be free.
Yet that’s just my guess. The breaches and their wan-
dering tunnels, though—that’s simple truth. I saw
both with my own eyes when I was working for the
Mages of the Dragon Coast.”

“The Mages of—? And who might they be?”

“A sinister cabal of Sembian wizards who are
trying to keep the Red Wizards busy. Busy away from
Sembia, that is. Some say they goaded the Thayans
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into the first siege here. Others insist they try to get
broadsheet scribes to write about this or not write
about that, to sway common opinion. They hired me
to do some spying, here in the castle. Through some-
one else, of course. I learned who I'd been working
for four summers later, when the man who paid me
was murdered and word got around as to why.”

“Who’d they want you to spy on? And as they did
what?”

“Bard!” Floonq’s snarl was menacing. “If you want
to stay alive here in this castle much longer, ask fewer
questions. Now come on.”

Jantharl flung himself'to the floor and swept his
legs around in a swift reaping spin. He was rewarded
with a startled cry and flailing that ended in a thump,
as the urhult was tripped up. He pounced.

“Floonq,” he panted, nose to nose with the famil-
iar he was throttling, “I like urhults. I like you. But I
don’t like being ordered around as if I were a slave,
when those orders hurry me deeper and deeper into
unknown but quite likely dangerous places. Espe-
cially when those orders come from someone who
avoids answering my questions. Evasion makes me
suspicious. Rude evasion makes me suspect hostility.
I'm very suspicious right now. And I have a dagger in
my hand. Now, do we understand each other?”

The urhult regarded Jantharl unblinkingly—then
spat into his eyes.

Or would have, if the bard hadn’t expected it.
Alertly ducking and turning his head one direction,
he slammed the urhult’s head hard against the pas-
sage floor in the other. The smoking, hissing spittle
went over Jantharl’s shoulder.

“Who are you working for?” Jantharl snarled at the
struggling, squirming creature whose head he had
pinned down. Then he and Melgor both remembered
that Floonq was the familiar of a mage who was right
behind them. Melgor turned in a hurry with his dag-
gers up.
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Tammaszar of the Ten Invoked Tempests glared
down at the urhult, his nostrils flaring and tiny wisps
of what looked like lightning darting between his
horns. His eyes were two flaring flames.

“Yes, Floonq,” he said very softly, “that’s a very
good question, to which I require an immediate, full,
and entirely honest answer. Besides me, who are you
working for?”

Chapter 7
Too Many Tentacles

“Long...story...” the urhult snarled from under Jan-

tharl’s very firm hand.

“We have time,” the minotaur said coldly. “Unfold
your tale.”

“In front of—? Master! Secrets of Thaelfortress!”

Tammaszar leaned down close to Floonq. “Unfold
your tale.”

The urhult swallowed. “Right. The Mages of the
Dragon Coast. They're selling inferior weapons to
both sides in these sieges and spying on the Red
Wizards to see who's capable. The most dangerous
Thayans, they work to maim or slay, and they let the
bumblers live.”

“So you work for the Dragon Coasters?”

“No. Others entirely.”

“Who?”

“There are others who are desperate to get their
hands on ... other things.”

“Floonq,” the minotaur said pleasantly, “I get just
as irked as the bard here at evasive answers. Speak
more plainly.”

“The monocle on the rat over the festhall? Belongs
to Tathtauraunt. It can see through it, from afar. It
spies on everyone passing. It saw me. Sent . .. agents
to bargain with me. We made an agreement.”

“And what did they offer you, to betray me?” Tam-
maszar’s voice deepened, and the lightning racing
between his horns crackled.

“Y-your continued life, master. And mine.”

The minotaur froze. Jantharl stirred to speak, but
Tammaszar flung up one arm for silence. And got it.

“So what does the Beholder Lord of Thaelfortress
want with me?”

“Not you, master. Nor me. Though if we bring it
what it wants, the deal is fulfilled. It wants the bard.
And the minstrel, just in case.”

“In case of what?”

“In case the bard says no.”

“No to what?”

“I don’t know,” Floonq replied. “Honestly. I wasn't
told.”

“That I believe,” Jantharl murmured. And he
looked over at Tammaszar to find both the minotaur
and the minstrel nodding.

“Suppose,” Melgor suggested gently, “we go just a
little way on, to the cellars under the brewery, and sit
down there for a bit more of a talk. Before I go eyeball
to eyeball with an eye tyrant, I'd like to know a little
bit more. For instance, who else in the castle is an
agent of Tathtauraunt?”

The urhult kept silent until its master leaned for-
ward and said, “I heard a question asked of you, loyal
Floong.”

The familiar squirmed under Jantharl’s grasp.
“J-just about everyone who winters in Thael, master.
Barring a few of the worst dolts. Oh, and you, master!
Everyone. Not that most of them know about the
others. Tathtauraunt left most of them thinking they—
and they alone—have made pact with it.”

“Everyone. So the beholder must have long ago
established contact with the mind flayers,” the mino-
taur mused. “Tell me, Floonq . .. have the eye tyrant
and the tentacle feeders reached agreement?”

“N-no, master. They're still treating with each
other. Most of the dealings are settled.”

“Where does Pause stand?”

“She serves Tathtauraunt willingly. Ably, too.”

“Who is Pause?” Jantharl asked.
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“The illithids’ jailer, a tiefling who’s preg.. . .
Floonq, who sired the child Pause now carries?”

“Uh, ah, they say Tathtauraunt, but I don’t see how
a beholder can—uuurkhk!”

Glistening mauve tentacles erupted from the
floor behind the urhult, uncurling from beneath a
stone Jantharl would have sworn was old and solidly
set. The tentacles wasted no time trying to ensnare
or battle the bard—but thrust right into the urhult’s
mouth, choking it.

Floong’s eyes started to bulge.

Jantharl’s dagger was sharp.

He’d never sliced through mind flayer tentacles
before, but they didn’t prove much firmer than
pudding. Not that he tarried to contemplate their tex-
ture. There’d be others, if he knew anything about
illithids—

There were. The passage was suddenly full of thin,
menacingly striding, mauve figures in grandly sweep-
ing black robes and capes. The illithids hissed angrily
as their tentacles writhed and curled, their fell eyes
glared malevolently—

And then suddenly their arms were flailing in
agony. Tammaszar had unleashed some sort of silent
and swift spell that made purple flames gout from
the illithids’ eyes ere it swept them off their feet and
tumbled them down the passage.

“What was that?” Melgor asked in awe. Tammas-
zar swept its familiar up into its arms like a baby and
ripped severed mind flayer tentacles from its mouth.

“A mind lightning spell,” the minotaur said grimly.
“I don’t like illithids.”

Shaking the urhult gently, it said, “Floonq? Speak
to me of that beagle puppy you like to lick when you
meet it. The one you say tastes good. The one that
always wants to be walked.”

The familiar moaned and drooled. “Awawaaa . . .”

Tammaszar sighed heavily, shook Floonq briskly,
and announced, “I haven’t time for your little act at
the moment. Just answer me plainly. The puppy. You
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and I both know it’s really a malaugrym. Tell me: Is it
in league with Tathtauraunt, or a foe, or—"

Another volley of catapulted boulders shook the
passage, spilling fresh dust and rubble down around
them.

“Foe,” Floonq replied, all brisk business. It looked
at Jantharl. “Thanks for my life, bard. I owe you.”

Jantharl nodded. “T'd like us to be friends, not ene-
mies. Allies, at least.”

“You bards do dream, don’t you?” the urhult
replied grimly. “Allies I can manage, given the pres-
ent circumstances.” It looked up at the widening rift
in the passage ceiling. The storm clouds were clear-
ing, and boulders could be seen plunging down out of
the sky. “Should we, ah, relocate?”

Floong’s question was directed at its master, but
Tammaszar turned to Jantharl.

Who replied, “Just back up into the tavern. We'll
find what’s left of a room somewhere, make sure
we’re alone, and talk. Then when we have a cunning
plan, we’ll know to where we should relocate.”

“Well said,” the minotaur agreed. “Let’s be getting
back.”

“Master, what'’s happened to you?”

“I guess I got too angry to be shy. You might want
to bear that in mind when contemplating future
treacheries, Floonq.”

“Master! 1-"

They stopped in abrupt unison to gape at what
came toward them through the heaped rubble of the
tavern taproom.

The statue of the dragonborn monk had left her
plinth in the mustering yard and lumbered toward
them, its steps heavy and ponderous and its eyes star-
ing blankly. “Who am I?” it demanded, its voice deep
and echoing.

“Change of plans,” Melgor said quickly, plucking at
the minotaur’s arm. “This way!”

He hurriedly led the way through an underpantry.

“The wine cellar is through there, so there has to
be a back stair or delivery hatch or—ah! Here!” He led
the way up a steep, curving stair to a closed panel.

Sliding the panel aside, Melgor plunged into a
room where a startled ring of robed folk looked up
from a chalked design on the floor. An annoyed-look-
ing woman in a gown lay on her back, barefoot, in the
middle of the design. Held in the air above her by way
of leather restraints was a slumbering, obviously preg-
nant female tiefling. The four robed worshipers who
held the ends of her restraints were chanting some-
thing low and insistent.

A chant broke off in confusion as the worshipers
all turned to stare at Melgor and his companions.

The minstrel smiled brightly, but rather weakly,
and announced, “Oh, I'm very sorry!”

The woman on the floor stared up at Jantharl.
“Jan?”

“Oparlra? What brought you here?”

One of the tallest chanters strode angrily toward
them. “You profane against Great Sune! This is a
solemn ritual, and—"

“No, it’s not,” the urhult said irritably.

“Excuse me?”

“It’s not a solemn ritual. No ritual of Sune is
solemn.”

The Sunite priestess drew herself up haughtily.
“Oh? And just who—what—are you?”

“A servant of Sune,” the urhult said flatly. “So bow
down and mind your manners.”

From behind Floong, the minotaur let out a snort
that sounded suspiciously like a suppressed chuckle.

“Oparlra?” Jantharl was still too astonished to do
more than stammer out questions.

The woman on the floor tried to roll out of the
chalked design and rise, but found herself pinned
under the sagging tiefling as the Sunites holding her
turned to gawk at the four intruders. “Get your Pause
off me,” she snapped at them, startling them into
fresh confusion.
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“I take it,” Tammaszar said to Jantharl, “you two
know each other from, ah, before Thaelfortress.”

The bard nodded. “We do, and—"

“Say nothing!” Oparlra hissed, rushing up to them
the moment she won free. “Nothing at all about me!”

“Ah.” Jantharl nodded. “Understood.”

“And get me out of here. These Sunites have some
odd ideas. I'll need some boots; they took all my
clothes.”

Jantharl nodded again. “Have you noticed anyone
with feet your size?”

“What? No, I've been rather busy, Jan, being
dragged into this ritual! I told them I was a conse-
crate of Sharess, but they say that’s—get this!—'close
enough’!”

“They dragged you into their ritual unwillingly?
Well, then...”

Jantharl looked at the boots worn by the priestess
angrily arguing with Floonq, and judged them near
enough.

Ducking and thrusting an arm around one of
her thighs, he boosted the Sunite off the ground in
one smooth motion, ignoring her shrieks. Snaring
one wildly kicking foot, he tugged the boot off it and
tossed it in Oparlra’s direction.

“Try it on!” he called, ducking as sharp fingernails
raked at his face. Trying to keep his balance under
the struggles of the priestess, he staggered back a few
steps and turned—only to see the rest of the Sunites
charging him.

From mere steps away.

With a curse, he caught hold of the second boot in
one hand and heaved the priestess with the other. She
hurtled over his head into two of her fellow Sunites,
dashing them to the floor. Jantharl fled with the boot.

Behind him, the room went suddenly darker and
quieter.
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Chapter 8
One Comes, Loudly Heralded,
to the Ritual

Ominously darker and quieter—and right behind him.

Jantharl skidded to a halt as he twisted around to
see why.

“A smidge large, but they’ll do,” Oparlra
announced happily, snatching the second boot
from him. Jantharl barely noticed. He was too busy
gawking at the smirking minotaur mage, and what
Tammaszar had done.

There was suddenly a wall across the room. A wall
that hadn’t been there a moment before.

They were on one side of it—and the Sunites and
the sleeping tiefling were trapped on the other.
Jantharl could feel the floor shake as the angry wor-
shipers crashed into the wall, and the subsequent
blows as they hammered on it . . . but he couldn’t hear
them, or anything at all from the far side of the wall.

