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. Thistime, it had &l gonewrong.

Deep in the heart of conquered territory, aresistance war raged. Harsh, pitiless, and savage, awar
without rest, without honor, without glory. A war where small bands of men made the minions of 1uz pay
for their deedsin blood.

The hordes of 1uz had swept over villages, towns, and cities, obliterating those who fled from them. Men,
women, children, and animals had been butchered, then raised asrotting, shambling legions of the
damned. luz had stormed forward with his undead monsters, daughtering everything in his path, but in the
lands behind him, he had unknowingly left a cancer that gnawed at his heart.

Theroving bands of freedom fighters were good at daughter. They had been formed from the hard, silent
men of the wilds, the rangers who had failed to protect the borders and the sacred wilderness, the men
who had been guardians but who had been helpless against the demon hordes. The armies of 1uz had
come— demons and rotting corpses covered by vast clouds of carrion flies— eaving the once-fertile
lands covered in dime and ash. The armies had moved on, and behind them a scattered handful of
rangersroseto fight.

They werefew, and they wereterrible. The homelesswarriorstoreinto luz's supply columns, daughtered
his couriers, and assas-sinated his scouts. Blades killed sentriesin the night. Wells were poisoned and
roads strewn with traps. Soon it took entire regi-ments to escort asingle messenger, and supply columns
were con-voyed by legions of guards. luz stripped troops from the conquering armiesto try to stamp out
the enemieswithin, and gill thekillers struck. They fought endlesdly, vicioudy, with infi-nite cunning and
utterly without mercy. Leaving nothing but corpsesin their wake, they mutilated even their own dead to
render them uselessto luz's necromancers. They had failed to pro-tect their own people—and now they
paid for it with their suici- dal struggle.

Thetide had finaly turned against them. luz had abandoned his plans of conquest to hunt for the roving
bands of freedom fighters. Half their numbers had died in afew short weeks. The rest fought with ten
timesthe fury, morning, noon, and night.

luz turned inward, pruning his conquering armies of men, and the humans, elves, and dwarves from the
surrounding nations began to hammer the demons back, step by step. 1uz had lost the war. Exhausted,
harried, and dying man by man, the freedom fighters continued to fight, knowing they had won. They had
paid their debt.

These were the last days of the war, atime when aman could lay low and know that the horror soon
would pass. But for some, the fight and daughter had been sweet. There was a power that came with
action, an intensity that became adrug, intoxicating and addictive.

Of dl the war band leaders, the most savage, the most daring, was Recca—swordmaster and last lord of
the grass elves. He had taught the art of the blade for three hundred years, taking only the most



dedicated, most cunning, and most perfect students. His blade struck faster than thought, and he moved
through afight asif it were adance. His sword, jet black with awolf skull pommel, was sharp enough to
carve awar-horsein two.

Asluz'swar ground to an end, Recca had eleven foll owers remaining—rangers and battle-mages
hardened in this thanklesswar. He also had a single student, an apprentice as unlike him asiron wasto
slk: brooding, massive, humorless, aman who no longer had aname.

Reccawas charismatic, acavalier, dapper and dy, cunning and adored. He had taken on this apprentice
because the boy |ooked like he had the devation to listen and learn. Recca had taught the boy to fight, to
track, to hunt, and above dl to think. They had been companions through many long, silent missons—
teacher and student, leader and learner. The apprentices devotion was based on a strange sense of honor
that he cherished deep inside his soul. Recca despaired of ever teaching the boy proper practicality.

Master and apprentice lay in the heather, side by side. Recca's armor, though bearing scrapes and
scratches from many battles, still had aworn flamboyance about it, and his steel helmet was fashioned
like ascreaming eagle. Next to his magter, the gpprentice wasin gear rugged, tested, and unadorned.
Where Recca was thin and rakishly handsome with amber eyes and golden hair as soft assilk, his
apprentice, dmost invisible in the weeds beside him, was huge and unappealing. When they'd first met,
Recca had thought the boy too big and too powerful to movein stedlth, yet the human was dways
somehow silent asacat. No, not acat, abear—dark, terrifying, and immense.

Thewar had taught the boy failure, hate, and emptiness. He had a stark brilliance with the sword, which
Recca found annoying. No flamboyance, no style—merely abruta, unforgiving efficiency. Reccas
reputation had been founded on his brilliance, his merciless speed, and his raffish charisma. But in dark
times, men looked to tireless, efficient men for comfort. Men like Recca's apprentice.

With the turning of the war, decent targets had become fewer and fewer. The only troops of luz to be
seen were armiesin retreat, and the smal band of freedom fighters could do little but harry their scouts.

But here, dl of asudden, amistake had been made. A generd was bringing troopsto build field
fortifications. Besdes the generd, there would be officers and officials—and they were guarded only by
shambling, rotting zombies armed with shovels and stakes. There were no abyssa bats, no demons. A
generd of luz would fdl, the greatest coup achieved by any band through the entire war. Recca's
reputation would be immortalized.

The war was ending, and it wastimeto look to the future. A new generation would be searching for
heroes—for kings. Asthe hero of the resistance, Recca's name would ring upon a hundred thousand
tongues...

Recca thought the new attack would be easy, but his apprentice failed to agree. The big human studied
the scattered parties of zombies digging ditches and hauling rocks. He looked at the generd's tents and
the few guards set on hills and ridgelines, and he drew back into cover.

"Withdraw." His voice was bass—quiet, grim, definite. "It'satrap.”
The ef rolled to look at his apprentice and raised one brow. "And we know this how?"
"It smdlswrong.”

"What? Have you become part man, part hell hound?' Reccadid an amused sidewise glance at his
apprentice. "The problem with humansisthat they cannot accept being clever! Thereisasuperiority that
comeswith inteligence and training. | have trained you superbly. Every movement you makeis properly



honed." Recca smiled. "Remember—evil may have cunning, but it never haswit or style."

If the apprentice had been a bear, he would have growled. The big man made to speak, but Recca had
aready dithered back down from the ridge to give ordersto his men.

They collected there under cover—painted men, camouflaged and dmost invisible. Eleven of them sat
and listened, trusting their leader to give shapeto their lives. Reccalooked about the empty wilderness
and filled hismind with images of hisvictory— hisglory.

"They're coming! More luz vermin tokill! A genera, and without an escort in Sght!" The even warlord
infected his men with his confidence. "Well daughter agenerd!”

An luz generd. The only demonic warlord to be dain in thiswar, and his head would fall to Reccal
Recca parted the weeds and showed his men his plan for victory.

"They'refortifying thisvaley. That meanstheir army is coming, so we must work fast." Reccalooked the
scene over with dl the care of atrue artist at work. "They'll survey thisridge. Thisisthe obvious point to
use asthe crest of their line. So we hide, and when the generd comes, wefight. | want you al to attack
the workersin one group. Thiswill draw attention to your position. | will then day their generd. Weflee
down the gully, hereinto the trees, so lay trapsto kill the pursuit—usua mix. Rendezvous at broken pine
an hour after dusk." He dapped his men on the shoulders and bade them go. "Good hunting!*

The apprentice did not leave. He hovered, huge and unsmiling, beside histeacher. He never smiled, never
laughed, and never tired. His sword jutted through his belt, always poised for alightning-draw.

"l will cover your back. Master Recca”

"l do not need you." The ef rested one hand languidly on his sword—the black sword of the
swordmaster of the eves. "My blade and | have work to do."

The gpprentice was unmoved. "Then | will make sureyou arefreeto doiit.”

The apprentice led the way into the best possible cover—not the obvious placeto hide, it wasaplacein
which only aranger could disappear. He used his sword to dit athin carpet of the dead, dry grass, and
he did benegth it, disgppearing totally from view. Unwilling to follow a mere sudent'slead, Recca stood
proud and aone on the hilltop until prudence dictated that he hide at last.

Soon, shambling footfals sounded on the turf. The undead servants cameto build their masterswall.
With them came their overlords—a generd, his scribes, and advisors—all feding perfectly safe so far
behind their lines. Soon the sounds of the attack came—rangers war cries and the sounds of spells.
Recca saw histarget standing and staring at the commotion. The ef rosein silence, diding forward to
grike from behind—

And then everything went wrong.

Eleven of Recca's men engaged the undead in battle, and the air rang to the sound of piercing screams.
Shambling, rotting corpses on the hillside split open as shapesinside the dead flesh exploded into the air.
The zombies burst and took shape as filth-spattered, howling monsters with dead grey skin, fangs, and
claws. Carnivorous and mad with rage, they flung themselves on the freedom fighters, fighting in afrenzy

of speed.
Wights!

Recca swiped with his sword, but histarget was merely an illuson—a spd| sent by an enemy that



mocked him. From within the enemy tents, more shapes exploded into the sky—abyssa bats and huge
rotting demons, skull-headed and spewing acid asthey flew. A blast of fluid ploughed through Reccas
men, turning three into skeletons and scattering the others.

A laughing toadlike demon lurched up the hillside toward Recca. The huge demon was covered in
pustules and bristled with fangs. It struck sparks from the boulders with its daws. Towering over the éf,
the demon leaped and capered on the hill, bellowing in lust and glee.

Asthe monster drew near, three of the wights attacked Recca. He spun past one, cut, spun, cut again.
The sole surviving mongter threw itself at him. Reccaran and jumped, twirling like an acrobat. He landed
behind his prey, lanced backward with his sword, and fdt it strike home. He jerked his blade free,
turned, and decapitated his enemy in asingle blinding stroke.

Behind him, he heard a blade striking with incredible speed— once, twice, thrice—strokes that hit home
with massive force. Recca saw his apprentice standing, smeared with soil and dust. Two wightslay dead
at hisfeet, each one dmost sheared in two. Seeing the abyssal bats and wights charging into the other
men, Reccaturned and lunged toward the valey with its gully and itstraps.

"Retreat!" Reccabdlowed. " Now!"

Reccaran. He sped as only agrass df could—the swiftest runners of the Flanaess. Amongst thick brush
and boulderstoo thick for the titanic bats to penetrate, Recca ducked past traps, reached safety, and
then looked back up the hill.

His gpprentice had obeyed him, running with the heavy, lumbering stride of abig man. He reached the
boulders, turned, and saw his comrades fighting not far away. There were now only five survivors, but
they were making for the gully, and the enemy had |eft themselves open to attack. The apprentice flicked
an eye over the fight, then moved forward.

"Madter, I'll goleft. Y ou can hit from behind once they see me charge.”
Reccalooked at the fight and sheathed hisblade. "No."
His apprentice stared, his eyes searching Reccafor an answer, unable to comprehend. "Why?"

Honor.' Men like Reccaand his marauding rangers could not afford the luxury of honor. Surviva wasa
practicd art, and only survivors returned to fight and kill and win. Reccaraked his gpprentice with a
glancethat despaired of the humans petty intellect.

"Y ou suffer from an overdevel oped sense of judtice.”
"We can save them!”

"We can't save them!" Recca shoved his apprentice onward. "Weve logt, so we go whilewe still can,
and we live to avenge them!"

The apprentice Stared, shocked and logt. "They did what you asked them to!"

"Because they were sworn to!" Reccas voice rosein anger a his student looming over himinthe gully.
"People aretools Y ou leave them when you're done with them!"

Reccaturned to go. His student watched him leave, turned... then charged.

Hewas young, but he had aviolence in him that could detonate mountains. The big man burst through the



weeds and ploughed his sword through an abyssal bat, cleaving off itswing. The bat screamed and
spurted out a column of acid. The apprentice dived and rolled, and the acid missed him, blagting a
second bat off itsfeet. The huge man lifted ahand, and a spell made.grass burst into life and grapple a
bat to the ground. He stabbed down with his sword in one swift blow—and two bats were dead and
down.

The other rangersfled, fighting their way back to the gully. Wights sprang like javelins from the grass, but
the gpprentice cut them down, sheltering injured comrades as they helped each other walk. He fought as
he had never fought before—swift, punishing, and precise. He was death. Swift, pitiless, and unyielding.
Reccawatched his student fight, and he smply stared.

His apprentice was holding them back. He was holding them! If survivors returned with tales of Recca
fleeing the battle, his ambitions of leadership would be dead. Recca snarled and charged into the fight. He
Spun in agpectacular acrobatic flip over the enemy, spinning to cut a shapeshifter through the spine.

Far beyond itswarriors, the toad demon watched the fight. The beast reared, its great yelow gut swelling
asit roared in chalenge. It was a demon none would dare to fight except a swordmaster. Recca sped
away from the combat and ran at his chosen foe. He gave an ululating scream, feding the glory of the
eaglein hisveins. He was Recca, he was ablademaster, and he was invinciblel

The demon had asword of its own, but the monster never bothered to draw. It blinked out of sight.
Recca stopped, looking wildly about, then staggered as something tore into his back. The demon stood
behind him, bawling with joy. Recca spun and cut, but the monster had gone, and again claws ripped him
from behind, tearing through his armor and gouging his flesh. Reccalurched, lashed out—then had the
sword smashed from hisgrasp.

The demon croaked, itsthroat pouch puffing. Reccadragged a dagger from his belt and blundered
forward, screeching in hatred as the demon laughed.

The demon struck, punching through armor, ripping Reccas heart out of his chest. The éf collgpsed to
hisknees, staring in horror. The demon held the heart above its head, screaming in victory—and then
suddenly it fell back with aroar. A sword hacked at the cresture. The demon dodged, only to be caught
by akick from amassive boot. The demon staggered, and suddenly Recca's apprentice was there, huge
with rage.

The toad flickered out of sight. The gpprentice whirled and swung, but the screaming monster had
appeared behind him. It caught the human's sword and snapped the blade in two. Snarling, the
apprentice turned and tore the black blade out of Recca's dying grasp. He cut, the blow fast and vicious,
but the demon disappeared an instant before the blade struck home.

The apprentice reversed and jammed his sword behind him, striking the demon asit regppeared. Black,
steaming blood burst from the fat toad's guts. The monster screamed, wrenched free, then flashed out of
sght again. Whirling, the apprentice brought his sword down in amassive blow amed a empty air
behind him.

The demon flickered back into view, and the blow smashed the demon in two, plowing through skull and
chest.

Other monsters backed away as the bisected mongter fell asde. The warrior bellowed, and his enemies
fled into the gloom.

Somehow, Reccadtill lived. He lived long enough to see his gpprentice win the fight that he had failed.



The apprentice worked in silence. Stone-faced, he hacked off Recca's hand and foot to prevent the
corpse being animated as aweapon. He buried the body in the same shallow scrape of dirt that had
hidden him before the attack. He placed the heads of Reccaskillsat his head and feet. He made no
prayers, for the gods were a mockery who endaved the wesak.

Reccawas gone. It was asiif the swordmaster had been judged and found wanting. The apprentice took
Reccas sword to honor him, letting the blade go on to do its work.

It was growing dark. There were wounded survivorsto get to safety, and soon the monsterswould
return. The gpprentice—awarrior who had no name—took one last glance at his mastersfina battlefield.
He looked once, turned his back, and | eft the place behind.

CY589
Chapter 1
"Bastards!"

Three malformed daves hopped back through a palace door, only to be blown apart, their guts and
bones spattering on the walls. Demonic servitors dared not flee. They abased themselves, utterly cowed,
asther dark mistress stormed by.

Lolth the Demon Queen, Mistress of Spiders, Queen of the Draw, Dark Empress of abyssa hordeswas
not pleased. A throne of skulls, alake of blood, a paace lined with the screaming bodies of the
damned... dl the pleasures of being ademon queen had turned dull and pae. Orgiastic rites lacked
flavor. Torturing victims seemed a pointless bore. Even breeding mutant spider legions had become a
total waste of time.

Lolth sormed into her rooms, flung hersdlf onto her couch of living flesh, and seethed.

Theworld of Oerth had caused her absolute humiliation. Her mgjor temple there had been destroyed.
Her drow priesthood had been decimated. Hundreds of years of careful planning had been blown apart
inamatter of hours. Prima energy had exploded through amagica gate, destroying Lolth's underground
temple, her high priestesses and acolytes, and the flower of the drow nobility. Caves had cracked, and
the vast underground city that her minions had labored upon was now buried beneath untold megatons of
rock. Worst of al, Lolth's body upon that world had been destroyed—a good body, a powerful body, a
titanic spider so huge it made kings and demonstremble. All gone. All burned to ash!

The shame of it! Her enemies had made her drunk on faerie wine, mocking her pure magnificence! She
was now the laughing stock of the Abyss, with tanar'ri lords sending presents of wine and hangover cures
to her palace day after day! Lolth flopped listlessly and muttered. She detonated minions and brooded
endlesdy. Fury and frustration made her universe seem dim and tasteless.

Ogrth...

The place preyed on her night and day. There were other worlds, other campaigns. She had armies of
evil conquering continents al acrossthe planes. Oerth was anothing. A speck! A tiny bauble amongst a
universe of treasures—

Y et it had mocked her! It had humiliated Lolth the beautiful, the perfect! It had dared to laugh &t the
majesty of the Spider Queen!

Lolth's bedroom wasin a paace, and the palace was mounted inside a mechanical spider fortressa
hundred feet tal. The juggernaut strode through the nexus of the planes, moving from world to world as



Lolth supervised her minions and their military campaigns. Lying face down on her couch, Lolth felt the
fortress rock beneath her asit waked, her lithe elven face dire and seething with hate. She had eyes of
fire, askin of jet, and pure silver hair that cascaded to the floor. Her deek body sprawled on her couch,
her fingers drumming as she watched a bronze clock ticking the minutes away.

The clock sounded a deep, dark chime, and Lolth jerked upright, naked and careless. Amorphous
handmai dens dithered to open the doors and usher in her waiting servitors.

There were drow priestesses and lesser tanar'ri led by hopping toad demons seven feet tall. A gredt,
gaunt, vaguely humanish dog demon led the pack, its four misshapen arms opening to clack their pincers.
The beast abased itself as L olth approached, then stood to gabble out its report.

"Magnificence! Good news!" The creature opened its claws wide and beamed. "The spells are going
well. Only afew smal hitches. | regret to say the new body will not be available on time—"

The only reply from Lolth was an incoherent scream. She dammed her fist into the demon, clutching the
creature's fill beating heart. Screaming, Lolth hurled the usdess thing away, the demon's blood spraying
al over her naked flesh. Spiders as big as wolfhounds raced in to feed upon the bleeding demon.

"Now! Get me that damned body! Doiit! Do it!" Lolth ripped her victim apart, the body still screaming.
Shetore out organs that smoked and steamed, her face an orgiastic mask of rage. "l want it now!"
Demons scattered from her in fright. "No excuses! Now! Now! Now!"

A sudden wave of cam stole through the doors. Dripping wet, lean and magnificent, Lolth looked up asa
demoness dithered into her hall.

Lolth's secretary was cool, dender, had a serpentine lower body and three pairs of arms. Halting before
Lolth with agraceful bow, she spared aglance for the dead demon—fagtidioudy disdaining thefilth all
over thefloor.

"The new body isready, your Magnificence."

Lolth sprang to her feet, astab of fire flickering across her skin. She raced along the rocking corridors of
her mobile paace, her pet spidersfollowing like ahorde of excited puppies at her feet The Queen of the
Demonweb Pits strode through hdlsfilled with giant arachnids, past metal wallswheretiny imp-like
quasits skittered through the dark. Tal and lean, with the body of a goddess and the soul of ablack
widow, Lolth strode into her workshops and stood in triumph in the door.

Thelordsof thetanar'ri were hard to kill. They would die only if dain whileinsdetheir own homeream.
Outside of their own realms, death meant only await of afew hundred years until they could enter the
plane once again. Lolth's body upon Oerth had been destroyed, and it had taken one hundred daysto
fashion areplacement. She had squandered resources and lav-ished her powers to make herself anew
shdll. Findly the new vessd was ready, magnificent, and awaiting its triumphant awak-ening. In her hdl of
mirrors Lolth gazed upon it and gave asilken smile.

Findly. No more giant spider forms. Oerth would be taken by magic and stedl and ruled by an empress
of invincible glory. Lolth's new body was a.copy of her current form—along lean dark €f femae. She
would tolerate no rivalsfor physicd glory. Lolth's bodies were crafted to absolute perfection—powerful
agile and unningly sensud.

The new body lay in ashrine deep in the bowels of Oerth in one of Lolth'sfew surviving temples. Her
daves had labored over it through Lolth's long frustration, polishing the flesh to perfection. Lolth gazed
upon the new form critically through her magic gate, trying to concedl her eagerness.



Perfect.

Lolth gave the body onelast ddiciousglance then strode past her minions and secretaries. She climbed
the stairsinto the cham-ber at the front of her palace and leaned out over the balcony.

The huge metal spider-palace stamped across alandscape blesk with ash. Ruined cities burned, and
monsters cavorted amongst the carrion. Lolth's legions had been busy here, fight-ing a patient campaign
of conquest. Her plans moved dowly and carefully, lest she evoke jed ous anger from her peers. Sow
and careful. Securing hidden bases, like spiders|urking in the woodpile—this was the formula L olth had
followed for hundreds of

But now it was high time to show the universe that the spider had a bite.’
"Bring methe surviving high priestesses from Oerth.”

Lolth paced like aleopardess, then flung hersdlf into her throne. Two shabby, terrified female drow
entered the room—cregtures diminished by the magnificence of Lolth's dark beauty. Their white hair
hung limp. Their black skinswere unhedlthy. Their robes had been pieced together from torn remnants
scavenged from their ruined kingdom. The two high priestesses made obel sance to their goddess and
waited, knedling on the floor.

Sim, deek and sensud, Lolth flowed up out of her throne. Her blade skin gleamed in the light of the
burning city as she leaned against awindow frame.

"My childrent”

"Magnificence." The priestesses were hoarse. Their city wasin ruins, and their days were spent chanting
spellsto hold back the scavengersthat closed in around the remaining drow. "Tell us how we may serve
you."

"Weshdl serve you, children! We have abody in your temple again. We shdl return to Oerth! We shall
make your people safe, and then reward the faithful. Yes..." Lolth's voice bubbled like a chorus of elven
girls. "Y ou have donewell. Now tdl me: the vampire, pool—have you found it?"

A priestess—scarred, burned, and downcast—failed to meet her goddess eyeto eye.
"N-no, your magnificence.”

Lolth glared, and the room seemed suddenly icy cold.

"Why not?'

One priestess licked her lipsin fright. "W-we have no w-work-ers, Magnificence. No sorcerers! There
areonly afew hundred left. The collgpse of the city—"

"No matter. No matter." Lolth did not care to hear excuses and depression. Oerth was coming into her
grasp! "Y ou will have sorcerers, and an earth elemental. Search! Uncover the pool!™

"Y es, your Magnificence.

The palace lurched asit crossed aridge. At the palace's feet, Lolth spied capering flocks of harpies
harrying her enemies. The demon queen gave anindulgent little smile.

"Y es. Dig. Firg—the pool. Then make tunnels. We will need accommodeation for the assistants we shall
be sending you."



"Assigtants, Magnificence?' The priestesses|ooked at one another anxioudy. The surviving drow were
barely scraping an existence in the underdark by eating scraps scavenged from the ruins. "How—how
many ass gants?’

Lolth drew in along, dow breath as shelooked across her armies celebrating in the rubble below. There
were spider beings and demons, undead legions and foul, dithering things taken from a dozen other
worlds. On other planes, Lolth had army after army—hidden forcesthat lay in wait astheir mistress
meatured her evil plans.

The two drow risked aglance at their goddess.

"Magnificence? H-how many assstantswill you send?!

Lolth turned to face the miserable priests, and gave a seething smile.
"Millions."

The Demon Queen breathed raggedly, excited by the vision of revenge, of glory—of power! It wastime
to show the cosmosthat Lolth was aforce to be feared! She would unveil al her hidden piecesin awild
blaze of glory! Shewould strip ahundred worlds of their hidden troops and massthem dl into asingle
tida wave. Oerth would fall—obliterated and endaved. A whole demon world would be made. The
throne on which Lolth sat would be worshiped. The other tanar'ri lords would bow— sweet vengeance
for the mockery Lolth had suffered since her defeet!

A whole world taken. A new erawould dawn. Lolth would become queen of the tanar'ri, mounted on a
throne built from Oerth's rotting dead.

But before it began, therewas alittletimefor fun. Lolth let it settle ddicioudy in her mind, and then spoke
to her secretary with avoice that shimmered like a chorus of angels.

"Have the pilots take us back to the Demonweb. Take us home. Summon the commanders from each
and every world to aconferencein eight hours time."

Lolth'slong, serpentine secretary wrote notes upon three separate tablets at once, her six hands busy and
her face in afrown. Orders were spoken. At the rods and wheels that controlled the spider palace, deek
succubi went to work. The palace poised, one huge spider foot hovering in mid air—then the juggernaut
dowly began to turn. Itsfootfals clashed like titanic cymbals as the meta monster trod dowly away,
crushing the corpses of conquest undernegth its fedt.

Lolth savored the ddicious smdll of burning flesh caught in the breeze, and then turned, her violet eyes
seething with ddlight.

"Now—Iet's get on with this, shal we?*

The demonic secretary gave an annoyed glare a her mistress, tucking awriting stylus behind onelong
ear. Of dl Lolth'sminions, only her secretary never showed fear—only an air of martyrdom and
overwork that Lolth found extremey amusing.

"Magnificence, if we concentrate forces, we must find away to feed them."”

"Details, detaild" The future was blooming like aflower, and Lolth danced with delight! "\Were on our
way at last.' Think of it! Universal conquest! Cosmic domination! There are worldsto obliterate, daves
to conquer, enemiesto destroy—orgiadtic rites dithering in oceans of human blood!™



The secretary scowled. "Areyou well, Magnificence?"

"Oh, | fed likealittle girl!" Lolth paused mid-pirouette. "Have the cook send one up!™
Unamused, the secretary licked the end of her pencil and took notes on a pad.
"Magnificence? May | ask again about suppliesfor the troops?'

"Wewill live off theland! Oerthisrich. Find apointlesslittle city and invade it, then well useits populace
asour supplies. We can let the mongters have their fun!" Lolth heaved a happy sigh as she contempl ated
the magnificence of her revenge. "We must enjoy oursalves, you sour little serpent.”

The demonic queen turned, laid ahand upon her two high priestesses from Oerth, and smiled.

"Search. Find me the vampire pool again, and we shal reward you. Y our kingdom will be returned to
you athousand fold!"

Lolth felt her palace walking the grounds of an alien world and sensed her legionsand her armieslikea
fine-tuned instrument beneath her hands. She had the meansto take her revenge at last. She had the
power. She had the will.

The world of Oerth had mocked her, and it would die...
Chapter 2
In theory, they were till heading for Hommlet.

They marched through arange of dusty, tree-smothered hills on aday that seemed eerily hushed and till.
In the lead wa ked the Justicar—huge, shaven headed, and grim in hisarmor of black dragon scales.
Draped over his head and back was Cinders, agrinning sentient hell hound pelt that wagged histail in
eternd glee. dutting through the Justicar's belt was amagica sword named Benelux. Despite itswolf skull
pommel, the blade was talkative, prissy, and prim. Even when silent, the sword managed to radiate an
impression that it approved of none of the current goings-on.

Behind Jus was Henry—eighteen years old, tall, skinny, and gpparently made up mostly of elbows and
knees. Hisblond hair framed aface smattered with freckles. A fine shirt of elven mail, threaded with
green chordsto keep it silent, betrayed an occasional sparkle beneath his cloak. He carried a sword, and
ahefty magical crossbow doped over his shoulders as he kept up with the Justicar stride-for-stride,
bravely trying not to look tired.

Henry snuck dy glances at the happy fema e sphinx who walked beside him. Enid waslarger than a
lion—ashy, pretty creature with freckles on her nose, white feathers on her wings, her hair plaitedina
thousand braids. Her big paws padded amiably in the dust, and her weaving tail cast its shadow onto the
dappled light of the road. Riding on her back was alarge badger who perpetualy scribbled notesin a
dog-eared journd. Polk the teamgter, reincarnated as alovable woodland beast, was, if anything, even
more annoying than he had ever been.

Flitting madly from one end of the party to the other, dressed in a costume so deek it was outlawed on
sx outer planes, Escalla the faerie was having abusy day. Full of energy, thelittle creature held astick,
flew level with Jusshead, and waved her handsin theair.

"All right pooch! Areyou concentrating?' Escalla hovered above the roadway, paused, then threw a
stick down the road. "Fetch the stick! Go on! Fetch!”



The gtick hit the ground a dozen yards ahead. Escallalooked happily from the stick to Cinderswhere he
rode draped across the Justicar's helm. She whooshed her hands forward, trying to will the hell hound
intoarun. "Goon! Fetch!"

Marching tirelessly adong the road, the Justicar decided neither to ask nor comment. Henry looked from
one of hisfriendsto the other. Polk was busy trying to put his chroniclesinto heroic rhyme, and Enid was
carrying sticksfor Escdla

Intrigued, Henry asked, "Hey, Escala? Urn, what are you doing?’

"Trying to teach the pooch to fetch!" Recording the moment on her dowglass gem, the little faerie happily
tossed another stick for Cinders, full of boundless enthusiasm. "Come on Cinders! Fetch!™

"Oh." Henry struggled to set his crossbow properly in the crook of hisarm. Heleaned closeto Escalla
and whispered. "Urn, isn't that difficult when hé's... you know, an empty skin?"

Escdlashot aglance a Cinders, and then drifted Henry out of earshot of the hound.
"It'smy plan to get him mobile”
"Mobile?"

"Look: the pooch can wag histalil, hecanlift hisears... | think getting him moving isjust a case of mind
over métter.”

Escalla dapped anew throw-stick into her little palm. "That'swhy were going to basics herel If we make
ingtinct work for us, we can get over the menta barrier he has™

"By fetching adtick?"
"Hey!" The faerie waved her hands. "Dogsfetch sticks! All the books say they do!"

"Redly?' Henry peered thoughtfully over at Cinderssbig teeth. "He'sahdl hound. Maybe they fetch
bones or skulls or something?'

With aheavy sigh, the Justicar looked at Escdla "Escdla, | don't think Cindersis quite up to fetching any
dicks"

"Ha! What you people need to learn is perseverance! Y ou need some sdif discipline!™ Escadllatossed a
stick up theroad. "Cinders! Fetch!”

There were at least two hundred sticks littered in the party's wake. Undefeated, Escalla eagerly made
fetch motions at Cinders, who merely grinned. A tad annoyed, the girl speared him with athoughtful
gae

"Areyou redly trying, or aren't you?"

Fun/The hdll hound wagged histall. Good exercise for funny faerie!
Escdlawent into asulk.

"Aw, come on, pooch! Thisisaserious experiment herel"

Long day. Cinderstired.



"Well, dl right." Escallatossed afind stick aside. "WEell giveit arest for awhile. We don't want to strain
your, um... whatever musclethingsit isthat let you move. But tonight, you practice for another hour!
And you get acoa lump for each stick you snatch!”

The Justicar gave a patient arch of hisbrow.
"Escdla, the day he catches hisfirst stick, I'll give him awhole wagon load.”

"Hey, pooch! You hear that?' Escallalanded on Jus's shoulder and ruffled the ears of both man and
beast. "See! He believesin you!™

Cinders happy!
"Good." The Justicar reached up to pat the hell hound's skull "Good boy."

The path led through deserted forests, past the ruins of an ancient tower, and into lovely quiet hills. This
empty country separated the civilized kingdoms of the south from the savage kingdoms of the north
where the minions of luz lurked. Even thisfar south, the lands had been depopulated by the Greyhawk
Wars. War bands had swept through years ago, done their damage, then disappeared. Now the hills
were quiet, and old bones crumbled softly into dust.

There was no game. No deer started out of the forest. No hares or doves fled as the adventurers moved
aong the old deserted road. After awhile, it became uncanny. The Justicar walked dightly off the trail
and ran his hands over a disturbed patch of grass, looking down at a pile of deer droppings that had
turned white with sun and rain. Henry immediately sank into cover, cocking the magic crossbow. Jus et
the boy do hiswork and began sifting through the forest's sights and smells.

"Cinders?'

No animal smell. No deer trail. No animals. Only bugs! Cinders sam- pled the world with sharper
senses than aman's, scenting magic on thewind. Bad things were here. Now bad things gone.

"Bad things?'
Maybe troll. Maybe goblin. Maybe spider. Day-old smell.

Escalahovered overhead, invisible up in the trees, covering Jus and Cinders as they worked. The faerie
faded dowly back into sight and drifted downward, her eyes on the forest eaves.

"Trouble?"

"Trouble." Jus swept hisfingersthrough the grass. "Theres no wild game. No animasbigger than a
mouse. Cinders smdlistroll and goblin.”

"Troll?* Escalaundung her icewand and readied for trouble. "Oh, that's fun.”

"They can't be native. Not in thisarea.”

Escdlafanned them both with her wings and asked, " So where did they come from?”
"Yes—" the Justicar looked out acrossthe quiet hills— "where did they come from?"

From back on thetrail, Folk's voice brayed into the silence. "What's up, boy? We're waiting! Y ou're too
dow. Unhardened to thetrail. Sign of adoppy life, boy! Sack! Undisciplined! Y ou need to crave the
open trail, son. Become atrue rugged outdoorsman just like mel™ Polk grandly puffed his chest. "You



can usemeasarolemodd, son. | don't mind. That'swhat I'm for! An example to the needy! A figure of
inspiration!" The badger waved a paw. "Come on, son! We need speed! Need to find civilization, get
some dungeoneering equipment, and then get you on a proper adventure!”

Jus and Escalla shot adire glance at the badger. Jus rose up from the grass.

"Polk, we need food. We need beer. We need ingredients for Escallas spdlls. If you buy any more
damned rope—"

"Oh, yed" Enid radiated good cheer. "And Escallawants ingredients for |ots more potions of giant sze!™
Jus scratched hishead. "What?!

"Shhh! Nothing!" Escalajabbed Enid'sribswith her elbow and bit her lip. Flying backward, dressed in
elbow gloves, leggings and skirt apparently sprayed directly onto her skin, she suddenly became aware
of dl eyesupon her. She blushed, tugged her skirt straight and glared at Polk, who was watching her
expectantly. "What?'

"Areyou deaf?" The badger was making ashopping list. "I asked if we need growth potions as adventure
equipment?'

"Widl, | sure hopeitll be an adventure!" The faerie whirred busily up into the air. "Polk! No adventure
equipment! We are not buying holy water, wolfsbane, silver mirrors, or pack mules. And the only garlic
buds| want are ones sizzling in olive oil with bay leaves and diced lamb!”

"We dready have wolfsbane." Polk gave asniff. "It'sin with my scrolls. And garlic dways gives me ges."