“Now, that’s a handy spell,” he told the minotaur,
watching an approving Oparlra stamp her feet into
her borrowed boots.

Tammaszar grinned. “You might say it’s . . . magic.
So your lover, or onetime companion, is a priestess of
Sharess.”

Jantharl blinked. “Did I say that? Guess I didn’t
have to.”

The minotaur nodded. “Do you trust her?”

The bard frowned. “How do you mean?”

“Can we have our bluntly honest talk in front of
her?”

“Oh. Yes.”

“Good,” the minotaur replied, and he looked down
at Floong. “So let us talk.”

“I—uh, well .. "

Tammaszar sighed, stepped back, lowered his
horns, and cast a swift spell. His familiar looked
alarmed—and then resigned to what was about to
happen.

Floonq flopped to the floor like a boneless thing
and started to babble.

“The priestess can’t stop bobbing her head . .. They
say two of Tathtauraunt’s eyestalks are in love with
each other ... the monocle is gigantic because size
does matter . . . it belongs to the nearsighted beholder
... A halfling under a curse that makes him a she,
then her a him, then back again; the Sunites were
going to cure him, but he trusts them not ... . he loves
asheep ... Tonly have eyes for ewe!’. .. he stole the
scroll under the dragonborn statue, to try to break his
curse, but the writings weren’t magic at all . .. The
mop boy at the Magnificent Mansion of Taste Viola-
tions quit after an incident with a corset of custard
summoning...”

“What?” Jantharl looked at the minotaur. “What is
this?”

“. .. the shortage of maids was well noted .. . the
fruit carts will have no fruit .. .”

“The spell makes you speak uncontrollably,” Tam-
maszar explained. “Dreams and notions and truth all
mixed together. Listen carefully. It doesn’t last long,
and we’ll get only a few useful snatches out of'it all.”

“When the fruit runs out,” Floonq told the ceil-
ing excitedly, “the drow will provide new supplies,
up through the dungeons ... What we still have
is spoiled; those who eat it will see wild visions . ..
Beware, for someone we thought to be dead yet lives
... Amole the mighty big-horned barbarian rides his
elephant to relieve the siege on Thaelfortress, but
afoot he comes barely up to a short man’s knee . ..
The Thayan commander rides a dragon that’s afraid
to fly . .. it swallowed a wand of wonder, so its breath
is gouts of harmless bubbles . . . but if it spews on you,
youre doomed ... Beware the barbarian who rides a
beagle into battle . . . Every third day or so, the book
doesn't quite tell the truth ... In the dungeons is a
duck, and under it is the solution to all problems .. .

a matched torch lets you lead mobs . . . The alchemist
has a homunculus made out of fungus . . . never open
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his can of wyrms . . . If she gets excited, the priestess
will snarl curses and say the most shocking things,
and can't stop ... Beware the weregoat, who works

as a nurse; yes, she’s a nanny goat, but seven feet tall,
and with the voice of the barbarian gods . .. her battle
cry is “You will eat your vegetables!’ and she is to be
feared ... I have looked in the book, and on its last
page I read, ‘And I became as hard as stone’. .. The
Thayans have assembled a regiment of curators and
statue sellers, who will rebuild Thaelfortress after
their siege destroysit . . . Tathtauraunt is madly in love
with Helglan the black minotaur, who is as ugly as the
hind end of a mangled boar, which just proves that
beauty—booty?—is in the eye of the beholder . . . which
must be how you get pinkeye .. .”

Jantharl looked at Tammaszar. “You think that’s
possible? The beholder could be in love with your
brother?”

The minotaur mage shrugged. “If it can sire a
tiefling’s child, I don’t know what to believe. This
could all be Floonq’s speculation, remember. Or

nightmares.”
The familiar’s torrent of words slowed, and its
stare grew less wild. “. .. the weregoat loves the half-

ling, but knows not why he’s sometimes a he, and
sometimes a she ... The missionaries seek the sacred
writings on the holy boulders that come out of the sky
at Thaelfortress . . . There will come a goliath, a fear-
some warrior who just wants to dance . . . The fork. ..
the fork isin ... the fork is with you . . . I must pull the
fork out!”

The urhult sprang up, shouting, “I must pull the
fork out! I must! I must! I must pull the fork out!”

“You must calm yourself,” Tammaszar said, gath-
ering Floongq into a bear hug. “Easy now, Floongq.
Easy.” The minotaur deftly smothered the urhult to
the drowsy edge of unconsciousness, then looked at
Melgor and Jantharl. “What did you hear that we
should heed?”
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The bard and minstrel frowned in unison, then
brightened and started to speak. Melgor was a trifle
faster.

“There’s something hidden under a duck in the
dungeons that we have to find. I'm not sure about
anything else.”

“I'm not sure of anything,” Jantharl said with a sigh.
“It all sounded like raving to me.”

“Well said, saer!”

An unfamiliar voice boomed those words from the
entrance to the room, startling them. They turned.

The man framed in the doorway was tall and
broad-shouldered—and had no hands. He wore full
plate armor—from the stumps where his wrists should
have been, to the pointed tips of his boots—and it was
shapely, emphasizing his trim waist, curved hips, and
muscular chest and thighs. There was a gleaming
gorget at his throat, but he was helmless. A lash was
strapped stoutly to one forearm and a longsword to
the other, and both his breastplate and codpiece were
embossed with symbols of the goddess Sune.

“L,” he announced grandly, surveying the room
with warm, steel-gray eyes, “am here for the ritual.
Where is everyone?”

“By ‘everyone’ you mean Sunites all robed up for
worship, I presume?” Oparlra asked.

The armored man’s eyes met hers and brightened.

“And who, beauteous lady, are you?”

“Oparlra. A priestess of Sharess.”

They all watched a blush suffuse his face. He
smiled and asked shyly, “I would be, ah, charmed
to better make your acquaintance, lady. Though not
... as intimately as many of the rituals of your faith
prefer, I hasten to assure thee.”

Oparlra smiled. “Ah. A virgin in armor. As all
paladins of Sune start out. And seeing as your armor
is gleaming steel rather than adorned with pink, a
status you must still . . . enjoy.”

The man in armor winced. “You wound me, lady,
when I would fain become your friend—and in time, if
you’ll have me, more than that.”

He looked at the others standing with her and
sniffed. “I would be better company, at the very least,
than you now keep.”

Melgor blinked. “Do minstrels smell or some-
thing? Be not so swift to judge, holy knight! Say, now,
saer, we know what you are, but how would you be
called?”

“I am Elgarr Mandrurjack, a paladin of Sune! And
I am on a twofold quest!” At his utterance of that last
word, the air filled with a fanfare of unseen trumpets.

“Oh?” Jantharl asked cautiously. “What sort of a
twofold quest?”

“I must ensure that a certain book is in the right
hands, and I must acquire a certain corset.”

The bard quelled his sigh. “Let me venture a guess.
A corset of custard summoning?”

“You've seen it?”

“No, but I've heard of one. Locally.”

“This ‘certain book’ you speak of,” Oparlra put in.
“What sort of book is it?”

“One in which writings of the future appear, that
must be read back to front,” Mandrurjack boomed.

“I own such a book,” Tammaszar told the paladin,
before Jantharl or Melgor could shush him.

Mandrurjack frowned. “I'm not sure the notion
of a minotaur controlling something of such magical
power sits easily with me. You are dressed as one who
wields magic.”

“I'm not sure the notion of a paladin of Sune pre-
suming to judge me sits easily with me,” Tammaszar
replied gravely, “so I suppose we're even.”

The armored holy knight stepped forward, his
whip and sword rising.

“Bull-man, do you sport with me?”
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Chapter 9
Talking and Even Some Thinking

Tammaszar of the Ten Invoked Tempests stood his
ground.

“Sport with you? I'm not even flirting with you.
Rather, I'm stating my thoughts plainly. And would
in turn like some plain answers from you. By ‘the
right hands,” do you mean you want to seize the book?
Or ensure it passes into the keeping of the church of
Sune?”

The paladin blinked. “I've been told I should get
my hands on the book, yes, but that was by a young
and naive priestess of the faith. The senior priestesses
said that I was to make sure the book did not fall into
the wrong hands. Who those wrong hands belonged
to was left to me to judge.”

“Well, it’s a safe bet they won't be your hands,”
the urhult snapped, shifting restlessly in its master’s
grasp. “What happened to them?”

“Many years ago, I acted rashly. There’s a statue
in the mustering yard you must be familiar with: the
dragonborn monk. Someone placed a garter belt on
that statue, and I snatched it off—at the price of my
hands. It was an enchanted belt, and the only safe
way to remove it, I was informed later, was with my
teeth.”

“Huh,” Oparlra commented. “They always inform
you later, don’t they?”

“Lady fair, you can inform me later any time,”
Mandrurjack said affectionately.

Floonq winced and made a loud retching sound.
That earned him a stern scowl from his master.

Jantharl rolled his eyes. “Even for a paladin, your
lines need work,” he muttered. “Get on the wrong
side of Oparlra, here, and you're apt to need—"

“Pray pardon, saer bard, but tell me true: Which
is her wrong side?” the paladin interrupted, looking
grave. “I must know this, for I will be spending much
time with you, henceforth, and must needs avoid
giving offense to such a charming lady.”
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“Spending much—?" Melgor blinked. “You will?”

“Oh, yes. I must join your fellowship, so as to pre-
vent the book falling into the wrong hands. Even my
own.”

“But you don't have any hands,” the urhult snorted.

“Oh, but I do. My hands live yet—kept supple and
moving by the same fell magic that directs them.
They run a shop here in Fort Thesk, where dolls are
sold.”

Melgor frowned. “A doll shop? I've never . .. oh. Is
this doll about the height of a middling-stature man?
And the same wide?”

“Itis.”

“Ah.” Melgor turned to Jantharl. “The shop where
the disfigured dead are prepared for burial with
refashioned faces, heads, and the like. Darthemran’s,
on Lendle Street.”

“I'm not likely to become a client,” the bard replied
dryly. “While still alive, at least.”

The paladin frowned at them, and then at the
minotaur.

“Are you sure you're the right and fitting person to
possess the book that writes of times just ahead?” he
asked Tammaszar.

Who replied solemnly, “I am. Now, haven’t you a
ritual you need to be getting to?”

The holy knight looked at him, then shot a helpless
glance of appeal at Oparlra. He coughed. “Yes,” he
admitted. “And where is it?”

The minotaur mage waved an arm, and the wall
behind him vanished. Robed Sunites fell through
suddenly empty air, beating their fists on nothing.
They set up a gladsome cry at the sight of the paladin,
but his eyes were fixed on the priestess of Sharess.

“Elgarr Mandrurjack, paladin of Sune,” he mur-
mured, tapping his breastplate with the arm that was
fitted with the lash. “Remember me.”

Oparlra blew him a kiss. “Oh, I shall.”

He gave her a grave nod and strode into the heart
of the Sunites—who immediately clamored, “Smite

these cruel ones! They interrupted our holy ritual!
They imprisoned us here! They—"

As the paladin started to turn, his face hardening,
Tammaszar waved his arms and muttered something,
and the wall returned, sealing off the Sunites and
their half of the room once more.

“Thank you.” Oparlra sighed. “I was beginning to
fear I was going to have to devote myself to mothering
a man with more holiness than wits, and less worldly
experience than the nearest milking stool. Who's
smitten with me but doesn’t know what to do about
it.”

The minotaur chuckled. “My spell won't last for-
ever. And it'll hold for a very short time indeed if that
paladin carries the right sort of divine magic and
knows how to use it. Let’s get gone.”

“Have you noticed,” Jantharl said as they headed
back down the curving stair into the back rooms of
the tavern, “how quiet it’s fallen? The bombardment
seems to be over.”

“For now,” Melgor replied, darting cautious glances
around the darkened and seemingly deserted tavern.
“Which means the Thayans’ll be storming the walls.
After they get beaten back, about when it’s time to
prepare evenfeast, they’ll start hurling things into the
castle again.”

“So while this respite lasts, we should go some-
where safer,” Oparlra said firmly. “Any thoughts on
that?”

“I have one,” Floonq piped up. “There’s an event
that usually takes place in Thaelfortress during the
initial assault on the walls that we’ll want to keep well
clear of: Lord Rustable’s Hunt.”

“Oh, Watching Gods above,” Melgor said slowly. “I
clean forgot.”

Jantharl got his sigh out of the way as quickly as he
could. “And what, pray tell, is Lord Rustable’s Hunt?”

“Lord Rorlram Rustable,” the minstrel began
slowly, “is—"

Jantharl’s Surprising Journey

“Utterly crazed,” Floonq said flatly. “A hooting
mind prancer. A staring-eyed, raving—"

“Floonq doesn'’t like eccentric old outlander
nobles,” Tammaszar explained. “Lord Rustable is a
harmless old man with some affectations and a love
of hunting. He came here years ago from the Sword
Coast. He always holds a hunt inside the castle during
the annual Thayan siege. As in, a bunch of wild-
armored old nobles on horseback—or off horseback;
they spend a lot of time falling off—galloping full tilt
through Thaelfortress in pursuit of, well, the lord’s
pet beagle. Not that they ever catch it, mind you. The
whole thing is an excuse for drinking and shouting
and falling off horses. The priests who heal for hire
encourage it, of course. These days, Rustable spends
most of his waking hours tied into a chair so he won't
slide out of it whenever he falls asleep. In the saddle,
he’s a different person. Awake, alive—"

“Manic,” Floonq added, in precisely the same tone
as his master. “And he can’t see much beyond the end
of his own nose, so when he’s out riding, it’s not safe to
be anywhere on the same street.”

Jantharl stuck his head cautiously out of the
deserted tavern to peer down all the streets he could
see. They were empty of all but rubble, yet he could
hear something—a distant, confused din—off to the
east. It sounded a lot nearer than the continuous
clash, rumble, and thunder to the south that had to be
the battle at the castle walls.

“Is that the hunt I'm hearing?”

“Likely. So we’ll want to head somewhere else.”

“The Magnificent Mansion of Taste Violations?”
Tammaszar suggested with a grin. “It has that
enchanted room where things fall up. Could be
handy when the boulders start to appear again.”

“Can’t afford it,” Melgor replied. “Besides, I don't
want to get anywhere near the troll who works there,
ever again. The intellect of the nearest cobblestone,
the strength of an angry bull-sorry, Tamm-—and
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thinks she’s a sultry little she-elf.” He shuddered.
“Truly terrifying.”

“There’s a tale here, I can tell,” Jantharl teased.

“Yes, and you're not going to hear it, so leave off.
We should be talking of ways to get you safely out of
the castle with the book—and without all Tathtau-
raunt’s agents hard on your heels.”

“I'm all ears,” the bard murmured.

Oparlra chuckled. “That’s not how I remember
you!”

“You're not helping!” Jantharl told her. “I-" A
deep, barely audible thundering sound caught his ear.
Frowning, he ducked his head back outside.

And swiftly drew it back, to stare at everyone in
incredulous astonishment.

“There’s an elephant coming down the street,” he
announced. “Fast.”

“Heh.” Floonq scuttled to the door to take his own
look. “Amole made it!”

“Through a siege?”

“The elephant opens magical ways—no one knows
exactly how.”

“So it could become my way out? With the book?”

The urhult smiled. “Now you're thinking. So long
as the enchantments on the book don't play havoc
with the elephant’s portal walking, that should work
just fine. We may have to persuade Amole, but—"

“Should work just fine?”

Floonq coughed. “Well, it’s never been tried
before, so there’s only one way to find out.”

Jantharl sighed, then peered outside again. “The
elephant is coming down yon street this way—fast.
The hunt seems to be coming this way on the same
street from that direction. Also fast. Charging hard, in
fact, both converging forces. Same street.”

Melgor chuckled. “I feel a ballad coming on.”

“I feel mayhem coming on,” Jantharl replied.
“Right outside this door, about three breaths from
now. We might want to pick our way across the

tavern, find another street, and use it to get well away
from here, before—"

Floonq looked out the door again, chortled—and
was gone, rushing up the street to confront the beagle
that loped along at the head of the hunt.

It saw the urhult and abruptly swerved and
ducked down a side alley with Floonq in hot pursuit.

Tammaszar pushed past Jantharl to see what was
happening.

“So if Floonq heads the hunt off,” Jantharl started,
casting a quick glance in the other direction to see
how close the charging elephant was, “we can swirl
our cloaks and head away in another direction,
right?”

The minotaur mage shook his horned head and
started across the street, following his familiar.

“No,” he said without turning. “We must chase after

Floong.”
“Or ... what, exactly? How can things get worse
than they are right now?”

“The dragons could get loose. And Tathtauraunt
could find us. Those’re just the first two things on a
long, long list . ..”

Whatever else Tammaszar of the Ten Invoked
Tempests was going to say was lost to Jantharl’s ears
as the minotaur plunged into the alley.

His jaw dropping open, Jantharl stopped dead in
the middle of the street.

“Dragons? You have dragons, plural, imprisoned
somewhere here?”

It was at about that moment—with Lord Rust-
able’s Hunt bearing down on him from one direction,
and a charging elephant with a tiny man in furs and
baldrics and an oversized horned helmet charging
at him from the other—that it occurred to Jantharl
the Brightsash Bard that standing in the middle of
this particular Thaelfortress street at this particular
moment might be a less than wise career choice.

Jantharl’s Surprising Journey

As the elephant loomed up like a wall of angry
thunder, it lowered its head, pointing one long,
curved tusk right at his guts.

Jantharl tried to think of something witty to say as
he sprang for the safety of the tavern.

And failed.

Chapter 10
What Happens When
It All Comes Together

“Jan!” Oparlra shrieked, shooting out one shapely
arm to gather him in. They fell back into the tavern
together, Melgor springing politely aside to give them
room to do so.

Three hard-running young men, sprinting along
at the forefront of the hunt, had seen the beagle turn
into the alleyway and took the same route when they
reached it.

The rest of the hunt had not—and they raced full
tilt into the elephant, even as it charged into them.
Bodies flew like embers from a hot fire, or were tram-
pled underfoot, screaming. Polearms shattered like
dry twigs against weathered purple-gray hide, spells
were shouted, and—

The elephant was gone. The short barbarian
plunged down through suddenly empty air to slam
into the paunch of a startled horseman with a huge
white quivering mustache. From which he bounced
high, as the horseman retched, then landed on his
feet, snarling defiance at everyone.

“They’ve noticed the tavern,” Melgor reported
tersely, “and will head here in a breath or two. Snatch
some drinkables, and let’s get gone! Heading after
Tammaszar, I strongly recommend!”

Jantharl and Oparlra obeyed, liberating a large
decanter each from behind the deserted bar without
examining the contents of either, and sprinting after
Melgor. Melgor dashed into the street, his person
already bulging with acquired bottles.
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Jantharl flung a random handful of coins back
over his shoulder by way of payment and found him-
self skidding in very fresh elephant dung. He caught
his balance with Oparlra’s aid, then plunged into the
alley without looking closely at the pulped slush that
had recently been some of the fastest hunt members.

Melgor puffed and sloshed ahead of them, moving
fast despite his bulk. They burst out of the alley, ran
across a side street, and plunged into the street of
soothsayers. Melgor was panting hard but still two
strides in the lead.

“Into the sooth!” he cried. “Onwaaaard!”

The three hastened. Wild-eyed—or blindfolded—
bearded faces loomed on all sides of them, bobbing or
chanting or tossing handfuls of smooth pebbles back
and forth from hand to hand. Soothsayings rose in a
cloud of crazed words.

“Seek Kendra the druid, she of the sun-bright hair
and wits like a dead sapling!”

“Lubrication or lucubration, 'tis all the same!”

“The curse riding the town crier is that he speaks
in puns, or not at all.”

“The wizard Cox made the monocle over the fest-
hall door, the ring that makes a man a maid and
amaid a man, and the corset of custard summon-
ing. Some say the size of the monocle means he’s a
giant, but others say the size of the corset tells us he’s
slender and shapely or even a woman. Still others
are wise enough to say nothing at all. Me, I'm still
undecided.”

“Now you know why this was free!”

“He was saved by his enchanted pluterhosen. They
inflate when wet, and so saved him from drowning.”

“Repent! Repent, and you'll not perish in winter
out yonder on the pitted, scarred Lesion Fields!”

“For it is written that the butcher who runs out of
meat must take desperate measures!”

“The gods themselves are inspired when a
drunken dragon descends to the dungeons—for dun,
gin, and dragons is a potent mix!”

“Time lies when you're having fun!”

“Heed ye! That pitchfork was handed down to a
farmer from his grandsire, who had it from a trav-
eler—who came across a fork in the road.”

“But behold, it was not a pole of dancing, nor yet
a lance of kebabing! It was a wooden leg meant for a
minotaur! A kender by the name of Shish owned it,
and it, the pitchfork of inciting, and the dogapult were
a holy trio of relics meant to be wielded in worship
together.”

“It is written that the kenku monk is easily dis-
tracted by shiny things, but, know you, it is not
written what sorts of shiny things!”

“Beware the kender, for it is in truth a were-mino-
taur, who comes out on the full mooooon.”

Then Melgor ducked into an alley with Jantharl
and Oparlra right behind him. Silence fell, as if the
babbling soothsayers were a world away.

“Whew!” the minstrel gasped. “I used to trot along
there whenever I needed wild ideas for a ballad or a
tall tale for the taverns, but too much of that would
make anyone’s head hurt.”

The alley was a short one, bending in a noisome
dogleg brimming with old refuse before turning into
a wider, brighter street.

Melgor emerged from the dogleg, sprinting with
renewed vigor—only to stumble to an abrupt halt,
gaping. Jantharl and Oparlra almost ran into him, but
managed their own swift stops and astonished stares.

Ahead, Tammaszar of the Ten Invoked Tempests
and his familiar faced, across sixty feet or so of shat-
tered street, four beholders. Each eye tyrant glittered
and shone and—Jantharl peered—yes, trailed a stalk or
arm that descended down into holes amid the heaped
and tumbled cobbles. Which meant they were like
four deadly hand puppets, all part of just one notori-
ous, still-buried giant beholder.

So this must be Tathtauraunt, the gigantic beholder,
Jantharl thought. Which meant they were almost cer-
tainly doomed.

Jantharl’s Surprising Journey

A curious snarl came from the beholder—a growl
that steadily rose into a squeal or wail. Its four visible
heads were quivering . . . no, shuddering.

Floonq and its master were backing away. Jan-
tharl decided that was a good idea. So did Melgor and
Oparlra, and in the space of a few tense breaths they
were all back in the alley, around the corner from the
beholder and the churning stretch of broken street
under which it hid.

“Tamm,” Melgor hissed, “what’d you do?”

“Me? Nothing! Played a target, staring at the
beholder with my mouth open, that’s all!”

“It looks hurt,” Oparlra pointed out. “And why
didn't it attack you?”

“You saw it glittered? With that shiny coating all
over it? Well, that coating is covering all of'its eyes. It
tried to use one—and the coating trapped the magic in
the eyestalk, so it took effect right there, and blew it to
wet spatter stew!” Tammaszar winced at the memory.
“The coating is pixie blood and enspelled forge dust
and . .. other things. Probably something concocted
by our local alchemist, Antrus Dralthair. The blast,
when the bladder burst above the beholder, looked
like his work.”

Oparlra’s eyes narrowed. “Dralthair . . . wasn’t he
working with the Thayans?”

“Oh, yes, both sides hire him. We get him work-
ing on nastiness to use on the Thayans, and then the
Thayans arrive to besiege the castle and hire him to
oversee their barrages. Then they go home, and we
hire him to think up more nastiness.” The minotaur’s
grin was just short of bitter. “He’s a man of mutable
standards, and it’s steady work.”

“Great words for a tombstone,” Jantharl observed.
“Let’s get gone from here. Unless Floongq is still eager
to catch the beagle? Where is it, anyhail?”

“It disappeared down one of the fissures, where
the street was all broken up. Down there with
the beholder,” Floonq replied gloomily. “Or in the
beholder.”
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“Where’d the elephant go?” Oparlra asked.

“Halfway across the Realms, if it’s lucky,” Melgor
replied, peering warily in all directions as they came
back out into the street of the soothsayers. “They’ll
soon get hungry here in the castle, you know.”

A soothsayer rose, staring at them, and bellowed,
“Beware the purple menaces with tentacles, who feed
on brains! The beagle is their plaything. They send it
around Thaelfortress to entice and lure!”

The bard, the minstrel, the minotaur and his
familiar, and Oparlra all exchanged looks.

“For she dwells in a tower, enrapt in beauty and
her long, long hair! In love she is, and lets down her
golden standards!”

And with that, the soothsayers were all up and
clamoring again, shouting their visions and beliefs
and corrections of unbridled heresy.