"Wetried to warn you about that." Escalla hovered beside the badger and tapped her chin. "I the priests
reincarnated you as a badger, shouldn't you be eating badgery things?*

"What? Bugs and bark and week-old rabbits?' Polk gave a superior little sniff. "1 may befurry, but | ain't
stupid! Now come on. Let'sfind atown. | want a steak, frog-apple pie, and acold , beer—and not
necessarily inthat order!™ ;

"Hen?' Escalawaved Henry out of hishiding place. "Come on, hon! Timeto get waking."

Theroad dipped into avaley, then swept up over ahill, finaly looking down upon a shabby town on the
plansbeow. A nearby river had broken its banks with the springtime floods, turning the lowlandsinto a
morass. Floods lapped at the city walls. Refugees from drowned villages had flocked into the city, and
the smdll of the place was enough to draw flies from hundreds of miles around.

From the hills above, the adventurerslooked down at the region'sfirst, best clam to civilization. Enid
wore alook of shod, and waved her tail to clear thefliesfrom her flanks. Escdlalooked at the messand
gave anirritated Sgh.

"'So much for gpending anight on the town!™

The only happy person was Polk. He unruffled a huge map and spread it out over Enid's bottom, his
snout beaming full of smiles.

"Herewe are a last! Greyhawk, son! Adventure capital of the whole of the Flanaess!"

"Polk, it isn't Greyhawk. Greyhawk isthree hundred milesthat-a-way." The Justicar had long since



stopped letting Polk plan their routes. "If those refugees we met two days ago wereright, then that'sthe
Att River, and Verbobonc is il at least a hundred miles south.”

"Verbo-what?'
"l don't name them, Polk. | just find them."
"Well, then, what's this place?'

"l don't know." The Justicar shrugged. " Someplacein the west of Furyondy, I'm guessing.” The Justicar
fdt Cindersavidly wagging histail "Cinders?'

Stinky!
"| thought you weretired."
Stick tired! Not sniff tired! Go city—have fun!

The Justicar cocked a suspicious eye up at the hell hound and warned, "No burning. None! | mean it this
time!"

Cinders good dog! Never burns one little bit!

"Remember Trigol City? Remember that tent city on the plains?”

Was accident!

"All right." The Justicar lay one hand upon the skull pomme of his sword. "Now—to get supplies.”

The sword Bendux gave alofty little sniff. | believe we should file a complaint against our welcome
in this country! We are superior quality travelers. At the very least, we deserve to.be met at the
border by a committee of nobles. Possibly even a king!

"Good point, spiky." Escdla patted the sword's sheeth. "All right, people! The sword hereisgoing tofile
acomplaint in writing right after she evolves hersdf afunctiond pair of hands. Therest of us—Jus, you
and Henry gofilethefilesand do thelegd stuff. Enid and | will do the supplying. That getsusout of this
cesspitinthefastest time.”

Henry blinked. "Areyou sureyou'll be dl right walking the streets without aman?’

"Well take Polk. HE'skind of aman.” The faerie chucked Henry under the chin. "Hey, don't worry! This
isour dement™”

"Redly?'
"Surel Trust me. I'm afaeriel”

They decided to take abreak before marching the last few miles down to the city. Polk trundled into his
box of scralls, looking for the deed to Hommlet and its surroundings—a purchase Escalahad madein
thefar distant past. Enid licked her paw and wiped travel stainsfrom her freckled face. Seeing the
Justicar move over to alog beside the road, Escalla drifted over, sat down beside him, and folded up her

wings

They sat together in silence for awhile, the hugewarrior in his black armor and the deek little fagriewith
dy, laughing eyes. Thetwo of them looked out acrassthe hills, not entirely sure where to put their hands.



Suddenly their friends seemed far away.

Long moments passed. Jus looked down at the reeking city— crammed with people and overflowing
with trash, and he heaved aweary sigh.

"I'm sorry. | know you'd hoped thisal might be more exciting.”
"It is exciting! We have awildernessto explore, theresevil ruinsnearby..."
"So you redly want to split up inthe city?"

"Ooh, I think this smellslike someplace we want to get out of inared hurry.” Escalasat on her handsto
keep them ill and leaned forward, her long blonde hair cascading down acrossthelog. "But Enid and |
have... you know, stuff to buy."

"What Suff?'
"Urn, girl suff" Escallablushed. "Y ou know... Suff..”

"Oh. | see" The Judticar ascribed it dl to the femae mysteries. "Well, we have aton of gold |eft over
from the drow caves."

"Yeah, | guesswe can manageto spend it." Escalagave a sudden smile. "I'm going to get some jewelry
for Enid, though— and abrush! | mean, how are we going to snare her anice androsphinx if she stays
stuck inside with her books al day every day! The girl needsalittle romanceto brighten up her lifel"

The Judticar laughed a the thought. "Romance?’

Both Jus and Escdlafroze their smiles and looked guiltily away from each other. The huge
shaven-headed ranger turned pink, and Escallafelt her own cheeks blazing red. She covered hersdlf by
pretending enormous interest in the city far below.

"Yes" The Justicar heaved yet another sigh. "1'd hoped it would be more pleasant.”
"Plegsant?’

"I wanted to stay somewhere hafway decent tonight.” The big man was Stting on hisown hands.
"Maybe... maybe leave the other three and just go off somewhere with you for alittlewhile.” The
Judticar coughed, blushing pink and staring a hishands. "Well, just talk to you about something.”

Escdlaswallowed. " Something?!
"Something redlly... important.”

Behind Jus, thelog gave off ahollow, rhythmic drumming sound. Both Jus and Escallablinked, then
looked up at Cinderswhere he hung in hisusua place, cloaking Juss helm and back. The hell hound's
teeth gleamed, his eyes glowed, and hewagged histail in glee. Histall thumped heavily on the hollow log.

Funny!
Escallaglared at the creature from one eye, and then turned her full attention back to Jus.

"You, ah... youwanted to be done?’ Thegirl fatered. "Together, | mean.”



Jus had his hands out again, and was rubbing at his knuckles. He caught himself doing it and looked
down at the ground, clearing histhroat. "I... Yes. | mean... | just wanted to check something with you."

IIYS?I
"Something I've wanted to... to talk to you about.”

Escdlds heart wasin her throat, and she felt numb from head to toe. "T-talk?' She felt her voice quaver.
"Um... find"

The Judticar tried to ease into the subject. "Wadll, it'sjust that I've been wanting..."
"y e

"L ook—I've been thinking."

"Uhrhuh!"

Jus coughed and cleared histhroat. "That is... I've wanted to ask..."

Funny-funny!

The hell hound thumped histail even harder. Exasperated, Escallalegped to her feet.
"Pooch!”

Pretty faeriel

"Look, Cinders. Do you mind if we just put you over herefor alittle while?' Escaladragged Cinders
over astump. She crammed alarge lump of cod into the creature's mouth. "Here. Eat!"

Funny!

Returning to Juss sSide, Escalla sat, smoothed her leather leggings, and tried to get the conversation back
on track.

"Tdking?Tome"
"In private, yes."

The Justicar had faced lich lords and tanar'ri in mortal combat He had stormed breechesin fortresswals
and had hunted demonsin the dark, dead forests of 1uz, but a the moment, he found himsalf consumed
with anidiotic terror. He dapped his hands on histhighs, heaved a breath, and determined to do what
had to be done. He girded himsdlf, took a deep breath, and decided to face the moment with awarrior's
courage.

A prissy voice suddenly chimed in from his sword belt.
Well, | do wish you'd ask her and just get on with it! Some of us have work

Bendux wriggled indignantly in her scabbard- Annoyed, Jus plucked out the weapon, sheath and al, and
tossed it over to the grass beside Cinders. Cinderss big ears were pricked tall, and the hound sniggered.
Jus sgnaed the hound to mind his own damned business, and then suddenly became acutely aware that
Escallds skin radiated a sense of warmth againgt histhigh.

Shewas pale white and beautiful, thin yet filled with her own glorious energy. Eyes as green aswild new



leaves—cunning, innocent, and shy—Iooked up a him as she hung on his every word. Jus readied out to
caress afinger down the fineline of her cheek. Escallaheld his hand quietly againgt her face, closed her
eyes and nestled worshipfully into his caress.

"l found it! Verbobonc! Right here on the map!" Polk erupted from underneeth the log, bulling hisway
between the two friends. "'V erbobonc. Independent city-state.”

Jus and Escallamoved gpart, each blazing red with embarrassment. Polk ignored it all.

"Now what's al thisabout talk? If you've got something to say, then speak up, boy! Say what's on your
mind! Information should be shared! That's called 'Exchange of ideas!’ Backbone of progress!" The
badger shoved Jus off thelog. "Anyway, can't dawdle. Timeto move on. Day'swagting! Lifeisprecious.
A ditchin time saves gathering moss! Here come the others!" Polk waved Henry and Enid over. "Now
come on, boy! Let's get this paperwork done and get this adventure on the road!”

Curaing, Escallakicked atoadstool to pieces. Enid, Henry, Polk, and Cindersdl clustered merrily
around, pushing Jus and Escalla onward down the road. Helpless before awave of pure good will. Jus
and Escalawere borne onward into the town, its stench, its crowds, and itsflies. Fuming, the Justicar
tied Cindersinto place over hishem. Savage with ill-humor he gripped his sword, svapped alook of
mutual frus-tration with Escalla, and then took the lead down the road.

"When we reach the city, Henry, you come with me. Well seeif thereis an officer of rangers, ask the
best way south, then seeif there's been any trouble we should know about. Escalla, you and Enid get the
supplies, tools, whatever... Well meet just insgde the gateswhen weredl done.”

"Whatever." In abad temper, Escallasat on Enid's head. "L et's get this done and get back home."

Henry looked up at the faerie as she sat upon the sphinx. "Are you going to do anything about the way
you look?'

Miffed, Escdlajerked her little black skirt. "Hey! This outfit was made from pure sdlamander skin! This
isthe shortest fireproof skirt in the Hanaess™

"Urn, | was just wondering if afaerie and asphinx might not cause. .. abit of attention.”

"Kid, when you wear askirt likethis, you're not worried about attention.” Escallaclicked her fingers. "It's
dl fine. I'vegot it covered”

"Redly?' Henry hesitated, unsure. "Well, just aslong as no onetries to make you show them a pot of
gold or something."

"Hey! No onetouchesthefaerie" Escalagave anirritated sigh and then took off to scout the way ahead.
"Comeon! Let'sget going so we canfindly get alittle peace!”

Escdlaturned invisible. Jus hunched his head, gripped his sword, and walked. Polk sat upon Enid's rump
reading a map upside down between his badger paws. With her eyes upon Juss back, Enid leaned down
to whisper quietly in Henry's ear.

"Psst! So did he ask her?

"No." Henry pulled hiselven mail shirt sraight. "He never asks her. He kegps dithering! Why doesn't he
just say it?"

"Ah, the poor thing. It must be difficult." The sphinx draped her wing companionably over Henry's



shoulders. "l think al he needsisthe encouragement of hisfriends.”
Chapter 3

The hillswest of the Nyr Dyv, the FHanaesssinland sea, glowed alazy velvet-purplein the sun. Spring
had brought dew-speckled mornings and dusty afternoons. It seemed aland blessed with eternd
dumber, aplace where lizards could bask and rabbits scratch themselvesin peaceful shadows.

In an ancient ruin covered with dead, black vines, acrypt door creaked open. Blinking in pain at the
unaccustomed light, adrow high priestess winced her way out of the door, turned blinded eyes about the
ruins, and then bowed abjectly toward the dark.

"Here, Magnificence. Thisisthe sole remaining tunnel mouth near theinland sed”

Lolth cameforth, making aface aslight ripped like needlesinto her eyes. With awave of her hand, she
invoked darkness al about her as the tunnel from the underdark disgorged her priests, spiders, and
demonic bodyguards. Lolth's secretary dithered forth—a six-armed tanar'ri with awoman's upper body
and the lower boy of asnake, her hair black, short and efficient, and her serpentine lower body polished
to perfection. She was laden with adrinking horn, acrysta ball, ashove, and a collection of notebooks
and pens.

Safeingde her pal of darkness, Lolth stretched her long, lithe body, and then wrinkled her nose.
"What is that ghastly stench?”

The high priestess kept her head bowed. "Open air, your

Magnificence. A miasmamade from grass, pollens, cow flatulence, and the nests of animas.”

"Well, it'shorrid. We should burn something to keep the smell away." Lolth turned, paused, then threw a
spell at one of her daves. The creature burdt into flame. "There! That's so much nicer!"

The Spider Queen's secretary gave aweary sigh, disgusted at the extrawork required to find
replacement daves. Shetook noteswith al six arms. Ignoring her secretary's silent reprimand, Lolth gave
another delicious stretch, and warmed hersdf by thefire as she gazed acrossthe hills and valeys of
Oerth.

Something whimpered in the weeds. Hitting forward, light as adancer, Lolth pulled back acurtain of old
ivy and found acringing human in the shadows. The man had alamb clutched to his chest. Lolth clgpped
her hands, ddighted.

"Oh, look! A shepherd! How delicioudy rugtic!" She held out ahand, beckoning the fearful man out of
hiding. "Come here! Come on! We shan't bite you!"

The secretary winced and looked away, her coils lashing. The man's screams seemed to go on forever,
and blood spattered over the old stones and quiet weeds. The secretary tuned back again when al
Sseemed Hill.

Coated in blood, panting in delicious release, Lolth looked up and said, "Oh, yes. We are going to enjoy
oursaves here

The ruinsformed an archway filled with cobwebs and old, dried flowers. At one end of the colonnade, a
fant haze of magic flickered. Lolth danced over to the arch and caught afly in her fingertips, thoughtfully
feeding it to alittle spider hanging from the stones.



The troops were aready moving. In the next hour, the tunnel mouth would flood with abyssa horrors,
ready to invade the settlement Lolth had chosen as her first "larder." The demon queen cast an eye on her
Secretary.

"There! Werred| done? Our little food-capturing expedition is ready?"

"Y es, Magnificence. Everything isready.” The secretary irritably lashed her coils, then duly made notes.
"One town—convert popul ace to foodstuffs. Details to be made up aswe go dong..."

"But firgt, we have afew little, trivid tasksto do!" The Queen of the Demonweb Pits snapped afinger at
her secretary. "Come! Therest of you, stay here and try not to do anything idiotic.™

The archway beckoned. Lolth pulled apouch of black thorns from her belt and tossed a handful through
the arch. Magic flashed, and ashimmering porta blazed into life. Shidding her eyesfromthe glare, Lolth
stepped through the gate, beckoning her secretary in her wake.

"Comeon.' You're dways such adodderer.™

The magic gateway flashed, and Lolth and her secretary emerged from an archway made from pure
black ivy deep indde aforest. Gigantic statues of long dead kings stood haf-buried in old leaf mold,
scowling at the demoness as she stood and spread her arms.

"One hundred and one days! A third of ayear since the destruction of my underground kingdom." Black
slk shimmered as Lolth's new demon body swirled like agirl, "Do you know what | have dwelt on every
hour of al those hundred days?'

The secretary shot adroll glance at her mistress. "Affairs of state, Magnificence?!

"No, my dear dull darling. | have been contemplating revenge.” Lolth sniffed and regarded her
companion. "You're such adrab!"

"Y es, Magnificence."

Lolth walked amongst the trees. "Thereisadreary proverb that revengeisadish best savored cold.”
Lolth draped hersdlf ele-gantly over abranch. "I believe revengeisadish best savored dive and
twitching."

The secretary answered with a patient sigh. Six hands held atotd of three notebooks and three pens.
"These beings, Magnificence, destroyed an entire city. Do not take them lightly."

"Oh?" The demon queen contempl ated the silver black widow brooches that were the mainstay of her
clothing. "And how, dear dunce, would you ded with them?"

"I would digpatch twenty demonsto kill them in their deep.” The secretary stabbed her peninto a
notebook. "I would grind the pieces to a powder and scatter them gram by grain into the deepest ocean.”

"And that, my dear, iswhy | am queen of evil, and not you." Lolth gave the serpent-woman asidewise
glance. "'l don't want their death! | want their despair! Shock, horror, false hope, total panic! | want
harassment for day after day, week after week. | want them in tears of fright and shame!™

The secretary looked at her mistress through lowered lashes. "And then kill them?”

"Obvioudy kill them! Eaten dive by giant spiders, their living skulls used as my chamber pot, their souls
made my screaming playthings.” Lolth brushed it dl away. "But the chase isthe thing! We're talking of



revenge quality, not quantity! What we need hereis applied irony, with just ateeny dab of sheer
injustice!" Lolth used the head of agtatue as her perch. "I have given two namesto my itch: Escdlaand
the Justicar.” Lolth crossed her legs and clicked her fingers, accepting the crystal ball from her secretary.
"The processissmple. All we need to ask ourselvesiswhat would enrage our little friends more than
anything inthe entire world?'

The time was drawing near when the first troops would come through the tunnedl gate. The secretary
tapped a pen against her notepad, bringing Lolth to order.

"Shall we get on with business. Magnificence? Surely the day iswasting.”
Annoyed, Lolth dusted off the crystd ball. " ou try me at times.
The secretary froze, flicked open her notepad, and met Lolth eyeto eye, awaiting orders.

It was a ddlicate game that the secretary played. Lolth had trapped her into davery—and in return, the
secretary had made hersdlf indispensable. They both knew it was a ddlicate relationship based on mutud
scorn and exasperation.

"Escalathefaerie” With asnort, Lolth grabbed the crystd ball as Escallasimage glowed to life. "Vain,
egotitical, and with adress sense that could cause ariot at a succubus orgy—although | must admit, | do
likethe gloves." Lolth regarded her little victim with glee. "A prodigd child, much loved by her father—a
fact that enraged Escdllas sgter, Tidle. We were grooming Tielle to betray the Seelie Court into our
hands. Too bad it failed."

Lolth tossed the crystal ball aside. Her secretary dived and saved the ball an ingtant before it smashed.
"In any case, herewe areto set our fird little whedlsin motion!”
Therrattle on the secretary’s serpent tail gave aweary flick. "And where is here, Magnificence?"

"Here isthe place where we get things moving!" Lolth looked annoyed. "Redlly, you're so dull. What was
your name again?'

"Morag, Magnificence."

"Morag?' Lolth recoiled. "Erch! | should have guessed! How horribly appropriate. All right, I'll have one
snake scaleif you please.”

Morag thought about arguing, then decided it was hardly worth the effort. She winced, plucked asingle
scale from her tail, then handed it to her queen. Lolth inspected the scale, sniffed at its scent of brimstone
and perfume, and legped from her perch. She wandered over to an arch made from two statues that had
tilted over head-to-head.

The porta flashed as the demons scale touched its surface. The gateway transported the pair to a deep,
echoing underground chamber—a place lit by sckly blue staactites and filled by avile quicksIver pool.

Lolth twiddled her fingers. The scale had disappeared, consumed by the gate.

"A terribly convenient way to travel. The portalsrun dl through thislittle chunk of the Flanaess. They're
known only to the faeries! How convenient we had one on our team.” The demon queen walked idly
beside the great shalow pool. "Of course, the faeries don't know where most of them go. We found this
little haven by accident. Ian't it delicious?’



The demon queen found herself a seat and relaxed. L eft to her own devices, Morag the secretary
bunched and flowed her body over to the sllvery pool. It shimmered duggishly, asthough driven by a
dow, living pulse. Setting her ball, her horn, and her notes aside, the secretary leaned over the pool and
looked down at her own reflection. She frowned in puzzlement.

From behind her, Lolth's multi-tiered voice chorused, "It's called the vampire poal. | wouldn't touch it."
Lolth inspected her nails. "It likesits blood very good or very evil, and it can't have yours. Not yet

anyway."

Minutes later, aflash announced the opening of the magica gate. Lolth stood, her face radiant with
amiles

"Ah! At last weared| herel"

A maefaerie hovered in the air—adly, dark creature in the dress of the Sedlie court. Black leathers and
amask hid thelittle creasturésidentity. Behind him, hovering in mid air, there was alarge and heavy
bucket full of weird pink goo. The faerie saw Lolth standing cool and glorious before him, her long silver
hair falling in a cascade to the floor. He bowed softly and eegantly, averting hiseyes.

"Magnificence. Y ou do metoo much honor."

"Yes." Lolth waked silkily between the eerie st agmites, giving acoy glance toward thelittle fagrie lord.
"And have you brought meagift?"

"Magnificence, | have brought you the present we discussed.”

"Ah. Excdlent." Lolth gave adroll wave of her fingersat the pulsing silver pool behind her "And hereis
your reward. Within this pool isthe power to wreak your havoc. If you wish to carve an empire out of
the bodies of your enemies, then hereyou are.”

The faeriewalked over to the pool and stared in fascination at the ebb and flow of patternsin the sillver
lake. Seek and beautiful, Lolth tiptoed over beside him and smiled down into her own reflection.

"So much power! For evil blood, it givesthe ability to sear your enemiesto death!™

The faerielooked up at Lolth in raw greed and wonder. "Do | scoop it out? Bathein it?"
"Why don't you try touching it?'

The fagrie grinned, then plunged his hand into the water.

And died. One moment, he was standing there, one finger extended into the pool, and in the next, hewas
adesiccated husk, drained of al blood.

Lolth's secretary sniffed in disapprova. Standing by the edge of the poal, L olth kicked the dried, empty
husk into the pool. The corpse disappeared with asplash that left anew tide line of ripples. Theliquid
glowed red with energy, and Lolth looked over at Morag'sirritated glare.

Lolth shrugged. "'I'm a demon queen. Why would anyone take one of my suggestions?' She traipsed over
to the bucket |eft beside the magic gate. "Now, to business.”

The bucket was unceremonioudy upended. FHlowing sullenly out of the container came apink puddle
adorned with two eyes and occasional patches of hair. The eyesblinked up at Lolth, and turned wide
with shock. Lolth twiddled her fingers, drifted alittle shower of magic down onto the blob, and hummed



alittle tune as she worked, happy asachild.

"Upwecome! Arisel Arise!”

Nothing happened. The blob blinked, Lolth frowned, and Morag sighed.

"Y ou will need to expend actud power. The origina spell was cast by the fagrie Escalla”

"I am aware of that!" Lolth did it properly thistime. Standing above the pink blob, she opened her hands,
power arcing brilliantly between her pams. With acry, Lolth brought her handstogether inaclap. " Arise
!II

Below her, the pink blob flexed and shifted.

It had been a savagely cunning combination of spells: flesh-to-stone, then stone-to-mud, and then the
flesh-to-stone spel| had been revoked. Tidlle, Escalas sister—murderess, schemer, and traitor to
faerie—had been turned into a till-living puddle of flesh. The blob had been sedled in the dungeons of
the Sedlie court, awaiting the Erlking's pleasure. The goddess L olth now sheared through Escallals magic.
Therewasagasp, and Tiellelay inaball on theice-cold stone, her long blonde hair flowing al about her
inagream.

Thefaerie jerked upright—frightened, shocked, but dive. She threw out her aamsin joy, Saring at her
reformed flesh, and then looked up at Lolth in abject wonder. She prostrated hersdlf, only to beraised
up and caressed.

Lolth stood with her head tilted impishly to one side. She gestured to Morag, who handed her adainty
drinking horn.

"Dear Tielle! Thepoal, | giveto you. It's holy water—or reverse holy water, depending on the
ingredients you add.” Lolth dipped into it with the drinking horn, and the horn sucked in gdllon after gallon
of the water, tinging itslf silver-red with the power of the pool. "Blood drivesit. When you put in the
life-blood of something evil, the water then burns the good! When you put in good blood, it burnsthe
evil! The hornwill dlow you to carry auseful amount of the fluid—do you see? All you need to do to
burn your enemiesis sacrifice some worthless evil thing into the poal.™

Tidle stared at the poal, lost in shock, then looked wide-eyed at Lolth. The demon queen curled afinger
sympatheticaly through Tidl€slong, soft hair.

"Poor Tidlle. Outsmarted by your sister. Chased, hounded, humiliated. Brought down before al your
friendsand family by Escalla Tota degradation!™

Lolth tossed Tidlethe crystd ball. Init, there shone the tiny image of Escallawinging happily upon her
daily chores.

"You haveapooal, ahorn, and acrysta bal." Lolth coiled silk-ily around thelittle faerie, resting her face
towhisper in Tidles attentive ear.

"Now, whatever will wefind to talk about?"
Chapter 4

The town of Keggle Bend was shockingly overcrowded. The population from dozens of outlying towns,
farms, and villages had al comeinto the city—the only high ground in the entire region. They thronged the
dreets, made shantytownsin the dleyways, and huddled outside the city walls. Every government



building had given up itslower floorsto refugees, and every house and shop was filled with poor families.

Shouldering hisway gently through the mob, the Justicar nodded. The city had made a superb effort to
do judticeto its citizens. The homeless were being sheltered, the poor fed. City officidsled soldiers
through the throng, trying to make order out of the chaos and clean away thefilth that might lead to
disease.

The Judticar approved. A good effort was being made. Fedling solid and cam, the man moved carefully
through the crowds, opening the way for Henry who followed in hiswake. The street ahead was
hopelesdy jammed. Jus stepped onto the dairsthat led to the ramparts of the city wall. He grabbed
Henry by the arm and effortlesdy hauled the young man up onto the steps beside him. They stood a
moment like castaways on an idand watching the flotsam swirl about them, and then climbed steadily up
the steps onto the battlements above.

Jus kept his hand on Henrys shoulder, steadying him. Henry had tied his untidy blond hair back from his
face, and threaded cords through hismail to keep it sllent. He was learning well. Jus nodded and led the
boy up and away from the streets, looking out across the shale rooves of Keggle Bend.

"Crowds. Minima danger from missiles. Maximum danger from daggers. But to do thet, they have to get
close. If the crowd isthick enough, they'll have trouble getting enough force to penetrate your armor.”
Jus's sharp, suspicious eyes flicked to check the streets and rooftops as he talked. "Deep in a packed
mob, your sword blade is an impediment. The pomme is better than the blade. Draw from the scabbard
and punch the hilt at an enemy's guts—hard! Y ou can break his nose with your knee ashefolds. A man
with abroken noseisaman out of the fight for thirty seconds.”

Henry hung on every word, hisface serious. The Justicar remembered ayounger sdf, and so he drilled
information into the boy carefully and faithfully.

"Citiesaren't frightening. The shapes here are angular; the shapes of enemies usualy aren't. Check
windows. Check roofs. Do it as you walk. Areas where light changes sharply are easy to hide in—both
for you and an enemy. Always keep note of aplace near you where you can defend. Always|ook for the
nearest cover. Look for aplace where you can drop out of sight, move fast, and attack from an
unexpected angle.”

These were the lessons that made the Justicar alethd force. Attack with surprise; attack with absolute
destructive force. Move swiftly; move decisively. Henry was agood pupil, but the boy il let violence
shock him. He had not yet found the path that would let him ride it like agod.

They had reached the top ten feet of airs. Cinders sniffed and dowly bristled up hisfur. Instantly
stopping to listen, the Justicar crouched with one hand on his sword.

"What isit?'

Crash-a-boom. It was getting dark, and it was hours il till sunset. Cindersjittered histall, flattening his
ears and sounding unhappy. Bad crash-a-boom.

Henry had his crossbow in hisarms, watching his mentor's back. "' Sir, what did he say? Crash-a-boom?”
"It'sdl right." Jus straightened, giving ashake of hishead. "He hears athunder sorm.”

"Oh." Henry looked at the agitated hell hound, which had begun leaking sulfurous steam. "Cindersis
scared of sorms?”

Cindersbrave! Big dog! Burn!



The Justicar's scarred, stubbled face creased in ararelittle smile. "When therésan S-T-O-R-M, helikes
toH-I-D-E."

Cinders like storm. Cinders proudly lifted up hisears. Sorm be fun! Big boom! Tree catch fire—
burn, bum! The hdl hound sniffed. Rainstorm bad. Wet, wet. No fire. Makes man smell like old wet
sock.

Looking up past hishemet brim, Jus gave athoughtful frown. "When did you learn to spell?"

Funny faerie teach! Cinderssgrin gleamed. He wasimmensdly pleased with himsdlf. Cinders know
ST-O-R-M storm, W-A-L-K walk, and B-A-T-H bath!

"Remind meto thank her." Bath day for Cinders was always an experience to be endured. Escalahad
just made the process a smidgen more difficult than necessary. "Why did she teach you spelling?”

Let faerie deep naked on fur! Warm!
"Wonderful."

At thetop of the city's curtain wall, guards armed with bows watched and waited. One man raised a
hand in cautious welcome, wary of the Justicar's grim, forbidding presence. The big man looked asif he
could easlly clear the entirewall with hissword.

"Hat!" the guardsman shouted. "Garrison only. Theré's no housing up here.”

"We're not staying." The Justicar nodded his chin toward the south. "Weve come from the north. I'm
looking for your captain of Rangersto ask about the road south.”

Shrugging, the nearest soldier waved his bow at the city. The streets were packed like a cattle yard.
"He's somewhere down in that. Y ou can wait here on the stepsif you like. Hell be back soon.”
lll:irell

They sat at the top of the steps, making themsalves comfortable. The Justicar unshipped his camp flask,
poured a beer for himsalf, one for Henry, then poured adrink for the nearest guard. The man hesitated,
then took the drink. It wasthe last of the Faerie Courts best ae, imported from the outer planes and
heavy as drop-forged stedl. The guard took one hesitant sip, then another, then rested his backside on
the battlements with his back to the big wide world.

Hefinished the drink, looking relaxed and relieved. Watching him. Jus sat with Cindersin hislap,
brushing the hell hound's black fur to a shine. Justook back the cup and snapped it into place on his
canteen.

"Rough?'
The soldier looked at the city's ludicrous crowds and gave adisma sigh.

"Noisy. Crowded. But the granary'sfull." The guard jerked hisdun at theriver. "Floodswon' last.
Happened like this ten years ago. Soon goes away."

You should do something about it. Bendlux's voice echoed insde the Justicar's skull. A true ruler
should cure this at the source, not simply manage the symptoms. You should build retaining walls
or drainage canals!



"Thewars might have disrupted public building projects.” The Justicar glowered a the sword. "Always
uncover facts before you make accusations.”

He put the finishing touches on Cinderss coat with awet doth, making the hell hound gleam. The guard
waiched the hell hound's face assume agoofy look. Theliving pelt hammered histail upon the ground.

"That thing red ?'

"Yep." Jus cleaned the grooming brush and tossed the resulting bal of fur over thewall. "He's called
Cinders.”

The hdll hound's huge teeth gleamed. Hi!

With ajerk of histhumb. Jusintroduced himsdf. "Justicar. Henry. The sword's Benelux. We're heading
to avillage southward: Hommlet."

"Hommlet! And you came from the north?
"Yep.

"Any trouble?"

"No. No trouble.

The Justicar was uncompromising and cam. His competence spoke for itsalf. The town guardsman
stroked his chin and looked toward the northern hills—abarrier that scemed the end of the known
world.

Jus drew Cinders back in place across his shoulders.
"Canwehdp?'
"Hommlet..." The guard tugged at wisps of hisbeard. "Would it have room for afew refugees?’

"I don't know. As much asyou have here, I'd think. We could take a hundred people off your handsif
you give us something to feed them with."

The guard shot upright and tugged his surcoat Sraight. "Wait here! I'll fetch the captain.”
The man bustled off. Pouring Henry a second beer, the Justicar seemed perfectly at ease.

"Second lesson. An obstacleisarock. If you can't break it, flow around it." The Justicar's black armor
creaked softly as he relaxed. "Logic and ingtinct. They're your sharpest toals. In life, there are no
mysteriesthat cannot be solved. No problemsthat cannot be fixed."

Henry frowned. "None at dl?'

"None." Justhought of Escallaand gave aheavy sgh. "Some just need alittle more work than others.”
Darkness built above the city. Far off in the distance, there was the rumbling of a sudden summer storm.
Chapter 5

"Ah. Herewe are. Oh, for once, it's actualy quite pleasant!" Lolth stood in awilderness of dead, twisted
grass, ahillsde where the bones of the daughtered jutted through the soil. "That horrid fresh air smdll is

gone.”



Black, polished, and magnificent, Lolth stood and | et the fetid winds caress her hair. Behind her, carried
aong by Lolth's spdllsin the middie of her morning cup of tea, Morag glowered.

"Magnificence? What are we doing here?'

"We are diminating trouble beforeit can begin.” Lolth pulled two long thigh bones from the earth and
enchanted them. "Do you have that bag | gave you?"

"Y es, Magnificence."
"Good. Drink your tea"

Holding the bones as divining rods, Lolth walked off aong the hillside. Morag sighed, bunched up her
coils, and followed, ddlicately picking a path past the bones of a dead wyvern. The place was wretchedly
cold, abysmdly dry, and Morag felt the day's carefully crafted schedules dipping away. She hurried after
her midtress, planting hersdlf so that L olth's appointment diary could clearly be seen.

The spider goddessignored her, happily scanning her divining rods over the dead grass.

"Thisisluz'sterritory, | beieve. We shall takeit over once we diminate him." Lolth swung Sdewaysas
the two bones quivered and began to cross. She walked rapidly over the hill, led by her divining rods.

Morag impatiently folded al six of her arms. "M agnificence, the operation beginsin sixty minutes.”

"Yes, yes. I'm agoddess, Morag. | canteleport. | don't need anag." Lolth shot a scathing glance at her
secretary. "Your little shopping trip is safe and sound, never fear."

The divining rods crossed, and in the end, their target was obvious. On ahillside littered by the bones of
mongters, one site had been congpicuoudy made into agrave. The earth had been hegped in atelltae
fashion. Mogt interestingly of dl, afroglike tanar'ri skull had been left to mark the grave—a skull impaled
and pinned by a broken sword. Lolth reached out to draw the sword from the ground and instantly
burned her hand.

"Damnation!"
"Magnificence?' Lolth was notorioudy vulnerable to blessed artifacts. " Shall | fetch you abandage?’

"Don't beimpertinent!” Lolth blew on her fingers, hurt and angry. She kicked the sword and the skull out
of the ground and shoved them away with one stiletto-heeled boot. “What sort of fool leaves an
enchanted sword stuck in the soil 7'

"'Someone who has a better sword, Magnificence?"

"Brilliant." Lolth spared the grave a contemptuous kick. "Well what are you waiting for?'Y ou have six
hands. Dig!"

Morag. growled. Her hands were long and clever, and her scaes had just been buffed and dried. She
wearily undung her collection of wegpons, notebooks, pens, and diaries, and went to work, digging in the
horrid, flinty soil. As shelabored, Lolth opened her hands and cast aspell. Aningtant later, asavage
vulture-demon appeared before her. Lolth accepted a ddlicate glass from the creature, alowed it to pour
her some wine, and then lolled atop a var-rangoin's skeleton to watch Morag at her work.

"Ah, wine. | dwaysdid likeaglassin the afternoon. We must search thisworld and seeif there are any
novel vintagesto befound!"



"Y es, Magnificence." Wdll down in her hole, Morag resentfully shoveled earth. "I'm surethe fagries will
have a bottle or two to spare.”

"Shut up. Dig."

The excavation took agood ten minutes of filthy work, by which time Morag was cursang. She had
broken anail, gotten grit in her eye, and wasfilthy from tip to tail. She findly uncovered adried, withered
skeleton—afigure clad in armor that had rusted to a flaky brown.

From above her came Lolth'simperious voice. "Don't hurt the bones, idiot! Now get out of therel™

No helping hand was offered. Morag angrily threw a spell and summoned some of her own vassals.
hopping birdlike minions that stank like the pit. The beings reached down to help the secretary out. She
jerked her hands free from their grasp and fastidioudy cleaned hersdlf while Lolth had the beings carefully
lift the old bones out of their grave.

The corpse waswell preserved—awithered husk dried like lesther from the parched soil of the hills. The
armor was elven mail, cut and ripped by claws. It had been torn open where the cadaver had once had
its heart ripped out of its chest. The being bore ahelmet fashioned like the open mouth of ascreaming
eagle. Lolth bused hersdf drawing an enchanted circle about the corpse, daubing her magic symbolswith
blood taken from an ivory chalice. Behind her, yet more tanar'ri appeared, dragging with them humanoid
daves, atroll, spider servitors, and treasure chests. The hillside had suddenly become crowded.

Lolth painted three find runes, then tore the heart out of adaveto activate her magic. Fastidioudy
cleaning hersdlf, Morag looked away in disgust, reaching for her notebooks and weapons.

The enchanted circle flashed and flared into life about the corpse. Lolth opened bloody hands, chanted
her spdll, and acold wind stirred her hair, lifting her silks about her magnificent body.

Slit-pupil eyes gleamed red as she opened her arms and trilled foul spells.

Lesser creaturesfell dead from the magic. Insects, worms, and birds dropped lifeless about the hill. Lolth
stood at the center of astorm of screaming energy. A ghostly image half-formed in the winds that swirled
across the hill—an image that shrieked and wailed asit was dragged downward from the otherworld.
Guardianstried to drag the spirit back, but Lolth flicked out with her hands and sent them spinning away
into the storm.

The withered corpse arose dowly, lifted invisibly from the ground. Dead hair, long, golden, and littered

with soil, whipped around in the ssorm's frenzy. The corpse arched, mold dropping from it asthe winds
raged and swirled. Lolth held her armswide, her skin crackling pale with energy, then stepped through

the circle of enchantment.

Reaching down, she wrenched open the corpse's rent mail armor and tore open itsrotted ribs.
"Hereisaheart for you, my dear. Fresh and new."

The sacrificia heart was jammed into the gaping chest. Lolth hissed in pleasure as she stabbed magic
down into the deed, dried flesh.

"And now hereis some blood for you to pump with it."

Demons dragged ablack marsh troll forward, the huge creature raging with superhuman strength yet
utterly impotent in the demons claws. Lolth took aknife from adrow servant and stabbed the troll
through its neck. Her eyes gleamed as she vicioudy twisted the knife in the wound, keeping it open even



asthetroll'sflesh tried to regenerate and hedl . She caught the blood in bowl after bowl, the troll growing
weaker asit was drained. Findly she had thetroll cast aside to heal, the monster whimpering asits blood
was carried over to the floating corpse.

Lolth poured the blood into the cadaver's open chest, her spellswrenching at the air asthe hissing fluid
flowed. The blood soaked into the corpse's skin and bones. It drew into the withered, rotten veins. With
aszzle, the old body dowly begantofill and hed.

Findly, Lolth opened the corpse's mouth. With one hand she reached up and snatched the screaming
spirit that flew about her ears. Wrestling it like awhirlwind she shoved the spirit down into the corpse and
seded it tight. With awrench, the body heaved againgt invisble bonds. Armsreached, thrashing in
horrific agony, and the throat roared in burning pain. Lolth stepped back, her head tilted like alittle girl
with one cheek resting on abloodied finger. In the magic circle, the corpse writhed and spasmed in pure
agony, until it fel hissang to the ground. The magic circle faded. The cadaver seamed with cold.

The corpselay onitsface. Sowly it opened one clawed hand and clutched &t the soil of itsgrave. Light
and happy asalark, Lolth walked over to its side. She squatted down and dusted off the cadaver's eagle
hem.

"Poor hero. Poor, poor hero..."

Lolth spokein the tongue of the Grass Elves as he squatted, her face hdlf lifted in a smile as the undead
creature wrenched itsdf up from the ground.

The cadaver kndlt in the dugt, the ice-white pits of its eyesjerking in confuson from sdeto sde. Itslast
clear memorieswere of battle. The creature's hand clutched at the rentsin its mail—at the wound that
hed findly ripped away itslife. Lolth watched it with asmile.

"Poor hero. Yes, struck down in the dust—betrayed and aone and surrounded.”

The cadaver groped blindly in the dirt. It looked down in puzzlement, then anger asit saw nothing but
dust.

"No. No sword. Stolen!" Lolth clucked in sympathy. ™Y our sword was taken away! Y ou were betrayed,
surrounded, abandoned, robbed. Poor hero. No sword to make you safe. No sword to take revenge.”

Lolth reached out, and a demon threw her asword. The goddess held the long, heavy weapon in her
hands and drew it dowly from its sheath. The blade gleamed the foul red-purple color of dotted blood,
smoking as she dowly bared the sted!.

"Hereisasword. Yes! See?'

The corpse stared at the weapon. It hissed in lust and dowly reached out its hand. Lolth played alittle,
keeping the weapon just out of reach for amoment, then thrust it into the corpse's hand.

"There. | give you anew sword, abetter sword. Strong, powerful! Now everything you lost can be
regained.”

The undead warrior jerked suddenly upright in shock, staring around. It hissed like a serpent, crouching
into fighting stance asit searched from side to sde, amost asif hunting for blood.

Lolth stood unconcernedly at its side. She pulled the hair back from the side of her face as she bent
down to whisper inthewarrior's ear.



"Yes... lost. Weren't you aleader? Weren't you aive? That'sright! Y ou werefeared. Youwerea
fighter! Y ou had renown!" The queen of spiders crossed behind the undead corpse, her voice purring in
itsear. "Y ou were agrest leader, but someone took your men away. He became leader in your place.
He built on your fame, built on your legend. He stole your lifeaway... and could you redly have died
here? Not you, not awarrior so great. Not the great swordmaster Recca.”

Lolth covered her mouth in mock surprise.

"He betrayed you! Of course! It'sthe only way it could have been done!” The goddess |ooked quite
shocked. "And after you taught him everything he knew! After you trusted him, raised him, treated him
likeason!" Lolth leaned close to the monster and furrowed her browsinto afrown. "He took everything
you had. Whatever should you do?"

The cadaver roared. The skull-face bared its teeth as the monstrous warrior raised its sword to the sky,
screaming in mad hunger for revenge. Clustered about the edge of the magic circle, Lolth's demons,
henchmen, and servantslaughed in acclaim.

Smiling, Lolth arose and crooked afinger at the walking corpse.

"Well, now | must be your new friend. | gave you a sword, gave you blood and a heart. Such agood
friend!" Lolth motioned to Morag, beckoning her close. "Come. Maybe | can help you alittle more. |
think perhaps | can take you to where you can find your revenge. After al, what are good friends for?'

Lolth walked happily toward her secretary, followed by the shambling monster. Twiddling her fingersat
Morag, Lolth amiled.

"Thereweare! And just intimefor our invasion to begin. Arethere any other problemsyour tiny little
mind can foresee?"

Morag regarded the walking corpse with agaze rich with irony.

"Very few, Magnificence." Morag dotted anotein her diary with her pen. "Incidentally, Magnificence, the
cregture lacks aleft foot and asword hand.”

L olth whipped about and stared. Sure enough, the corpse had been buried by a dedicated soldier. Its
sword hand and one foot had been cut off, then presumably burned and powdered to prevent the enemy
from animating it as awalking skeleton. The missing pieces were not regenerating from the troll's blood
ingdethe cadaver. Lolth felt Morag's smug smile and seethed, flexing her blood-gticky fingersin
annoyance.

"It doesn't matter!" Lolth turned and walked away. "1t will find new limbsonitsown!”
"Y es, Magnificence. Superb foresight, Magnificence.”

"Hewill adapt, Morag, That isthe beauty of the spell.”

"Y es, Magnificence. Of course.”

Chapter 6

Sitting by the town'sfront gate. Polk, for once, was doing just as he wastold: staying put and staying out
of trouble. He sat upon atable outside of a crowded tavern, waving irritably at serving boys. The tavern
gaff gave him awide, wide berth, and patronsleft Polk the whole table to himself. The badger squared
his cap upon his head and grumbled about the falling standards of service these days.



Being a badger had mixed blessings. On one hand, he was dense, heavy, and had abite like a crocodile.
On the other hand, he was afurry quadruped most people viewed as a noxious pest or adanger to life
and limb. It wasthislagt attribute that finally brought a nine-year-old boy nervoudy edging up to the table
bearing alarge wooden bowl and a stone jug.

Polk waved a paw.

"Son! Over here, son! That's my order. Itsfor me—the badger. Quadruped, that is. Furry, black and
white gtripes. You cant missme!”

The boy kept his distance, pushing his offering cautiousdly onto the tabletop. Polk scratched his ear with
onehindleg.

"Son, you look frayed! A bundle of nerves, son. It ain't healthy! A boy like you needs courage! Needs
discipline—some get up and go! Now what are you getting al timid for?'

"S-sorry, gr!" The child wiped hishandsin fright. "We... we don't get many, urn, bears here, sir.”

"I'm abadger, son. Was human once, though. Reincarnation accident. Magic spell cast after | heroicaly
sacrificed my lifefor my friends. Part of the risks of the hero's profession, son. I'm not ashamed of it."

"A hero?' The boy blinked. "Wereyou in thewar?'

"Hundreds of 'em, son! But no, I'm an explorer, saver of damsals, dayer of mongters.” Polk trundled
over to thewooden bowl. "That's my order you got there?"

"Uh, yes. That was one full bottle of fortified skull-crusher brandy poured in abowl?"
"That's right, son. Kegpsthe coat glossy!" The badger wrinkled hisnose. "Can | get atwist with that?"
"Ssorry, Sr."

"Don't matter. But you have to uncork the bottle, son. Y ou have to pour. I've got claws. Grest for
digging, poor for pulling the cork out of jugsl And get me about a hundred bottles of thisto go!”

"A hundred bottles?' The child blinked. "How will you... you carry it?'

"I've got aportable hole, son. A trans-dimensional cubbyhole rolled up to convenient size. | never leave
the burrow without it!"

The drink was poured, and Polk shook his head as the boy retreated. " Child's about as bright asalamp
withnowick init."

The badger settled down to drink arestorative libation, managing to absorb almost his own body weight
in adcohol. Surfacing with asigh, Polk licked his chops, settled back on hisfurry rear, and cast hiseyes
out over the churning, tangled crowds.

Polk paused and frowned, then used his mouth to drop coins onto the table. He jumped heavily down
onto the pavement and looked around.

The skieswere pitch black with something that looked like storm clouds. Polks badger nose suddenly
sniffed the slench of magicintheair. The gtink of evil.

A drifting cloud of slver sirands settled on the nearby roofs. Thousands of spiders—tiny spiderstailing
long web strands from their tails—landed, then sped over the roofs and gutters.



Moving under tables and chairs, Polk ran into an aleyway and watched a new team of spiders descend.
A group landed close to Polk. They were black widows that shimmered with magic. Black widowsthat
stank of drow.

Drow!
Polk amost fell over himself as he tumbled backward, found hisfeet, and sped off to save the city.
"Son! Jus, boy! We've got a problem herel”

Onthe" Street of a Thousand Eateries,” high prices had apparently chased away the crowds of refugees.
A tadl woman, her hair tied into a thousand pretty braids beneath amost extraordinary hat, teetered down
the street. Waking unsteadily, staggering quickly forward to cling onto gutter pipes and wals, the woman
let her hat coach her as shetook one step at atime.

"Easy... easy... Left foot, right foot—Ieft foot, right foot." Having shape-shifted into astylish,
pheasant-feathered hat, Escalatook the role of pilot, navigator, and deportment coach. "Come on—abit
of rhythm! One-two, one-two! Therewe go!"

Tripping over her own two feet, Enid yelped and grabbed awall for support. Escalahad managed one
of thefinest shape change spells of her career, but Enid wasfinding lifein the guise of ahuman abit of a
handful. Bipeda locomotion was not all that it was cracked up to be. Wobbling onward down the stret,
Enid held out her hands and tried to keep her balance.

"I'm not quite sure how you people manage to move around.”
"Youll catch oninabit. Now come on. There hasto be a bakery somewherein this damned town!”

Even here, in the most expensive streets of the city, the crowds were thick, though they seemed a bit
more upsca e than those they had encountered on their way into the city. A group of thirty monks stood
inadlent ring, their heads bowed in prayer. There were families setting up tentsin the dleyways and
children running riot across the cobblestones. More monks stood on the street corners, collecting for the
poor. The scene wastotd chaos, and Escdlarather liked it.

Most of the food shops were closed. The supplies had been requisitioned for the refugees. However, a
few expensive luxury stores still seemed to stock an item or two. Escalla spied a pastry shop and clucked
likeagirl sarting up arductant horse, jiggling hersdlf to guide Enid in the right direction.

"There! That'swhat were after. All right, now remember, keep onefoot on the ground at al times!”
Desperatdy trying not to fal, Enid maneuvered her way adong the street.

"Do | have to be human? 1 don't know whereto put these silly armg!™

"Everyone hasthat problem! Just be glad you're not an octopus.”

"Y ou've been an octopus?’

"Hey, I'm afaeriel” Escdlasfeather plumes gave atwirl. Her frost wand and lich staff were being used as
hat pins. Two cherries on the hat served as her eyes. "Once aweek back home, we used to take turnsto
scare the horses."

"Y ou and your sister would take turns polymorphing?'

"My sger didn't have to polymorph. She had aface like adog's bum with ahat on." Escalla-the-hat



folded her fegthers. "But anyway, thisisahuman town! Y ou haveto blend in. A faerie and a sphinx might
draw attention, you know. Thisway, wereinvisible. Were just a part of the crowd.”

This particular piece of the crowd was well endowed, had freckles, and was having a conversation with
her hat. Still unhappy about her arms, missing her tail and wings, Enid tried her best to walk through the
bustling street. She sniffed as she passed the ring of monks, then suddenly had to avoid anasty fall.

"Armsareslly. Do they dwaysjus bang herelikethis?"

"Move 'em asyou walk. Not like that! When your leg goes forward, your arm goes back. Anyway, youll
need the armsto carry dl the cakes.”

"What cakes?'
"The cakeswell get at the bakery! It'son thelist of provisond!™

Enid shdltered againgt awall as carts of grain trundled past on their way to the town mill. She pulled out a
pair of spectacles and perused the shopping list Escallahad provided for her.

"Let's see. Wine, honey, sugar, fruit, faerie cakes..." Enid read thelist and screwed her pretty noseup in
afrown "Isthiswhat were getting for rations? | thought we needed some other thingstoo?"

"Hmm?"' Escalawaved afeather. "No, just that. Oh, and maybe some mest, bread, vegetables, and
cheese. | can't think of everything!"

"l see" Enid carefully put the shopping list away. Escalahad ametabolism like ahummingbird. "I believe
you should leave the rest of the shopping to me.”

"Sure! But can we get some cream? | redlly want faerie cakes with the tops cut .into those little butterfly
wingd"

They reached a shop that actually seemed to be open—a shop that proudly hung awooden board
painted with a cake from its eaves. The sign seemed new, clean, and nedt. It was perfect. Escdlajiggled
until Enid moved in the right direction, and Escalawas amost knocked off Enid's head asthetdl girl

entered the cramped, dim little store. Out in the street, the monks moved their circle closer to the store.
The noise of the city dimmed asthe door swung firmly shuit.

A large, sticky cake sat on abench. The cake was covered in honey, fruits, and sugar, and it had been
freshly diced into dainty little pieces. In atown given over to mass producing smplefood for refugees,
the cake was an utter treasure. Escalla saw the sweet and drooled.

Enid gave a sniff then narrowed her eyes and leaned over the cake, sniffing at it again. Escalareached
out with her feathers, but Enid stepped back out of the way.

"Oh, dear. | believe I've forgotten my purse.”

Escdla shifted on Enid's head, looking carefully from left to right. The hat disappeared with a subtle pop
asthefagrieturned invisble.

The attack came from the rafters—a massive blast of lightning stabbing from the dark. Enid ducked, and
the spell shattered againgt a shield made of swarming golden bees. The ceiling ingtantly caught fire from
the ricocheting energy.

The globe of beesflickered and swirled around Enid. Escallahovered in midair, naked, visble, and



coldly furious as she readied her lich saff in her hand.
"Nice one, frot-head! | like your poisoned cake."

Enid hissed like an angry cat, hunched, and bared her teeth. Escallalooked idly at another blank patch of
darkness.

The next spell hammered at them in amanic blast of ice. Therear wall of the shop smashed in, the serving
counter torn gpart under araging sorm of icicles and frost. Safe inside their sphere of bees, Enid and
Escalawatched and waited.

Thefrost storm died, leaving the room ice-white and steaming with mists. Posing with her staff idly
crooked across her shoulders, Escallalooked at the damage with a sneer.

"For the uninitiated, thisisalesser sphere of invulnerability. An anti-magic shield. Guessyoull just haveto
take me out hand-to-hand." Escallas shield spell worked both ways—no magic could go in, and no
magic could go out. With ady smile, thefaerielaid ahand on Enid and caressed her with aspell. "But
hey! Lookie what I've got here.”

Clothesripped to rags. Enid warped up and outward into her sphinx form, her hindguarters knocking
over theremnants of the rear wall. Clawed and bristling, afull-grown sphinx now crouched benegath the
faerie girl. Standing on Enid's head, Escalalooked idly about the shop.

"Areyou coining out to play?"

The answer came asaderisve femade laugh, alaugh ringing with insanity. Theroof fell, and Enid leaped
forward, smashing through the wall and out into the street. Escalla sheltered from debris benesth Enid's
wings. The shield spell danced and shimmered a golden light across the cobblestones.

Standing in silence, aring of hooded monks made a cordon around Enid and Escalla. The monks stood
in slence, crouched and intense. Their robes hid their hands and faces in impenetrable darkness. Escdla
hovered with her staff in hand. The sphinx unsheathed her huge claws and spread her wings. There were
eadly thirty monks, but it was doubtful that any of them could fly.

The laugh came once again—ahorribly familiar laugh tinged with agay touch of madness. Escdlafdt
absolute loathing ooze through her soul.

"You."
Tidle, Escallas sger, becamevisbleat last.

She was better fleshed than Escalla, with rounder curves at chest and thigh. Dressed in afew tiny specks
of adamantine and slver, the faeriehovered gaily inmid air.

"Sweet Sster and her pretty kitty!" Tiellelooked at Escallain sck intensity, as though she had long
adored and lingered over every inch of Escalashide. "It was very dark in prison. They |eft me asablob,
you know. A blobin ahbig, dark hole. Because it was your joke. Because dear beautiful Escalathought it
wasfunny." Tidle stared, her eyeswide and intense. "Oh, Escalla

My wonderful Escdla” Tidle cradled adrinking horn and acrystd bal tight againgt hersdf, hugging them
asthough their love spoke to her soul. "I have so looked forward to fedling you die.”

Running madly through the streets. Polk squinted at ankles, legs, and shoes. His badger nose smelled
drow. Draw! People scattered, soldiers shouted. A woman screamed as he sped straight beneath her



skirt. Polk wheezed as heran, hisfat fur rippling like an onrushing wave. Humans threw themselves out of
hisway, shouting in panic as they fought to escape the badger.

Polk ran, dodging as a soldier stabbed at him with aspear. The big badger finaly found the city wall and

raced growling along its base. He bowled over apile of baskets, ripped clean through arow of tents, and
scattered pots and pansin hiswake. He bellowed, "Jus! Where are you son?' He got no answer, and so
the badger lumbered on.

Three soldierstried to wal him in with shields. Polk took them at arun, ploughing through agap between
their shields. He sped onward, scrabbling awkwardly up a set of stone stairs as he climbed to the city
battlements. Overhead, the storm clouds shut away the sun.

"Son! Son, where are you? Where are you, son?'

"Polk! What in Cuthbert's name are you doing?' The Justicar sat at the head of the stairs with his sword
across hisknees, Cinders on his back, and Henry squatting beside him. Three town guards and a captain
were with them, all gathered around amap. "Polk!"

The badger gave a savage roar. Polk |eaped the last three steps, bowling Henry over as he landed on
Henry's chest. Polk hurtled forward in a snarling charge beneath the magistrate and crashed into avast
spider that hauled itsdlf over the battlements.

The .giant spider was bigger than a horse. Polk shot under its jaws and attacked. Badger teeth ripped
through chitin. Blood flew, and Polk wrenched the leg off the spider. Flailing its feet, the spider loomed
over Polk, twin fangs bared and ready to stab down into the badgers heart. An ingtant later, the spider
was smashed asde, Juss blade smacking into the monsters face.

The blade hit hard, fast, and in savage silence. The monster staggered. The Justicar's sword hacked off
onefront leg, then another, then clove down in amassive blow that split the spiders head in two. He
kicked the giant spider aside. The white blade of his sword shining, the Justicar looked acrossthe city
walls, and turned to roar back at the city guards.

"Get your men to the battlements! Movel Move!”

The captain stood, then lost his upper torso as aballista bolt ripped above the battlements. Blood
sprayed over the city walls. A second bolt whirred asit flew, and the Justicar raged forward, hisbig
sword ringing as it caught the massive iron shaft and knocked it up into the air. Jus shouldered soldiers
aside, then hacked his blade down into another spider's leg that came prancing over thewall.

Jus killed the spider with avicioustwisting thrust of his sword over the battlements. He cut away the web
the creature had been laying as aladder up the city walls. Soldiers stared, then grabbed crossbows,
javelins, and bows, running faster and faster to their posts asthe war cries and screams of an immense
army sounded from the fields below. Signders blew their battle horns as the whole world suddenly went
med.

The Justicar gave Polk a sharp nod, then helped him scrabble up onto the battlements. Polk and Henry
looked out over the sone wadlls, off into the flooded countryside below, and both stared in ashen
surprise.

"That wasn't there amoment ago!" Henry said.

Curtains of illuson faded and fell, revealing avast army rampaging toward Keggle Bend. The flooded,
muddy fieldswere jet black, boiling with avile carpet of screaming flesh. For milesaround, the



countryside was covered with a baying, ravening multitude. Monstrous black shapesraged toward the
city wals. There were spiders as big as dinner plates, as big dogs, and some as big as mares. There were
creatures with swords and monsters with spears. Here and there, titanic spiders stood above the boiling
meass, their backs crowned with ballistae and howling warriors. Black widows the size of horsesled the
incoming waves, the creatures splashing through muddy fieldsto clamber up thewalls. Other spiders had
aready reached the battlements, webs stringing to the ground behind them asthey climbed. Thefirst
wave of warriors reached the webs, and began to climb upward in amass of hate and sted!.

Chapter 7

Crowds scattered in panic. Facing each other across a stretch of cobblestones, Escalaand Tielle
seethed with spdlls. Escallalaid arrow-wards and blade-wards over hersalf and Enid as she waiched the
circle of monks from the corner of her eye.

Tidl€e's costume condsted mostly of jewelry and spider silk. Looking at her sister, Escallaraised one
eyebrow in disdain.

"Nice outfit. Thunder Thighs. | see prison food agreed with you."

"Insults" Tielles eyes brightened. "Oh, | knew therewould beinsults” Tiellelooked at Escalain yearning
hunger. "And there you are, looking so beautiful. | want you to fed pretty! | want you to fed as beautiful
and asglorious as you can." Tielle's breathing was deep and ragged as she wrung her hands about alarge
crystal horn. "And then | want to sear the skin off you. | want to burn you, Escalla, and | want it to last
andlagtandladt..."

The bystanders had fled. Escallalooked at her sster and weighed the lich staff in her grasp.

"All right, so I'm guessing you have afew moreissuesthan last time we met?' Escallahovered behind her
shield. "I don't know how you got out of prison, but thistime you're going back in pieces! Now, are you
going to keep wasting spdlls, or are you going to drag your butt in here and fight like afaerie?"

Shidded against magic, againgt missiles, and with sorcery able to deflect mortal blades, Escallawas
ready for afight. Benesth her, Enid gave afeline hiss. The sphinx was as big asabull and ahundred time
more deadly. Almost obliviousto the danger, Tidleflew brightly over to the edge of the magic shidld.

"Oooh. A lesser sphere of invulnerability! What alovey, powerful little spell.” Thegirl looked coyly
sdewise at her ster. "Escala? Would you consider yoursdlf to bea good little faerie?"

Escdlagave adisdainful shrug. "l fight thefight. I right thewrongs. Y eah, I'm good.” The girl held her lich
saff like achild about to play bat-and-ball. "What'sit to you?"

"Oh, nothing." Tielle hed her hands merrily behind her bade. "But do you know what? | have a secret.”
"Yeah?What?'
"Thig"

Tiellemoved. Escdla caught the motion and hurtled skyward. An ingtant later, ahissing blast of fluid shot
out of Tieleshorn.

Escalla screamed.

Likered quicksiver, thefluid jetted outward in asolid beam. The spray clipped Enid on one shoulder,
then swerved to catch Escalla as she twisted and flew. The blow hit Escallaon onethigh, the force of the



blow knocking her spinning through the sky until she crashed againgt the cobblestones.

Escadlathrashed in mindless agony. She arched her back and hammered her head on the pavement as
raw pan ripped into her leg. The fluid hissed and burned, bubbling away flesh and skin. The golden bees
of her magic shield scattered madly aside as Escalla smashed hersalf against the road.

Tidlelaughed and shook the horn next to her ear, smiling warmly as she heard yet more liquid doshing
away insde. She pointed the horn at Escalaand grinned.

"And now, your body. But not your face..."

Another beam of blood-silver shot straight at Escalla. She croaked and tried to move aside, but she was
pardyzed with pain.

With aroar, Enid lunged, shielding Escalawith her back. Fluid blasted into Enid's hide, searing her to the
bone. Tielle gave her insane, ringing laughter asthe horn ranitsef dry.

"Takethem! Take them now!"
The monks threw back their hoods. Redling in agony, Enid could only stare.

The opened hoods revea ed hideous giggling faces, the eyesrolling mad and the flesh dripping wet with
swedt. Ther flesh wastwisted and entwined with coil after coil of chains, mummifying themin sted. Thirty
of the creatures gibbered and giggled as they whipped their ams forward, and chains lashed out to crack
into Enid's hide. The sphinx staggered and thrashed. Chains wrapped around and around her legs, wings,
and throat, dragging at her from a dozen different directions. Behind her servants, Tielle dapped her
hands and made alittle dance of glee.

"Aren't they lovely? They're from Pandemonium, where | serve the Queen of Wind and Woe!"

Tugging madly at the chains, the monkstried to drag Enid in adozen different directionsat once. Tidle
watched it al insmplejoy.

"Y ou might have spells and powers, Escdla, but / have friends!™

One leg burned almost to the bone and her wings melted and useless, Escalla shook as she reached her
hand up to Enid. The sphinx reared, trapped in agony, adozen chainstrying to wrench her from her feet.
The sphinx fought back with huge strength and power, whirling and thrashing, sending Tielle's servants
crashing to the ground. One chain monk flew and smashed into awall, till giggling even asit died. More
chainsflew, links closed tight about Enid's throat, and Tielle leaned eagerly close as Enid started
strangling to death.

Escallamanaged to reach Enid'sfoot. A chain whipped out and crashed against the injured faerie,
wrapping around and around. Escallagripped Enid'sfur. A chain monk screamed and leaped for her,
chainsflailing through the air, then suddenly fog exploded through the aleyway as Escalla coughed out a

.
“No!"

Tiele hurled hersdf high above the whirling melee. Fog choked the aleyway, and the chain monks
whooped and wailed astheir empty chainsthrashed at the air. Screaming, Tidlle ploughed aspell into the
fog's heart. Thefirebal blasted cobblestonesinto the air, tossing aside chain monks and shattering houses
in the street. Shefought her way down through the mist, waving her handsto clear her view. Molten
stone and shattered shops collgpsed into rubble and debris. No corpses lay splayed before her—only



emply sheaths of chain.
"No!"

The faerieripped at the cobblestones with her bare hands, trying to find her Sster. Raving, Tielletore the
rubble gpart with spdlls, smashing and gouging her way down to the dirt below. Panting, she reared up
out of thefilth, casting wildly from side to Sde with her face streaming tears,

"Whereis she? Why did you release her? Why? Why?"

Chain monksfell back in terror. Tielle blew one of them apart with one savage gesture of afinger, her
hair flying about her little body as she ssamped and screamed in hate.

A chain monk crouched in the dirt nearby, hooting and moaning asit flapped acaming hand at Tidle,
The mongter pointed at an opening in one of the stone gutters of the street—an opening that led down
into the flooded city sewers. A ferocious stench rose from the hole. Tidle flung herself over to the gutter
and peered insde.

The hole was nothing but ad ot ahandspan tal, leading to a drop some twenty feet or moreinto the
sewer tunnels down below. The faerie dammed her hand against the stone and roared in rage.

"Polymorph! Escallaand her mangy friend shape-changed and escaped!™

Tidle could shapeshift and chase her sster down into the sewers, but the chain monkswould be left
behind. Tidlle needed the chain monksto catch and hold dl of Escalaslittle friends. She turned upon her
servants and showered them with abuse.

"Tear up the Streets.* There must be away into the sewers somewhere! Find it. Go-go-go.™

Tidleraged, and the chain monks raced to do her will. Left donein the street, the faerie snatched up a
torn ribbon of black skirt and hurled it to the ground.

Overhead, the sun suddenly dimmed. Darkness spread over the city, and the air trembled with adistant
roar.

The legions of Lolth had come. The battlements would be stormed, the air would fill with abyssa bats,
and Tidl€es prey might be dain by any one of ten thousand mongters. Curaing, Tielle walked back down
the streets as lightning cracked high up in the sky.

"Get down!"

On the battlements, the town guards flung themselves flat as awave of spells shot upward from the
onrushing hordes below. Lightning bolts smashed stone from the battlements and charred soldiersinto
ash. The Jugticar pushed spearmen into cover, then whirled and cut an incoming lightning bolt clean out of
the sky. Bendlux dhrieked, haf in pain and half in exultation.

"Henry." shouted the Judticar.

Henry had seen the enemy sorcerer. The boy dapped five bolts into his crossbows magazine, took aim,
and opened fire. The machine bucked in his hand, the magica bow blurring asit sent five shotshissng
into the air. Down below, adrow sorcerer spun and screamed, pierced by three crossbow bolts and
smashed to the ground. Henry reloaded, aready picking new targets. Juswaked by, Cindersstail
swirling in hiswake and the sword of light gleaming in hishand.



"Archers, pick your targetsl Don't waste your fire! Kill the officerd Kill anyone who leads”

The monsters down below had the same orders. An arrow sped up from below toward the Justicar, and
he contemptuoudy swatted it from the air.

"Other soldiers, stay down! | want one man in three back at the sairsas areservel™

The Justicar strode the battlements, huge and powerful. His brilliant white sivord steamed with blood,
and the hell hound cresting his helmet lesked fire and brimstone from itsfangs. Soldiers flung themsdves
into place dong the battlements, and the Justicar shoved men to their stations. He caught anew soldier
and spun the man around.

"You! Where are your officersfor this section?"

"Dead!" Another man yelled over his shoulder, ducking a crossbow quarrel from below. " Spider bites!
Theré's black widow spidersin the barracks! Millions of them!™

Polk moved backward, tugging aheavy box of crossbow quarrels over to Henry. Jus looked out over
the battlements and saw aland turned black with hell.

No inch of ground showed beneath the onrushing horde. There were tens of thousands of creatures
down below—spiders, some the size of wagons, others no bigger than coins. Troglodytes, reptilian and
gtinking like pus, shambled forward. There were trolls and gargoyles and demonic shapes made from
molten bone and spikes. There were creatures haf spider and half flayed corpse who fought each other
to befirgt to the city walls, legping and screaming as they fought through the fields of mud. Giant spiders
the size of war elephants strode amongst the rabble, and from armored cabins on their backs, lordly
drow directed the attack. Whipping the wave forward, roaring in insensate lust for blood, there were the
hideous shapes of tanar'ri demons. Darkness spells turned the world around them into night, while
abyssd bats flapped like flayed corpses through the skies.

Spiders and drow. Jus cursed and flattened himsdlf againgt the wall of atower as the arrow storm began.

Lolth! Bendux seemed stunned. Thisis her doing! Benelux was shocked when the Justicar seemed
undismayed. But we killed her! You defeated her. Good triumphed over evil!

"Evil begsto differ.” The Justicar made a practice cut with Bendlux, the huge sword swirling likeatoy in
his hand. Jus had a sudden, clear vision of hisresponshility for the invasion army down below.

Lolth. Coldly judging the enemy'srate of approach, the Justicar walked the battlements as a huge cloud
of arrowsflew up to smack and clatter from the city wals. Thousands of arrowsfell down into the city
dreets, and the packed mobsliving in the alleyways fought frantically to get into the shelter of the houses.
Chaos broke out, and till the Justicar watched his enemy, unmoved. He cut another spider strand free,
ducking back as a ballista bolt whipped harmlessy past his head.

"Polk?’

"Son?What isit, son?1'm busy herel" The badger had found a ballista crew, and was dragging spare
ammunition over to them one bolt a atime. "Therésamillion of them down there, son. It'sgonnabe a
last stand.’ Fight to thefinish, backsto the wall, and the last defender dies atop a daughtered heap of
foes! I've gotta get ammo up here, then find somewhere to seal our chronicles. They can be amessage of
hope, son. A guiding light to the brave soulswho will carry on the fight once we're dead and gone!”

"Polk, stop planning suicide notes and find Escalal We need sorcery up here right now!" The big man felt
the darkness growing over the city, the gloom degpening into pure pitch black. "Torches! | want torches



onthewdl!"