“For time passes differently outside these walls,
some days, but not others!”

“Lolth watches and gloats! Truly, the chaos of
these sieges is beyond even divine comprehension—
but what the Queen of Spiders sees of the blood and
tumult that afflicts Fort Thesk, she loves!”

A soothsayer thrust a small purse into Jantharl’s
hand and hissed, “Use these wisely! Some would frit-
ter these, or hoard them, but you are wise, saer bard,
and when the time comes, you will know!”

Jantharl frowned, hefting the small leather bag. It
felt like it was full of . . . gems.

“For there were levers around the castle in those
days, and whenever they were pulled, the land
shifted, and those who attacked became defenders,
while those who'd defended now attacked! When
they asked Lorthlar of Teflamm why he pulled every
lever he saw, the halfling replied that he was a lever-
puller born!”

Behold yon figure, on the rooftop! "Tis Larloch, the
Doombringer, come as he comes every year, to watch
the death and suffering of the sieges!”

Thrusting the purse he’d been given down his
shirt for the nonce, Jantharl looked where the wild-
eyed man was pointing and saw a tall, black-robed
figure atop a building far down the street. At that
moment, the dark watcher turned from gazing out
over the distant walls to looking down at the bard—
and Jantharl felt a cold regard. He shivered and
looked away. When he dared sneak a glance back
up, several bellowed dooms and prophecies later, the
rooftop was empty.

“This,” a soothsayer whispered, close beside his
ear, “is what happens when it all starts to come
together. The Time of Troubles was nothing compared
to this. Believe me.”

Jantharl winced. He didn’t want to believe any
such talk ... but he was starting to.

May the Watching Gods help us all.

Chapter 11
If a Castle Should Fall

“Come on,” said Melgor roughly, tugging at Jantharl’s
arm to draw him away from the soothsayer. “We’ll be
getting the missionaries next!”

“The what?”

“Missionaries. Priests of Corellon and Lolth. They
pay their way handsomely through the Thayan lines
for the privilege of haranguing the besieged folk of
the castle. They all hammer on a single door, crying
for refuge. Then when it’s opened, they start preach-
ing, each priest trying to outshout the other and
multiple feet in the door to prevent it being slammed
on their noses.”

Jantharl shook his head. “During a siege? If 1
answered the door at all, I'd be inclined to slam not
the door but their bodies—with something hard and
sharp.”

“Oh, they’re not just priests, to be put off with skil-
lets of boiling water or flung chamber pots. They're
barbarians, armed to the proverbial teeth.”

Jantharl’s Surprising Journey

“Charming,” the bard commented. “Anything
else really cheerful about these sieges I should know
about?”

“Well, those gnome sappers will come up some-
where before much longer.”

“Oh, aye. Anything I should know about them?”

“Very narrow tunnels. If humans need to use
them, it’s get bare and get greased. We usually use
hog fat. They're led by a grizzled old gnome who’s
more scars than flesh. He covers himself with a mask
and strapped-on plates of leather and amulets and the
gods alone know what all. Goes by the name of Gus-
trus More.”

“Urrgh. Gnome more, friend Melgor! Next you'll
be telling me there’re vampires and suchlike.”

“Well there are, and lots of ‘suchlike.’ There’s only
one vampire, but it keeps to the main castle wells. It
guards them, actually. It tore apart an assassin paid
to poison the wells years back, and commanded the
assassin’s bits and pieces be sent back to those who
sent him as a warning. We did it, too.”

“Now that I approve of,” Jantharl replied, let-
ting himself be steered into another alley. “If more
folk did that, there’d be less poisonings—and fewer
innocent casualties. Poison shows little judgment in
selecting foes.”

“That corset of the custards used to belong to
that vampire,” Floonq commented suddenly. “Quite
fetching he looked in it, too.” It winked. “Well, to an
urhult, anyhail.”

It turned to enjoy the looks its comment earned it
from Jantharl and the others. Then it added brightly,
“There are some who say that assassin botched all
his jobs because the sight of blood made the man
faint. And that he wasn’t very bright. The poison he’d
bought for the well poisoning was labeled merely “use
me,” and not knowing how, he poured it on the flag-
stones, not into the water. Why, there—"

The familiar stiffened, went silent mid-sentence,
and ducked into a crouch.
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Just ahead of them, Oparlra stopped suddenly.

“Peril,” she murmured over her shoulder. “Tam-
maszar, be ready.”

“For what?” the minotaur asked, joining her.

“See the woman standing in the corner door-
way? On the right, about four cross streets up? That’s
Hurmeldra Straelstone. She’s what they call a chaos
sorcerer, and she’s a long way short of being sane.”

“She’s also seen us,” Tammaszar murmured.
“Should we expect trouble?”

“Seeing as she’s worked for the Thayans for the last
six years, and is still alive and flourishing, the answer
to that one is yes. The more she fights, the more she
slips into madness. She already has some sort of spell
at work—see the shimmering in the air around her?”

“I don’t have the spells to shield us all, or even
counter her if I don’t know what she’s cast,” the mino-
taur warned. “We should scatter—sidling casually, not
running. If we stand together, we make a tempting
target for—"

He blinked. The distant sorcerer was gone from
the doorway.

And suddenly standing right in front of them,
her arms still folded across her chest and her eyes
contemptuous.

“Well met,” she purred, almost sneering. “A curi-
ous fellowship to meet here in the streets of Fort
Thesk. I wonder if you might happen to have what I'm
seeking?”

Everyone fell silent and waited. Neither Strael-
stone nor those facing her said a word until Jantharl
sighed and asked aloud, “And what might you be
seeking, lady?”

“A ring that makes a maid into a man, and a man
into a maid. A corset that summons custards. And a
certain book.”

Her eyes bored into those of the minotaur, who
stared back at her without a word. Tammaszar’s eyes
might have been two sword points.

“A love of literature is always good,” Jantharl
drawled. “What’s your interest in this ‘certain book,’ if
I'maybe sobold...?”

The sorcerer laughed lightly. “I have a pen that will
write in it, Brightsash Bard.”

Jantharl crooked an eyebrow. “You have the advan-
tage of me, lady.”

“Ah, but it’s gratifying to finally meet a man
who knows his limitations. I do indeed. So to avoid
unpleasantness, you might want to surrender the
book rather than forcing me to do . . . violence.”

“To avoid unpleasantness,” Floonq snapped, “you
might want to refrain from casually uttering threats
to folk who outnumber you.”

The chaos sorcerer’s smile was cold. “As I recall,
urhults feel great pain when ...

She had lifted her fingers and was almost lazily
forming an image in the air when a knife whirled out
of the passing air and sliced two of them almost off.

Straelstone shrieked and clutched at her spurting
hand. Floonq swarmed up her body and clawed at
her throat. She fell back, grabbing at the urhult. She
managed to fling it away—just as Tammaszar smiled
tightly and unleashed a spell that took her suddenly
elsewhere.

“Where—?" Jantharl asked him, staring at the
empty cobbles where the menacing woman had stood
moments before.

“There’s a shrine to Tempus in one of the castle
towers,” the minotaur replied, watching his famil-
iar rise and dust itself off. “During the sieges, there
are always several priests of the Lord of Battles in
residence—and a steady stream of worshipers, too.
Dominating its sanctuary is a large spiral stair that
rises from the main floor to the holy armory. That
stair is guarded by several pairs of knights in full
plate. The knights are stationed on various steps,
including the topmost. Which is where I sent her,
to arrive head down. The rest should work itself out
quite nicely.” He turned to Oparlra. “Nice throw.”

Jantharl’s Surprising Journey

The priestess of Sharess shrugged. “I practice.” She
went to retrieve her dagger. “And I knew Hurmeldra
was here in the castle to cause trouble.I...remem-
ber her, from years back.”

“Oh?” Floonq asked, licking the blood oft Oparlra’s
dagger before offering it to her.

“Oh,” Oparlra replied flatly, accepting her weapon.
“She has lots of piercings. Take that as you will.”

Something hurtled out of the sky and splattered
all over the front of a building farther down the
alley. Then the streets were full of more wet splat-
tered things. Floonq sniffed the air. “Goblins,” he
announced.

“They never learn,” Oparlra told him. “Siege after
siege. They wait until things get going, then demand
higher pay, thinking they’re catching the Thayans at
a time of need. The Thayans promptly start loading
them into the catapults. A minor problem promptly
dealt with, so to speak.”

There were more splattered goblins, all around.

“Charming,” Jantharl muttered again. He watched
Floonq make a gesture, and Tammaszar nod gravely
in response. The familiar turned and scampered
away.

“No, follow him not,” the minotaur rumbled as
the bard and the minstrel both turned to follow the
urhult. “He’ll be right back.”

“Secrets, Tamm?” Melgor said sadly. “After all
we've been through, thus far this day?”

The minotaur mage shook his head. “He’s just
retrieving the book.”

“Retrieving it? You lost it?”

“I contrived to lose it, as the hunt approached. Now
it’s best back with us.”

“You were worried about the hunt?” Oparlra asked
in disbelief.

“One of the priests of Oghma read from the book a
few days back. It was the last thing he did before flee-
ing the city. He broke his vow of silence to warn me
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the book might go astray if I took it across the path of
the hunt,so...”

“You believed him?” The priestess of Sharess
frowned.

“He broke his silence. And he was right about the
return of Amole, the so-high barbarian. Or rather, the
book was.”

“Sooner or later—probably sooner—you're going
to have to read the book yourself, you know,” she
warned him.

The minotaur gave her a grim look. “I know. And
there’s nothing that terrifies me more.”

The spattering sounds suddenly gave way to great
castle-shaking booms. Dust rose, and pebbles and
small stones fell from the surrounding buildings as
the streets heaved.

“Bombardment, again.” Melgor sighed, scrambling
hastily to the nearest wall.

There were fresh explosions, and the street heaved
again.

They watched soothsayers rush everywhere in the
distance, gesticulating and shouting.

“Noisy idiots,” the minstrel muttered. He watched
the soothsayers wave their arms wildly while bel-
lowing in a fanatical frenzy of fearful cajoling and
explaining.

“They so often misconstrue,” Tammaszar agreed,
watching the yelling men milling around.

Then the distant street erupted, right in the midst
of the soothsayers. The front of a building went down
in a rush, a flood of stones and bricks and tumbling
balconies . . . and then there was no more rushing
around or yelling. Only the faint crashes of broken
brick landing here and there.

“After that,” Melgor observed in dry tones, “they’re
misconstrewn everywhere!”

Oparlra punched Melgor’s arm in disgust at the
quip.

The next bombard blast was uncomfortably closer,
blinding them all with billowing dust. Roof tiles and

slates crashed down in the wake of the explosion,
bursting around them like small bombs. . . but all
the blasts that followed were far away, south and east
near the castle walls.

It seemed like an eternity before Floonq came
trudging into view, cresting one heap of brick rubble
after another, a book in its hands.

“What took you so long?” the minotaur rumbled
sharply.

“Tathtauraunt’s going to be angry,” the urhult said
brightly, by way of reply. He stopped in front of Tam-
maszar and proffered the book. “That bombard crew
from Lantan scored a direct hit on the rat statue over
the door of the festhall. Beheaded it.”

“Well, you've got to get a head in this world,” Jan-
tharl and Melgor murmured in sardonic chorus.

Earning them a withering look from Oparlra.
“Wasn't funny the first time, jacks,” she informed
them.

“Worse than that,” Floonq said cheerfully. “The
monocle’s blown to bits. Leaving the eye tyrant nigh-
blind. It’s as nearsighted as the nearest dung fly.”

“Hubh. Folk aren’t going to be pleased if they
can’t get into the festhall, that’s for sure,” Melgor
commented.

The urhult grinned. “So the front’s a shambles—
and right now, there’s flaming chaos raging inside.
The gnome sappers—all greased to get through
their tunnels, with dirt and stone dust sticking to
them—came up through the floor of the enchanted
weightless room. The lasses started screaming about
an invasion by demons from the Abyss, so someone
dragged the Sunites away from the few bottles and
casks they hadn’t drunk yet in the tavern and got
them to try a banishing ritual. That failed, of course,
and now everyone’s fighting. That troll that believes
she’s a sultry she-elf thinks a mage cast invisibility
on her during the brawl, so now she’s out running
around the streets, smacking into folk and trium-
phantly telling them they don’t see her.”
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Melgor shook his head incredulously. “Just
who—all right, besides us and the hunt and the sooth-
sayers—is crazed enough to be out on the streets
during this bombardment?”