Henry wrenched awounded man back out of the line of fire. He treated the soldier swiftly, tugging the
arrow from him and jamming the wound closed with spiderwebs. Pale white with shock, the wounded
man kept staring over the battlements.

"Th-there must be a hundred thousand of them."

"Most of them aren't redl.” The Justicar crouched, talking loud enough to be heard by the defenders al
around. "Cinders?'

The hdl hound's red eyes watched the enemy and gave aferd gleam.
Front waveisilluson. Middleisreal. Rear lineisillusion.

"Only themiddlewaveisred!" the Justicar bellowed to the archers along thewall. "Concentrate fire on
the middle ranks! Be careful! There might be afew redl ones mixed in with the phantasms!™ The Justicar
cursed. "That till makesit forty thousand troops down there. She wantsthis city taken fast." Heyelled
after Polk asthe badger blundered down the stairs. "Hurry, Polk! We need magic up here now!"

Henry had his crossbow reloaded, this time with venom on the bolts. He pulled his hemet strap tight and
looked back at the Justicar.

"Herethey come.

The shock of impact seemed to make the wall shudder to itsroots. Countless siege ladders thudded into
place. On thewalls, soldiers began to rise, until the Justicar shoved them straight back down.

"Get in cover and close your eyes! It isn't real!" The big man strode like agod of war, the black hell
hound gleaming on his back, a sword made of white energy shimmering in hishand. "Concentrate on
dinner! What did you eat last night? How did it fedl between your teeth? Every bite! Concentrate!”

A soldier scrabbled back from the wall as ringing screamsfilled the entire world. The Justicar stooped,
grabbed the man by hisarmor, and dammed him back into his post.

"Wherein the abyss are you going?' Huge with anger, Jus shoved hisvictim back inline. "If you desert
your friends.

then you're one of the enemy! I'll kill you where you stand!”

[llusory monsters swarmed over thewall. The Justicar strode through the darkness, ripped by
insubstantial claws. He passed through the monsters, laying a hand on the armored backs of the soldiers,
forcing them to ignore the sorcery. Asared invader findly put aladder on thewall, he reached over the
battlements, snared the screaming goblin, and threw the creature straight down into the cobbled streets
below.

"All right! Up! Now kill—kill them dl!"

The soldiers surged to their feet as new scaling ladders thundered againgt the battlements. A screaming
tide of mongters clawed againgt the city walls. Huge spiders climbed the stone, while demonic tanar'ri
directed their davesto scale the laddersin droves. Drow sorcerers wove a darkness black as pitch. Jus
opened hisarms and bellowed one of hisown spdlls, and light spread out to rip into the darkness. In
gloom lit with screams, lightning flash, and fire, the city guard met the first wave of attackersto crest their
wal.



Swords crashed against goblin helms and lizard scales. Spiders clawed over the brink, rearing and
stabbing fangs into warriors before being hacked to death by halberds. Henry fought in a surge of
controlled panic, sheltering, reloading, then whipping over the wal to fire at the drow. Men lifted rocks,
furniture, even water troughs ripped from the barracks and shoved them over the battle-mentsto wipe
entire ladders clean. Scaling ladders cracked and broke as boulders broke them from above. Falling
mongters ploughed into their comrades and spattered in the mud.

The Jugticar hung back with one third of the men, watching this one stretch of wall carefully. The soldiers
fought in savage fury, swords and halberds butchering the monsters as they climbed the wall. Archersand
crosshowmen fired in fast, professiona rhythm. The soldiers had been hardened by decades of constant
war , and the enemy was shocked by their sheer ferocity.

A chunk of wall shook asaspdl thudded into it, and a choking cloud of gas made the defenders stagger
clear. The Justicar took one look and waded forward, summoning his men.

"Reserved" The big man fired off hisbest, most useful spell, dispelling the magic of the poison fog.
"Archers stay herel Halberdswith mel”

They came hissing and clattering over the wall—decaying corpses with black pitsfor eyes. Twenty men
followed the Justicar as he crashed into the monsters. Cinders sheeted fire into the undead mongsters,
charring half a dozen into blazing, broken puppets. One cadaver fired a pistol crossbow, die dart
ricocheting from Jus's dragon-scae cuirass, then the halberdiersfdl onto the undead like asted wall.

Heavy polearms shoved and cut. The Justicar roared like abull, hiswhite sword moving in ablur. The
undead exploded the instant Bendlux ploughed into them. Made of positive energy, the weapon caused
the creaturesto catch fire like paper dolls, burning from inside out. The undead screamed and fell,
withering to ashes even as Jus kicked off their leader's skull. He hacked off apair of armsthat clung over
the battlements, then heard Henry scream.

It was avarrangoin—an abyssa bat. Like an obscene, withered corpse the monster loomed over the
men on the battlements, its bat wings open to show the spdll runes burned into its skin. Its skull face
screamed in fury asit landed among the men of thewall. The reserve archersfired, and their arrows
rebounded from the monster's hide. The varrangoin reared in triumph and thundered a cloud of flames
over the archers. The men screamed, charred instantly to skeletons. Twenty men gone, and the
varrangoin blundered forward through the flames and screeched acry of triumph.

The Justicar came at adead run, Cinders streaming smokein hiswake. The varrangoin blasted out
another cloud of flame, and Juslegped, turning his back to thefire. Burned, in pain and still moving, he
burst through the fire cloud with hiswhite sword whipping around in alethd swing. Bendlux smacked into
the varrangoin's skull, hacking into flesh as hard as teak and bone stronger than stedl. The monster was
wrenched sideways by the huge power of the blow.

Blinded, the varrangoin struck with its claws, lightning fast, only to have each stroke parried by the
Justicar. Jusfell to the ground and spun, hacking for the monsters ankles. He felt his sword bite and was
aready risng, roaring like amaddened god, his swordpoint lancing upward as the mongter fell. The
varrangoin collgpsed, impaled upon Bendlux.

The Justicar twisted the weapon, wrenching it from side to sde to open the wound. Wailing in agony, the
varrangoin tried to stagger back. It fell, spewing blood across the battlements. With his hell houndstegth
gleaming above him, the Justicar poised his sword, gave ayell, and hacked off the monsters head.
Splashed with blood, Benelux shrieked in victory.

Burned, hisarmor smoking and hiswhite sword running with blood, the Justicar held up the head of the



varrangoin and flung it into the enemy below. Troglodytes and goblins dithered back down their scaling
laddersin terror, fleeing the walls. The assault stalled, then surged backward in panic. Huge tanar'ri tried
to stem the flood, whipping and daughtering their fleeing daves. Henry and the surviving archersfired into
the retreat, killing asfast asthey could rel oad.

The next stretch of the wall hadn't been so lucky. There was a crash as battlements toppled, and asurge
of bestiadl screams as mongters crested the wall. A tower door led through to the next wall. The Justicar
wrenched soldiersfrom their post and led the charge.

"Even numberd Follow ma™

Jus staggered, hurt and burned. He shoved open the tower door, led the way through the tower, and
forced hisway out onto the next strip of wall.

To see absolute and total defeat.

Here, the defenders had fought illusonswhile the redl attackers planted their ladders and their grappling
irons. The city guardslay dead, except for afew who screamed while being savaged for the pleasure of
thetanar'ri lords. Troglodytes, giant spiders, and blood-crazed trolls were dready spilling like atidal
wave into the streets, and panicked civilians surged away with terror stricken screams.

Hundreds of monsters were dready across the wall. Thousands more flooded the breech in the city
defenses. At the head of twenty men, the Justicar could only retreat with his men back to their own patch
of wall.

"Retreat!" Theranger could hear another massed charge thundering toward the city. "Isthere akeep? Do
you havearaly point?'

"Yed" A soldier wiped hisface of blood. "The citadel is on the west sde of the city!"

"Rdly!" Thewal could not be held. There were too many enemy and not enough soldiers. "Raly on the
citedd!"

The enemy might only have attacked the west Side of the city. There was a chance the population could
fleeto the eadt, if enough soldiers could be found to delay Lolth'sforces. Roaring commands, the Justicar
gtrode through the soldiers, pulling men back from thewall. Henry stayed with him, guarding hisback. As
ashower of grappling hooks came clattering over the wall, the boy loaded hislast five crossbow bolts
into his bow.

"Sr?Dowego?'

"Wego!" Jus hauled the boy up by the scruff of hisarmor, pulling him back to the stairs. "Polk? Polk!"
There was no answer. No sign of Enid or of Escalla. The sounds of demonic roars, screams, and
daughter came from the city streets. "All right! We go east! Run!™

Jus, Henry, and Cinders sped from the city walls. Behind them, the victors gibbered and screamed as
they topped thewall, gleeful now that thered killing could begin.

Chapter 8

Cutting through dark waters, a huge snake siwam through the city sewers. Slits of light shone down to
make pools of brilliance amidst the murk, but al the rest was stench and filth and gloom. The waters
were stagnant and choked with garbage. Wounded and sobbing, the big snake swam, desperately
retreating away from the sounds of death and battle up above.



Enid the snake findly found aledge of rock lapped by flotsam. She dithered up onto the refuse, croaking
with agony, and opened her mouth to drop asmaller snake upon the stone.

Thelittle snake was burned over hdf itslength. It hedld awand and alittle staff in adeath grip iniitstail, the
hold so tight that the snake stayed rigid after it hit the floor. Escallamoaned, her snake eyes bright with
pain, and then shetried to raise her head.

"E-Enid?’
"I'm here" Enid lay tiff with pain. "Just need toredt.... alittlewnhile”

Blood Kidded from a gutter dit twenty feet overhead. A hand clawed briefly at the dot, then
disappeared. The world above rang with screams of the dead and dying, with bestial howls and demonic
laughter. Slowly, Escalalay her head on the stone and fought to breathe.

"E-Enid? What's going on up there?'

"Tanar'ri! Therearetanar'ri in the streets. Drow and lizards. Hundreds of them!"
"Drow?'

"Drow. With spiders. They've overrun the city walls"

"Bitch!" Escallascarcely had the strength to give aproper curse. "It must be Lolth. Tidlle... must be
working with Lolth."

The sound of distant splashing intermingled with hoots and cries. Something blundered through the sewer
tunnels, laughing asit came. Escalaheard the sounds and tried to stir, but she was unable to move.

"C-can we go topside?’

"Wed be massacred.”

"l can't move. S-sorry." Escdlaswallowed. Shelay rigid, upside down on the rock. "Can you carry me?”
"I can carry you."

"Swim—eadt if you can. The... river was east. Therell be adrain somewhere.”

Enid looked at thefilth lapping Escallasinjuries. Her own burned, scalded back was covered with sewer
dime

"Escdla? Thewounds areinfecting.”

"Jus... will fixit. He... canfix anything."

Enid took Escalla, staff, and wand into her mouth, then dipped painfully back into the water. She turned,
spared a glance for the gutter opening above, and then swam downstream.

A scream cut the air. Enid twisted Sdeways, and a chain smashed into the wall beside her. Clinging to the
tunnd roof, achain monk gibbered and lunged for Enid's throat. The snake dove. The monk hit thewall,
landed in water adozen feet deep, then managed to daw out of the filth and onto thelittle stone ledge.

The chain monk screeched, lashing fetters at its prey. Enid twisted aside, bashing the monster with her
tall. The chain monk fell into the water, thrashing in panic asit disappeared, but the damage had been



done. A dozen answering calls came echoing down the sewers as chain monks homed in on their prey.

Enid sobbed and swam, shoving through bobbing garbage and trying to leave the monsters behind. The
tunnels echoed with their screeching laughter until it seemed they came from every sde. The
shape-shifted sphinx swam onward, stiff with pain, Escallajerking and shivering in her jaws.

It was pitch black. Suddenly, afaint glow of magic sparkled on Escallas scaes, and the injured faerie
dirred.

"D-detection spell. We're being scryed.” Escdlaadmost wept with the effort of lifting her head. " She
mugt... havea... crystaball."

Enid spoke though amouthful of snake. "She can find us?'

"No." Escalaswalowed back athroat full of bile. "One... strip of dark tunnel lookslike... looks... the
same”

She coughed, and the effort tore her injuries. Escalla convulsed, then spasmed, going stiff asaboard.
Enid sared infright.

"Ecdla?!
Slence

Enid swallowed, feding her snake-blood run to ice. The faerie had fainted—or worse. Thewand and
daff were il gripped tight in her coils. Was that agood sign... or bad?

Juswould know.

Escdlawas dying. Enid turned afrightened look up to the surface world, then painfully began to dither
her way up ameta stepladder, rung by rung. Above her, flames sent red light shooting though the gutters,
while the town rang with screams.

Gargoyleslanded in the streets, and the terrified refugees cowered away from them. The monsters
ploughed forward, lashing with clawsto rip the hearts out of shrieking townsfolk. One gargoyle carried its
screaming victim to the heights of the city temple. Two others waded through a multitude, bathing
themselvesin blood and living flesh. The two monsters fought over one choice, screaming morsdl, tearing
it apart, laughing asthey tasted fresh, hot mest.

And they died.

Juss sword struck in near sllence—sharp, horrific strokes chopping into stony flesh. Thefirst gargoylefell
with its head split in two. The second turned then took asword blow through its neck and into its chest.
The monster bubbled—the white blade tugged free and ingtantly stabbed. Driven by the huge strength of
the Justicar, Benelux punched through the gargoyle's back. The monster sank to its knees, dead before it
fell. Jusripped free his sword and held out acommanding hand to the refugees.

"Follow me, if you want to livel"

The maob of refugees split and ran, somefleeing east, some west, some hiding in the houses and the
aleyways. Cursing, the Justicar ducked beneath the eaves of a house as three more var-rangoin flapped
overhead, showering flame and acid down onto the roofs,

Henry sighted on the mongters, but they flew onward. Jus swore, then pulled Henry away asthe building



behind him collagpsed, flames billowing into the air. In the weird darkness of the city, the flamesran thick
astreacle. Henry and the Justicar ducked and ran onward, while behind them terror spread out into the
dleyways asthe mongers ate their fill.

There were dready monsters on the battlements of the citadel. Jus could see gargoyles, bats, and other
creatures landing unopposed. The soldiers must never have made it to the keep. The streets had cleared,
asevery living thing in the city tried to daw itsway out of the gates. Jus and Henry stopped insidea
burning dleyway, hiding as adark wave of flying monsters swerved afew feet overhead.

Cinders suddenly sniffed and growled. Left!

Justurned. A badger shot out of aburning public building with aneat roll of black doth stuck through its
belt. Ducking astorm of sparks, Jusran to catch the animal before it disappeared.

"Polk!"
The badger stopped and looked about, squinting. The Justicar ran over to him and picked the badger up.
"Polk! Polk, where's Escdla?'

"I'm abadger, son! Short sighted! If she's anywhere here, then | ain't seen her! She's gone!
Disappeared!" Polk patted the portable hole on hislittle belt. "But look here, son! I've got ajob to do. |
better doit while theres il timel™

"Job?" Henry winced, using his cloak as ashield as acollapsing building shot cods across the Stret.
"Whét job?"

"I've got the portable hole, son—the one we got from the underdark.” The hole weighed nothing, no
matter how much was put inside. It opened into a strange, otherworldly chamber ten feet deep and ten
feet across. "I'm going to the library, son. The temple! We can save holy books and scrolls. We can
preserve these peopl€'s great heritage for future generationsto come!™

The Judticar pounded hisfist against awall.

"Polk, there aren't going to be any generationsto come!" He handed the badger, portable hole and dl to
Henry. "Where did you look for Escalla? Did you look in the merchant's quarter?!

"Everywhere! All | saw wasawar!”

Jus grabbed a piece of burning timber from the wreckage and passed it up to Cinders, who chomped on
itinglee. Juslooked &t the city streets, trying to think like afaerie, and drew ablank.

Cinderswagged histail. Down. Up dangerous. Faerie be down!
"What?'
Smart faerie. Clever, like dog! Cindersgrinned. Abyss bat be up—-faerie be down!

Sewers! There were gutter openingsin every street. Jus wrenched a corpse out of the way, uncovering a
stone dab set into the street. He heaved it open, revealing adrain and stone-cut ladder that plunged
down into the dark.

A scream came distantly from below—afeminine shriek tinged with pain and panic. The Justicar
sheathed his sword and jumped feet first down the hole, plunging into total dark. Henry froze in shock,
then heard amighty splash from below. Moments later, ashout came from the dark.



"Henry! Jump!"

The boy did as he wastold, kegping atight grip upon the wailing Polk. He shot down through adark well
and crashed into warm, stinking water, sinking over his head before hisfeet could find the bottom.

With one hand, the Justicar heaved Henry haf out of the water, crossbow, Polk, armor, and dll.
"Theresaledge by thesde."

Henry'sfeet found support, and the boy stopped believing he was drowning. Charging through the water
like agdleon, the Justicar threw up ahuge bow wave of foam. Throwing stedth aside, he forced hisway
downstream, hissword spilling aghodtly light into the air.

The scream came again. Jus ploughed out into an open space—another ladder to the surface—and
stormed forward.

A huge snake hung limp from arung hafway up the well Below the giant snake hung a keening, babbling
monster—a being like a cadaverous monk wrapped up in chains. The creature whipped itsarms,
shooting lengths of chain to trap and tangle around the snake. Burned and injured, the snake sobbed ina
feminine voice of panic and tried to get away.

Jus smashed his sword onto the chain monk's back. Sparks showered from the creature's thick sheath of
chains, blocking the blow. The monster gibbered in rage and tried to punch Jus with achain-armored fist.
The Justicar ducked two blows, caught another on his sword, then kicked the mongter in its gut and sent
it crashing through the water. He turned and hacked with his sword, severing with two huge blowsthe
chainsthat bound the snake.

The chain monk surged back onto its feet, whipping out two lengths of chain that caught the Justicar. The
monster wrenched, and Jus dipped and fell. Bulling forwards through the water, Henry erupted from the
sewer tunndl, firing aquick burst of darts at the monster's chest.

Sparks flew asthe crosshow bolts ricocheted from the dense mat of metal chains. The monk whirled and
screamed fury at young Henry,

Burgting from the water like abehemoth, the Justicar surfaced behind the monk Hishuge armsflew
around the cresture's throat, the forearm blocking the monsters windpipe and his other arm locking die
hold tight. Juss muscles bulged as he threw al his strength into his grip. The chain monk jerked and
flailed backward with its chains, wrapping them around the Justicar's throat. Jus kept hisgrip, his neck
muscles bulging as the chain monk tried to throttle him to degth.

There was a cracking noise from the chain monk asit died, its neck crushed. Jusroared and shook his
head, |oosening the chains about histhroat even as he held the monk to make sure the thing was dead.

A second chain monk burst from the dark. Jus whipped his head sideways, Cinders grinned, and then a
white-hot column of flame thundered straight into the mongtersface. It fell back, screaming yet il dive,
the water around it hissing asit met burned flesh and molten stedl. Throwing away thefirst monk's
corpse, the Justicar lunged up the ladder. His damaged throat was hoarse as he laid ahand upon the
giant snake.

llErid?l

"Judl" The serpent collapsed into hisgrip like coils of heavy cable. " Jus, Escdlas hurt!™

A little snake hung through the rungs above them. Holding thirty feet of exhausted Enid, Jusfet Enid



shivering with shock. Henry dung his crossbow and clambered up the ladder, carefully retrieving thelittle
serpent.

"I think it'sEscdlal" Henry tried to fed for apulse. " She's cold!™
"Shelsasnake!" Juslooked anxioudy up the ladder. " She's burned?”

"Bad. Red bad." Henry tried to cradle the snake carefully as he fought hisway down the ladder. "She
won't wake up!”

The Judticar was hurt—burned, half strangled, and arib felt broken. He had three hedling spdllsto his
name. Heimmediatdly cradled Escalaand punched two spdllsinto her burned body, fedling the burns
shimmer and heal. The snake was dtill horrificaly injured—burned by acid until bones were exposed to
the air—but it drew deeper breath, and she seemed dive. Thethird spell went into Enid. The huge snake
heaved, croaking as the spell spread atiny sensation of cool into her burns,

Polk came paddling madly down the sawers, angry a Henry for hurling him aside.
"Help! Son, help! | can't swim, son! I'm going to drown!™
"All badgers can swim. Polk." The Justicar snatched a handful of badger fur. "Y oure doing fine."

Henry held Enid'shead in hislap, distraught and torn by her pain as he stroked her softly. The snake was
gtill clearly in agony. The Justicar held Escalla and checked under her snake jaw for apulse, then
undamped the wand and staff and shoved them under his cuirass. He draped the snake around his neck
beneath Cinders's pelt as, somewhere off in the darkness, more chain monsters keened.

"Enid, how many?'

"Thirty." The snake coiled into Henry'sarms. "At least. And Tidle! She... she has magic. Some sort of
acid blagt.”

"Tidle"
"Theresascrying spell.” Enid sounded horribly week. "She... she'stracing uswith ascrying spell.”

"Then let'smove." Juslooked up the ladder. Mongters snarled, and the crash of falling, burning houses
filled the air. "Polk, come here! Henry, you have to tow Enid. Keep her head up high." The man let Polk
saize Cindersstail and towed him through the water. "Downstream. Go!™

Sword in hand, the Justicar led the way. In the sewer tunnel's, monsters screamed, while up above, an
entire city burned.

The tunnels angled ever so dightly downhill. The sawers were gpparently not draining, and water had
risen from theriver to flood the tunnel system. The result wasthat the water level rose higher the farther
they went. Inch by inch theroof level grew lower. Struggling to tow an injured snake in hiswake, Henry
was scarcely able to keep his chin above the water.

Onetunnel was dive with the chittering, screeching sound of surges. It was clearly the best route, but
Cinders had only one more flame blast left until he could find timeto feed. Jus hoisted his sword and the
badger higher and pushed onward, choosing tunnels from the maze of cross connections, twists, and
turns.

Enid's snake eyes glazed with pain.



"Sh-should we go thisfast? There might be... chain mongtersin the dark.”

The Judticar ploughed forward, dark, grim, and confident. "The last attack came from behind. If we move
fast, welll stay ahead." He checked a corner briefly, then looked left and right down atunne junction.

"Cinders?'
Worstest smell to left. Stinky-bad-stinky!
"Leftitis”

Henry and Jus waded forward. At the tunndl junction, the water stirred, and a great rubbery eyestalk
rose stedthily from the murk. Black-armored, with ahell hound as a cloak and amagica sword glowing
in hishand, the Justicar turned and fixed the crea-ture with adire stare. "Don't even think it."

The eyestak blinked once, then nervoudy withdrew.

The water became densdly matted with floating garbage, until « walking forward became amatter of
shoving through a six-inch belt of flotsam. Henry foundered, holding Enid's head above him in one hand,
and the Justicar held the boy up as he made hisway through the gloom.

The tunnd fed into ahideous cavern. It was pitch black, the ceiling hanging mere inches from the water
level. The pool here was stagnant, and the bottom was deep in dime and filled with sunken debris. With
his chin only just above the water. Polk clinging fearfully to his back, and towing Henry and Enid behind
him, the Justicar pushed forward until he reached the farthest end of the cavern.

The sewer smply stopped. There should have been some sort of tunnd leading out to the river—atunnel
that must have been entirely underwater with the river flooded. The drain was probably blocked by a
metal grate. The Justicar peeled Polk away from his neck and rummaged in the badger's purse.

"Son! Son, you're hysterical! I'm not Escalla, son! She's the snake over therel™

"Quiet!" Jusretrieved the party's portable hole. Holding it up out of the water, he unfolded a corner of the
weird black surface. "WEell have to make an underwater swim. Get in the hole—all of you.”

"But son!"

Justossed Polk into the hole, then nodded to Henry. "Go. I'll lower you Enid, then Cinders and Escdla”

"Will you bedl right, Sir?"

"It'sjust aswim.” The Jugticar sheathed his sword and threw it in the hole, making the sword ydll in anger
and Polk screech in fright. Hefollowed it with hishem. " Get in there—hurry!"

The boy climbed awkwardly over the lip of the hole, managing to splash water down into the space
below.

"Sir? We could go back up there and try to save the city."
"Another lesson: Know when to withdraw so you can strike again.”

The Justicar lowered Enid's head into Henry's hand, then Cinders. He pedled Escdlafrom his own neck,
saw that the smaller snake gtill had afluttering pulse, and made ready to go.



A wild pedl of laughter came from the dark. Light sparkled, and an angler fish floated on the garbage,
waggling the glowing bulb that dangled from itsbrow. In Tidles voice, thefish celebrated itsjoy.

"Ah! Herewe are a last! Where'syour little dog?

Behind Tidle, adozen cackling shapesflailed through the water. The chain monks whipped their
manaclesto catch the jagged and broken ceiling stones, dragging themselves forward through the water.
Cocking an eye at the Judticar, the angler fish smiled.

"I knew sheld still have her little friends with her, so | brought abit of help dong. They're precious, don't
you think?1t's so lovely to have friends." Tidlle's voice was fragile and gay, and she watched the Justicar
with sick eagerness. "Now that we're al together we can play agame!”

Escdlamoved weakly in Juss hand. With his eyes upon Tielle, he passed her down to Henry and folded
up the flat entrance to the portable hole. He sedled the pouch in his purse, airtight and safe.

If Tielle expected asnappy comeback, she never got one. The Justicar smply ducked down benesth the
water and shot away. The chain monks bellowed, then hurtled forward while Tidlefired ice dartsinto the
dark.

"Get them! Get them now!" Tidle turned back into afaerie— filthy and naked without her spider jewels.
"Block the sewer tun-nek. Go!*

Chain monkswallowed forward, lashing at the water with their flails.

In the pitch-black murk benesth the surface, the Judticar felt the water boil and shudder. A chain
streaked past him, but he brushed it as he swam across the bottom. Other chains crashed down. He hit
buried debris with force enough to hurt—bunched hislegs and used the obstacle to launch himsdf avay.
Aningant later, chain monks plunged into the water behind him, their manacles lunging a the bottom like
harpoons.

Jus hit astonewall and groped for an exit. There had to be adrain to theriver! He jabbed his hand
againg the floor, the water shuddering as more and more monks blundered into the cavern. Out of breeth
at last, Jusfound awall, surfaced, drew a breath then launched into adive.

There were too many monks. Two of the monsters saw him and blundered in pursuit, and their wild cries
dragged more chain monksto the scene. The Justicar twisted like adolphin as a dozen chains speared
point-first through the water. One crashed into hisleg dmost hard enough to shatter bone, glancing off
the big mans boot.

The Justicar had long used water as alurking place. Boots and dragon scale armor dowed him, but he
was used to swimming with their bulk. Asachain monk plunged beneath the water and whirled on him,
he shot forward and crashed into the monster's chest. They grappled undernegth the water, the monk
thrashing madly and trying to useits chains. Grabbing the monster's chain-covered flesh, the Justicar tried
to didocate alimb. The monk pulled away, its chain links dippery. Jusfet achain wrap about hiswa s,
then shot between the monsterslegs. The chain yanked at him. He lunged up behind the chain monk;
grabbed its head between his forearms, and surfaced, roaring as he broke the creatures neck with one
massvetwis of hisarms,

Half floating in the water, Tielle screamed in darm. "Therel There, you fools! There!"

The chain monks surged and blundered in the dark. Jus dived underwater and shoved off from the
corpse, heading straight for Tielle.



Onthesurface, Tidleraved in fury, then flung alightning bolt a where she had last seen the Justicar. The
lightning blast ploughed into the water, and the entire cavern lit with blue as the e ectric charge danced out
into the water. Chain monks jerked and froze. Tielle screeched, the eectric shock making her catapult
hersdf haf out of the water. Far from the blagt, the Justicar twisted underweter, the shock hitting him like
ahammer blow. He held his breath, spinning end over end and shaking his head to try and keep hiswits.

The dazde had shown adarker spot in the cavern floor. Jus blundered forward. The spot was amost
directly beneath Tielle. Hefound ametd grill and grabbed it in both hands, bending dl his strength against
the bars of sted.

Theiron bent. With Tielle right above him. Jus had no time to take a breath. He squeezed his bulk
through the grill and found himsdlf in averticd tunnel. His ears popped as he plunged down into absolute
pitch darkness. The pipe bent sdeways. Jus crashed .into the floor, then shot onward through horrible
black water. Weed brushed at him. Once, something dithered and bit hisarmor, and Jus hammered the
offending creature to a pulp againgt thewall. Hislungs screamed for air, the pain amost tearing himin
two.

The hole! Jus blundered for his purse, found the portable hole, and sucked a breath of air out of the hole.
He breathed twice, then jammed the folded hole against his skin beneath hisarmor. His bald head
scraped againgt the tunnel ceiling as he swam on.

Herisked alight spell, making the areaaround him ghostly with amagic glow. Jus swam on, the water
thick as soup and full of drifting muck. Thetunndl continued dightly downward, making his ears ache with
pain. He breathed from the portable hole four more times before he found the exit, covered by another
irongrill.

The grill broke free to three savage kicks of hisboot. Killing hislight spdll, the Justicar pushed out into
the duggish current of ariver. He swam speedily downstream, crossing to what must be the opposite
bank. Another breath from the portable hole, and he dlowed himsdlf to surge to the surface.

There were bull rushes drowned in the water from where the river had spilled over its banks. Pushing
amongst the reeds, Jus surfaced. He dragged in a breath, keeping his head low amongst aforest of
stems, and |ooked over theriver to thefdlen city.

Mongters lurked outside the eastern gate. As civilians from the city fled, Lolth's hidden troops rose from
the muck. Bugbears|led by massive trolls hammered into packed masses of refugees, forcing their
captives up againg the city walls. Drow officers stopped the daughter, and the lesser mongters all
obeyed. Thecity itsdf wasin flames, and varrangoin, gargoyles, and other nightmarish shapes siwooped
through the smoke. The Justicar watched for afew moments as Keggle Bend was obliterated, then he
withdrew into the reeds.

Thisfar bank of the river was deserted. Jus dithered belly first out of the mud and lay gasping, wiping his
face. Hisleg stung and throbbed where the chain had hit his boot, and his muscleswere il siff with
electric shock from Tielleslightning bolt. Rolling over, the Justicar pulled out the portable hole and
opened it wide, dropping it onto alevel patch of mud. Half-drowned and gasping, Henry and Polk
struggled out of the hole. Polk coughed the sawer water from his snouit.

"Son! Son, arewe out?"
"Wereout,” The Justicar lay back and fought for breath, his huge chest heaving. "We're safe.”

"Wl don't just lie there, son. Our enemies can track ug!



Crystd ball, son—that's magic!" Polk shook out hisfur. ™Y ou have to get moving, boy. Get some
distance. WEll stay in here and tend to the injured. Y ou get running. And run fast!"

Rolling onto hisside, the Justicar blinked. "Crystd bal?' He groped, and Henry handed him Benelux.
"What... what sopsacrysta ball?'

"Youll find away, son. | havefath in you. I've taught you everything | know." Polk turned and muttered
loudly into Henry's ear. "Wants me to molly-coddle him al the way. Boy's scared to stand on hisown
two feat!"

Cinders was handed up out of the portable hole, looking muddy and sadly bedraggled. He saw Jus and
gave awag of hisdroopy tail.

Hi.

"Hey."

Bad day. Cinders want fetch stick game, then bed.
"I'll ssewhat | cando.”

Managing to sit, Jus drew the bedraggled hell hound over his back and tied him into place over hishelm.
Staying flat, the Justicar folded up the portable hole and stuck it through his belt, then dithered backward
through the mud, dragging his sword behind him.

Beneux seethed with indignation. My scabbard is smothered in mud!
"Itisn't just mud.”

Pushing carefully backward. Jus kept belts of reeds between himself and the city. He was watching for
flying mongters, but Lolth'sair armadawas flocking to devour mesaty fragments on the city walls. He
made hisway back through flooded weeds and grass until he reached an eroded mud brick wall. Hidden
from immediate sight, he took a swift look for signs of pursuit from the river, then paused to scan the city.

Carnage was everywhere. People were being thrown from thewalk or tossed like rags by the monstrous
hordes at the gates, but the survivors were being systematically herded into mobs by the servants of
Lolth. A scatter of daughtered bodies were |eft behind as the ter-rorized citizens were driven like sheep.
Savagely angry, embittered ,. and helpless, the Justicar could do nothing but withdraw. ']

Outsde the eastern gate, five hundred prisoners had been dragged into ahuge circle two hundred yards
across. While drow priests drew magic symbolsin human blood, monsterskilled the prisoners and strung
their body partsinto the titanic glyph. The circle flashed with power, turning brilliant white. ..

And avast bronze spider leg crept into view.

The magic circle now formed the base of ashimmering dome— avast gateway into the Abyss. The gate
looked into a place where the ground itsalf was formed from screaming souls, and wherethe air rang
eterndly with screams. From this nightmare heaved a spider shape so huge that it made trolls and ogres
scatter likemice.

It was a machine—a palace made from asickly bronze-green metal. It stood on eight vast legs, with
countless windows sparkling like maevolent eyes. A hundred feet tall—the ground shuddered asiit
waked. Great fangs made of black stedl arched above the armies of the damned.



With ahiss and roar, the spider palace trundled forward step by thunderous step, then halted beside the
city wals. Its head hunted back and forth like abeast scenting prey. In the fields below, the drow,
spiders, trolls, and troglodytes shook bl ood-spattered weapons and screamed in acclaim.

A door opened in the side of the palace. The vast metal spider sank down slowly, astaircase extending
like an obscene tongue from between itsjaws. Asthe palace settled into place with a deafening clang of
brass, asmal black figure emerged in the doorway.

She was perfect—! ean, skin black as midnight and with silk-white hair so long thet it trailed on the
ground. Clad only in jewels, the gpparition spread apall of nightmare about hersdlf. Lolth, Queen of
Spiders, Mistress of the Drow, emerged from her palace to gaze upon her conquest.

Behind Lolth dithered atanar'ri with awoman'storso, Sx arms, and alower body shaped like a snake.
Trim and sparse, the demon followed after Lolth and sngpped commands to the troops, making them pull
away from their prey.

The Judticar risked amoment more to watch the distant figure, and then he pulled carefully away.
“Lath"

Cindersthink istimeto go.

"Absolutdy."

The Justicar was adone and on the run again, with anightmarish army al around him. It was asif the old,
savage dayswere dive again. The Justicar remembered afigure in eagle armor holding a huge black
sword, then shook theimage off and kept himsdlf in harsh redlity.

Old times, old friends, old enemieswere gone...

It wasafull invason. Lolth had made a gate, and she would stage more troops into the Flanaess. The
Justicar did back through reeds, kept his sword naked in his hand, then ran west toward the hills. Hisleg
hurt, and his body wasin shock, but he pushed himsdlf into arun that soon put the town of Keggle Bend
far behind.

Behind the departing ranger, climbing from the monstrous brazen palace, afigure stirred. Hissing cold
with undegth, the figure killed the grass beneath itsfeet. Trolls and gibbering demons backed away from
itinterror. Rusted eagle armor gleamed with patches of frost.

Dead eyes scanned the city and dismissed it. Dead eyes|ooked at roads and weeds and al the
thousands of hidden places only atrained eye could see—and then settled on adight swirl in the mud
beside the riverbanks. A few bricks were hidden by the reeds.

The sign of man-made works feeding into theriver.

The cadaver initseagle armor stirred. It abandoned Lolth and her demons, leaving the burning city at its
back. Waking down into the water, the cadaver disappeared with asullen hiss of icy steam. ..

Chapter 9

The minions of the Demon Queen molded L olth athrone from the flayed bodies of her victims. She
shifted her weight. One or two of the furnishings were not quite dead, and Lolth idly threw a spell
intended to keep it that way. She took the skull of die loca high priest and poured herself adrink,
regarding thefdlen city withasgh.



Bodieswere being dragged from the still-burning city to the gates where frost imps froze them for
storage. Hundreds of survivors had been herded into great lines beside the city walls. Relaxing with her
drink, Lolth raised one brow as she saw Morag dithering aong beside the prisoners and diligently
counting heads.

Lolth gave aweary sigh and said, "Morag, you drabble-tail! What are you doing?"
"Accounting, Magnificence." Thetanar'ri wrote upon pages made from human skin.

A human lunged out of the line of prisoners, armed with ajagged piece of iron. He threw himsdlf straight
at Morag'sback. Oneidleflick of Morag'stail caught her attacker and dammed him against the nearby
wall. Disgusted, Morag (..hanged an entry in her files.

Annoyed by the display, Lolth leaned one elbow upon her squirming throne.
"Morag?Why, pray tell, are you counting cadavers?'

"l am talying our stocks, Magnificence." The secretary stabbed at her parchments with her pen. "A little
meathematicswill tell us how long our storeswill last."

Lolthsghed. "Morag these wretches are to feed my teeming hordes. Now what is the one dominant
characterigtic of ateem-ing horde?"

Morag raised one elegant brow. "The smdl, Magnificence?'

"No. They teem, Morag! They breed, they die, they subdivide like germs! They do not have fixed
numbers and little record sheets!" The demon queen folded up her arms. "Thisis chaos, Morag! Chaosis
expressive, adaptable, and incalculable! Sometimes you can be so... so baatezu!"

Morag folded up her notes. "Magnificence, we need to know how long the troops can be fed.”

"We are atacking another city tomorrow, Morag. Then another and another. That's the way a conquest
works. Eventually the entire population of the Flanaesswill be our daves and cattle through dl eternity.”
Lolth durped from her skull cup. "Improvise oncein awhile, Morag! | do. It'scaled genius.”

Morag muttered something sour that the goddess failed to catch. Lolth sniffed and turned her eerie,
flame-filled eyes upon her secretary. "Morag, are you wearing perfume?”

"| am wearing scent. Magnificence. Black lotus.”
"How absurd. Whatever for?!
" am meeting someone, Magnificence. Anincubus.”

Lolthlooked at her secretary in mocking amazement. "Anincubus! You?' The demon queen tried not to
laugh. "Whatever do you do together?!

"Weread." Stung, Morag sensed L olth's laughter. "He happensto be highly intellectua!”

Wiping amock tear from her eyes, Lolth tried to keep her face raight. "Oh, Morag, | dwayswondered
why we never bothered having a court jester.” The goddesssvoicerang like achoir asshesghedin
mirth. "Go dither off to your chores. Tell the commanders| will seethem immediately. We need to Sart
shuffling more troops onto thisdelightful little world.”

The secretary thrashed her coils. Proud and angry, Morag jammed her notebooks beneath her arms. As



she moved away, L olth's mocking voice called after her. "Morag? Where did our cadaverous friend trot
off to?"

"Heleft, Magnificence." Morag dropped her voice to amutter. "About the time you plumped your
mammalian arse on thet charr.”

Cocking asharp eye at Morag, Lolth reached for ancther drink. "Excellent. Another little plan coining to
gloriousfruition!" The demon queen raised her skull-cup to her secretary. "Off you go! If you need me,
my mammalian arseand | shdl beright here”

Seething, Morag did off through the bodies, blood, and rubble.
Chapter 10

The Justicar had fought againgt supernatural enemiesfor hisentire adult life. Blocking ascrying spdll was
far beyond him, but he could make Tidl€es crysta ball dmost uselessto her. He kept himself in shrubs
and trees, choosing nondescript terrain. He gave her no streams, no roads, no hillcrests as markers. Jus
moved at a dogged run—Iloping relentlessy at a speed that would have soon |eft even cavalry behind
him. These were the old skillslearned in the wars againgt luz. Skills as naturd to Jus as bregthing air and
waking earth.

He needed to find a stream, a place without rock outcrops and jagged bends—nothing a faerie might
pick out from the air. The Justicar paused in the bushes above the banks, looking out over aclear rivulet
with abright stony bottom. Coining to ahalt at last, the big man squatted like atroll and scanned the
wildernessfor dangers.

Nothing.
"Cinders?'
Birds gone. No tasty animal.

Jus nodded. L olth's presence spread apal of evil dl over the wilderness. The sun seemed dim—colors
were changing, like an old tapestry leeched and warped by time. He dithered down to the water, flipped
open the portable hole, and kept his eyes on the skies as he heaved hisfriends out into the open air.

"Get in the stream and wash. There's soap in the equipment boxes. Use grit to scour your skins clean.”

He propped Cinders over abush, where the hell hounds senses could act as guard. Moving swiftly, Jus
let Henry pass Polk up from the hole. Escalathe snake was passed gently into Juss hands, then Enid
came out, yard after yard, loop after loop. Henry scrabbled out, till armor clad and with his empty
crosshow set aside in favor of his sword. The boy looked quickly about the stream, then squatted at the
Jus-ticar'sside.

HSrl?l

"We wash here. Wash dl your gear. Get rid of thefilth before we catch adisease. We need to kill the
scent in case Tielle has hounds. Wash out the portable hole and scour it clean.”

Awarethat magica eyes might be watching and magica earslistening, Henry asked no questions. He
threw his crossbow aside and began struggling with his damp leather belts.

"Il wash Enid," hesaid.



"“I'll do Escdlla, then Polk."
"Sir, thewomen are in shock." Henry winced. "We need afire."

"Nofire" Jus carefully laid Escalas whimpering little length out dong awarm, flat rock. "Well ded with
it when we're clean. Do your own gear first. The snakesgo last.”

The Justicar moved fast, stripping away his dragon-scale armor, his boots, his socks, even the bonering
that shielded him againgt charm spells. He took them al off and plunged naked into the stream. Jus sank,
perfectly a homein the water, and brutaly scoured himsdlf with grave, silt, then soap. He quickly did the
sameto his sword, scabbard, armor, boots, and clothes. Benelux squawked loudly as she plunged into
the stream.

Sr! Sr Justicar! The proper technigue isto use an oiled silk—awwwk!

The Justicar had been caring for swords for twenty years. He scrubbed blood away with grass, then silt,
then grass again. Bendlux's alien meta—hard matter from the plane of positive energy—never needed
sharpening. Jus briskly wiped her with an oiled cloth, dried the wolf-skull pommel that now adorned the
sword, and left her standing ready to hand on the shore. The sword cursed and sputtered al the more
when her hilt was used to hold Jus's underwear out to dry.

Scraped bright red and raw, Jus tenderly lifted Escallafrom her bed. Hetook her into the cold water and
washed her as gently as his big hands could. The wound was bad—hbig, deep, and dready inflamed. Juss
spells could deal with injuries, even disease, but hissmall reserve of magic had been exhausted for now.
For the moment, they had to rely on smpler resources. The Justicar thought on the problem as he lifted
Escallafrom the stream.

"Cinders? The big rock there—the red one."

With hisflames run down to alow ebb. Cinders could only manage the merest lick of fire. Juslaid the hell
hound beside alarge red rock, and Cinders heated it dowly. Escalas snake body was laid out on abed
of dry grass beside the rock. Down in the stream, Henry carefully finished washing Enid. Jus helped him
wrestle the huge snake out of the water and laid her gently down beside the stone.

Jussbare ribswere livid black and purple—and two of them were clearly broken. He moved carefully,
the pain clawing a him. He sat beside Escalla, glad of the dowly warming rock as he cradled her head in
hishand.

"Escdla?!

She had no eydidsto open or close, and her snake eyes glittered. Was she awake or unconscious? Jus
dowly stroked her satin scales, trying to be tender and ingstent.

"Escalla, change back. We need you back to faerie form."

Thelittle snake shuddered and groaned. Anicy bath had done nothing to cure her shock. Findly aforked
tongue quivered. In atiny voice, Escalla breathed afew painful words out into the air.

llErid?l
"She'swith us. She's ill asnake.”

"I haveto... to ch-change." Escdlatried to lift her head but couldn't. She flopped back down, then
dared at theinjuries al over Jusssde. Shelay there, panting and stiff with shock. The Justicar kissed her



softly just behind the jaw.

Intelligence came back, quick and clear, into Escallas eye. Shelooked at Jus's brokenribs,
"I'mwithyou."

"Jus, where are we?"'

Shewas hoarse. Juss helmet served as a cup. He hel ped the snake to drink as he spoke.
"About twelve milesfrom the town."

"Is... isitthesame day?"

"Y ou've been unconscious for two hours."

With one hand. Jus threw his tunic onto the hot rock, where it Szzled and steamed. Cinders's flames had
findly given out, and the hound lay exhausted, panting.

Escdlaquietly regarded the Justicar. "Y ou... you ran for two hourswith... broken ribs?’
"Y ou needed meto."

Escalla collapsed, weak with pain. Shelooked at Jus as she lay in hishands. "'Y ou have got to be the
dumbest, most heroic bastard on the Flanaess.”

The snake closad its mouth and went gtill—tensed—then shimmered inamagic fidd. Aningant later its
shape writhed, and Escalaturned back to her own form. The little woman lay gasping and absolutely
shocked with pain. Her injuriestook on asavage new life.

She had been burned by acid al over oneleg, her hip, and back. Her wings hung limp and half melted.
Giving her no hint of her desperate Sate, the Justicar carefully patted the burns dry. His healing spells had
closed the deepest parts of the wounds, but the rest of the burnswere livid and raw.

The burnswere dready badly infected. Escalla shivered, afever starting to take her.
"Isit bad?'

Jus adoringly caressed her wet hair back from her face. "It'll do."

"Warriorsfor justice can't liefor crap.”

Escdlareached out to Enid. Anxioudy cradling the big snake, Henry moved Enid closer. Escalashook
with effort, framed a spell, and canceled the magic she had cast over Enid's body. The huge snake
shimmered, then bunched and expanded to become afull grown gynosphinx.

Enid was burned across her back where she had shidlded Escdla. Thelittle faerie lay weak and shaking
in Jussarms, looking in horror at Enid's wounds.

"ltwassome... kind of ... acid or something. It shot out of adrinking horn.”

"Shhh. It'sdl right now.” Jus carefully did her off hislap. "Henry, keep them both warm. | need to give
someone aW-A-S-H."



Cindersgave aayelp and awail, thrashing histail and howling like adog chased by a horde of
scorpions. It wasto no avail. With hisflames run down, he had no chance to protest as he was dunked in
the river, washed, scrubbed, wrung out—then sniffed, washed and dried again. Jus deposited him on the
hot rock, where his fur steamed and seethed. Sulking, Cinders glared at the Justicar.

Not funny!

"Had to be done."

Cinders sneezed. His nose was stuffed with water, and his sense of smell would be muddled for hours.
W-A-S-H means bath. Cinders remember.

"Sorry, Cinders.We need you dean and dry."

Cinders forgives you. The hound ceased sulking. Help pretty faerie and nice cat-lady to be warm.
"That'stheway."

Jus collected bull rush roots and pounded them in his helmet with Benelux's pommel. He crushed the
juice out of the pulp with amassive squeeze of his hand, the tendons standing out as he wrung every last
drop out of the mess.

"Henry, empty the portable hole and wash it out. Check the stuff we had stored in there. We should have
abox of clean bandages.”

Enid lay on her side, her face pale, and her eyes never leaving Henry as he worked. Jus salvaged afew
sedled boxes—Escallas wedding dress, a bag of coins, spare clothes—and found the bandages. He
steeped the cloth in bull rush juice and lay bandages gently over Escalaswounds. He tended to Enid
carefully, dabbing the juice into the burns before softly covering them with cloth. Henry held Enid's paw,
looking sick and worried as the big sphinx went pale with pain.

When he had finished, Jus measured out alittle lotus syrup for both the girls againgt the pain. Escdla
drank, made aface, and then relaxed dowly, looking sadly over at Henry and the sphinx. She watched
them together and suddenly felt so very old and wise.

"l know something | didn't before.”

Henry cradled Enid'sface, looking at her with such love as he stroked her hair. Embarrassed, Jus cleared
histhroat and looked away.

"Thelotuswill makeyou deep.”
"Urm-hmm."

"What can you tel me about crystal balls?'
Already drooping, Escalasighed.

"Tidlehasone" Escdlablinked her eyesrapidly, trying to think. "It... can seeimages, but can't hear.
Blocked by... by shifting... to adifferent plane. Blocked by... thick metd. Heavy spdlls..."

Shewasfdling adeep. Enid would be wilting too, and aquarter of aton of degping sphinx would be
impossible to move. Naked and holding his sword, Jus stood and walked over to the portable hole,
levering himsdf down indde.



The hole was atube ten feet degp and ten feet wide, the walls smooth, black, and dightly stretchy to the
touch. Insde the hole there was aladder, boxes waiting for equipment to fill them, and sealed tubes of
scrollsfor Enid's private library. Gravity always seemed stable, no matter what happened to the hole
entrance outside. Wet and reeking like wet socks, Polk was busily mopping out the corners of the hole.
Polk finished hiswork, carried hismops of dried grass out of the hole, then stuck his head back insde
and frowned.

"Son, you're hurt! Did someone lay aglove on you?"
"Y%"

Justilted the hole back to its usua orientation, threw in grass and bracken to make bedsfor theill. He
jumped down, wincing as the impact jolted his broken ribs. He made abed for Escala, alarger onefor
Enid, then stowed their scanty boxes of possessions. They had no food and no water except the little that
Jus and Henry could carry in their canteens. The woods were empty of animals—probably scoured clean
by Lolth's own foraging parties over the last few weeks. Still, they would make do. Jus emerged from the
hole, heaving himself over the rim, stonefaced with the pain from hisribs. He found Henry and Polk
turning Cinders like a pancake on the hot rock, bringing great clouds of steam out of hisfor. Jus squatted
down beside them and retrieved his clothes.

"Let's get the girls back into the portable hole. We have to move away from the stream. It givesa
landmark acrysta ball can fix on." He fetched clothes till damp and steaming hot. "Well roll the hot
rock into the hole to keep the girlswarm.”

Polk bustled over, long sirips of bandage trailing from his mouth.

"First thingsfirst, son. We need to care for our assets. Protect the stock! Keep our shipin trim.” Polk
waved apaw. "Y our ribs are broken, son. Henry here will tiethem up.”

The Judticar tried not to wince as he moved. "It's not the first priority, Polk."
[/ agree. Thisis appalling! Bendux's blade shimmered. Get him a loincloth before the sphinx sees!

Henry came to the rescue. He passed bandages around the Justicar's huge chest, bracketing the broken
ribs, and pulled the straps tight. Tomorrow, there might be magic to hed the hurts, but for now, there was
neither power nor time. The boy tied off the bandages, then fetched his own clothes.

"Sir, will you bedl right?"
"Il live" Jus put ahand on theinjury, angry at thepain. "'l canwalk."

"Il doit." Henry awkwardly pulled on his scuffed, worn boots. "Y ou should rest insdethe hole. I'll take
aturn."

"| can't leave you out here done."

"Then I'll accompany you." Henry looked stubborn. His expression was a cross between Escdlaand the
Justicar's. "Polk can stay in the hole.”

Jus was too worn with worry to argue. He pulled out the last piece of snack coa from their baggage and
stuck it ingde Cinderss mouth, and the hell hound sucked avidly, trying to restore his flames. Jus allowed
himsalf to be helped into hisarmor, scowling as Henry stopped to tie Jus's boots onto hisfeet.

"Henry, I'mfing"



"Yes gr."

"Just get the hot rock rolled into the portable hole and get Enid in there before she fdls adeep. We have
to leavel"

Henry roseto attend to it. As soon as his back was turned, Jus leaned heavily on his sword, eyes closed,
feding sick with pain.

Polk towed Cinders off the hot rock and cast asharp glance at the Justicar. "Son, you al right?’

"I'm fine!" Jus fastened on his helmet. He turned and stared about the stream, blinking, and unsettled.
"Come on, well get moving.

"Son, if Escalasin the portable hole, then she can't be tracked by acrystal ball!”

"Therest of us can, Polk. We have to move into terrain that can't be recognized. Something that gives no
clueasto wherewe are."

"Hmph!" Polk sat up, liking theidea. ""Sounds easy."
Jus pulled Cinders over hishelm and et the hot hell hound pelt stream down his bade.

"She'snot anidiot, Polk. Once the sun starts to go down, she can look at the shadows and know which
direction werewakingin."

The badger thought about it. "That's clever, son! Did you think of that?"

"l wastaught it, Polk. I've doneit before.” Jusjerked his chin at the dense bushes and trees. "We've been
sticking to thick scrub between hills. Overhead cover in case she hasflying spies.” Jus sheathed his sword
and turned away. "We keep moving, we regroup, then we attack. That's the way we get the job done.”

The sword flash came hard and fast—a red streak ripping dragon scales and flesh. The Justicar spun,
blood flying from hisflank as a huge scarlet blade twisted from the stream. Dense clouds of mist choked
theair.

Henry stared, and then amad, hissing shape shot from the water, the ground smoking at its feet asit trod
toward the Justicar, who lay falen by the streambed.

Chapter 11

Henry screamed. The Justicar was down—his armor torn and ared blade whipping through the fog to
hack him down. Henry moved, but Jus had hit the ground rolling, hiswhite sword stresking fromits
sheath to parry the incoming cut behind his back. Sparksflew like afountain as blade met blade, both
WegpoNs screaming.

Jus whipped about, hacking at his enemy'sfeet. The red blade parried, cut, was parried and kicked
asde. Justhrugt, risng from the ground, his anger huge and terrifying. Like amassive black bear he raged
forward, his sword crashing down in ablow that could have severed atree. The enemy caught the blow
inalightning fast block, twisting and cutting at Juss neck. Jus parried fast and hard, hammered three
sharp blows at hisenemy in arage.

The blades rang and howled, meeting each other time and time again. Steam filled the air, emanating from
the mongter till standing in acloud of icy fog. Only its screaming skull was visible, and the blood-red
gleam of itsblade.



Jus parried aHow and dealt the creature akick powerful enough to shatter ssone. He missed asthe
monster somersaulted backward, landing a dozen feet away and sinking into a crisp, deadly fighting pose.

The Justicar faced the creature with his huge sword ready. The enemy stirred, swirling itsbladein an
identicd pattern to Jus.

The mists cleared. Snarling at his opponent. Jus faltered, and then suddenly wavered.

A golden eagle hdm snarled at him: ahelm made by Grass Runner artisans untold decades before. The
armor was rusted and discolored, but he knew it inch by inch. In the dim past before he had atrue name,
the Justicar had dept, woken, fought, and bled with that armor beside him. The corpseinside the metal
auit till boretraces of long, lank hair. The withered skin was scrawled with the traceries of Grass Runner
tattoos.

Jus turned ashen, like aboy faced with the anger of along lost father. "Master Recca?!

The corpse's head jerked up at the name, and eyes of blue flame searched the Justicar. The hand and
foot that Jus had cut off with his own sword were back—bleeding, pale flesh stolen from fresh bodies.
Juss old master had risen from the grave. The cadaver opened its mouth in awild hiss, then legped with
blinding speed to crash its sword toward Jus's skull.

But Juswas no longer there. He did sideways, his sword catching the attack and ripping past the corpse.
The eagle-armored monster jJumped over the blow, barely touched by the blade. Asthe creature landed
behind the Justicar, it struck. Jus parried sharp and hard, spun—only to find the corpse had aready
legped away. A red blade clanged from his helm, cutting Cinders, then the hissing monster turned
Sdeways as Jus best its blade aside and lunged with his own sword.

The corpse stood ten feet away, snarling. It bore two wounds—long, shallow cuts that burned from
contact with Benelux. The wounds stopped burning dowly and reluctantly, then began to hed asafetid
green blood oozed forth to cover them.

Jus staggered from along narrow cut along histhigh, spreading apall of ashen grey. It was asthough the
blood had been sucked out of the limb. Ten feet away, the undead monster swirled its sword, the blade
glowing with aninternd light of blood.

The monster spied Henry, the hole, Polk, and Enid. It sdled toward them, hissing dyly as Jus moved to
block itsway. Appalled, Henry lifted his sword and came forward to help.

The Judticar swiftly threw up ahand. "No!"
"Jud" Henry cameto an anxious hdt. "Sir!"

"Back! Stay there!” The Justicar held ahand to keep Henry away. "Put Escallaand Enid in the hole and
run! Keep running! Remember what |'ve taught you."

lls'r?l
"Doit!"

Reccahad lost none of his old speed, none of hisblinding skill. Undead and immuneto pain, fatigue, and
pity, the cadaver screeched asit stalked the Justicar.

"Henry, go!"



Henry turned and tipped Enid down into the portable hole. The undead swordmeaster attacked, and Jus
fought back, matching speed for speed, and pitting his vast strength againgt the corpses shocking agility.

They fought, blades ringing, Bendux crying out in anger and agony as she struck. The swords moved
fast-—s0 fast that Henry could only starein shock. The Justicar attacked with terrifying savagery,
spinning and kicking at an opponent that blocked every blow. Punches rained but were dammed and
parried asde by the undead warlord, who returned his own swift strikes.

Jus crashed his elbow into the dead face, brokeitsarm, and in return took akick delivered by a
shocking handspring that sent him regling away. His broken ribs had been hit again, and hisleft arm hung
drained of blood. He blocked a blow to his head, the two swords ringing, then staggered aside, dazed.

Hisleft arm hung numb and useless. One leg could barely move. The Justicar snarled and staggered,
managing to get hisblade up to take another rain of blows. He had to fight long enough to let Henry get
well clear.

Recca. Recca had taught the Justicar the sword—had always mocked his student's rocklike style. Asthe
cadaver shifted its weight, Jus knew exactly where the next lunge would come, and he caught the blow,
aready making ariposte, his huge sword clumsy when used in asingle hand.

The Judticar had once been outmatched by histeacher, but ten years of hard fighting had taught the
Student vicious new tricks. Jus smashed his helmeted forehead into the corpses skull, breaking teeth and
knocking the creature back. He saw his opening and roared, lunging forward with his sword in ablow
that would impa e the mongter through its spine.

He saw ared flash beneath his guard and twisted as he lunged. Benelux rammed into the monster's chest,
and therewas an intense blast of pain in Jussside. The Jugticar ran the monster through, his sword
blasting out through its shoulder, but below Benelux, the corpse's red blade bit into his own flesh.

Jus screamed and hammered Recca back with hisfist, sending the corpse flying. He staggered back, the
red blade protruding from the bottom of hisribs. The evil sword sucked blood, drinking like avampire,
The undead swordsman lurched to its feet. Hissing in triumph, it lunged for the Justicar with its claws,
suddenly fdll spinning to the ground.

Polk spat out the monster's human foot just as Henry ripped the red blade out of the Justicar and crashed
into the ranger with an impact that plunged both of them into the portable hole. Polk ran, snatched one
edge of the portable holein hisjaws, and sped swiftly off into the grass.

Houndering on the dirt behind them, the undead monster snarled. Head down and running, Polk charged
onward asfast asfour clawed feet could run.

They had run far into the dark—first Polk, then Henry—each pounding onward in adazed fatigue.
Cinders clung about Henrys neck, trying to steer the boy past obstacles and trees. Luna, the greater
moon, had not yet risen, her handmaiden Celene was only the barest blue crescent in the sky, and the
night was black as pitch. Polk dammed into tree roots and bloodied his snout. Henry had tripped over
rocks and crashed through brambles until he was running with blood. Somewhere behind them, the
undead corpse was tracking them, and Tielle was staring into a crystal ball, watching each twist and turn.
Mad with panic. Polk and Henry sped on and on until they finaly collapsed into agully filled with rocks.

Henry had done what he could. The insde of the portable hole was smothered in blood. The Justicar had
been run through, the blade going through hisright side benesth hisribs. In a panic, Henry had bandaged
him—and hetried to remember al the healing lore Jus had taut him over patient eveningsin camp. The
blade must have missed Juss lung. The man wasn't coughing blood but was bresthing shalowly and in



immense pain, and Jus was pale— shockingly pale. The blood seemed to have been sucked out of him
by the terrible red sword, and he might still be bleeding interndly. Henry made Jus drink, kept pressure
on the wounds, and when he handed over to Polk, the boy ran in adaze.

He dammed down into the gully, with Cinders a hot, smothering cloak across his back. Henry heaved
Cinders off himself, then tore open the neck fastenings of his elven mail, trying desperately to breathe.
The portable hole landed on the ground, and after amoment. Polk managed to scrabbleinto view.
Exhausted and bedraggled, the badger could only cling weekly to therim of the hole.

"Son? Son, areyou dl right?"
"F-finel" Henry'slungs hurt so much he was about to throw up. "Is... everyone... dive?'
"Bad. Redl bad. Enid's getting fever from her wound, son. Nothing | can do.”

Polk tried to climb over thelip of the hole, but he was too exhausted to make it. Henry heaved Polk out,
then lay on hisback crippled by cramps. The badger stirred, amost too weak to move. "It'sfine, son. |
can run now. Just need abit of rest and... and arestorative libation."

"We used dl the whiskey to clean the wounds."
Polk winced and dumped in gray disappointment.
"That hits hard, son." The badger worked his mouth. "Wdll, give me water, and I'll befineto run."

They both lay there, exhausted, in anight so dark they couldn't even see the sky. Above them, Cinderss
tall drooped in misery.

Cindersworried. Cinders scared.

"They'll bedl right. We can fix them. The Justicar will know what to do." Henry groped for his canteen,
but it was empty. "Hell be up soon, then helll tell uswhat to do.”

Cinders kept watch, his silhouette merely adarker patch of night atop arock. Henry lay beside the
panting badger, dazed and shocked, until finaly he blinked and felt hismind grow clear.

"They'redl going to die. If we can't save them, then they'redl going to die.”

Polk said nothing, choosing instead to gnaw his claws and try to think. Henry blinked blindly out into the
dark.

"He knew him. The Justicar knew that mongter.”
"Workings of fate, son.”

"No. They fought the same way. Didn't you see? The blade style—it was amost identica! I've never
even heard of anyone who can use the sword like the Justicar.”

Exhausted, Polk scarcely had the energy to argue. "Jusis ahero, son. He doesn't hold with monsters.”

"But it went draight for him. Only for him." Sitting up straight, Henry suddenly saw it dl clearly in his
head. "Tielle was sent to kill Escala. Do you think this other monster was sent for the Justicar?”

"By who, son? Who?"



"Lalth.

Rolling over, dazed and damp. Polk said, "L olth'sa demigod, son. Why would she worry her skull over
LS?I

Remembering back, Henry held his head and tried to reason it out, "Polk? We blew her body up, and...
and | think that whole draw temple might have gone up in flames. Would that make L olth mad?’

Polk blinked. " Son, that would make her bare-arsed, shoot-my-nanny, bat-crap, barking mad.”

Polk dtiffened, seeing the whole plot before him. He laid a paw upon Henry's arm and stared into the
dark.

"Son! Thisisgreat, son! Do you know what this means?”
"Urn, no."

"Son, thiswill be the making of udl If by aman'senemiesye shal know him, then weve made the big
timeat lag!"

Henry resisted an urge to bash Polk acrossthe skull. "Polk! Our friends are hurt red bad!"
"Oh, well fix that, son! We can just ask the Jus—"
Polks sentence died mid-stride. The badger subsided and went back to gnawing nervoudy on hisclaws.

A stark wind knifed acrossthelip of the gully, making little stones shift and rattle. Henry kept stiff and
gtill, reaching ahand out to Benelux, which now lay through Henry's belt.

"Cinders?"

Wind. No corpse. No faerie. Cinders smell no animals at all.

Bendlux cleared her voice and said, Henry, my dear. Do you think we should perhaps get moving?
"Soon." Henry could scarcely sit, let donewalk or run. "Y eah, soon."

To buy alittletime, the young man wiped his mouth and tried to clear histhoughts.

"Where should we run to? What do we do?' He looked at the sword. "Bendlux? Any ideas?

Our comrades require immediate attention.

"But Jusis hurt! How ishe going to use his hedling magic?'

Polk coughed.

"You'rethinking'sflawed, son! Y ou listen too much to the Jus-ticar. Y ou have to think on your feet.
Improvise!" The badger tried to rise, but only managed to roll over. "Useyer logic. We have ajob: Gotta
hedl the boy and the two girls. Now if we don't have the tools to do the job, then we have to borrow ‘em
from someone who has."

Bendlux seemed suitably impressed. Oh. Quite succinct. Nicely reasoned.

"Thank you kindly. I'm athinkin' man, Maam!" Polk scratched his belly with his daws. "Now, we can't
have Henry learn the magic. We can't go to atown for aheder. So that means we need a miracle.”



"A miracle?'

"Yep." Polk folded up his paws. "Happens dl the time. Somewhere around here, therell be aheding
fountain, awandering priest, amagic potion, or asacred spirit just itching to heal our pas! All we haveto
doisfindid"

Henry gnawed hisknucklesin despair and said, "Find it? That could take days!”

"Hell no, son! We need to be more efficient in our technique.” Polk rose and took Henry undernesth one
furry am.

"Son, what we need hereisacrysta ball."

"ldiots! Spread out and look for atrail!" Tielle hovered above her chain monks. She was scuffed,
scratched, bedraggled, and tired. Half her spells had been wasted, and the search was proving more
difficult than she thought. "Come on! Kegp moving! Go!"

The night was pitch dark. Tidle's servants, still numbering about thirty, clanked and clattered up the hills,
blundering through brush. Tielle snapped her fingers, and achain monk brought her large crystd bal. The
faerie sared into the bauble with a scowl. She stiffened, clearly liking what she saw. An extravagant hiss
commanded her minionsto slence.

The crystd ball glowed red, showing an image of Escalladeeping by acampfire. Tidllejerked her heed
up and whirred high into the air, spying afaint glow of hidden fire over the next ridge. She descended and
signaed her troops to encircle the area.

The chain monks clanked and rattled their way off into the night, heading for the distant glow of asmall
campfire.

Henry had hidden himsdlf just asthe Justicar had taught him: He lay buried beneeth athin layer of soil and
scree. As Tielle and her monks drew away, he carefully lifted his head and said, " She took the bait!"

Excdllent.

Benelux had accepted Henry as her bearer as atemporary measure. An apprentice warrior wasfar, far
below her gtation, but needs must as the doppleganger drives. Henry rose carefully from the sail, trying to
let it dide gracefully off Cinderss back, but the resultant rockfal sounded shockingly loud.

How did the Justicar do it? Silence spdlls? Magical rings? The big man could move in tota slence when
he needed to. Horribly conscious of every snapping twig, Henry dithered off in pursuit of the chain
monks, his pulse hammering like amead thing in histhroat. Tidle could kill himwith asngle gesture. The
chain monks could flail him to death. Henry crept carefully in pursuit of the enemy, painfully aware that
thiswas avery stupid thing to do.

He managed to keep Tielein view. Pure white and darmingly under-clad, she showed up in the darkness
asapalelittle shape. The hellish clamor of the chain monks gpparently deafened her to the sounds of
Henry creeping quietly behind her. Chain monks paused at the edge of the hill, then charged down upon
alittle campfire hidden inagully full of stones. Chains whipped through the air, smashing into rocksand
gtones, lighting the night with sparks. The chain monks shrieked and gibbered, turning the gully into
absolute chaos.

Polk came running swiftly over thelip of the gully, leaving the monks stamping and wailing far behind. The
badger held the folded portable hole in his mouth, having dragged Escalla back inside before he ran. Polk
didto ahdt and went flat behind afold of earth, blinking ashetried to see Tidlle.



"Son? Where is she, son? Damned badger eyes can't see squat!”

"Shhh!" Henry amost couldn't be heard above the monks manic screams. He held ahand over Polks
snout. "Keep ill!"

The campfire had been beaten into flinders, and every rock in the gully had been overturned. Henry
thanked the gods that Tielle had come to the fire before the eagle warrior, but the cadaver was possibly
dill minusonefooat.

The young soldier lay flat and watched as Tielle brought order to the chaos. Wdll-built, blonde, and
angry, thefaerie flew above her minionsand lit the night brilliantly with aspell.

"Stop that! They're not here! Fan out and look for signg!™ The faerie adjusted the thong of her costume,
casting an eye over her daves. "You! Bring methe crysta ball. Now!"

Henry watched as a chain monk uncovered the crysta ball from its robes. The monk was surrounded by
its comrades, and Tielle hovered overhead. There was no way to reach in and stedl the prize. Henry
squeezed himsdlf flat againgt the ground as Tidle turned in his direction, the faerie activating the crystal
ball with aquick pass of her hands.

"Show me Escdla” Glaring into the ball, Tielle made anoise of frudiration. "She'sgone! | can't see.”
Tidle swore, then opened her hands above the crystal ball. "And the other one! Show methe Justicar!”

The crystd ball apparently didn't respond. Tielle swore. Shetried shaking the crystal bdll, then dappingit.
She was aware Henry existed but apparently couldn't remember his name to ask the crystal ball. She
findly cursed and glared out over the gully.

"They'rein that damned portable hole again!”

Tidle hissed, chewing a knuckle as she thought. Finding awell-folded portable holein the middie the
night wasimpossible. Thefaerie gave asudden amile, looking mdiciousand dy.

"Thisisal for the best! Wéll return to the vampire pool. We need more water from the pool, and more
spellsto useon dl our little friendstomorrow.” Tidlle whirred her wingsin annoyance. "Come on! They're
only waking. By tomorrow morning, they won't have gone far. We can play anice new round of the
gametomorrow, after they'velost afull night's deep.”