“Dying Thaelans,” the urhult said merrily.
“There're a lot of them. The poison, remember?
Humans do like to eat, you know.”

“Floonq,” Tammaszar said quietly, “what are you
trying to pull?” He held out the book his familiar had
just handed him. They could all read its title: 101
Inappropriate Uses for Sovereign Glue.

The urhult’s face fell. “Oh, no. Someone must have
been watching. They must have stolen the book and
put that in its place. Oh, dung.”

“Oh, dung, indeed,” the minotaur echoed grimly.

“So now what do we do?” Jantharl asked.

With no answers on their faces at all, everyone
looked at him.

Just before the world exploded.

Chapter 12
The Demon and the Fork

Out of an eternity of tumbling fire, Jantharl cart-
wheeled in and out of half-remembered moments. In
his dream, if dream it was, someone was strumming
a harp randomly somewhere, and someone else was
shouting.

“Jan? Jan!” It was Oparlra, and she sounded upset.
So Jantharl swam past a cracked throne in a waver-
ing turret that just had to be some unfamiliar part
of Thaelfortress, heading for the nearest door. Her
cries seemed to be louder in this direction. Around
him, the besieged warriors suddenly all had doubles
among the besiegers—and someone pulled a lever that
made a defecting, fleeing Thael warrior turn and run
back to the castle he’d just fled from. . .. Leaving that
confusion behind him, Jantharl swam right through
the closed door. Her shouts were coming from just

ahead ...
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The waverings around him became wild ripplings,
and it was much brighter. He blinked in suddenly
blinding brightness .. .

“He’s alive! Thank the gods, he’s alive!” Oparlra
cried, and Jantharl’s mouth was suddenly cov-
ered with moist, warm lips he remembered. Arms
tightened around him, and—and—

There was cloudy gray sky above him, framed by
rather battered-looking buildings. Tammaszar and
Melgor leaned over him.

“Thought that’d do it,” Floonq said in satisfaction.
“Bards get kissed so seldom that they always wake up
so they won't miss it, when they actually do get some.”

“Urhult,” Oparlra commented, looking up from
Jantharl, “belt up, or I'll belt you up. I do have some
pain-is-pleasure spells, you know.”

“That's right, threaten the urhult. That’ll show how
mighty and imperious you are. Men will quake in
fear, or swoon in helpless lust.”

They all watched warily, as Oparlra’s fiery glare
started to shift, and one of her hands rose slowly,
motes of aroused magic winking softly around it,
building. Her soundless snarl wavered, trembled, and
burst into sputters of helpless mirth.

She looked around at the minotaur, the minstrel,
and the bard beneath her. “Well? Start swooning,
then!”

It was at that moment that the rubble beside her
lifted. Broken bricks tumbled, and tentacles of glis-
tening purple emerged, reaching for Jantharl. Cruel,
long-nailed purple claws burst out of the stones to
clutch at him.

Oparlra, twisting around on her knees to face this
new menace, found herself nose to tentacles with the
cold-eyed head of a mind flayer.

“Haven’t you learned yet?” she snapped, as ten-
tacles reached for her head in a deadly whirlwind.
And she breathed a blue-white searing spell right into
those baleful eyes.

The mind flayer gave off a high-pitched squalling
as its mauve flesh darkened to a horrible greenish
black. An appalling stink arose, wafting on wisps
of smoke or steam. Between wary looks around for
signs of other illithids emerging from the ground,
they all watched those cold eyes go dark and sightless.
The tentacles writhed in slow spasms of pain as they
curled, retracted, and sank.

“I hate mind flayers,” Oparlra announced. “A mind
is a horrible thing to waste.”

Rubble shifted nearby, and she turned and calmly
called down a flame strike. A roaring column of
flame flashed down, then seemed to suck stones and
bricks and convulsing robed and tentacle-mouthed
bodies up into its heart. The mind flayers had little
time to shriek as they cooked.

“The Sunites,” Melgor said grimly. “They took
Pause away from her duties for their ritual, leaving
the illithids to their own devices for too long.”

“And just what are those devices?” Oparlra asked.
“Do they want to rule in Thaelfortress, or make
common cause with the Thayans? Or should we be
standing back and letting them destroy the Thayans
for us?”

The minstrel shrugged. “I don’t think we dare wait
to find out. They’re always hatching plans—in which
humans are always food.”

“I talked to one of the imprisoned mind flayers,
once,” the minotaur mage said slowly, “and it claimed
Tathtauraunt was a construct built by its kind. A
failed attempt to create an eye tyrant equivalent of an
elder brain.”

“So would Tathtauraunt be able to sense that illi-
thids just died, right here?” Floonq piped up. “If so,
shouldn't we .. .”

“I think relocating would be a superb idea,” Jan-
tharl said, rolling out from under one of Oparlra’s
shapely legs and getting to his feet with a grunt and a
slight stagger. Nothing seemed to be broken, and ... .
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“Too late!” That shout came from the foremost of
two hulking men in armor. They had just stepped out
of an alley farther down the street. Clapping their
visors down, they drew long, heavy swords and strode
toward Jantharl and his companions.

“Oh, dung,” Oparlra commented, looking back
behind her and finding nothing but rubble there.
“Let’s get gone. Time for a good, invigorating ‘flee for
our lives’ chase through the castle. We should be able
to outrun these dolts.”

“But that’s away from the book,” Tammaszar
protested.

“Away from where the book was,” Floonq pointed
out. “I very much doubt it’s there now.”

“Good point,” the minotaur admitted.

The five companions all turned and started to trot
through the shifting rubble, away from the advanc-
ing pair in armor. The urhult was light enough to
scamper along, but it was a nightmare of wading and
slipping for the others.

Luckily, the pursuing men in armor were even
slower.

Unluckily, as the companions reached the next
alley, someone stepped out in front of them, leveling a
pitchfork menacingly.

“Ye Watching Gods, what next?” Jantharl mut-
tered. “Now they’re sending farmers after us.”

The man with the pitchfork had a fierce double-
tusked mustache, sad and sunken eyes, and the
weathered hands and well-worn clothes of a heave-
dirt crofter.

He faced them like a battle champion who had a
mighty army behind him.

“The pigeon,” he informed them in a voice of
doom, “hath visited me.”

Jantharl gave him a swift smile before Floonq
could offer its snide one. “That’s nice,” he said evenly.
“And what does that visit portend?”

“I was on my knees in the furrows, praying to
Chauntea for good crops,” the farmer replied, “and
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the pigeon came with its message and landed on my
head. Brining word straight from the gods. I heeded,
obeyed, and so am here on the holy mission I was
charged with. To rally any dismissed besiegers to
me to break the siege, to deliver the good folk of Fort
Thesk, and to rid the soil of our fair land from the
blighting tread of the undead and unholy Thayan
invaders!”

He thrust the pitchfork forward meaningfully, let-
ting them see its gleaming tines.

“We're not Thayans,” Oparlra informed him.
“We're some of the folk of Fort Thesk.”

“And that’s the cleanest, best-made pitchfork I've
ever seen,” Tammaszar added. “Wherever did you get
it?”

The farmer frowned at the minotaur suspiciously,
then peered down at his pitchfork. He frowned more
deeply. “I don't hold with talking animals,” he mut-
tered, “but hrast me if this isn’t my pitchfork at all! Yet
it was. .. it was the only one leaning against the wall
where I always leave mine. Feels the same, hefts the
same, but . . . highly irregular. Hrasted suspicious, in
fact.”

He peered up at them. “And I see a talking man-
bull, some sort of little goblinkin, and a woman and
two men. And the two humans who'’ve spoken thus
far aren’t from around here, to be sure. So you're not
folk of the castle.”

Melgor gave the man his best scowl. “Aren’t we,
now? And who does a Westslope farmer think he is,
to be telling a man born and bred in the castle that
he’s not of the castle?”

“Minstrel, leave off! You, I know. And you've spent
a few months a year here, and all the rest of your life
off gallivanting around the Realms, picking up who
knows what all crazed ideas and outlandish ways.
You're not the innocent, hard-working, huddled-in-
their-homes Thaelans I've come to rescue.”

“Well, you'll have to make do with us,” Floonq
snapped, “because all the folk you're talking about—if

they've eaten any fresh bread or sausage rolls or pies
these last two days—are dead.”

“As you will soon be, if youre who I think you are,”
boomed a hollow voice from behind the five compan-
ions. It came from inside the helm of the foremost of
the two plate-armored warriors.

The two hulks of metal stalked up over the last
heap of rubble. Their swords and daggers were
drawn, cutting off any retreat Jantharl and his friends
might have contemplated from the pitchfork. Which
was starting to glow, now, not just gleam . ..

Floonq was already moving forward. No matter
how truculent, one farmer with a pitchfork was less
of a foe than two warriors in full plate. And a leap
that was just right might well end in its catching hold
of the farmer’s mustache, allowing it to cling there,
raking that bulbous red nose with its claws while its
friends rushed past . . .

“Maeroch!” one of the warriors gasped. “Look! Yon
pitchfork—can it be?”

Tammaszar whirled to look at the two warriors,
dragging Oparlra back as he did so. She shot him
a furious look, but she was off balance and stum-
bling backward. The bard and the minstrel moved
smoothly with her, leaving Floonq facing the farmer
alone.

The urhult blinked, saw its isolation between the
armored warriors and the farmer, and scampered to
join the others. The farmer reached after him with
the pitchfork, but then turned his attention to the
advancing warriors.

“Yes!” Maeroch agreed, his voice suddenly deeper
and hungrier. “It can!” He advanced swiftly.

“Stay back!” snapped the famer. “Stay back, or I'll-
right, I warned you!”

As the fork jabbed out, Maeroch flung his sword in
the farmer’s face—and grabbed the tines thrusting at
him.
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There was a flash, a roar of ascending flame, a
delighted bellow of laughter from inside the warrior’s
helm, and—

Tammaszar of the Ten Invoked Tempests leaned
forward and shouted a spell.

There was a greater flash, a wild scattering of
sparks—and Maeroch was gone.

“Thought so,” the minotaur said in satisfaction.
“Behold—one demon sent back to the Abyss, just as
he regained his powers! Deftly done, if I do say so
myself.”

The remaining warrior snarled angrily inside his
helm and advanced on them. The bleeding farmer
stopped cursing and staggering and wringing his
empty, smoking hands. And Jantharl gave Tammaszar
his best exasperated look.

“I realize this is far from the most opportune time,
but I'm afraid my patience has run out. Saer wizard,
will you please tell me what, by all the Watching
Dancing Gods, is going on?”

Chapter 13
Some Attempted Explanations

Floonq groaned, rolled its eyes, and looked up at its
master.

“Please don't,” it said. “My head still hurts from
your last, er, attempted explanation.”

“Then I'll keep it short,” Tammaszar snapped.
“Maeroch is a demon. I'd heard about him. He was
summoned here by one Skelznyn, lately of Tsur-
lagol—and when the priests of the city found out what
Skelznyn had done, they called on the gods to task
him to accompany Maeroch and keep him out of trou-
ble. Isn’t that right, Skelznyn?”

The remaining warrior stopped, sheathed his
dagger with an angry jerk, and used his freed hand to
doff his helm.

“They did more than that,” he said sourly. “Those
meddling holynoses laid bindings on Maeroch that
left him not knowing who he was, or how to wield
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his powers. Making him useless to me. Unless he laid
hands on an enchanted item of the Abyss and used its
power to break the bindings. That pitchfork was one
such. And you ruined it, man-bull! For which, old foe,
you will now pay the price! I should have done this
years ago!”

Pointing his sword at Tammaszar as if it were a
lance, he snarled an incantation. Purple lightning
burst into being, racing up and down its blade, ever
swifter and brighter.

The minotaur mage started shouting out a spell,
and Oparlra hissed an incantation, too—but into the
purple crackling heart of it all charged the farmer,
roaring out prayers to Chauntea and defiance to
demon summoners in one long, incoherent raging
breath.

Lightning stabbed him and coiled around him,
sending him dancing involuntarily. But he kept
coming, his hands blackening and his gashed face
dripping with blood. He struck the purple sword
aside with one blow, and sent Skelznyn reeling with
another. Lightning stabbed out to rake defenseless
rubble rather than living foes.

By then Tamm’s spell had made Skelznyn’s armor
red-hot, cooking him alive inside, and Oparlra’s spell
had enveloped Skelznyn’s head in a cloud of whirl-
ing incense, making him cough and weep and choke
uncontrollably.