With that, Tielle dismissed the whole night's work. She had two of her chain monks whip their manacles
about two small, scrubby trees, bending their branches together while she lashed them into place with
cord. Tielle consulted alestherbound book held by one of her servants, then quickly drew symbols on
the ground, branches, and trees. She tossed a handful of something through the arch of the branches, the
wind catching some of her offering and blowing it away. The space beneath the arch ingtantly blazed into
life, forming ashimmering blue doorway of avery familiar kind, and Tielle chivvied her shambling chain
monks through the magic gate. With alast sneering look over the hills, Tielle passed beneeth the arch,
and the gateway went dead as she disappeared.

The return of absolute darkness was ashock. Henry haf rose, blinking, with ghostly images of the
glowing gateway dancing through his eyes. He kept ahand on Polk, keeping him ill, while hetried to
decide whether dl of Tidles monsters had gone.

The sllence was absolute. Tigll€'s chain monks seemed incapable of stedth. Deciding to risk it, Henry
rose and let Cinders take asniff at the breeze. The hdll hound made a careful check, then settled hisfur.

Monster gone. Bad faerie gone. Magic here. Maybe big bit. All on trees.



"Thanks, Cinders”
Released at |ast, Polk sputtered in fury. ™Y ou let them go, boy! They got away!"

"Polk, therewere amillion of them!" Henry scuttled over to thetree arch, trying to think just like the
Jugticar. "No. Thething to do isfollow them and sted the thing. Strike where they're off their guard.”

"That ain't heroic, son! Man to man! Bladeto blade! That's theway it's done!™

"Shh!" Henry fdlt Polk giving him aheadache. He suddenly fdlt alot sympathy for the Justicar. "All right.
Seeif you can find what she used as a gate key. Some of it blew away in thewind."

Cinders did the hunting, sniffing as Henry thrust the hell hound's head at bushes and scanned him over the
ground. All of asudden, the big black hell hound thumped with histail.

Girliesmdl!

They findly found two long hairs caught againgt a bramble bush—fine golden hairs, dmost atwin to
Escalaslocks. Henry took them carefully in hishand and looked at the gate, then picked up Polk and
made sure the badger had the portable hole held safe and sound.

"Right. Wego in, we get the crystd ball, then useit to find amiraclel”

The badger gave asnort. "It's not too late to opt for adirect duel to the death, son! Go blade to blade
with theminions of evil! Think of your career!"

Henry let the comment go. He advanced, waving one golden hair before him. Asthe hair flashed and
disappeared, the gateway bloomed an eerie blue, and Henry stepped through into an echoing, empty
cave.

Chapter 12

Henry dowly straightened, blinking as his eyes adjusted to the light. He let Polk dip from hisgrasp and
looked owlishly about himsalf, hoping to escape notice Smply by keeping Hill.

They stood in alimestone cavern. The wals gave off astrange silvery light, making the dead black spaces
of the cavern soften a the walls. Henry saw shapes silhouetted down atunnel far ahead and heard the
rhythmic noise of chains as the monks marched away. This particular cave was lined with entrances and
tunnel mouths—some high, some low. The magic gate had opened from one amongst adozen identical
holes

Henry needed away to mark this escape gate in the darkness. He ran his fingers underneath Cindersto
scratch hisown skull, then hit on anidea.

"Polk! Peal"
"What was that, son?"

"We need away for Cindersto sniff hisway back here. Badger pee!™ Henry kept hisvoicein awhisper.
"Comeon. Y ou aways wanted to make your mark."

"Son, toilet humor is benesth you."

Polk wandered off to have some privacy, and Henry kept watch on the distant, swaying shapes of the
monks. He grew more nervous as the monsters dowly disappeared into the gloom.



"Polk! Haven't you finished?'

"| got stage fright, son! Now just hold your horses.”" Polk finaly sighed. "All right, there! Areyou happy?
Now let'sget moving!"

They moved. Henry scuttled forward, haf bent over asthough this might offer some sort of conceal ment.
Polk walked his badger walk, hisbely fur brushing at the dirt. They waked adong afloor unnaturaly
dean and cared for, descending dightly downward as they followed the chain monks trail.

The tunnd opened out into a cavern filled with hideous shapes. Skeletons hung chained to thewadlls, and
an old wooden torture rack lay broken and rotting on the floor. A skeleton shrouded in sackcloth sat in

aniron cage. The cage dangled from the celling at eyelevd, its door half-open to let the skeletons hand

trail thefloor. Giving the skeletons a careful berth, Henry padded over to check the three exitsfrom the

room.

Each one gave off adistant, ringing sound of chains. Each one echoed to faint hoots and giggles. Henry
could see no movement, nor find marks on the floor that might have been brand new footprints.

With a polite cough, Benelux shimmered insde her scabbard. lean sense evil tip ahead, child. A very
great intensity of it. Try the doorway to theright.

"Oh." Henry never quite knew wheat to say to Benelux. She always made him want to tug hisforelock and
bow. "Uh, thank you. Thank you, Maam."

Over at theleft tunnel, Polk suddenly scrambled backward in fright, hissing, "Son! They're coming, son!
Thousands of them! | can hear them marching up the tunnd!”

More rattling chains sounded from the way behind. Chain monks had followed down the same route
Polk and Henry had just come. Polk dashed benegth the old rotten rack. Henry looked wildly about,
then legped up and caught the iron cage, wrenching open the door and bundling himself insde. He threw
the old bones out of the sackcloth and wrapped himself and Cindersinside the reeking shroud. He sat
there, the cage swaying and swinging, asthefirst chain monks marched through the room.

Two columns of the creatures shambled past, giggling and shrieking like maniacs asthey waked. The
creatures dragged their chains aong the floor, making an atrocious din. One line of adozen monks came
from theleft. A full score more came from behind. Henry's face was hidden, his body covered, and the
monks never gave theterrified boy aglance. They shambled off down the right-hand tunnel, hooting and
screaming at each other in the dark.

The ingtant they were gone, Henry did out of the cage. His hands shook as he pressed them againgt his
head, trying to reassure himself that he was till aive. He kept an eye on the right-hand tunndl and sidied
over to another set of cages. He wrenched the feet from two dangling skeletons and removed the chains
that had once bound their legs together.

"Palk, stay there! Open up the hole and check the others. I'm going to follow the monks and stedl the
crysd bal."

"Right you are, son!" Polk was buried under the old rack and showed no inclination to emerge "Il just
keep an eye on your back. Watch the rear! Guard your blind spot!"

"Right." Henry pulled the sackcloth over Cinders's head, hoping he now looked like achain monk. "I'll be
back."

Hewaked in aslly stagger, dragging two lengths of chain out of his deeves and trying to titter likea



maniac. Somewhere up ahead, cacophony reigned. Henry tried to stop his knees knocking together as he
followed the great shaft downward, finaly seeing the backs of chain monks as the creatures shuffled
dowly out of acongested tunnel mouth.

The silvery radiance shone brightly ahead. It came from farther on within the broad, vaulted cavern that
opened outward from the tunnel. There was alapping sound, as though a huge, dow lake washed itself
againgt an unseen shore. Henry shuffled behind the monks, his eyes darting as he tried to keep hishead
down and make sense out of the caves.

Fifty of the mewling, screeching chain monks had entered the cave. At the cavern's heart lay a great pool
of dlver liquid—like aquicks|ver |ake that shone and glowed. The lake gave off amoreintenseverson
of theradiance that pilled from the walls. Far more disturbing was the way the quicksIver fluid moved
and quivered, asthough it were aliving entity that breathed.

Tielle stood on arock outcrop beside the eerie pool. Her monsters had gathered in amob that fell quiet
as Tielle scathed them with her glance. Henry attached himsdlf to the back of the mob, now so deepin
trouble that he fdt light-headed. Tidlle glared up the Sde tunndl's, making sure that al her minions had
gathered, and then planted her fists on her hipsand gazed a them dl in disdain.

"You let them get away."
Themonks cringed alittle, and Henry followed suit. Furious, Tidlleflicked open her wings.
"Which of you idiots was holding Escallaand the sphinx in the city? Which one?’

Half adozen monks shuffled dightly then lifted their chains, hooting like children trying to mollify their
nurse. With asnarl, Tielle flung her hand at the nearest one and spat out amagic spell. 1ce darts blasted
through the monk. It staggered, blood spraying fromits skin. Tielle snapped her fingers, and hooting,
joyous chain monks pushed their injured comrade straight out into the pool. The bleeding monk
screamed and thrashed asits blood was sucked from it. The wizened corpse sank out of view, whilethe
entirelake suddenly took on asinister red glow.

Watching, laughing, and screeching in glee, chain monks leaned over the pool's edges. Annoyed, Tidlle
put her hand out and received a drinking horn from one of her minions. The horn sucked up red liquid
from the pool, gdlon &fter gallon flowing ingde.

"Evil blood to burn the good. Good blood to burn the evil!"
Tidle shook therod clean. "Right, so now it's evil water. Which out of you idiotsisinjured? Hurry!"

Some of the monks were damaged—cut by the Justicar or with broken limbs or damaged throats. Tidlle
used acommon kitchen ladle to scoop red water from the pool and pour it over the creatures wounds.
Theinjuriesflashed and disappeared. Knocking out the last drops from the ladle, the fagrie rose fluttering
into theair, followed by achain monk bearing her crystal ball. The other monks dispersed, some
following after Tielle, and others going off into alcoves at the far Sde of the cave. The hoots and hollers
drifted in the cavern like sounds from anightmare.

The lakeshore was quiet. Henry blinked and edged closer, trying to pierce the gloom and see whether he
truly was done. The boy licked hislips and fumbled with his helmet buckles. He pulled off hishem and
cradled it carefully in his hands, then walked swiftly over to the ladle Tielle had l&ft lying by the shore. He
gave aquick look over the caves, then knelt and scooped the heavy, silky liquid from the pool. Hefilled
his hdmet with as much asit would take and then carefully set theladlie aside.



A scream came from behind him. Henry left hishelmet and hurled himsdlf asde. Aningtant later, achan
smashed down where he had once kndlt, shattering limestone. A chain monk stood screeching and
yammering, looming over Henry asit whipped itschains a his heed.

Henry dived and rolled, drawing Benelux with the smooth, lightning-fast motion he had learned at the
Jugticar's side. He hit the monk benesath one arm and felt Benel ux's edge shear through three whole
thicknesses of chain. Chain links and manacles went flying, and one of the creaturé's massive arms dedlt
Henry ablow. He flew backward, falling and skidding on his back. Henry's hair touched the hideous red
liquid of the pool. There was a sucking sensation at his neck, and Henry jerked his head up and away in
fright.

The chain monk threw itsdf a him, two manacles streaming as it prepared to crash them down onto
Henry's skull. Henry saw hisown rusty chainslying an arm'slength away. He dropped Bendlux and
snatched achain, whipping it at the monk'slegs as herolled wildly asde. Flals crashed into the stone
beside him; Henry fdlt hisown chain go tight, and he gave aferocious tug. With ahuge crash, the heavy
chain monk tumbled down, itslegs entangled and its arms flailing wide. Henry planted his boots against
the mongter in panic, gave amighty shove, and the monk spilled so that itsarm fdll in the pooal.

The monk screamed as blood was sucked from its body and into the lake. Lashing itschains, it tried to
smash Henry's skull. The boy shoved it with his boots again, and the monk fdll into the slver-red fluid, its
mouth open in aslent scream. It fought wildly, draining white before Henry's horrified eyes.

Henry panted, numb with shock. An ingtant later, achain cameflailing from the lake to wrap about his
leg. Still dive, the monk dragged Henry to the edge of the pool, dragging the human with anirresstible
grength. Clawing at the smooth stone floor, Henry fought to hold on. He saw Benelux lying on the stone.
In one lightning move Henry released the floor, snatched Bendlux and smashed the magic swords blade
againg the chain. Links parted in aflash of molten stedl. The monk catapulted back into the lake, jerking
madly asit was sucked dry of blood and died. Scrabbling away from the lake, Henry stared at his enemy
and felt hiswhole skin running with a.cold swest of fear.

Bendlux caroled happily ingde hishead. Oh well struck! Your technique is coming on quite well.

"Th-thank you." Henry's voice was ragged with shock. He scuttled over to hishelmet, saw it dill Stting
there, hae, hearty, and full of red liquid. The cavern seemed 4till and quiet. No monks cameto investigate
the noise. Shaking, Henry took his helmet and ran quickly into the same tunnel he had first come from.

He crushed himsdlf flat againgt awall and |ooked behind with dread.

No one had noticed. No one came. Tielle was off doing whatever it was that maniacsdid in their spare
time. Carefully cradling his prize, Henry ran up the long tunnel, passing adozen twists and turns, then
came into the old moldering torture chamber once more.

"Polk! Hssst! Polk, quickly!"

The badger emerged from beneath a pile of rusted thumbscrews, holding the folded portable holein his
mouth. He dropped the hole and stared at Henry in concern.

"Son! What'swrong, son? Y ou look pale!™ The badger squinted. "Isthat a crystal ball?!
"Quick—I think I've got something. Open the holel™

The badger flipped open the hole like a sheet of canvas and laid it on the ground. Henry dithered over
the edge and down into the gloomy space within, smelling Scknessand fever intheair. Helit alantern
from the sealed box of supplies, then ran across the grass bedding to knedl between Enid and the



Judticar.

Jus was awake, his shaven head sheened with sweat. Henry laid Cinders down beside him and used the
hell hound's fur to steady the helmet full of liquid. The Justicar groped apale hand over to Henry and held
the boy by thearm.

"H-Henry? What's... h-happening?’

"All befixed soon, sr. All soon.” Henry had scrounged a bandage, then unsheathed Bendux. "Lie till. |
think | canfixital."

-Henry held Benelux, winced, and bared hisarm. Alarmed, the magic sword gave arapid pulse of light. |
say! Steady on! No need to suicide!

"It'snot suicide!” Henry cut himsdlf on the arm—didn't do it right and swore as he had to cut himsdlf
again. Thistimethe cut ran fast with blood. He held hisarm over the hdmet full of liquid and let hisblood
drip and mingle, watching anxioudy astheliquid swirled.

Therewas aflash, and thefluid in Henry's helmet turned afaint, pale blue—ahedlthy color, cool and
soothing. Henry stared at it, then took a breath and jammed hislittle finger into the brew. He kept his
eyes shut tight, expecting to have hisfinger burned to the bone.

The only sensation was acoal tingle, and a sense of peace and cam.

Henry worked fast. He tore away Jus's bandages, obliviousto the pain it caused, then dopped ameasure
of the blue liquid over the wound. Blood hissed, and the big man spasmed. The wound closed right
before Henry's eyes, the skin looking hedthier by the second. Henry struggled to hisfeet and ran over to
Escadla He poured blue fluid over her injured leg and side, then over her poor burned wings. The last of
the liquid went over Enid's back, covering her burns and regenerating them. Henry tossed hishelmet
away and wrapped a bandage about hisinjured arm.

None of his patients were awake. They dept, but at least they were deeping in peace. Wounds knitted
with magica speed— infected flesh turning peaceful and healthy once again. Henry leaned againg the
wall of the portable hole and closed his eyes asrelief flooded through his soul.

"Polk, | think | didit! We can go!"

The entrance to the hole suddenly dosed, sedling out the faint light from above. Henry blinked, then sat
down and held on tight as he felt Polk grab the hole and begin to move.

In the torture chamber above, Polk dived into his hiding place and stared. Emerging dowly and
relentlessy from the gateway tunne, there came asavage figure. A tarnished golden eaglehedm over a
cadaverous skull emerged firgt, and it was soon followed by the rest of the armored body, lurching on
the stump of one foot. The monster paused asit looked carefully over the room. Polk froze, not daring
even to breathe as the undead cresture sniffed for a scent.

Distant echoes of laughter came from the caverns, and Reccaturned. His blood-red sword glowed in the
gloom, and the apparition was gone. Polk unfolded the hole and let Henry emerge. The two of them
crept to the tunnel mouth and stared after the undead mongter.

Polk and Henry fled back through the magic gate. Their last strand of gold hair flashed, and an instant
later they were running out among thetrees. A cold dawn was creeping over the Flanaess, bringing with it
the distant smells of blazing homes.



Chapter 13

"Fetch! Fetch the stick!" Escallas voice bubbled, bright and gay. Morning sun streamed across Juss eyes
as helay on something soft. "Come on! Just try!"

Cinderscan't run.

"Sofly!"

Cinderscan't fly.

"Sure you can! Just jump and forget to come down." Escalathrew another stick. "So-0-0-0.. . fetch!”

The stick thudded onto bare soil somewhere to Juss left. He became aware of alittle bottom—arather
pert and slky one— perched on his ssomach. He opened one eye and cautioudy felt his sword wound,
but he found nothing but his own smooth skin.

Then hefdt other smooth skin. Juslifted hishead and saw Escala—unblemished and perfect—sitting on
him in her leggings, long gloves, and little skirt. She rested one hand on his hairy chest and looked down
a himwithagamile

"Hey, Jman!"

"Hdlo." The Judticar levered himsdlf up into aSitting position, moving cautioudy, but finding no pain. Y ou
look heded."

"All better." Escalla stood and turned a pirouette. " See? No one touches the faerie!” She bowed, her
eyes directing Juss gaze off to one side. "The kid does good work."

They both looked over at Henry. The party sat in adense thicket of brush—a place as ddliberately
nondescript as the Judticar could ever have wanted. A little way away, Henry sat beside Enid, helping the
freckled sphinx to plait and bead her hair. Henry saw that Jus was avake, and he blushed as he gave the
man awave, turning back to his job while Enid flexed her daws and purred.

Cinderslay beside Jus on the dirt, hisfur brushed and afew new rentsin hishide. As he saw Jus,
Cindersdrummed histail againgt the ground.

Helo!
"Cinders, you helped Henry?"
Cinders help! Fun! Went to where bad faerie lives and wore big disguise!

"Henry did good." Escallasettled hersdf in the crook of Jussarm, sitting easily and lovingly againg his
chest. "Seems he and Polk had an adventure.”

"WEIl let Henry tdll it." The Justicar rubbed hiseyes. "It'll make him fed ten feet tall.”
Escdlaturned alittle smile. "Well let him tdll it with Enid there to hang on every word."

In the end, Henry told the story three times, end to end— once with Polk beside him supplying
embe lishments and oncein private with Jus and Escdla, filling in the concise details. Findly, hetold it
againin private to awide-eyed, admiring Enid, who did indeed hang on every word.

The party kept on the move but stopped for frequent rests. Jusfelt hale and hearty, perfectly



unscratched. He marched in silent meditation, fixing spellsin hismind. Perched on hisshoulders, Escdla
flipped through pages of her spellbooks doing exactly the same. She wore reading passes that made her
look delicioudy prim—an image at odds with her leather skirt and cleavage line. Asthe party descended
aridge, shelowered her glasses down her little nose.

"Give me another five minutes, and I'll have aspell up to block the crysta ball. That letsusgo on the
offengve”

His unloaded crossbow dung, Henry looked back at the faerie.
"Were going on the offengve?’

Oh, indeed. Having insgsted on returning to Juss sword belt, Benelux glowed with salf-satisfaction.
Offensive action is the only heroic course. Sr Polk would clearly agree.

"What? Oh, sure!" Polk waddled along. "That's the heroic thing to do! Thetactica thing. Weturn on the
hand that bit usl"

Escdlaglared a Polk and snapped her spellbook shut. “To Baator with that! I'm getting Tielle, tattooing
her arse red, and chucking her in acage of crazed baboons! Then I'm gonnasink her neck-degpina
pond full of thoselittle tropica fish that have athing for the urethra tract!" Escalatugged her long black
gloves. "No onetouchesthefaerie!™

Everyonewas staring at her. Escallagave abig wave of her hands.
"Oh, come on! What? Just because I'm alittle blonde faerie, | have to be nice?'

She jumped down, took a quick look at the horizon, and unshipped her frost wand from her back. Using
it asagtick, she began drawing glowing symbolsinmid air.

"Right. Scrying shield coming up! Any sign of Tielleor our skeletd friend?”
Cinderswaggled his ears and replied, No sniff! No hear!
"Well, when Tidle seesthis spdl, shell come running!™

Jus stood with his sword drawn, the blade turning between his fingers as he sared intently at the scrub.
He was not watching for chain monks and afaerie but for something far more deadly. Escdlla, circling
dowly, worked quickly and professondly behind him. She opened her hands, the spell molding between
her pams, and the glyphs she had drawn into the empty air flashed with power. Magic rippled away from
her like abreeze, and Escalla opened her eyes and clapped her hands.

"Right! Go!"

Jus, Polk, and Henry dived into the portable hole. Escallafolded up the hole and stuffed the parcel under
one arm as she siwung up behind Enid's neck. She held on tight to Enid as the big sphinx flipped open her
wings, gathered, and sprang powerfully up into the sky. Enid flew with big heavy beats of her wings,
shoving through the air with astounding speed. Escalla clung on tight and whooped for joy. Enid was
awayswonderful fun to takefor afly.

Enid stayed low, weaving below the treetops as she flew for miles and miles. Any pursuerswould have
lost sight of her in asecond. Escallafought back Enid's billowing nest of hair braids. She managed to gain
aforward view just as Enid folded sdeways and dived like afacon straight down into ariver chasm. The
feerie cried, haf cheer and half screech of fright as Enid plummeted three hundred feet, caught hersdlf



mere inches above ariver torrent, and then shot like an arrow above river rapids that jetted, foamed, and
raged.

Choosing her landing place carefully, Enid landed on arocky idand in the middle of violent rgpids, with
twenty yards of savage white water to every side. Therewastimber for afire, brush and bouldersto hide
in, and aclear view for miles both upstream and down. Ten miles from where she had firg taken to the
air, the sphinx settled down on al four big furry feet, then folded up her wings. Escallaflew up and shook
out the portable hole, then threw it down onto the ground.

Peeking from the hole came Jus, who flowed out of the depthslike avast black panther with Cinders
grinning from his hem. Polk was boosted up by Henry. The group nested amongst the bouldersand
heaved a collective sigh. Surrounded by wild rapids and by yards of thick, hard stone, therewasasmall
sense of security.

They had no rations—no food other than abag of flour that had been seded up inside the equipment box
in the portable hole. Cinders set afire going, and thin pancakes were made. While they cooked, Jus
found apinetree that was leaking sap, and he brought branches of it for Cindersto suck. The hell hound
lay on arock, suffing pineconesin his mouth and complaining bitterly about the taste, while Henry fried
pancakes carefully one by one.

They ate, with thelion's share going to Enid. Still with most of his attention on keeping guard, the Justicar
findly broke the silence.

"We got our arses kicked."

It was an uncomfortable thought. Tielle had put them on the run with asingle blow. The Justicar would
have been killed without the fast rescue work performed by Henry, Polk, and Cinders.

The group sat, tearing at the unpa atable pancakes, while the river rapids threw up anumbing shield of
noise.
Juslevered up the soil beneath their little fire and placed sticks where they could bake into charcoal:

Cinders needed feeding, and his fire-breath was vital. Henry passed Jus a bundle of firewood then
squatted at hisside.

"Sr?Whowasthat... that thing?' Henry nervoudly fiddled with hishands. "Y ou knew it. Y ou'd fought
agand it before..."

"I fought jar it before.”

Jus knocked out Cinderss brush and curry-comb. Escalla sat on his knee, resting her face againgt his
shoulder as the big man began brushing Cinders. The Justicar stared at Cinderssjet-black pelt ashe
worked.

"His hame was Recca."

Pineconesin the fire popped and crackled. Escalatook atighter grip upon Juss shoulder and listened in
slence. The fur brush hissed asthe Justicar brushed Cindersto a shine. He watched the hell hounds pelt
and stared at the gleaming surface as he spoke.

"They were agood people, the Grass Runners. Elves. They lived on the plains, gathered and hunted.
Good fighters—fast, clever. | wasraised in avillage on the borders near the Bandit Kingdoms. | used to
snesk off with the Grass Runnersto learn.



Their chief was old, clever, careful. He taught me how to hide and trail, track and hunt. He had a
son—three hundred years old, but till his son: Reccathe Swordmaster. High elves cameto him— even
aprince. He taught only afew of them, only the ones he saw something in, but he taught me. Took me
right from the very start. | don't know why."

The big man had |et hisbrush glideto ahalt.

"There was a brotherhood, back then, a network of rangers who patrolled the borderlands, kept the
banditsin check, gathered to defend villagesfrom raids. A noble band." Juss voice held aghost of
cynicism as he remembered idedlslong gone. "' wanted to be one. He put me on the path and showed
me how. Even gave methe letters and the gold | needed so | could do the journey and learn.”

Jusfinished hisgrooming. He took the loose hairs from the hell hound and put themin alittle bag. It was
pointless tossing them on the fire. Escalla claimed she was going to use the fur to knit flameproof
underwesr.

"I went south to the forest dves, learned my spdls from the hermits there. Studied hand fighting when |
met the monks, learned my fieldcraft from the Oleads. Went to the dwarvesto learn more swordcraft, to
Greyhawk to read my |etters. Came back to be aranger, but 1'd been away too long. | only
had—what?—a month? Only amonth before the invasion came.

"First | knew of it was afight—A pack of somekind of giant Skeletal birds. | trailed them back to their
base and found awhole army of luz rolling over the villages, then thetowns. They killed
everything—horses, cows, dogs, sheep in thefields, every deer in the woods, every squirrdl in the
trees... Cut thevillagers throats so they could animate the corpses. | started trailing the army, killing
themin onesastwos best as | could. Kept at it for three months. Got in trouble, and then there was
Recca, flying into them with his sword"

The Justicar carefully tore his pancake in two and passed the largest pieceto Escdla

"He gathered about a dozen folk—rangers, Grass Runners... The Grass Runner tribes were gone, the
villages dead, so wetook the war to luz. Killed his couriers. Killed hisforagers and his reinforcements.
Went deep and far, right into the guts of luz lands. There were about ahundred of usdl told, different

groups, al working together.

"luz started to hurt. They pulled troops back from the front linesto deal with us. Set ambushes and began
wearing us down. WeKkilled alot of them, though. Hundreds. Wed break into acamp at night and just
butcher them in their deep—dit ahundred throats and fade away ...

"They got frightened of us. They'd only movein huge, marching columns—big squareswith varrangoin
flying overhead, or tanar'ri or awyvern. Nothing we could do but watch and follow. Then Recca got
wind of an luz general who wastraveling with only afew zombies as guards. He wanted agenerd. In al
the war so far, no one had ever managed to kill one of luz'swarlords."

Shifting his sword, Jus shrugged his huge shoulders.

"Didn't work. It was atrap. They had wights shape-shifted to look like infantry. We got cut up. Recca
and | covered theretreat, but atanar'ri got him, killed him while | was caught in afight. | killed the
tanar'ri, buried Recca, and met the survivors. There were only five of usleft. They went to join another
group. | stayed back and decided to fight on adone."

Sitting crosslegged. Escalalooked carefully at Jussface and asked, "So what isit? So why isthis Recca
guy after you?'



"It'snot him!" Juss anger snapped acrosstheidand. "It's an animated puppet! A nothing! Just a corpse
that moves. It has hisbrain, uses hisskills, but it isn't Reccal” The man flexed hishands and cracked a
branch intwo to feed thefire. "They did it to the villagers | grew up with—and | cut them down too! |
took them out! They aren't the people you knew. It isn't abetrayd!"

Escdlaflicked alook at Henry and Enid, who both had the sense to be looking busy. Thefaerie kept a
hand on Jus's shoulder asthe ranger finished kicking at the fire and spoke on.

"I was his second-in-command. We were both good—sword-master and apprentice. | did the scout
work. Heled theraids."

"Yes..." Escdlatoyed with her own hair. "And you didn't want to do that last atack, did you? The one
that got him killed. It was you that told him not to go.”

"It was pointless! All just show of strength. We should have gone north into luz where they werentt
expecting us. Always attack with surprise. Always hit where they don't expect you.” The Jus-ticar was
angry. "He dropped hisown rules out of pride. They were frightened of him, and hereveled init." It gave
him power, gave him athrill." Jusrammed abranch into thefire. "He wasnt fighting for anything but
vanity."

Enid looked to Escalla. then quietly cleared her throat. "So hejudt... got beatenin afight?”

Jus pulled out afew inches of his sword. Bendlux now sported a black wolf-skull hilt—a hilt taken from
Recca'sold blade.

"We—he—challenged ademon. He went for their general but never planned the fight. The demon did to
him what he aways did to others. got behind him, cut, then moved again. | killed my own enemy, but
Reccawas down. | took out the tanar'ri. It wastoo late for Recca. He died.”

Escdlasa very, very Hill. There were black depths here that Jus had |eft unsaid. "Died how?"

"Died theway he had to! He went down fighting. We attacked to let our surviving people escape.” The
Justicar dammed his sword back into its sheath. "1 cut off his hand and foot to stop anyone from
re-animating him, then buried him. | swapped swords with him, so Reccas sword could keep up the
work he should have been thereto do.”

Escdlawinced. Enid looked away. Squeezing Juss shoulder, Escalla softly touched his cheek with the
back of her hand.

"Areyoudl right?'
"Of courseI'mdl right." Jussface was stern but pae, and he refused to meet her eye. "I'mfine.”
"He's after you."

"Lolth put him after me. She outfitted Tielle to take you, Reccato take me." Carefully easing Escalla
down, the Justicar stood and turned away. "We just have to take them out one a atime.”

"Can you beat him?1 mean..." Henry fdtered in embarrassment. "He seemsto judt... fix himsdf! And
... | never saw anyone match you with the sword."

"It isn't him. It isn't Reccal He wasfather and brother and teacher to me!™ Jus hurled astick into the fire.
"It'sjust acadaver, atoal. It's just a puppet made of rotting mest.”



Escallalooked sadly at Jus. "And if it'sredly Recca?’

There was no answer. Leaving Cinders and the others by the campfire, the Justicar strode away to the
dark, private places of theidand. Escallakept her eyes on him, then reached aside to rumble in the box
of provisons. She came up with alittle bottle on astring, hesitated, then walked after the Judticar.

"Guys? Keegp an eye on everything."
Henry looked up from carefully smoothing down thefire. "Where are you going? What's that bottle for?"

"It'sjust abottle" Escalahovered, looking anxioudy after Jus. "It'sin casel get thirsty. I'll just bea
while"

Sheflew off, and Henry roseto hisfeet in concern. "It could be dangerous! Should we come with you?”'

Enid cleared her throat then helped arrange Cinders upon arock where he could watch theriver for a
while

"Henry? Perhaps we can see if there are any fishin theriver. And we can find some willow branchesto
make you crossbow bolts of akind."

Henry looked back anxioudy as hewasled away. "But will they bedl right?"
"They'll befine"

He was taken down to the riverbanks where Enid could stand in the water, flicking big fish onto the
banks with her paws. Henry worked, Enid's freckles gleamed, and Cinders watched over every thing
with hisbig teeth bright and bare.

Everything fine.
Sun gleamed on the waters, and Cinderswagged histail.

The ceasdless rush and surge of theriver lay like a blanket across bare skin, kissing little droplets across
Escdlassde. Shelay naked in the plush velvet moss, soaring in an infinite sense of peace. Half
comatose, five foot nine, and tired over every inch of it, Escallakept her head pillowed in her man'sarms
and listened to him breathe. Long hair, finer than softest silk, sheeted over her skin and spread like spun
gold over the Jus-ticar. She kissed him and felt him smile—félt big hands caress her pointed ears, her
antennae—smooth down her dim back to her wings.

They should have done thislong ago. The thought was shared in perfect communion asthey kissed again,
then lay with Escalahdd in Juss arms, watching the river gleaming in the sun.

Adoringly, Jus brushed Escallas hair awvay from her face. "I'vetried to work up to asking you to marry
mefor solong.”

"I've been trying to be asked for so long." Escala snuggled, contemplating her follies. “Idiots?"
"ldiots."

Stained green with moss, they rose and sat together. The Jus-ticar fished something out of his purse and
helditinhishand.

"But | saved thisfrom the drow treasure. Thisiswhat | wanted to giveto you."



It was aring—an dven ring, delicate and beautiful—silver inlaid with jet, and with adiamond as clear as
asummer sky. The Justicar put it in Escallas palm. Suddenly pae, helooked at the ring.

"Sol... wanted to ask you. To marry me, | mean. Because | loveyou. | redly do."

Escdlahad thought of athousand ways of answering. They al failled her. She made a squesking noise
and felt hersdf cry. Her hand shook like aleaf ashe did thering onto her finger. She threw herself on him
in an adoring embrace, rolling on the moss with him beside the foaming river.

There was abright flash, and Escdlafet hersdf suddenly shrinking. Aningtant later, she was two feet tall
again, feding more properly in scale, and crying like afool. She sat in Juss|ap, looked up at him, and
laughed through tears, brushing her long hair back from her face. She gave awatery smile, then went
back to hugging him and looking at the empty potion bottle that [ay amongst the moss and stones.

"Smdl again." Shesghed. "Ah, well."
Jus smiled, admiring her ddlicate, wild beauty as he hel ped straighten out Escallas flowing hair.
"How many potions do you have?'

"Seven now, but I've got the recipe—though | don't really know how to milk apurple worm. | think I'll
use cow." Escallalounged back againgt Jus. "Oh, Enid is so going to know what we've just done!™

Sherolled into him and kissed him, then lay listening to his breathing. Serious at last, she contemplated
the overszed ring that lay in her pam.

"Married."

"Soon. Whenever you want.”

"And I'm going to have your kids. One day, when itstime. A little scowling Justicar.”
"Oragirl." Jussmiled. "Bright asahummingbird.”

Escdlaheaved asigh, troubles edging in around her. Shelooked sadly out at the riverbanks.

"Marriage. But only when wefix it." Escdla stared at the water rushing by. "Were responsible. We
stirred up Lolth, and look what happened to Keggle Bend.”

The Judticar held Escdla protectively in hisarms.

"No. Lolth was dways going to kill, but we did determine what world shewould strike." Even here. Juss
sword was only ahandspan away. "Her victims need justice.”

"Here'sto Judtice."

They shared acup of river water. Retrieving clothes, Escalla sat on the mosswith her hedlstucked into
her rump and turned the problem over in her mind.

"Lolth didn't hit Keggle Bend just because we were there.”

"She'sinvading." The Justicar ran his hands across the velvet stubble of hisskull. "If we don't stop her,
therell be more towns going the same way as Keggle Bend."

Escdlathoughtfully combed moss out of her hair.



"All right, sowego for Lolth. Stop Lolth, and you aso should stop Tidlle and Recca. Without Lolth, her
armies are toast. All those monsterswould be at each others throatsin a minute!™

"That's the way. That's the weakness." Jus scowled at the water. "But she'satanar'ri, a powerful one.
Thetanar'ri lordsonly truly dieif they die on their own home plane. We haveto kill her when she'sin the
Abyss." He skimmed arock into the stream. "When she returns to the Abyss, we have to be there.”

Escdlagared at splashesin the stream. " Can we take out agod?”

"Like any other god, Lolth isadeity only because she says sheis. Gods are just creatures with enough
power to bully and destroy.” The Justicar looked at the old holy symbol that hung about his neck—a
solar symbal cut through by ablow of hisown sword long, long ago. "If it lives, theniit can die. It'stime
we brought the gods ataste of Justice.”

Escallawinced. " Some honeymoon.™

"There's another problem. Reccaand Tidlewill be trying to find our trail. Well have to movefast, before
they reason out what we're going to do."

"Ambush the ambushers?' Escdlashrugged. "Bring ‘'em on.” Thegirl ran fingersthrough her hair and
thought a moment. "Right. The Abyss. Fine! So what gear do we need? We need crossbow bolts for
Henry."

"WEell take them from the enemy.”
"We need gemsfor Enid so she can make ink for her stun symbal.”
Jus gave asnort. "Polk kept five emerads. He was going to use them to buy booze."

"Fine." Escdlaticked off thelast point on her list. "Mogt of al, we need to protect you. | cando a
stoneskin spdll that'll block the first half dozen hits you take, but for that, | need to powder up a
diamond."

"Diamond." The Justicar hissed and scowled. "There's no diamond.”
Escdlagave awan little grimace and waved her engagement ring. She threw it into the party fund.
"No point having arock with no husband. Get me abigger onefrom Lolth."

They rose, dressed, and held each other quietly by theriver. Finadly Escallaruffled Juss stubble and gave
himaamile

"Someonefinaly touched the fagrie.”

Jus smiled. They paused at the edge of the boulders. Jus held up hisfingers, and Escdlaclasped themin
her hand.

"Forever and aways?"
"Forever and dways."

They drew gpart in athin attempt to pretend they were as pure as driven snow. Escdlaflew gaily on
ahead, suddenly in the grip of afood frenzy. Left behind, Jusfelt suddenly wesk at the knees.

He sagged and held onto atree for support.



Jutting through his bdlt, the sword Bendlux was scanddized. Sr. | amagog! | realized awarrior's
weapon must always be at band. But sir, there are limitsto what | can try not to overhear!

Mortified, Jus blushed. "So you, ah, heard?'

/ did indeed! Most undecorous! Bendux gave asniff! What question did you keep asking her, and
why did she keep agreeing so vigorously?

The Justicar ducked his head and wal ked doggedly through the trees.
"Never mind!"

About twenty large fish were smoking over the fire when Escalla came out of the bushes. She looked
neither right nor Ieft, blushed bright pink, and held hersdf siff asabrush. She bused hersdlf ineffectudly
arranging the fish, while Enid crept over to her side.

They worked side by side where Henry could not hear. Enid kept her voice alittle whisper. "Psst! Did
he... ?'

"Uhrhuh!”

"Didyou... ?'

"Uh-huh."

"Weasit... 7'

"Unbelievable!" Escalla snatched food and headed for the nearest place where they could gossip.
Chapter 14

Indl thelegionsof dl thearmiesof al theforces of Lolth, not one officer had the foresight to bring dong
amap of the Flanaess. It was | eft to Morag to churn through the burned remnants of Keggled Bend's
library. Filthy with soot and cursing bitterly, shetried to make sense out of the scraps of ash and rubbish
|eft by athousand rampaging demons.

She summoned her own vassal tanar'ri—hopping demons shaped like frogs, vultures, or rotting canines
with crab daws. None of them were any earthly use. They merely upset the piles of scorched shelves and
rubbish to make yet more mess. Apparently the only creature in the Abysswith any hint of intelligence,
Morag did thefilthy job hersdlf, digging through ruinsthat still reeked of blood and fire.

Fastidious as a cat, Morag swore at each smudge and smear. Rotted bodies, putrefied entrails, blood,
and dudge revolted her. All she wanted was alittle home—a neat tower made of bone she would set
besde awaterfall. Somewhere quiet. Somewhere clean. Somewhere abook could be left open without a
quasit ripping out the pagesto lineits nest! There should be moreto lifethan this! Cleanliness! Friends!
Someone to talk to—even someone to curl up against. No more pain, no more blood, no more fear. But
she was trapped. Lolth had discovered her secret, true name, and now Morag was bound to centuries of
servitude. There was nothing Morag could do—no escape, no freedom, nothing while Lolth ill held
Morag'strue namein her claws!

Morag heaved over afresh pile of intermingled bodies, burned books, and falen roofing tiles, swearing
openly as she set about her work.

"I could have taken service with Demogorgon. | could have been with Jubilex, but no-o-o0-0-0!" She



worked in aflurry, dl six arms hurling ruined parchments to the winds. "' The queen of the drow will have
mannersl The queen of the drow will have dry quarters! Intrigue, cunning, plot, adventure! Well get it all
from the queen of the drow!"

"Mora-a-a-a-ag? Morag!"

An imperious summons came from the streets. Cursing as she pulled her deek black clothing straight,
Morag dithered over to abroken window and looked out.

There she was—near naked, wild, and magnificent. Lolth, looking rested, relaxed, and competent,
walked upon acarpet of terrified daves as she conferred with her generals.

"Morag? Where have you dithered off to now, you dimy little spinster?”
With aweary sigh, Morag perched hersdf in thewindow and called, "Y es, your Magnificence?'

"Morag!" Lolth looked over at theruinsin disdain. "What are you doing? Y ou look like a charcoal
burner.”

"l am searching for maps, Magnificence.”

"Whatever for?" Lolth waved toward some drow noble who followed adoringly behind her. "The drow

have mapd”
"Maps twenty years old, Magnificence. There has been amgor war since then.”

Lolth gave Morag apitying little sgh. "Oh, Morag, we have scouts out on thewinds! The generdshave
al that sort of thing in hand. Surdly you trust my generds?'

Morag turned away from the window with amuitter. "1 wouldn't trust them to it the right way around on
atoilet."

Eventualy, she uncovered amap—or part of amap, at least. Though smudged and leaked upon, it
clearly showed a city a hundred milesto the northeast. Morag shook the parchment out and dithered her
coils down to the street. She would summon some dark elves and have them make clean copies—in
triplicate, one set of copiesto each army commander.

Morag did past a half-eaten corpse left moldering in the street. She found aruined house that till had
curtains, and she used the cloth to wipe hersdf clean. As shefinished, she saw afigureleaning carefully
over footprintsin the mud, sniffing a them like ahdlish dog.

It was afigurein eagle armor. One of itsfeet was brand new, contrasting againgt its withered, mummified
skin. Morag watched it go, then dithered over to join Lolth's bustling entourage. V arran-goin—huge
cadaverous shapes with bat wings—crouched before the goddess as they gave their reports. The
crestures scattered and beat heavily into the air as Lolth dismissed them with awave.

Morag handed over her maps and ingtalled hersdlf at Lolth'sside. A vast ring of tanar'ri hed
formed—jagged creatures that hopped and flapped, monsters with claws so hard they scored the
cobblestones. These were the lite of Lolth'slegions—her officers and her warlords, creatures who had
daughtered innocentsin their tens of thousands.

Morag leaned closeto Lalth, frowning, and whispered quietly into her mistresss ear. "Magnificence, |
have seen the Eagle warrior—the undead ranger. He's back indgde the city wals."



Not particularly interested. Lolth stood with her demonic generals—vast, towering beings wreathed in
flames. Sheissued imperious orders, her body gleaming from the heat of her advisors, then turned to face
her secretary with a scowl.

"What?Y ou saw it?"

"Not a hundred yards away, Magnificence.”

"Absurd! What wasit doing?'

Morag gave an degant shrug of al six shoulders. " Searching for atrail, magnificence. Unsuccessfully.”

Lolth fumed, reflecting that her plans for vengeance had failed. But there was an army to muster and
enemiesto tame. Revenge could wait until another time. Lolth alowed davesto clasp acloak about her
neck, then she signaed for her spider paace to be brought to the city walls.

"WEeIl ded withit later." Lolth's eyeswere silver flame, her naked skin pureliquid ebony. "Oncethislittle
world isours, we shdl pull it gpart sone by stone until we have found thet faerie and her Justicar.”

In a sudden explosion of rage, Lolth whipped her fist back to pulp the head of ahuman dave. Blood
geysered, and Lolth stood, flexing her fist, eyeswild as she clenched the gore.

Thefit passed. Lolth moved on, turning to make sure Morag fell in behind her.
"We|? Did you find those maps or didn't you?"
"I have maps, Magnificence."

"Then bring them to the palace!™ Lolth walked through howling, shrieking ranks of servitors. "Comel!
We're returning to the Demonweb."

Lolth marched away. Morag signed for her clerks and followers and hastened adong in Lolth'swake.
Behind them, chaos broke out as the towering generds drove their troops into ranks and columns, ready
to crush dl of the FHlanaess under her hed.

Chapter 15

A drider—part drow and part spider—Iurched aong the road from Keggle Bend. The centaur creature
clicked dong the ground on eight long legs, cradling a crossbow pigtal initshand. Behind it on the plains,
thousands of giant spiders wrapped pardyzed humansinto bundles of silk. The spiders chittered and
screeched as they worked—vinegaroons and scorpions dragging the prey away to stack it like
corawood beside the demon hordes.

With the armies of Lolth at its back, the spider-centaur was now far beyond fear. It wanted prey. The
monster sensed something in the air—something eusive, something invisible. The creature cocked its
crossbow and stalked sideways off the road. Sy and sinister, it did to astand of bushesto liein wait.

Theinvisble something hovered, hesitated, and then suddenly backed away. The drider blundered out
of the bushesin pursuit, taking am with its crossbow.

Aningant later, asection of the grass burst upward and a shining white blade smacked into the monster
from behind. Headless, the creature staggered forward. Streaming soil and grass, the Justicar rose up out
of the mold and hacked off the creatureé's arm. The crossbow fell to the ground and fired uselessy into
thedirt. Jus et the headless body stagger through the bushes and die. No other monsters were close



enough to care. He stripped the corpse of its case of crossbow bolts and threw them to Henry,
who rosefrom hiding in the grass. In the air between, there was a pop as Escallabecame visible again.

"That eight-legged bastard could see mel™ The faerie was indignant. Invisibility was afaeri€'s pride and
joy. "How'd the creep manage that?'

"Spiders sense vibration." Jusingpected a pot of viscous green liquid he'd found on the drider's belt and
threw it to Henry. "Arrow poison. Here!™

Stll inahuff, Escalla fluttered with her armsfolded tight. "Oh, great. How am | supposed to infiltrate and
Y7

Emerging from the portable hole, Polk and Enid crept out to stare at the ruined town in the far distance.
Giant spiders crawled al over the landscape, like a scene ripped out of anightmare. Over the town, the
grotesque shapes of flying tanar'ri spread an aura of dread. Enid blinked, her face beneath her freckles

turning pale.
"Oh, dear. All those poor people.”

The Judticar rose, Cinders's teeth streaming sulfurous smoke and flames. " The best we can offer themis
to obliterate Lolth."

The hellish legions on the mudflats below were gathering into mobs and columns. Lolth's generdswere
about to march, spreading the massacre and terror out into al the FHlanaess. The adventurersfell flat
amongst the bushes as abyssd bats swept overhead, their hunting cries chilling the very air.

There were tanar'ri in their hundreds—some thirty feet tall and wreathed in flames, others human sized
and hopping like mad insects, the grass benesth them dying where they walked. Thefields boiled and
surged with giant spiders and scorpions. Titanic black widows and tarantul as the size of eephants
thudded aong beside the animated corpses of giants and writhing carpets of carnivorous worms.
Somewhere in the middie of al these beingswas Lolth, the mistress of the drow.

Polk wrinkled his snout in thought. " Son? Have you ever considered the advantages of issuing aheroic
chalenge? A dud inthe sun! Man to goddess! Y our blade, flesh, and bone againgt her mighty spells?’

Escdlakept her eyes on the shrieking, whedling, battling mobs of monsters on the plains as shereplied,
"Polk, we were thinking more aong the lines of stabbing her in the bladder in her deep.”

lld,].ll

The spider goddess's armies were being reinforced. The magic circle made from butchered corpses
acted asaplanar gate, and a multitude of screeching, filthy beings were shambling out of the circle and
forming into ranks. The Justicar watched from cover, lying with Escalaat hisside.

"A gaeto the Abyss?'

"Y eah. Those crittersthere are called manes." Escalawas the resident expert. Her people had lived
amongst the outer planes. "Must have come straight from the Abyss. Slow and stupid. So that's our way
in'

In the heart of the crushed, smoking ruins of Keggle Bend, Lolth's spider palace loomed like a behemoth.
Themetd of its structure looked like brass, yet it shimmered with fleeting images as though it were
somehow dive. The palace crouched above shattered temples and roofs, towering ahundred feet high.



The jawsformed aramp guarded by demons—a gateway into Lolth's private home.

Escalaleaned on her frost wand and stared at the mobile palace. "Wow! Look at that placel Hoopy!
Why leave the comforts of home when you can take them on campaign?”'

Henry stared at the spider palace in awe. "That's where she lives?”
"Lookslikeit. Part palace, and part war machine."

"Yes" Lying benesth Cinderssblack pdlt, the Justicar stared in calculation at his prey. "That'swherewe
have to be. We have to get into that palace, then find away to ambush Lolth when she returnsto the
Abyss”

Henry gnawed athumb nail as he spoke. "Will she return there? Why?'

"She hasto. It'sthe source of her power," Escallareplied. "If she wantsto recharge her magic, she hasto
go back home and suck up the ambiance.”

The Jugticar kept his eyes upon the city ruins, thinking and planning. Escalaused him asachair.
"All right, that metal spider isashig asacadtle. If we get in, we should be able to hide out.”

Lolth'sarmies swarmed dl over the roads and paths. The ruins moved subtly with hints of lurking shapes.
Enid looked over the view and bit the end of one huge claw.

"S0... how doweget in?'

"No problem!" Escalagave aconfident little pose. "I change mysdlf into aquasit or alittle tanar'ri-thing.
Everyone dse getsin the portable hole, and | just fly straight through Lolth's front door! Shelll be dead by
lunchtime; welll be homein timefor teal™

Enid gave afrown that wrinkled up her nose. "Can we do that? Don't these creatures have the ability to
detect good?"

"Why'sthat a problem?’ asked Polk. "It's Escdla”
"I'm good, thank you very much!™ She shot aglance at the Justicar. " Damned good!"
Enid blinked. " So that meanswe can't just snesk in?'

Goodness no. Bendux sounded stuffy and impatient. They will sense me. My energy signatureis
unique. And you certainly cannot kill a goddess with any weapon other than me!

Ignoring the conversation, the Justicar had Henry beside him. The two men were carefully sudying the
lay of theland—the flooded fields and the fallen walls. Henry pointed out afeature to the Justicar, and
the big man nodded as he agreed. Enid, Polk, and Escallaeventually became interested, and al came
over to watch thefun and inquire.

Escdlalounged silkily againgt the Justicar and raised one brow. "Having fun?'

"Therésaway in." The Justicar traced a path with hisfinger that wended beneath fallen roofs and fields
drowned neck deep in dime. "We go through the fields by swimming—then crosstheriver whereit laps
the city wall. Through the breach and into the city. Then we can try to find away aboard the palace.”

Enid lashed her tal in thought. "What if there are mongtersin theriver?”



"Lolth's creatures are mostly spiders and fire creatures. Watch them. They try to avoid the water—all
except thetrolls"

"Ah. Tralls"

"We can taketrolls" The Justicar had no fear of mere claws, scales, and bone. "Easiest if only one
person makesthe svim. I'll carry you in the portable hole until we get into the city. After that, well need
thewholeteam.”

Sitting beside the furry bulk of Enid, Henry looked alittle pae. "Then after that—the Abyss?"
"The Abyss"

The party froze, letting the fear of that dark place settlein their minds. Unperturbed, Escallawhirred up
into the air and clapped her hands.

"Abyss? What'sin aname? Any of you guys ever been to the Inn of No Return in Greyhawk?' The faerie
whipped up enthusiasm. "Ever had a bottomless cup of brew? Did the cup have abottom? 1 hope to kiss
aduck it did!" Escalladismissed dl their worrieswith alittle wave of her hand. "It'sjust hype! Thekind

of stuff Polk writed™

The badger gave an indignant squawk. "Hey!"

"Sorry, man. Motivationa speech.” Strutting like a coach with areluctant team, Escdla pounded Enid on
onewing. "Now the Abyssisjust aplacel Thingslive there—thousands of things. All right, most of those
things are tanar'ri, and they like to eat people, but they live, they goof off, and snooze between medls.
The Abyssisaworld like any other—big ecology, wide open spaces, with cities and towns! We keep
away from the towns, stick to the empty bits... itll beadoddle!" The girl saw doubtful looks on Henry
and Enid'sfaces. "Hey, trust me! I'm afaerie! Cinders! Back me up here. Y ou're ahdl hound. What
have you heard about the Abyss?'

Fun! The hdl hound's big fangs gleamed. Nice hot lava, sulfur jets, hot fires! Dead things
everywhere!

"And... and then there were al those other bitsthat were not life-threatening to the non-fireproof in any
way at dl!" Escalahit Henry on the shoulder. " So come on! We're the team! We're adventurers with
heroism written in our eyes! Theworld isour oyster, and welikeit raw!" Turning to facetheruins,
Escdlaposed in magnificent defiance. She stood with fists on her little hips, and murmured to the Justicar.

"Did they buy it?"
"No."
"Sod it! Let'sgo."

Escalla chased Polk, Henry, and Enid down into the portable hole. "We should put acouchin
here—maybe ared bed or two." Polk she helped down with aboot in histail. "Come on! Time's
wading!"

Alone at last, Escalla put her arms about Juss neck and buried her face againgt his cheek. He held her,
eyes closed, loving the deceitful little creature heart and soul.

"Itll bedl right. Wecandoit."

"Surewe can." Escdlahdd himtight. "I loveyou."



"l loveyou."

Cinderslove you, too! Thedog grinned away, histail wagging. Fun!

Hush, Cinders. Bendux sniffed importantly. Thisis a private moment. Be a good dog and be still.
With adire glarefor the interlopers, Escallatugged her little chain-mail skirt sraight.

"Truelove might be easier without the chorus of eavesdroppers!”

Eavesdropping? | never! Bendux bridled inindignation. That isan

uncouth suggestion. Young lady, the only words | overheard were your continuous agreement. The
sword sniffed. Very vigorous agreement!

"Y ou know, one day you are going to get a crush on a big handsome broadsword, and then | am gonna
go totown on you!" Escdlaflicked the sword hilt with thetip of her finger. "Now ook after my
betrothed, or I'll store something rancid at the bottom of your shesth.”

Jus kissed Escdlatenderly, and the little faerie did a swan dive down into the portable hole. The ranger
folded up the hole and made it safe.

"Cinders?'
Faerie agrees! Funny!

"Very funny.” The Justicar lay flat, waited for aswarm of bat-winged severed headsto fly over theriver,
then dithered belly firgt into the mud of aflooded field. "Eyes open. Let'sgo.”

From inside the portable hole, voices drifted up—Escalla scolding Polk for the twentieth time that day.
"Polk! What are you doing?"

"Updating the chronicles." The badger sounded positively overjoyed. "Were going to the Abyss! The pit
of evil itsdlf! Best place ahero could ever hopeto carry the blade of the just and true! It'stimeto put in
someillugraiond™

"Youreavery sck person. Polk. Y ou know that, don't you?'

Cinderswagged histail. Jus shook his head and began the careful business of penetrating the defenses of
hel.

"Out! Quiet and quick. Hide over to the left.”

Wet and lying flat in the wreck of ahouse, Jus carefully helped hisfriends out of the portable hole. They
wereingdetheruins of

Keggle Bend where giant spiders had strung webs hung with corpses. A gargoyle lay dead on the
ground—characteristically diced from head to groin with asingle blow of Juss sword. Enid flowed out of
the portable hole like a gigantic panther and hid hersdf, brown fur and frecklesinvisble in the gloom.
Henry took one brief ook from the edge of the hole, then did into position with his crossbow covering
the ruins. Polk and Escalaemerged, and Jus folded up the hole and put it in his pouch—shutting out the
gench of dried fish from within.

Polk trundled over to the lip of the ruined house, his cap set at ajaunty angle above hiseye. "Son! Where



arewe? Where's the demons?"

"They'releaving. Thereés no garrison.” The Justicar motioned toward the bloodstained towers of the
citadd. The back of Lolth's spider paace loomed above the battlements. " They're using the populace for
food and moving on. The front door to the spider palace is guarded, but there are portholesin some of
the sides. If we can get on top, we can find away in."

Henry kept careful watch over theruins. "Won't they see usfromtheair?"
"Might. But their fliershave dl gone. They're abandoning this Ste and marching north.”
With ashrug, Escalla pulled off her gloves. "Wdll, |et's take a peek. Mefirdt. Y ou guys keep hidden.”

Skirt, leggings and halter followed, Escallakicking her clothesinto Juss hands. Henry blushed ashe
sared rigidly off at the ruins, and Escalakissed him on the ear.

"Wish meluck, Hen." Escalla cracked her knuckles and prepared to change shape. "Were the tanar'ri
impsor quasits?| forget. Wait) Wait! It'squasits Right! Got it!"

Therewasabrief pop, and Escalladisappeared. In her place stood a hideous little demon—horned,
clawed, with asting on itstail and a cookie-cutter mouth filled with teeth. Escallas distorted voice came
from the beast asit skittered off into the rubble.

"Back inten!"
Enid watched her best friend go, and arched her brow. "Eerie.”

Escdlathe quasit kept ahard grip on her frost wand. It was too late now to ask her to leave it behind.
The hideous little demon shape hopped up onto the rocks, then disappeared.

Long, anxious minutes passed. Beyond the lingering sound of screams, astrange rustling sound could be
heard. It was the sound of avast multitude of crestures on the march—an army moving dowly away. The
wind blew through the ruined city, making the rubble shift and hiss. Jus kept Benelux in his hand, and
Cinderssred eyes scanned the ruins. Henry kept watch. All seemed quiet.

A giant spider came out of the ruins, dragging a corpse wrapped in silk behind it. It moved awkwardly,
finding the burden heavy. Asit worked, aquasit came bounding out of awindow. The little demon ran
fearlesdy beneath the spider'slegs. Annoyed, the huge black widow hissed but left the quasit done. The
spider disappeared around a corner as the quasit dipped into the shadows and sat happily beside the
Judticar.

There was a pop, and the quasit now wore Escallas face.

"Right! They'reloading that spider palace up with loot. Gold and stuff. They're getting ready to move
out." Escdlalashed her little demon tail. "1 think the west tower of the citadel might give usaway up onto
the spider palace roof. From there we can dip across without being seen.” The girl stood, took a peek
out of cover, then waved the otherson. "Coast isclear! Let'sgo!™

She changed her head back into quasit shape. The Justicar moved like avast, silent bear as he followed
her. Next came Enid, with Polk running at her hedl. Henry spied acoa lump in the ruins, pocketed it for
Cinders, then scuttled awkwardly backward, covering the rear with his crossbow.

The entire town lay empty. The gates were smashed in, and the few smdll towers crumbled from blows
made with demonic force. Bloodstains splashed thewallsin dry brown crusts, and the courtyards reeked



of death. But there were no bodies—no daughtered guards, no dead ladies-in-waiting. Lolth'sminions
had scoured the city clean, taking every corpse for the value of its meat. Escdlathe quasit waited in the
shattered gateway as her comrades caught up. She peeked about a corner, scampered across a
dangerous patch of open ground, and waved her friendsto follow. Jus crossed at a dead run,
disappearing into darkness as he dived behind adoor. With anervous glance a the walls, the others
followed swiftly and dipped into the empty castle hdls.

They descended into akitchen that had been thrown al awry. Pots and pans were crushed and buckled.
A charred, twisted human skeleton lay over the cooking range where it had burned. Enid leaped over the
party and landed at the opposite door, where she stood peering and thrashing her tail.

"l hear Snging!"

A strange music drifted through the air — joyous, carefree, the sound of agirl without acareinthe
world. The music was unearthly, and strangely unsettling. Her fur standing on end, Enid nosed open a
door and peered into along, dark corridor.

The singing was louder. Enid edged forward, her nose sniffing. Hurrying across the kitchen, the Justicar
caught up with the sphinx. "Enid, careful!” he whispered.

Therewas ahissing squeal asagiant blade widow spider launched itsdf out of the corridor Sraight at
Enid'sface. Juslunged, but Enid merely stamped her foot. Her big paw smashed the spider to the
pavement, swiftly followed by another spider clinging to the wall. She trod the monsters as she walked
into the corridor.

"It'sonly spiders. Come on!”

Jus looked down at the squashed spiders, met Escallas gaze, and shrugged. He followed behind Enid as
the big sphinx padded down the hall toward aglimmer of light.

The singing grew louder, more gay, and beautiful. Enid settled down on her haunches beside a shattered
wall, peering curioudy out into the light.

"Oh! Look herel"
Escallaavoided squished spider, scampered over to Enid'sside, and joined in the view.

A courtyard spread itsdf under the sky. The walls were lined with flayed human corpses that had been
nailed to the stones so that the impaled bodies formed agridy collonnade. Once-graceful flowering trees
now had skulls hanging from their brancheslikefruit. A portable stove seemed to be cooking toasted
cheese, and the broad fountain, beautiful with mosaics, now brimmed with milk and dmond ail. Sitting
happily in the bath was adrow woman of stunning beauty. In the pool her slver hair floated al about her
sheer black skin. Her eyeswere quicksiiver fire, and an auraof darkness shimmered from her skin. The
drow beauty sang as shelolled in perfect happiness. She sang like achoir of angels. Behind her,
shambling, imbecilic daves milked a cage of butterfliesto help top up the woman's bath.

Standing at the edge of the bath and looking extremely annoyed was a strange tanar'ri femade. A thin,
sharp featured woman with bobbed black hair with atart expression on her face, she was consulting a
notebook and shooting meaningful glances at a big hourglass propped beside the bath.

Watching the scene below, Escalla cocked her frost wand.

"Check it out! Hoo-hoo! Bathing in butterfly milk! Gal after my own heart!" Escala changed back into
normal form, buck naked, armed, and dangerous. " 'Course, I'm still gonnahaveto kill her nasty.”



In the courtyard bel ow, the black-skinned beauty stood to rinse her hair. Henry stared at her naked
figurein shock. "Y ou mean that's Lolth?"

Escdlla stretched and posed. "Sure! Check out her arse! Y ou only get perfection like that in goddesses
and faeried”

"You cantdl just by her bottom?”
"Y eah. Wéll, that and the pall of totd evil that surrounds her.”

Escalakept her back flat againgt the stone wall, looking for away to creep closer to Lolth. “Come on.
Maybe we can get closer." Escallarisked another peek at Lolth. "Hoo-hoo! Natura blonde!™

She moved onward.
Henry followed, whispering infright. "1 thought Lolth was a sort of spider!”
"So she smartened up her grooming habitsalittle! Now come on!™

Down in the courtyard, the six-armed demoness finaly convinced Lolth to leave her bath. The six-limbed
woman was forced to set her notebooks aside, find the goddess atowel, then pour Lolth adrink. The
Justicar watched the creature at work, feeling most sorry for her. The woman's six ams were aways

busy.

"l wonder who sheis?'

"Easy." Escdlaleaned close and gave everyone anudge. " See? She'sa handmaiden! Get it?"
A dire glance came from Jus. "Y ou've been working up to that one for awhile?’

"I'm acomedy natural!"

Lolth wasleaving. The adventurers moved swiftly into the castle, following with al due sedlth. Lolth's
voice could be heard in conversation with her six-armed assistant. They spoke in the language of the
tanar'ri—gbilant, hissng, and in Lolth's case, dmost beautiful.

Jus levered open adoor. Lolth's voice sounded louder, closer. The goddess was capable of al manner of
magica spells. Their one chance of diminating her was a surprise attack. Jus crept across a bloodstained
room to another door, let Cinderslisten, and then signaled Henry to take position to openfire.

"Wat!"

Escdladived into the portable hole and returned with alittle folded packet. She sprinkled diamond dust
over Jus, her wings fluttering and her eyes crossing as she wove her spdll.

"There! Stoneskin! It'l block thefirgt half dozen hitsyou take." The fagrielooked regretfully et the
packet, mourning the passing of her engagement sone. "If she laysaglove on any of us, were finished!"

Escallareadied aspell. Enid unshesthed her claws. Polk settled his hat, and Henry knelt with hismagic
bow pointed and ready to fire. The Justicar took one brief ook over his comrades, gave anod, and flung
open the door.

They had reached a ba cony overhung with a crushed and broken ceiling. The view looked out over
another open courtyard, and thetail end of Lolth's procession could just be seen exiting through a distant
gate. Shambling daves carried milk buckets and clothing. The six-armed demon brought up the rear,



three curved swordsjutting through her belt.

Lolth's party drew out of sight. With a glance to make sure they weren't seen, the Justicar led astealthy
advance adong the balcony.

Down!

Cindersswarning came a split second before ared stresk flashed. Jus dropped to one knee, his sword
catching ablow that should have smashed his head in two. Sword blades rang—+hrilliant red against
blinding white. A figure tumbled from benegth the calling, spinning asit fell, and then the blades crashed
againgt each other inablur. A red blade hit Jus across the back, spitting sparks as the sword uselesdy
struck Escallas stoneskin spell.

The eagle-helmed warrior had clung upside down between the roof beams. Hissing, it fought in amad
stammer of speed, the red sword like a streak of light asit strove to daughter the Justicar. Jus blocked
the attacks, then Cinders blasted out a massive gout of flame that engulfed the far end of the balcony.

The cadaver leaped dear an ingtant before Cinders's flames struck, and it clung to the rafterslike a bat.
Annoyed, the hell hound fired again, and thistime the corpse shot away like an arrow, legping over Juss
head. The Justicar spun, blocking a sword stroke that sheared at his head. Cinderss flames boiled and
thundered aong the bal cony, sending the others diving madly away. Hovering in midair, Escalaworked
the arming dide on her frost wand.

"Hey, bony! Suck on thid"

The Justicar swore and dived aside. Enid crashed into Henry and covered him as she threw hersdf into
cover. Cackling with glee, Escallafired her wand, ablast of ice smashing into the balcony. The undead
monster turned agile handstands, bounding away. Escallafollowed, playing astorm of lethal cold and
razor sharp ice shards dl over the creature asit fled.

"And that, my friend, isthat! Y ou took on the wrong gal's squeeze! No one touches the fagrie!™

Deadly clouds of frost cleared. The cadaver emerged, itsteeth set into asnarl, silent and deadly. Thered
sword in its hand shesthed the cresture in aglow that had kept it safe from magic.

Thegrinfdl ingantly from Escalasface. "Holy mother puss-bucket.”

The Judticar struck from behind, blindingly fast, but Recca caught the blow. Sparks showered from their
blades, and Bendlux screamed in pain.

That hurt!
Jus tumbled free, and in his hand, Bendux's gleaming meta showed ascar.

The red sword! Bendlux fluttered in panic. It's fall of blood from last time! | think it gets sharper the
more blood it has!

Enid roared and legped, and Jus swung at the cadaver. They tried to bring it down from both sides. The
mongter parried Jus, twisted away from a punch that could have snapped its neck like atwig, then turned
asomersault over Enid'stwo hefty daw blows. The cadaver landed at Enid's Sde and dashed with its
sword, ripping agash aong the girl'sflank. Blood was ingtantly sucked into the sword. Enid reared and
roared, cracking awing out to try and bowl Recca over. The corpse jumped easily over the huge wing,
then staggered as Henry leveled his crosshow and opened fire.



The magic crosshow blurred, hammering out five bolts that tore into the screaming cadaver. The monster
staggered back, then surged forward again, shot through the neck, chest, and skull. It tore the crosshow
bolt out of its own eye, and the wound flared and healed. The withered body glowed with light asthe
hellish creature rebuilt itsalf. It started toward Henry, then whirled and parried as the Justicar's blade
stabbed alightning-fast blow at its spine.

Henry drew his sword and tried to fight, only to have the wegpon struck out of his hands. Escallawhirred
inwith her lid. aff, but the corpse legped and dodged, spinning over her. Only the Justicar held his
ground. He locked blades with the mongter, then shot hisarm over Reccas forearm, trapping him tight.
Perfectly partnered, Cinders opened fire. The hell hound's flames blasted into Recca's face, blinding the
monster and melting the helmet's surface. The undead cadaver hurled away, then staggered and fell asthe
Justicar severed itsleg at the knee. Enid attacked again, but her blows were blocked, then the one legged
monster leaped clear, hurtling back at the Justicar.

A missfrom the red blade hit the wall, and solid granite shattered like porcelain. The Justicar roared and
swung his sword down in ablow so massive it drove the undead monster to its knees. Sparks showered
as blade met blade. Jus's huge strength kept his enemy crushed to the ground, and he kicked Reccas
face with one heavy boot, breaking the corpses neck, skull, and jaw. The monster ploughed over the
bal cony and smashed to the ground two dozen feet bel ow.

"Wedidit!" Escallawas exultant. "The dead dude'stoast! Teamwork rules”

Everyone rushed to the balcony rails. Below them, Recca sat, reached hands to his head and reset his
own broken neck with a crack. Green blood pumped from hisinjuries, and where the blood touched his
dead flesh, hiswounds disappeared. His eyes were till regrowing, but aready footsteps thundered as
Lolth's guards came to investigate the noise. Jus grabbed Polk under one arm and threw himsalf back
through adoor into the citadel. The othersfollowed suit, Enid staggering and weak. The Justicar dammed
ahand against Enid's wound and sent a pulse of healing magic into her. The wound closed after the
second spell, and Jusingtantly led the way up a shattered flight of Stairs.

Outsdein the courtyard, there were yells and screams. Something had apparently interfered with Reccas
hedling. The Justicar raced up aflight of circular sairs, pounding hard and fast. Escalla shot through the
ar and took the point. Enid squeezed the whole stairwell shut behind. They ran and ran until the Sairs
ended in adoor. Jus smashed heavy oak and steel open with one crash of his shoulder.