Skelznyn staggered back on shifting stone, slipped,
and fell. He tried to shriek with pain but lacked the
wind to do so. What came out was a horrid, strangled
whooping sound. Even that ended when the dying
farmer toppled, crashing down atop Skelznyn’s head
with all his weight.

“Well, master,” Floonq observed in the sudden
silence, “you’re certainly maintaining the usual body
count that tends to surround you.” They watched the
last few purple sparks die out around the sword Skel-
znyn still clutched. “We’d better find somewhere to
sit down and hide before anyone else comes charging

up to engage in dastardly battle with us. We need
some time to think, to try to decide where to look for
the book—remember the book?—before . ..”

“Too late!” a new and heavily accented voice
roared from behind them. “Amole is upon you, recre-
ants! Decadent city scurn! What have you done with
the pitchfork? Aye? Hey? One of you will aha-tell me,
or all of you will aha-die!”

The barbarian who bellowed at them waved his
dagger menacingly as he spoke. He wore furs, badly
made furred boots, crisscrossing baldrics a-bristle
with what looked like small kitchen knives, and a
two-horned helmet as tall as he was.

He seemed to come up to about the height of Jan-
tharl’s knee.

It was the man who’d been riding the elephant.

“Where is that pitchfork?” Amole bellowed, his
voice an astonishingly loud warhorn-like blare for
such a tiny man. It echoed off the walls around them.
“I love that pitchfork! I see it bobbing behind the hay
bales, and I'm in love-ahal”

Oparlra sighed and made a swift gesture while
murmuring something. The barbarian fell still and
silent in mid-roar. And he then literally fell, toppling
over because he’d been charging at them, and had
one leg raised in mid-stride. He lay there like a little
glaring statue.

“This,” the priestess said in exasperation, “is
Amole. He’s not been the same since he got whacked
on the head last year with a giant’s club, while he was
singlehandedly defending the castle walls.”

“Well,” Jantharl observed, “that makes him fit
right in around here.”

Oparlra gave him a hard look. “Between the mis-
sionaries and the hunt, last year, there was a time
when there were no defenders on the walls—except
Amole. There he was, leaping up and down to try to
look over the ramparts. All the Thayans saw were
those two horns on his helmet bobbing into view,
then falling out of sight, then bobbing up again. Word
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around the castle is that the Thayan commanders got
into quite a heated debate about when and where to
assault the walls. Some of them thought a huge trap
had been prepared, because no one would otherwise
be stupid enough to leave the walls undefended.”

Melgor snorted. “Yet they attacked, all right.

And I don't believe the embellishment about the
rude gesture for one instant. We're talking Thayans,
remember?”

“What embellishment?” Jantharl asked, backing
away from the toppled barbarian. “How long is he
going to stay like that, by the way?”

“If none of us touch him, until sundown,” Oparlra
replied. “And as the embellishment has it, the Thay-
ans thought the bobbing horns were a rude gesture
meant for them, so they attacked.”

“Wars have started for sillier reasons,” Melgor
observed.

“So they have. Bah. Let’s head for the Cursing
Priestess, or what'’s left of it,” Tammaszar suggested.
“I'm getting thirsty.”

“Brilliant idea, master,” Floonq piped up.

The minotaur gave him a dark look. “You brought
back the wrong book,” he reminded his familiar.

“To err is human, to forgive, bovine!” Floonq
replied brightly.

“Which reminds me,” Oparlra said, giving the
urhult a glare to quell any further flippancies it might
be thinking of making. “That book has been—was—
yours for some time. Tell me, what happens when
you try to read it in the usual manner, from front to
back?”

“It makes your eyes go funny,” Floonq said. “My
master was stumbling around rubbing at his for a day
and a night. Left him a little nearsighted.”

“So you have looked in the book!” Melgor pounced.

Tammaszar sighed. “Of course I have. Looked
inside, not read it. As I recall, the script changed at
one point, from tongue to tongue. To something I
couldn’t read.”

July 2012 | DRAGON 413

25



“But before that,” Jantharl put in, “what did the
passages you could read say? Were they a string of
separate prophecies or pronouncements, dark hints
about the Three Who Wait and so on, or did they tell
atale?”

The minotaur shrugged. “I told truth when I said I
looked, rather than read it. I really don’t know.”

“Talk around the castle says it tells the story of a
siege,” Melgor offered.

“The current siege, always,” Floonq corrected.

“In my temple,” Oparlra said, surprising them
all, “the senior priestesses say Lanthroanra’s Unfold-
ing Lament is a thing of evil. The words that appear
in it are the work of an evil, malicious sentience. It
often writes about the means of its own destruction,
but these writings are invariably lures to mislead the
unwary to their own doom. Attempts to destroy the
book guided by its own contents are always embar-
rassing, often fatal, and never successful.”

“That’s not surprising,” the minotaur told her.

“There’s more,” Oparlra told him. “They assert that
the reason so many bizarre things befall the castle
is because the book is here. It’s corrupt and degrad-
ing, warping the very Realms around it. That’s why so
many folk want to destroy it. They feel its influence,
and instinctive revulsion seizes them. They want to
be rid of it, now.”

“And are you one of them?” Floonq asked, scut-
tling to where it could bar her way and force an
answer.

The priestess of Sharess regarded the urhult
thoughtfully. “I don’t know.” She gave him a wry grin.
“I think hosting many bizarre happenings is the very
nature of Thaelfortress, book or no book.”

Melgor grinned. “Well said.”

They clambered over more rubble—and discovered
themselves amid the soothsayers again.

“But those who stuff and preserve dead animals
will be struck with terror when Lord Rustable brings
back what he slew while hunting!”

“What Thaelfortress needs is a good chase! For
know you that the walls around us, the cobbles
beneath our boots, and even the rainspout gargoyles
have an internal blood we cannot see. And like us,
they need their blood stirred from time to time to
sluice away the sloth and shame and confusion that
builds up like detritus in a cellar corner, so that the
castle can truly live!”

Wincing, heads down, they hurried through
the din. Wild-eyed, long-bearded soothsayer after
unwashed soothsayer pressed close to them, earnestly
trying to convey the burden of his thoughts to this
returning audience.

“Yet among the Thayans outside our walls is one
who desires in his heart to join us, to live in the castle
and defend it against his fellows! Like all Thayans,
he finds truth a frightening thing, and he is no con-
vincing liar. The time will come when he will run
backward into our midst, unable to tarry longer in
the grip of the evil that is Thay! Those who hail from
Lantan and who are hard of hearing will hear him
confess his shifting loyalties, but because they hear
not well, will misunderstand.”

“Gods above,” Jantharl muttered to Melgor, “some
of these madwits sound almost . . . enlightened.”

The minstrel opened his mouth to reply—and a
soothsayer thrust his face right into Melgor’s and
bawled, “If it was a kender minotaur, we would know
who moved my cheese!”

The sidelong look the minstrel gave Jantharl was
silent but eloquent.

The next soothsayer’s words startled everyone.

“Is it too early to destroy the book?”

Chapter 14
Blasphemy and Some Solutions
“Blasphemer!” the next soothsayer bellowed. He
swung his fists with vigor, clubbing to the ground the
one who'd asked about destroying the book. Others
enthusiastically joined in the pummeling, rushing
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into a great knot of punching, stamping, shouting
men.

“Well, there goes any chance of questioning that
one,” Jantharl called to his companions. Everyone
except the urhult nodded, and they fought their way
on.

Straight into the heart of another knot of hard-
shouting soothsayers, who seemed in good voice right
then.

“Yet it is written that in time to come, the dragon,
worse for drink, shall end up in the sewers, fighting
the illithids, and that combat shall decide the fate of
worlds!”

“And the paladin laid on hands, was withered, and
despaired. Priests of his faith spoke to him, saying,
‘Behold, this that you have found is the Hand of
Vecna, and verily as long as you bear it, you shall walk
alone, and have no wife’!l”

“And that kender had no doppelganger, but fled
from world to world, because it was pursued by a
lovelorn suitor. This suitor was a bard who used only
the name ‘Elvish’ and forever sang a ballad he called
‘Love Me Kender, that made the kender wax wroth
and know horror at one and the same time . ..”

“Then let it be known across all the lands that the
beagle ended up in a butcher’s shop, only to have the
butcher who coveted the lance of the kender kneel
before him. The butcher venerated the beagle and
sought to deliver him from the siege by the covert use
of a dogapult. Then did the tiny barbarian espy the
beagle and deem it his war-steed. He rode off upon
the beagle with the butcher in tow. Or toe; the writ-
ing is unclear. At least I think it says toe, but ... a
moment, please . ..”

“For the root of all that troubles the castle is a
court crier, who keeps trying to prevent happenings
that must befall if the present tale is to end!”

“For the truth can now be revealed! The half-orc
and the half-elf were half-brothers. Their mother gave
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her name as Tuckaer Orfalconer, and made her living
plucking chickens.”

“The spy came from the dungeons, through the
sewers, to the royal gardens, where he remained for
years, posing as a statue. Got away with it for years!”

“Beware! For as she said, though too few believed
her, it will return when least expected!”

“For it has been foretold that the tiny barbarian
shall carry a torch for the farmer, and so the flame
shall be borne onward!”

“And the book of truths shall be called Time and
Innocence, Once Lost, Can Never Be Regained. And it
shall correct misspellings, and so seek to prevent wild
magic.”

“The invisible troll shall escape and live happily
ever after!”

“The armies that beset and oppress Thaelfortress
are linked to the liar, and he shall be held responsible
for their deeds by the gods, in time soon to come!”

“And if ever the corset of custards and that bomb
are brought together, the castle will go up in flans!”

“Really? Now that, I'd want to experience!” Floonq
replied to the last saying, as the five companions
burst out of the din and hastened on down the street.

They reached the next cross street just in time to
see a donkey cart rumble past with three illithids
standing in it.

A trio of mind flayers who turned, made mocking
gestures, and held up a book for the five companions
to see.

It was Lanthroanra’s Unfolding Lament.

One of the illithids opened the book, read some-
thing aloud in a horrible, liquid language, pointed
one of its hands at a nearby building . .. and the
building slumped down in a flood of rotting slime.

The other mind flayers waved merrily at Jantharl
and the others as the cart rumbled away.

“After them!” Tammaszar bellowed unnecessarily.
Everyone was already sprinting after the cart.

Before that moment, Jantharl hadn’t really thought
about whether mind flayers could smile or not. Just
then, he discovered that they could. Nastily.

“There they are!” bellowed a deep voice from
somewhere far behind them. “Open fire!”

That didn’t sound good. Jantharl skidded to a stop
and spun around.

To stare into the distant sneer of a giant in full
armor. The giant stood outside the castle walls and
looked down at them from the other side.

Jantharl grabbed Oparlra’s shoulder and shoved
her sideways, into Melgor—pushing both of them
toward the cross street they were just passing. They
looked back in time to see the first big bombard from
Lantan.

It smote their ears like an iron fist, echoing off the
castle walls and turrets and the mountains behind
them. After that first brutal blow, they could hear
only faintly, through a muted jangling ringing. The
bombard was literally deafening, so they felt rather
than heard the terrific crash of'its ball, farther down
the street.

On its way, that projectile had neatly beheaded
one of the mind flayers in the cart. The headless
mind flayer’s body spurted dark gore in all directions
and wavered back and forth like a boneless thing. Its
two fellow illithids grabbed hold of the headless illi-
thid from either side and tried to hold it up—and hang
on, as they hauled hard on the reins of the terrified
donkey. The donkey dragged its burden around in a
rough and rattling curve, into a side street.

“If we run down this street for a block, then cut up
the next one, we should end up on their tail again,”
Tammaszar bellowed. His voice sounded like a faint
and hollow echo in Jantharl’s ravaged ears. “That’ll
get us away from that bombard, until it’s aimed
anew.”

Oparlra nodded as she ran, all of them sprinting
along with her. They went down to the end of the
block, then turned left sharply, into the street.
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Where they heard a sound that was chillingly
familiar, thanks to the past battles and sieges all of
them had lived through. The thrumming, hissing
sound of a great volley of arrows in the air. Followed
thankfully by the thudding and cracking of all of
those shafts striking the cobbles far in their wake.
The Thayan bowmen couldn’t match the distance of
the bombard’s throw.

Looking back toward the castle walls, they saw a
lone figure in the street. A gnome, who was rapidly
becoming a pincushion amid the last of the falling
shafts. As he staggered and then fell, Melgor winced
and gasped, “Gnome on the range.”

“Just be glad we’re beyond their reach.” Oparlra
panted, still running hard.

“What I want to know is how we’re going to get the
book from a pair of mind flayers!” Tammaszar bel-
lowed. “I don’t even know if we can catch them!”

“I don’t know why we’re crazed enough to try,” Jan-
tharl shouted back.

“Because we—I-like it here, and don’t want Thael-
fortress ruined beyond repair or changed into some
sort of Thayan prison or mind flayer citadel. You can
write ballads about the struggle to prevent that—and
our glorious victory!”

“Or gallant defeat,” Jantharl muttered, knowing
he’d be unheard among all the hard breathing, the
cracking of shifting shards of brick and stone under-
foot, and the din from the castle walls.

Up ahead, there was a sudden bouncing clatter
as the donkey cart carrying the illithids raced across
the street, heading back toward the mustering yard.
Something fell-no, was tossed—from the conveyance.

The dead, headless mind flayer sprawled wetly on
the cobbles in front of them. Just for an instant, Jan-
tharl met the chill gaze of the illithid that had tossed
the corpse.

And found himself shivering. It held a cold, clear
warning.
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“Stlarning monsters,” Oparlra hissed beside him.
“I'll be lashed and blasted by Sharess herself if I'm
going to let them take the castle away from us, or
change it, or—come on!”

She turned onto a side street that was free of
rubble and started to really run. The others pelted
after her.

“There’s a . . . tale I've heard, master,” the urhult
gasped, racing beside Tammaszar, “that if you open
the book in front of the statue and hold it up, the
statue—who edited the book, or wrote it, or some
such—will read it aloud. Then, both the book and
statue will . . . disappear. Mayhap that’s . . . what the
tentacle-faces are going to try!”

“I've heard lots of tales about the statue and the
book, Floonq,” Tammaszar replied grimly. “They can't
all be true. All T know is that we can’t let them slip
away with the book, leaving us having to hunt for it.
We must—"

The air in front of them glowed, a radiance that
disgorged a dozen wild-eyed, bearded men and then
vanished as swiftly as it had come.

The soothsayers, charging at the five companions
with their arms spread to grapple and their mouths
spewing warnings and prophecies nonstop, did not.

Chapter 15
For Sooths and Minds Still Free

A soothsayer rushed at Jantharl. “Know you that the
kender will seek to leap into the vortex that the statue
and book disappear into! Then the fabric of reality
will right itself, and we’ll all learn what was going on
before!”

“I never trust anyone who talks about the fabric
of reality,” Jantharl snarled at the man, as he ducked
another soothsayer’s clutching hands. “Someone
‘ported these mad-heads here to delay us!” he called
to his companions.

“Proclaim the obvious, bard!” the urhult snapped,
leaping with both feet onto a soothsayer’s toes. The

man’s oration promptly turned into a howl of hopping
pain.

Which did nothing at all to stifle the next sooth-
sayer, right behind the hopping one.

“Trapped in a loop of time we are, here in Fort
Thesk!” he told everyone within earshot. “The kend-
er’s presence will end that loop!”

Another grabbed Oparlra from behind, wrap-
ping his arms around her and slowing her sprint to a
stagger.

“All seekers of truth know the assassin’s poison
brings on visions, false visions that mislead the
unwary!” he declaimed into her ear. “Know you, all of
you, that the dragon’s bubbles drive away these false-
hoods, and let the enlightened see clearly!”

“Very helpful. Thank you, saer!” Oparlra snapped,
going to the cobbles in a sudden roll that succeeded in
breaking the soothsayer’s firm grasp.

Another soothsayer promptly rushed in to grapple
with her. “The troll who thought itself invisible once
picked up the book you seek,” he told her brightly,
“and the book sought to communicate with him by
using a pop-up—but he thought it alive and danger-
ous, and so put it down and moved on.”

Oparlra sighed, lifted one leg in a brutally hard
kick, then twisted free as the soothsayer shrieked and
let go of her to clutch at his injured anatomy.

“If the Sunites are allowed to enact the ritual they
intend around the statue, it will learn how to work
stone-shaping magic and how doing so can endanger
us all!” another soothsayer warned, trying to grab
Tammaszar.

The minotaur turned and slashed at the man with
one horn to keep him at bay, then whirled around
and ran on. “Don’t let them slow us down!” he bel-
lowed. “Keep running!”

“The goliath will fall in love with the statue and
defend it as they dance together!” another soothsayer
called. “It’s very important that you hear and heed
this!”
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“I'm sure,” Jantharl panted, “but important to
whom? Other madmen?”

Melgor crashed to the cobbles an instant later,
dragged down by a soothsayer who'd literally climbed
up his back while chanting, “If the cowardly mino-
taur ever reads the book entirely through, he will
learn he must destroy the castle. Else he and every-
one he loves and all who dwell within the castle will
perish in a great battle!”

Another soothsayer rushed up to bawl into the
minstrel’s face. “A hero sought to destroy the statue
nine winters ago, but those who wanted Thaelfor-
tress doomed sent a roc, flying hard, to stop him. He
died, crushed against the base of the statue—caught
between a roc and a hard place.”

Melgor winced. “Aaargh! Do all of you seek to be
bad minstrels? Because—"

A third soothsayer joined in, clutching at the min-
strel’s throat to silence him. “Beware the red umber
hulk,” he intoned, his voice heavy with impressively
portentous doom. “It wrote the book ascribed to the
dragonborn and the sovereign blue tome. It encoun-
tered the gnome sappers in their tunnels, and they
doused it in red paint, leaving it well red. It will
become part of their bomb.”

“Their bomb?” Tammaszar asked in disbelief;
delivering a hard kick that sent two of the soothsay-
ers crouched over Melgor flying. Then he hauled
the third to his feet, dragging the winded minstrel
upright with him. “Have you any more foolishness to
spout?”

The soothsayer gaped at him. “Why, minotaur,
you've heard almost none of what all folk must know,
to save the Realms from doom! There’s the matter of
the statue’s garter belt, and that of the knight-com-
mander here in Thaelfortress, who tore out his own
hair in frus—"

“My question,” Tammaszar informed the sooth-
sayer gravely, as he flung the still gabbling man
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bodily into two or three of his approaching fellows,
“was, I fear, rhetorical. My apologies.”

Another soothsayer was already hurrying up from
another direction, proclaiming to the street at large,
“...yet the deaf adventurer was heard to say, as he
departed the festhall, “Well, that was disappoint-
ing; they only had a dragon hoard in there. I fancied
... companionship.” And from that moment forth,
the—oop!”

“Sorry,” Jantharl said to the sprawling, winded
man he’d just kneed in the gut and then shoved
sprawling over his knee to tumble headfirst onto the
cobbles. “But not very.”

“Hence the decapitation,” the man continued
obliviously to the stones his nose had just met. “Yet
there will come a day when . ..”

“We run out of soothsayers at last.” Melgor finished
the soothsayer’s sentence heartily, and the five com-
panions rushed on.

They raced out into the littered—but for the
moment thankfully not under bombardment—mus-
tering yard, where the donkey cart limped along
ahead of them, one of'its wheels broken and wob-
bling. The poor donkey shivered and shuddered
under the fierce mental goading of the surviving pair
ofillithids riding in its cart.

With one accord the five companions ducked low,
refrained from shouting, and ran across the yard,
passing on the other side of the statue from the limp-
ing cart.

And so, they reached Violatarr’s Magnificent Man-
sion of Taste Violations at the same time as the two
mind flayers.

Who turned to hiss, writhe their tentacles, and
hurl fear, pain, and the illusion of a sprouting forest of
hungrily reaching tentacles at the five companions.

Which was their first mistake. At the first sign of
Tammaszar readying a spell, they raised their clawed
hands to awaken their enchanted rings and hurl forth
magic. Sizzling ruby beams of magic shot out of the

rings—beams that dissolved everything in their path,
but thankfully fell short of the minotaur—followed by
cones of emerald magic that Jantharl didn’t like the
look of at all, and . ..

The mind flayers entirely forgot to continue coerc-
ing their donkey.

The donkey promptly tried to flee from them. It
leaped through the festhall’s front display window—
filigreed screens and oh-so-tasteful scantily garbed
mannequins and all—in a terrific bell-like shattering
of ruby-hued bubble glass.

Floonq winced. “Now there’s a major ass in the
pane!”

The illithids rocked as their cart almost over-
turned, then were forced to stop loosing deadly magic
to clutch the cart’s sides, just trying to stay aboard.
The terrified donkey kicked and bucked and kept on
racing forward, taking the cart through the window
and into the festhall.

“Oh, no,” the urhult commented. “Not wise. Don’t
put the cart before the whor—"

There were flashes and screams and toppling stat-
uettes and tapestries inside the festhall. The illithids
had let loose with their rings again.

The five hurrying companions saw one of the
house ladies appear in the shattered window. The
mind flayers struggled with something right behind
her.

She stood shivering and barking and staring wide-
eyed, every strand of her long hair thrust straight
out from her skull like the spines of a stingback sea
urchin. Then a well-thrown brick from Oparlra
crashed into a mind flayer face, right between its
eyes, and its mental assault on the lady was broken.

Drooling and whimpering, the festhall profes-
sional fled out of the ravaged window and down the
street.

“Sane folk would flee like all the Hells right now,”
Melgor commented, as the five rushed the last few
strides to the gaping window.

Jantharl’s Surprising Journey

Jantharl chuckled as he bent and scooped up more
broken bricks to hurl. “I guess none of us are sane
folk, or want to be.”

Deep in the front parlor of Violatarr’s Magnificent
Mansion of Taste Violations, the cart was on its side.
Its lone visible wheel—the broken one and the upper-
most part of the shattered conveyance—still spun
crazily. The illithids were struggling to get free of it,
their robes caught.

Jantharl led the charge.

When a purple hand swept up, the ring on it flar-
ing, he threw one of his bricks hard and accurately,
smashing illithid fingers and the deadly ruby beam
aside with them. Then, once he was close enough to
slash with his dagger, he flung his other brick side-
long at the second mind flayer.

Suddenly his mind sagged under the crushing
weight of yellow thunder, red and black menace, and
looming illithid eyes.

Eyes inside his head, staring white and relentless,
larger ... and larger...

He sliced and hacked blindly but furiously, his
blade ripping something solid but wet and increas-
ingly yielding. There was a horrid smell, a gush of hot
gore, agonized squalling that rose into a wail, and—

Wood smoke, strong and sudden. Followed by,
abruptly, nothing under his feet.

Jantharl fell into darkness, not even having time
enough to scream.

Chapter 16
A Fat Minstrel No More

Jantharl fell, slamming his elbow numblingly against
a post and the back of his head against something he
never saw. Then he landed on something solid, with a
meaty smack.

A body. A body that grunted in pain as it collapsed
under his sudden arrival. As it slammed to the floor,
he rolled off'it to his feet, to blink and peer into the
gloom, his dagger still ready.

29
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One of the illithids had used its magic to burn
through the floor. It meant more to free itself than to
try to harm him, and ended up dumping him into the
uppermost cellar of the festhall, into one of the pri-
vate rooms.

A chamber, he was interested to learn, that held a
group of masked men who’d been . . . licking custard
off a glowing golden corset worn by another of the
house ladies. He’d just slammed one of those men
to the floor and the rest stared at him dazedly. The
house lady sat up on her table, gaping at him in simi-
lar astonishment.

“Well met,” Jantharl managed. Adding a cheerful
grin, he spun around, found a door, and fled through
it.

Angry cries arose behind him, so he dodged
around a corner where the dark passage forked.
Yanking open the first door he found, he slipped
through it and closed it as quickly as he quietly could.

Overhead, the fresh crashes of spell blasts and
tumbling bodies befell and raged. Amid the din,
someone rushed past his door.

Jantharl kept very still.

He was alone in a much smaller room, a spy cham-

ber that had holes in one wall that looked out into a
larger, well-lit room.

A voice hissed close by, seeming to come from that
second, larger room. “Halt and converse in peace,
or die. That paint we doused you with will explode
if we trigger it, killing you and setting off our other
bombs—and so destroying most of Fort Thesk.”

“Will kill you, too,” rumbled a deep, liquid voice
that didn’t sound anywhere near human. Jantharl
risked approaching a spy hole to look in its direction.

The liquid voice came from an umber hulk that
dripped with wet crimson paint. Seven gnomes
stood in a ring around it, their bodies glistening with
grease. The gnomes held all sorts of strange-looking
little things of metal and glass that winked and
pulsed and had buttons and pull-rods and hoses.

Wonderful. In that instant, the pitched battle over-
head seemed a much safer place to be.

“No,” the hissing voice—which belonged to one of
the oldest-looking gnomes—said. “We protect our-
selves against the blasts we cause. It is a mistake to
assume we are as foolish as humans.”

“So, you want?”

Jantharl winced. The umber hulk could put more
scorn into three words than a scandalized duchess.

“Your strength. Muscle the dragonborn statue
down from its plinth and carry it to the castle gates
yonder. There, thrust it like a battering ram to batter
and break the hinges of the castle gates from the
inside.”

“More foolish than humans. If statue chipped, even
slightly, it come to life. Will defend Thaelfortress,
killing you and all the besiegers. Smash you to slime
and powdered bone. Undead, Red Wizards, dragons,
everyone. Even well-greased little gnomes.”

“Even if we make sure its first smash against the
gates shatters the hinges and the statue—entirely—into
little shards?”

“All little shards will whirl in air like blades and
spears. Tireless. Same slaughter.” The umber hulk
sounded amused.

“And just how would you know all this?” one of the
gnomes said, sneering.

“Has happened before with others made statues by
same wizard.”

“Wait,” one of the gnomes told its fellows. It
advanced on the umber hulk. “So if this statue is
something or someone turned to stone, who is it?”

“See bad, you? Dragonborn monk. Doomed to be
statue until atonement done.”

“And when will that be?”

“When book she wrote, book that writes self from
back to front, writings ever-changing, magic book
with wisp of divine power for foretelling, is destroyed.
Something only she can do.”

“Do how?”
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“Will summon book and devour it, if awakened
properly.”

“Which is?” another gnome prompted impatiently.

“Corset of custard summoning and matching
garter belt must be put on statue. Ring, that makes
maids into men and men into maids and back, must
be knotted on one of garter tails. Human must then
remove garter belt, with teeth not hands.”

“What mad-wits utter fool came up with that
method of destroying the book?”

“Wise old wizard. Typical of humor.”

There it was again, that corset of custard summon-
ing...

Jantharl firmly quelled a sigh and turned gingerly,
trying to keep utterly silent.

Jantharl turned gingerly, trying to keep utterly
silent. Something shifted down his front, near his
belt, and he remembered the purse. He turned
back to the light coming through the spy holes and
retrieved the purse with slow, quiet care. Then, he
dared to openit.

The gnomes pressed the umber hulk for all it
could tell them of “special” defenders of the castle,
but Jantharl paid little attention. He was too busy
peering.

They were gems, all right. Rubies and sapphires
and emeralds, some of them bigger than his thumb.
He slipped a few into one of his other pouches, then
closed the purse again and hurried back to the room
into which he’d fallen.

The masked men were—thankfully—gone. The
house lady was mopping up custard, looking less than
pleased. Jantharl stepped into the room and quietly
closed the door.

The lady looked up. “You,” she said, and her voice
was not friendly.

“Ah, lady, I am sorry for my unpleasant—but unin-
tentional, I assure you!—arrival. I, ah, wish to do
business with you.”
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“Oh?” the house lady responded in quite a differ-
ent voice. She struck a pose. Jantharl couldn’t help but
notice . . . many things. But one of them was that she
wore a golden garter belt that matched her glowing,
already-sprouting-fresh-custard corset.

“The garments you now wear—may I buy them
from you?”

The displeased look returned. “Certainly not! This
is the easiest gig I've ever had!”

Jantharl sighed. Yes, it would be, wouldn't it?

“It pains me to do this,” he announced, “but .. .”

He drew his dagger and strode toward her in the
same smooth, swift, aye-I-do-mean-business-and-am-
good-at-it movement.

The house lady eyed Jantharl’s blade, then his
face, and concluded defeat was better than death or
slashed flesh and a lost career.

“Very well,” she said sullenly, “but take yourself
back the other side of that door while I change. Our
agreement covers the garments only.”

Jantharl bowed. “Agreement,” he echoed. He
stepped back through the door.

He counted to four, slowly, then opened it again.

He was in time to see the house lady rush through
the secret panel she’d just slid open, to flee—straight
into Melgor’s waiting fist.

“My apologies,” the minstrel told her politely as
she toppled, out cold. Then he caught her nearest arm
to keep her from crashing to the flagstones. With a
grunt of effort, he hefted her onto the table.

“This’ll go faster,” he told Jantharl, “with two of us.
You roll and hold her as I undo things.”

“The voice of experience?”

“Umm-hmm.”

They left her face up on the table, covered with a
warming robe they found hanging on a stand behind
the door. By then, she was snoring slightly. Jan-
tharl left the purse of gems on her tummy by way of
payment.

“We still have to find a certain ring,” he told the
minstrel, as they headed through the panel into the
passage down which the house lady had intended to
flee. “One that turns maids into men, and—"

Melgor flung up a hand for silence and then
pointed to one of the fingers on it.

A finger adorned with a ring.

As he and Jantharl stared at each other, the min-
strel slowly and meaningfully slid the ring off.

And was suddenly a fat minstrel no more.

Jantharl found himself gaping at a buxom woman.

He was speechless. Flabbergasted.

And was still gaping when the woman reached
out, grabbed his hand, and said briskly, “Come on!
We've got a book to destroy before those illithids get a
chance to use it! Oh, and I'm Melgora.”

“Melgora? As in the pirate?”

“The same. Not all dangerous women are lithe,
thin waifs with big dark eyes and little pouts.” She
towed him on down the passage into deeper dark-
ness, fumbling a tiny glowstone out of a bodice pouch
so they could see. “Don't let go of that garter belt,
now!”

Jantharl clutched it more tightly, aware that the
corset clutched against it was dripping custard. “Uh,
the illithids will use the book to do what, exactly?”

“To summon thirty devils, of course! Don’t you
bards know your lore?”

“Not that sort of lore!”

“Ah, the juicy bits you're missing!”

They hurried up a steep stair, into a small closet-
like chamber with doors on all sides. Melgora led
Jantharl through one of them and out of the festhall.
They emerged into the brighter light of—the muster-
ing yard. Which was being bombarded again.

“There they are!” The shout was feminine and furi-

ous. “Die, fools!”
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Chapter 17
The End of Many Things

The flash was blinding, and Jantharl was dimly aware
of tongues of lightning snarling and spitting greedily
all around him.

“That should have slain us,” he gasped aloud, a
little dazedly. Melgora still had firm hold of his hand
and was dragging him along. Hard.

“Come on, bard!”

Facing them, barring their way to the statue
and ignoring the coach-sized boulders that hurtled
down out of the sky to crash here and there in the
courtyard, was Hurmeldra Straelstone. The chaos
sorcerer’s hand was bandaged, and her eyes were two
flames of mad hatred.

“Still standing? Have more lightning! Die, hrast
you!”

“Yes, die, servants of dark gods!”

That voice was louder, male, familiar, and much
closer.

Jantharl ducked sideways as he ran, out of sheer
habit.

The furious paladin of Sune was cleaving the air
so wildly that his sword would probably have missed
Jantharl anyway.

Melgora sighed. “No spell wall can hold back holy
folk forever.” She let go of Jantharl’s hand long enough
to snatch something from her belt and empty it. Then
she grabbed him again and ran on.

From right behind them came the sound of an
armored paladin slipping helplessly on scores of glass
marbles. Followed by the sounds of the same armored
paladin bouncing helplessly and profanely on the
flagstones.

Then Straelstone’s second spell struck them.

Jantharl felt pain and a little numbness. Whatever
Melgora wore or carried that drank in the lightning
had run out, or run down, or—

“Not so fast!” a voice hissed from near their feet.
The gnomes!
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Sure enough, no less than three flagstones ahead
of them had lifted. Each of them sported a greased
gnome underneath. The nearest one heaved what
looked like a large metal cauldron with its lid crudely
welded shut out into the courtyard. It bore the legend,
“Dubious Construction Coster, Duly Bonded and
Warranted.”

“Your bomb.” Jantharl sighed. “I knew we’d—"

With a kerrrrAASSHHH that shook Jantharl’s back
teeth, a boulder the size of a small cottage obliterated
Straelstone, the bomb, and two of the gnomes and
their flagstones. Just one gnome was left to stare at
Jantharl—-and gulp audibly and descend out of sight.

Leaving their way to the statue clear.

Jantharl looked back over his shoulder. As he’d
expected, a bruised and angry Mandurjack was back
on his feet and past the marbles. The paladin limped,
slashing the air with his large and sharp sword as he
came.

The flagstones shook under them—but it wasn't
because of two boulders that arrived at that moment
to bounce noisily across the mustering yard, clearing
away a few of the deceased broadsheet scribes and
their cages. The source of the vibrations was too close
to Melgora and Jantharl for that.

In fact, it was close enough for them to clearly see
something shining in the gaps between the heaving
flagstones.

“Oh, dung,” the bard and minstrel said together, in
unintended, disgusted unison.

Tathtauraunt rose into view with majestic slow-
ness, a quartet of baleful eye tyrants all joined
together by a massive central body as big as some of
the boulders the Thayans were so enthusiastically
throwing. As if on cue, one such giant boulder smote
a distant building and sent its upper floors toppling.

“Feel no worry!” a familiar voice called from
behind them. “Leave Tathtauraunt to us!”

It was Oparlra. Tammaszar and Floonq—munch-
ing on a piece of mind flayer tentacle with an air of

contentment—were with her. Almost casually, the
minotaur unleashed a spell that dropped the paladin
flat on his face and into immobile silence.

Far across the courtyard beyond the statue,
another boulder landed and shattered with a noise
not unlike the sound of a falling keep slamming into
the buildings below it.

Jantharl recalled the last time he’d heard that par-

ticular noise. He winced at the memory and snarled,
“Not now!” aloud to himself. Then he and Melgora
were at the statue at last.

They swarmed up Lanthroanra with a fine disre-
gard for her race and gender and began the struggle
to get the corset of custard summoning on her.

“Garter belt first,” Melgora gasped after their
first few attempts. Their eyes smarted and their ears
rang from the flashes and shrieking explosions the

beholder cast—as well as the warding spells and force-

walls with which Oparlra and Tammaszar defended.

“As the song goes,” Melgora snarled fiercely, as she
wrestled with garter tails, “feel no worry, my right
and rightfully trembling—yes!”

Jantharl rather dazedly watched Melgora finish
knotting the ring into the garter tails. They’d done it.

He let out a huge sigh, took hold of Lanthroanra’s
stony leg, fixed his teeth around the garter belt, and
let himself slide down.

As it came off, Fort Thesk seemed to go very quiet
around them. In that hush, stone turned to flesh in
front of Jantharl’s eyes.

The dragonborn monk drew back her foot and
kicked Jantharl’s head—very hard.

Whereupon the world went away again.

Dark.

Deep.

Darker.

Deeper.

Jantharl was somewhere dark and deep and con-
fused. As he drifted on downward, the void around
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him was enlivened by occasional faint booms and
crashes and gabbling voices.

Deeper still.

Somewhere nearby, he was dimly aware, he could
hear drunken singing. Human males, none of them
prospective bards. Or even minstrels. He hoped.

The singing swam louder and nearer, until he rec-
ognized it.

The warriors of Impiltur were whooping it up.

In the street below. Outside the windows of the
best club in Thaelfortress.

He recognized its magnificent vaulted wooden
ceiling. Off to his left was the clink of cutlery and
crystal tallglasses ringing as they were gently struck
together in toasts. And people—not many—laughed
and chattered. Friends. His friends.

He turned his head and beheld a glittering table of
candlelit decanters and domed platters. Floonq, Tam-
maszar, Melgora, and Oparlra were all enjoying what
looked like a marvelous—and very expensive—feast.

They espied him and were on their feet in a happy
roar of greeting. Oparlra and Melgora rushed over to
him.

He lay on a cot, he realized at about the same time
they stopped crying his name and “You're awake!”
and started smothering him with kisses.

“Bards!” Floonq said disgustedly, from the far
side of a nigh-empty tallglass almost as big as it was.
“What is it about bards? Lovelies don’t rush over to
smother me with kisses, no matter what I do!”

“It’s his surprising journey,” Tamm replied, down-
ing half a decanter of firewine in one long gulp. “The
ladies can never resist a surprising journey.”

“Remind me to become a bard,” the urhult replied.

“Become a bard,” Jantharl told him solemnly, the
moment his lips were free to speak and breathe. “And
save the Realms. Again.”
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