The door opened upon arooftop. Wind whistled, and from this great height, al the world seemed
exposed. Theflattened, ruined city lay al about. FHlooded plains stretched for miles around. To the north,
avast army scuttled, did, and marched beneath acloud of abyssal bats. Beside the citadel stood Lolth's
titanic mobile paace. The huge machine squatted like atarantula. Lolth and her entourage were mounting
gepsinto the monster'smaw. A gap of fifty feet led from the citadel roof to the spider palace's gleaming
back.

Jusflicked out the portable hole and leaped insde. Henry and a protesting Polk were pushed in after him.
Holding the hole in her mouth, Enid gathered and sprang out into the open air. Her wingslofted her
effortlesdy across the gap, while Escdlaflew beside her, covering the jump with her wand.

Enid landed on the spider's broad metal back—and everything went wrong. Her feet skated out from
under her. The meta was as dick as butter. She thrashed her wings impotently, unable to fly, and began
to dide toward the ground a hundred feet below.

Hovering nearby, Escallalanded—had her own feet shoot out from under her, and began to dide. Her
wingswouldnt lift her. AsEnid dithered past, the faerie turned into asnake, her clothes hanging loose on



her coils, and whipped hersdf out asalifelineto hold Enid by the paw. Eyes bulging—tail wrapped
around Enid and her neck wrapped about ajutting piece of metd, Escallagagged as Enid hauled herself
up to safety and tried to cling flat againgt the dippery, greasy metdl.

Hailing at the end of Enid's paw, Escdlathe snake tried to get agrip on the metd hull. "Jus. Help! We
can't fly! Somethingswrong! We cant fly!"

Escdlawas being torn in half. The Justicar shot out of the portable hole and dipped. Groping for the
magic rope on his belt—arope taken from an erinyes afew short months before— he grabbed Enid by
the scruff of her neck and lashed the rope like awhip. 1t wrapped itsalf about a porthole cover. The
Justicar roared and tried to hold on, but Enid's weight was too heavy.

With a ponderous lurch, the spider palace began to move.

It rose from its crouch, itslegs straightening. Hanging desperately on the magic rope, Jusfelt the whole
world give asickening sway. Rocking like aship in amad sea, the spider palace trundled over theruins
of Keggle Bend. With Enid dipping in his grasp, Jus gripped the sphinx and Escadla. the magic rope
cutting into his hand.

Ringing like monstrous bells, the spider palace'sfeet crashed over stones and splashed into muddy fields.
Jusfet hisgrip giving way as the palace moved ponderoudy toward its gate to the Abyss. The magic
circlegave off asickly light. A stench of death, decay, and filth legped into the air.

Jussgrip dipped. Heroared and caught himsdlf, blood leaking from his palm where the rope burned
through hishide.

"Hold on!"

Henry appeared in the mouth of the portable hole and tried to stab a handhold into the paaces hulll.
Escallaturned into an octopus, her flailing suckersfailing to take hold of the dien metal. Jus dipped again.
Theair around them turned thick with sul-furous smoke, ash, and death, and suddenly the whole team
fdl.

The bronze hull dipped past in ablur, and then the group wasfaling free. Escallaturned into abat.
Tumbling free, Enid thrashed her wings, felt resistance, and thrashed madly at the air. She broke the fall
and saved them dl from death. With alurch, she crashed into the ground. The universe shook astitanic
metal feet thudded to the ground beside them, and the spider palace marched on itsway.

They lay on afield of ashes. The sky above them was purple as venous blood. Distant shapes whedled
and screamed in heavensthat stank of death. Lolth's spider palace clanged and crashed, disappearing
into the murk with frightening speed—and suddenly the adventurers were done.

Escallafluttered down and returned to form. Henry and Polk had fallen from the portable hole. They lay
beside Enid, who blinked in shock, staring at the sudden change of scene.

Jus sat dowly and looked into the dull, thick air. They sat on aterrace hundreds of mileswide, aflat ridge
at the edge of avast chasm. The Abyss yawned before them—an infinite drop into eternity, ringed by Six
hundred and sixty-six descending rings of hell. The view was numbing—awesome and horrible.

Theair shivered al about them like adying scream. Locusts made of wormwood and brass skittered and
chittered in the dust. The group could only stare at the vast gulf of the Abyss and shiver. Unperturbed,
Escallabest the ashes out of her little skirt and looked around.

"Hey, guys! It'sthe Abyss!" Happy to be making real progress, Escalaclapped her hands. "Well, were



herel™

Sadly diminished, Lolth—Queen of the Demonweb PFits, Lady of the Drow, and Mistress of
Spiders—walked into the control room of her paace. Two succubi worked the controls. Each one
seethed in annoyance at having to work. Lolth was greeted by her pack of pet spiders, scorpions, and
miscellaneous arachnids, the creatures stretching up to their mistressfor apat. Mistress of al that she
surveyed, Lolth dlowed davesto bring her athrone, and she lazily sat down.

"Morag?'

The secretary trailed behind the rest of Lolth's entourage. Seeing the drab, skinny creature enter, Lolth
held a cup out and demanded tea.

"Morag, what was dl that commotion behind us just now?"

Somewherein her treasures, Lolth had written down Morag's true name. An order prefaced with that
name would have to be obeyed—even an order to suicide. Morag poured the tea oh-so-nicely, then
found an adamantite sugar spoon.

"Nothing, Magnificence. A brawl in thetown ruins."
"'Something attacked my guards?'
"No, Magnificence. It was lower creatures having adifference of opinion.”

Lolth detected no untruths. She pinned Morag with a careful eye then lounged back in her throne, planted
her feet on the back of a squatting dave, and drank her tea. She snapped her fingers at the succubi
guiding her palace dong the paths of the Abyss.

"Full speed for the Demonweb Fits." Lolth sipped her tea, found it insipid, and handed it back. "Morag,
you boreme."

The secretary folded up her hands. "'Y es, Magnificence. | will try to be more entertaining in the future.”
Chapter 16

Thefoul air shuddered with animmense, unending roar. Bruised and dazed, the party crept carefully to
their feet. The dirt benesth felt like volcanic cinders—clinking, hollow stuff that leeched the skin of heat.
Theair brought no sense of life, wafting thick and dull asamist of powdered lead.

The shuddering roar came from atitanic waterfall A river too wide to see across flowed to the lip of the
abyss and plunged straight down. Whole oceans of water thundered into the void, crashing into al sx
hundred and sixty-six layers of the Abyss on itsway to the bottom of the pit. The mist of the waterfall
wasfal of wheding, shrieking shapes—skull-headed ghostslost in time and mind. Thewaters stirred as
dark shapes|ooped and dithered in the degps. Numbed by the sight, Henry let his crossbow dip in his
hands.

"Whét isthat?"

Enid, Polk, and the Judticar joined him in staring at the river. Behind them, Escdladid up her clothing,
sparing aglance to see what everyone e se found so fascinating.

"Oh, that? River Lethe. That'sthelittleriver herein the Abyss. If you wanna see something really
impressive, you ought to see the Styx!" Escalla checked the set of her thong—perfect, asusud. "The



L ethe flows through about half the outer planes. Crosseswholeworlds! Thisisthe muckiest end of it."
The faeriefinished tying up her leggings. "There's another river, about half adozen redities avay:
Mnemos. Or maybeit's actualy the underside of the Lethe. It holdslost memories. Sort of the
counterbalance to this one. Hoopy scene, though! Look at the size of thisthing!" Escalaheld up the dow
glassgemto scan it dowly acrossthe scene. "There! At least we can watch it dl again and laugh in about
two weeks."

Enid blinked, her gaze ill on theriver. "Counterba ance? Why does ariver need a counterbaance?’

"Yeah! | told you, thisisthe Lethe! If amortd falsin that weter, they lose dl their memories™ Escala
held one end of atie between her teeth as she affixed her mail gloves. Theroar of the river madeit hard
to hear. "These are the outer planes! A lot of these places are what you guysthink of as'the afterlife. If
you die, you get reborn into one of these other worlds herel™

"Redlly?"

"Hey, trust me onthisone. I'm afaerie!" Escallawaved ahand. "They'redl out therein the planes:
Elysanfidds, Hades, Vahalla... and the Abyssl Thishereiswhereyou go if you've been ared
arseholel” The girl waved her dowglass gem at theriver. "Theriver'slikeatool. A lot of gods havether
worshipers emerge from theriver oncethey die. Y ou know, abaptismal sort of thing. But what it really
doesiswipeminds It makeslost soulsinto blank dates. Perfect servitors.™

"Servitors?' Enid seemed bemused. "Whatever do you mean?”

Escdla exchanged ashared glance with the Justicar then hovered up into the air. "All right, these'god
guys? Hasn't it struck you that they're just beings a bit higher up the power scale than you and I? They're
ascam! They're living egos scrabbling for power. But anyway, if you beievein one, then when you die,
you become the god's little puppy dog! Borninto his afterworld. Maybe you get to live in ease, maybe
you get to plow the holy fields and sweep the palace floors, or, if you were abad boy, maybe you end
up here asfood for demons.”

"The gods can't belikethat!" The sphinx bridied. "The afterlife is aplace of beautiful reward. Dead
sphinxes go to the court of Thoth in the deserts of endless dreamd!”

Escallaraised abrow. "And what happensin the palace of Thoth?"

The sphinx puffed in importance. "Wdll, there we have access to the riddles of the universel Thelibrary
of Thoth. The knowledge of the ages! There we are dlowed to file the scrolls, dust the shelves, and issue
tomesto vigting..." Enid'sfacefell asredization struck her. "Oh, bugger!"

Escdlatipped her finger to her friend. "Yep! Got itin one."

The sphinx hunched, then suddenly shot a concerned look a Escalla. ™Y ou don't have any gods?'
"None I'd cross the street to say hello to.”

"What happensto you if you die?’

Escalahugged her hands againgt her face and batted eyelids. "Oh, good little faeries are supposed to
turn into forest lights somewhere in the Sedliewoods." Thefaerie sneered. "Which iswhy I'm a bad little
faerie. | intend to take up arole as aghost with fashion sense. Not that it matters. None of us aregoing

anywhere!”
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Escalaspread her arms to encompass her friends. "Hey! I'm afaerie princess. | don't et death screw up
aperfectly good partnership!” The girl turned abarrel roll in midair, flying with her back to the vast river.
"Now comeon! Let's get this spider bitch squashed flat so we can go home and have some fun!™

They walked to the riverbank, the roar of the waterfall so huge that they all had to shout to be heard.
Ingtinctively they moved upstream, away from the river mists with their looping, screaming ghodts. Escdla
kept up amonologue for the uninitiated mortas.

"Thisisthe Abyss Six hundred and sixty-six levels straight down! Each level hasthe surface area of
severa worlds, and each oneisthe domain of alord of the Abyss. They cal themselves gods, but they're
just demonswith afew ego issues!" Escdlawaved her lich s&ff like aguide, shepherding her friends
between the massive footprints left by Lolth's palace. "We read up on tanar'ri at school. Magic resistant;
fire, frogt, and lightning resstant. Painsinthe arse!™

Henry hunched forward against the noisg, trying to be heard. "How do we take out Lolth?"

"Sted!" The Judticar took the lead, spying aragged path to theriver. "Ambush and close combat.”
"Close combat." Henry listened anxioudy. "How do we get close? Do we have anything we can use?’
"Yes"

The Justicar marched grimly on and said no more. Escallawhirred up and took Henry underneath her
am.

"Anything we can use? Sure! Jus has astoneskin spell on him, and I've got combat spells up the wazoo!
We have astun symbol from Enid, aportable hole, atangling rope, afrost wand, alich staff, Bendlux,
your bow, your sword, Enid's claws, and my brain! And alittle dog, too!" The faerie dapped Henry
between the shoulders, dangling the dowglass gem onits string. "Hey! Weve even got dowglass sowe
can watch the action and laugh whenit'sall done!”

Henry reached for the dowglass, dropped it, then dmost trod on it. With a screech, Escalla whipped
down and snatched the prize to safety!

"Hey! Watchit! Don't break the damned dowglass!”
"Sorry!" Henry looked anxious. "Um, would that be bad?

"Bad?Héll yes, bresking it would be bad!" The faerie waved her hands excitedly—almost shattering the
dowglass againg apinnacle of rock. "Thisthing screwsup time! You break it, and itd trgp usdl inafied
of dowtime. Lasts maybe two seconds for us—and haf an hour everywhere dse! By thetimewe
snapped out of it, there'd be six hundred monsters al around us ready to party-hearty with our spleend”
Thegirl carefully stuffed the gem down her cleavage. " Definitely non-hoopy!"

"Oh. Ah, yes" Henry blinked, looking at the gem nervoudy. "Definitely.”
Enid came swiftly to Henrysrescue. "Henry understands. Now, whereis Lolth?!

"Hmm? Oh, over theriver, | guess" Escdlalofted higher, squinting into the thick, foul ar of the Abyss.
"All we haveto doiscross.”

As Escallarose from the path, something streaked from behind ajagged spray of glass and sped Straight
for her. The Justicar caught the motion from the corner of his eye, drew hisblade, and whirled, just
managing to clip the creature.



It was one of the brass locusts, its poisoned stinger held benesth it like alance. Escalladived aside and
only just managed to swipe theinsect with her gaff. The locust struck the magic staff and exploded, the
blast bowling Escallathrough the air. Enid legped and caught the girl, ducking as afresh storm of locusts
gpat like dingstones from the dust. Forewarned, the Justicar shielded Enid, his blade whipping up to send
onelocug ringing off into the dust. Othershit awall of flame from Cinders, their wings mdting in the hest.
The survivors|ooped back to make another pass, then Henry cut the leader in two with asingle shot
from his crossbow. The other locusts turned tail and fled, screeching like beaten children.

The comparative silence was shocking. The attack vanished asfast asit had come. Poison from adead
locust's stinger leaked into the ash, hissing and melting the dirt into glass.

The Justicar angrily grabbed Escalla by the feet and shoved her onto his shoulder where she belonged.
"Quiet! And keep your eyesopen!”

The locusts had come out of nowhere. The ash, dust, and smoke of the Abysswas thick asfog.
"All of you! Cover your quadrants, stay together, and keep down!"
Everything here was deadly—the soil, even the air. The Justicar kept his senses tuned to the hunt.

"Reccawill be through the gate soon. The air here fedls like dow poison. We can't afford to liein wait to
ambush him." The Justicar looked over theriver, aplace dotted with idandsthat Lolth's vast palace had
smply used as stepping stones. "We need to get to L olth's palace before he can catch up with us.”

The sphinx creased her freckled nose. "Will he be fast?*

"He's only got one foot again. The spare parts he takes from other creatures don't seem to re-attach or
regenerae.”

"Oh." Ever gented, Enid looked alittleill at the thought. " The ones you cut off when he died?!
"That'sthem."

Bad skelly-man walk funny! Cinders grinned, the river light chasing blue patternsthrough hisfur.
Cinders burn him good next time. Burn off kneecaps! Burn top of bead! Make him go crunchy!
Burn! Burn! Burn!

"Good boy." Jus seemed wary and disturbed. "But ill. .. histechniqueis nothing to be trifled with."

"Hal" Escalahad sdvaged a piece of smoked fish from the portable hole. "We did better against him this
time!"”

"Not well enough." The Jugticar walked onward to theriver. "He's il kicking.”

The poisoned air of the Abysswas hot and thick, and yet the place felt chill. Worst of al wasthe
oppressive sense of evil. The ground seemed hazed with amaze of skeleta shadows—maddening shapes
of bones, claws, and screaming skullsthat jerked out of view the instant a head turned. The breeze
echoed memories of torture and infinite, screaming pain.

By theriver grew great putrid yellow trees with writhing vipers for branches. The trees hissed in hunger,
forming a dense thicket that blocked the way to the riverbanks. The ground was covered in ajagged,
saw-edged grass through which hissing maggots crawled. The party cameto ahalt and looked at the air
abovetheriver. A flock of whedling shapes—possibly gigantic abyssa bats, possbly something even
worse—kept station high abovetheides.



Acrossthe river—just barely seen—Iay awhite gleam of spider-web. The monstrous net roseinto the
sky, disappearing in aslver haze of magic. Climbing steadily up the web, gleamed afat brass dot—the
Spider paace clambering for home.

Escallalooked over theriver and pulled thoughtfully at her chin. "What do you think those flying things
ae?'

"Dangerous.” The Justicar looked at theriver carefully. "Watch carefully. They keep away from the
river."

"Hoopy! They avoid theriver. Problem solved!" The faerie was overjoyed. "Theréstrees herel All we
do ismake araft and float across!"

"Escallg, the trees are made out of snakes."
"Wdl, | can't think of everything!"

Wearily, the Justicar pointed at the dark shapes seething beneath the water. "Escdla, the flying things
keep away from the water because something in there has teeth "

"Hmmm." Thefaerie hovered. "L ook, if we make araft out of living trees, then the snakes and viperswill
scare away thethingsintheriver!”

The Justicar gavethe girl ascowl. "No rafts.”

"All right dready!" Escalathought amoment, then clicked al ten fingerson her hands. "I gotiit! | got it!
All right, heresthe plan. We get everyone insde the portable hole, then | change into something that
looksamazingly evil, and | fly acrosstheriver."

Jus définitdy didn't likethe plan. "And the flying things?'

"l just avoid 'em! Easy.” Thegirl put an arm about Juss shoulder, infinitely confident. "Hey, trust me! I'm
afaerig"

Polk and Enid were aready laying out the portable hole, as happy as clams. Henry secured his water
bottles, crosshow bolts, and sword and then followed hisfriendsinsde. Unwilling to leave Escdla
unguarded in the Abyss, the Justicar glowered at the brink of the hole. Escalla gave him akiss, then tried

to push himin.

"Come on. We haveto get moving!"

Juswatched the girl carefully. Y ou won't do anything Slly?"

"Me? Me!l Hey! Get red!”

"If anything wantsto fight, you drop onto anidand and yell for help.”
"What? No fights! No one touchesthe faerie!™

Sighing, the Justicar looked over the dreadful scenery. Only the fact that there was nothing in the Abyss
to touch, borrow, or steal convinced him to go.

"You go fast and stay away from thewater. Y ou fly asfast as you can, and don't touch anything!”

"Jus, get in the hole before | pinch you!"



Escdlatipped himin, turned into a horrific, scay little skull-faced horror, and flapped up into the air. She
grabbed the folded hole in one taloned foot, her lich staff in the other, and flew happily away.

Insde the hole, Bendux smply glowed with pride. | do so love a woman with true heroismin her
heart!

Jus|ooked up at the closed entrance to the hole, his big hands working with worry. " She has no idea how
dangerousthisis."

"Relax, son! Just watch her and learn!” Polk was busly eating a badly smoked fish, which was stinking
up the entire portable hole. " Seethat girl? Now that's true heroism! Bravery in the face of danger.
Courage in adverdity. Total overconfidence no matter what the odds!"

"Polk, shut up.”
"Son, that gd'sone of akind!™
"Yes" The Justicar sat hard against awall and glared. "Thank the great sky-goat for that!"

Disguised asaflying imp, Escallawhistled tundesdy to hersdlf as shewhirred high abovetheriver Lethe.
Far below, skeletal serpents coiled and dithered in the water. The air seemed to be made from a pattern
of old nightmares—broken, jarred, and clattering like glass. Escallahad never before seen aplace so
absolutely ugly. Annoyed rather than frightened, she flew gaily between geysers of L ethe-water, the
cursed drops missing her by inches. Two large bat-shaped creatures chased her, then veered off in panic
as she skimmed awing's breadth above the churning waters. A bat dived toward her, Escalakept ady
eye on the water before looping high, and a split second later a hideous rotting sea serpent blasted out of
the water. 1t missed Escalaand clashed its jaws shut upon the bat. Escallalooked back pityingly at the
opposition, then gave an expressive little shrug.

"Gods but it's good being me!™

At the far bank, forests of viper treeslunged and uselesdy spat venom. Brass |locusts launched,
screeching for Escallas blood. Annoyed, the faerie hovered and smashed the locusts gpart with aswarm
of her golden bees.

"Scram! Go on!"

There was no point dragging the others out of the portable hole. Escallawas clearly right on top of the
dangers of the Abyss. Nothing here she couldn't handle. She followed the clear track of Lolth's spider
palace straight to avast cleft in the Abyssa wall. The web arose athousand feet, then smply
disappeared into aslvery migt, clearly interfacing with another plane. Lolth's home plane.

Escalatucked her frost wand under one arm, held her lich staff and the portable hole in taloned feet, and
soared up adong atitanic strand of spider web. She dowed near the sllver mist and edged into it dowly,
blinking her eyes againgt the sudden change in amosphere.

The place smelled even worse than the Abyss. Escalla had found a dead tarantulain abox once, and this
new reek had something of that eye-watering stench abouit it. Coughing and wiping her eyes, thefaerie
fluttered over to astrand of web and looked around.

The webs formed giant roads that led to asolid silver wall. One strand headed to vast doors six stories
high—apparently the entrance for the spider paace. Escallaheaded over to another strand, looking for
somewhere decent to set down, then spied asmall door of arsenic green.



The door was attended by two figures—one female, blindfolded with a shawl over her hair, and the other
atiny demon sitting at adesk and surrounded by quills. Alcovesto either side showed the presence of a
least twenty armed and armored drow.

No problem. Escallaflew straight for the imp, bypassing the drow entirdly. From the mouth of the
portable hole, Juss voice came hissing ouit.

"Escalla, are we acrosstheriver yet?'
"Almost! Now shh! Therésabig fish or something herel™

Escdlaflapped up to the little demon, wrestling madly with the portable hole, and screeched to a hdlt.
Her command of tanar'ri language came from one term of classes she had dept through at school.
Bawling in apanic, Escalaskidded onto the desk outside the door.

"Hey-l0! Hey-lo! Ddiveringsid Specid things ddliverings— yes Moment isimpregnated with urgency.
Hooplal"

The little demon scowled and tapped an absurdly long quill on the desk. The blindfolded woman |eaned
forward, and something hissed and writhed beneath her shawl. Escala pretended to fight with the
struggling portable hole, wailing in panic and trying to hold it back.

"Yoursnow! For you! Not mine! | go!"

In theory, the demon would fear the bag and wave her through. Unfortunately, the creature hopped up
onto the desk and pointed at the portable hole, sensing something darming inside and apparently
demanding an explanation. Escalla screamed and ran out of patience a split second before the demon.

"Tedious conversation anyway." Escdlahit the creature with her lich saff, dinging it acrossthe desk to
crash into apile of papers, and turned into her beautiful fagrie sdif. "Hey, uglies! Seethisfaerie butt?
Silken pure!™ Shewhirred backward, clashing off into the mists. "L olth sucksrocks! Lolth sucksrockd™

Therewas aroar of rage. A female voice screamed, and there was ahissing of snakes. Drow yelled at
one another, armored feet tramping as they poured from their guardrooms. Escallafled onfoot,
theatrically dragging one leg and wing behind her. The snakes hissed afoot or two behind her, and then
Escdlalaughed and broke into arun.

Another acove opened up inthewall. Escalladodged into it, finding a short corridor that took asharp
turn to the right. The maddened hiss of vipers followed, and shadows on the walls showed awoman with
hair made from awrithing mass of snakes pdting behind Escala, followed by adozen angry drow.

Escdlafired her frost wand at the wall ahead then dived, hitting the wall and running madly around the
bend. She screeched to ahalt as a sound of crashing stone and breaking glass filled the corridor.

Thewall at the corner shed alast few jagged shards of ice, the sheets crashing down onto a pile of
broken stone at the foot of the wall. The medusa had been confronted with awall of reflectiveice, and
her gaze had totalled the entire guard contingent. They had turned to stone, hit the wall, and broken like a
pile of garden gnomes. Escalaflew over the wreckage, spotted one drow il alive and unparalyzed, and
bopped it unconscious with asingle blow of her saff.

From inside the portable hole, Jus's voice whispered in panic, "Escalla, what happened?”

"Hal Theinevitable happened!" Escallablew awisp of frost from thetip of her wand. "Thefagrieis
dedling with inferior mentditiess Now come out of that hole! Were at Lolth's back door.”



The faerie threw the portable hole down on the ground. Escalla posed happily over the broken statues as
her friends dazedly emerged.

"Hey, look! Wreck of the Medusal" Escadla spied some gems gleaming about the rubble pile. "Hoopy!
All thisfun and cash, too!"

Annoyed, the Justicar looked over the scene. "Escallal™

"Hey! She has some nice stuff here, and we're out of treasure!™ The girl found a necklace of amber.
"Ooo! Hey, Enid! Catch! Thisought to pick up the color of your eyes!" Thefaerie coiled closeinto
Enid's hair as she fastened the necklace about her friend. ™Y ou know agirl hasto look her best.”

"Best?' Enid flicked aglance at Henry and blushed pink. "Why?'

"No specid reason.” Fluttering upward, Escalaled the way to Lolth's back door. "All right! Tour leading
to the Demonweb Pits, now departing!"

The Justicar seethed with ill humor. He kicked shards of petrified drow out of hisway and pursued
Escalaup the corridor.

"Y ou promised you were just going to crosstheriver.”

"We're acrosstheriver! Hey! Riverbanks can be kind of vague! | mean, what's ariverbank, anyway? s
it where the river stops?Isit where theriver once dried? Wetlands, water meadows..."

"Escdla”

"Hey! We're here! Trust your favorite fagrie.” Escallainspected the petrified demon and stored it in the
portable holefor later use as agarden ornament. "We can sneak in here. | did good!”

The Justicar looked a Henry as Polk bustled happily past them for the door.
"Thisistheway it'sdone, son! Direct, forthright, to the point!"

"Polk, shut up. Don't touch the door. It probably has an darm spell or atrap onit." The Justicar carefully
inspected the little demon's desk. "Everyone look around carefully. Watch for traps. There might be a
key or apassword somewhere."

"What about this?' Enid laid her face sideways on the ground, where she could take acloser look a a
dlver sphere the Sze of alemon that had fallen off the desk. "Isthisakey?'

"Oh! Isit valuable?' Escdlashot over to Enid like alightning bolt. "Isit apearl? A giant pearl 7'

"No. | think it looks more like a spider egg." Enid batted the object with one paw, and it broke. "Oh,
Oeax."

The sphere had been hollow, and it contained a collection of little objects: atiny iron pyramid, aslver
ball, alittle bronze star, and a pae blue crystal. The Justicar took possession of them before Escalla
could take one and break it.

"Keysor identity passes.” The green door itsalf was horrible to look upon. The metal seemed to have
been pressed out of tortured, screaming faces. "No one touch the door. Polk, do not touch the door!
Polk!"

Polk touched the door. The badger smply butted his head againgt it to push it open. The door ingtantly



glowed ablazing, hellish green, and three bolts of energy shot slently aong the corridor. Jusand Enid
ducked. Escdlalooked up with interest. Having managed to missthe entire group, the energy bolts
faded, and the door was open.

Polk looked back at Jusin irritation and gave a superior little waddle of hisfest.

"Son, what are you doing lookin' for clues down there? The adventures thisway, son! Thisway! You're
addled, son." The badger waked through the door. " Got to sharpen up your game. Fate keeps pitchin’,
and you kesps missin'!"

Through the door came a deep silver mist. Stinking and sour, it was asimpenetrable as quicksilver. The
Justicar unsheathed his sword and moved carefully for the door as Cinders searched the mist. With
Escdlaat hissde, Enid behind, and Henry covering the rear, the Justicar edged into the Demonweb.

At the edge of the River Lethe, amidst the surge and roar of the titanic waterfall, a shape stood over a
butchered body. Golden armor and an eagle helm flaked shards of rust, torn across the chest to show the
ragged wound where aliving heart once had been. A human hand ended one arm, and the undead
monster stooped to sever the foot from a dead, bleeding denizen of the Abyss. Theliving cadaver held
the foot againgt the sump of its ankle. Tendrils of flesh bound the new foot in place. Ableto walk once
more, the snarling corpse looked through the soot of the Abyss toward the titanic spider webs beyond.

Behind Reccalay ahissing raft of vipers. Recca stared across the howling Abyss, turned his back upon
theriver Lethe, and walked onward, hunting for hisprey...

Chapter 17

They stood upon a pathway of dick, polished stone suspended in the middle of ayawning, empty gulf.
The path was wide, flat, without walls or ceiling, like abridge through an abyss of fog.

Faces distorted in pain and terror formed and vanished in the mists before being torn apart by violent
windsthat never seemed to gtir the air. Inside the stone surface of the path, flattened figures scratched
and pleaded. Escdlalooked about, alittle crestfallen, and pulled on her chain mail.

"Oh, thisis so un-hoopy."The girl winced and shifted her feet. "Jus, | think I'm treading on someone's
soul.”

Only the soul of a sinner. Bendux gave aprim little shimmer of disdain. Go ahead, dear. Scuff your
feet. The blighter deserved it.

" Spiky, go stick your head up arust monsters bum." Escalla decided to solve the problem with flight, and
her wingswhirred into action.

Staring about the mists, Henry jerked his crossbow |€ft to right, covering shapesthat screamed and
swirled.

"What isthis place?"' asked the young soldier.

"The Demonweb." Of them dl, only the Justicar seemed undisturbed. He scanned the pathway, looking
for tracks. "Thisis the antechamber to Lolth's home plane'

Henry looked around and dowly stood straight. " So where's the spider paace?”

"Looked like it went above us." The Justicar rested a hand upon Henrys shoulder and pointed overhead.
"Somewhere up there."



"Canwefly up and see?"

Still whirring her wings but gtill very much on the ground, Escallas face had gone red. She flapped with all
her might, the rising whine of her wings drawing the party's attention one by one. The fagrie jumped
medly up into the air, and till shefailed to get doft.

Enid carefully scratched her ear with one hind paw. "Oh, dear. There may be afew technical difficulties
with that plan.”

Escdlalegped and jumped, rapidly losing her temper. "Hy! Comeon, damnit! Hy!"

"Escdla?" Jusfindly solved the problem by grabbing the angry faerie by the scruff of her clothes.
"Escdlal Stop. ThisisLolth's plane. Laws are different here.”

"Lawd" Escalakicked and struggled. "1 hate laws! Law represses freedom, and loss of freedom is
tyranny!"

"Physical laws, Escdla Like gravity.”

"Y ou mean we haveto walk whilewerein here?' Escallaalowed hersdf to be put on Juss shoulder.
"That is so un-hoopy! Peoplewill think I'm abrownie or something.”

"Not with abackside like that. Perfect lift and pinch." The Judticar studied the mists that surrounded the
path. "On top of the spider paace, none of you could fly. The same laws must have gpplied.”

Enid blinked. "Oh, meaning we're supposed to walk along these paths?*

"Meaning the paths are aguardian maze." Shrugging, the Justicar looked around. "Thisistheway Lolth
guards her door."

The Judticar and Cinderstook point, with Escalla sitting on Jus's shoulder, her frost wand cradled on her
knees. Enid, Polk, and Henry came behind. They moved slently, while al around them, lost souls
screamed inside auniverse of fog.

Footfalls had an unnaturd silence. There were no wallsto throw back echoes, no stonesto shift and
rattle. Enid's big soft paws, the Justicar's careful tread, Henry's boots, and Escallas feet—none made
more than the dightest sound upon the horrible pavement. The floor with itsimages of screaming faces
and clawing hands throbbed as warm as flesh.

The path turned at sharp ninety-degree angles—turning, then turning again. Escallaedged asclose as she
dared to the brink of the path and looked down. Below her through the mist, she could dimly see another
path identical to the one shetrod.

"Hey! Look!"

They dl looked down and traced the shape of another path that ran at right anglesto them forty feet
below. It wasdmost invisblein the horrible, haunted mist. Escallalooked carefully about, her sharp eyes
spying other shapesin the mist up above. There was a maze of paths above and bel ow, locked together
like pieces of apuzzle.

"The palace was headed for the top of the web. Should we try and climb up?’

"Don't put temptation in front of the boy." Polk sat on his haunches like amouse, unable to see more than
afew feet into the mist. "We have to do the maze. Defeat the guardians! We can't complete the



adventure without killin' dl the guardians™

"Polk, shut up." The Justicar looked up through the mists, judging their jerk and flow. "How do we get up
there?"

Escdllarubbed her hands together in glee. "We have the tangle rope! The one Jus got from the erinyes!”

"Too short." Cinders had burned through that ropein afight long, long ago. It was now only twelve feet
long and hung from the Justicar's sword belt. "And there are ghogsin the mist.”

They turned and surveyed the horrible shapesin the mist. By unanimous consent they al moved on,
looking for the stairs and ladders they all felt sure must be there.

The long, quiet walk went on—turn after turn, yard after yard. Walking softly at their heed, the Justicar
suddenly sank to hiskneesin silence, and the entire group froze in response.

"Hmw,ll

Around the next corner, dimly seen through the mi<t, four horrible shapes pattered adong the path. They
were whip scorpionsthe size of wolfhounds. Henry looked, knelt, and fired in one smooth action. His
crosshow shuddered and threw out astream of bolts from its magazine. Two scorpions staggered
sdeways, dready curling as the poisoned darts struck home. The remaining two lifted their claws high
like dogs locking the scent, and they raced straight at the party. Enid and Jus surged forward, but a
swarm of golden darts shaped like bees streaked through the air, smashing chitin and blowing holes
through the scorpions. The creatures staggered and died as a second strike blasted them off their feet.

Escalastood, her spell finger trailing awisp of magic. Thegirl blew it away and gave alittle shrug.

"Henry and | will clean up thelittle stuff ontheway.” Thefaerie used Cindersstail asahandhold as she
scaed the Judticar. " Juss stoneskin will only block afew hits. We want to save it for when he fights
Lalth."

The scorpions all wore silver bands about ther tails. They had moved in unison, like a purposeful patrol.
The party gavetheir " bodies awide berth, mistrusting the way the monsters twitched and oozed.

The pathway led on. There were more turns, more twidts, until finally the way fed into ajunction. A door
gleamed in the mist— adoor that seemed to lead to nowhere. Jus pointed, and the party fanned out.
Enid and Henry watched the other pathways while Jus, Cinders, and Escallamoved carefully to the door.

The door smply hung in space, its bottom joined to the pathway, and its rear opening onto empty fog.
Escalla peered behind it, shrugged, then cracked her knuckles. A careful search for traps, the gpprova of
Cinders, and Escalalistened at the door with one pointy ear. She crept back to the others, her voice a
dy littlewhisper.

"Theresaroom behind the door. | hear big things moving and arguing.”
The Justicar nodded. " Cinders?'

The hdl hound's nose wrinkled as Cinders was alowed to sniff at the crack beneath the door. Big fangs
gleamed, and the dog wagged histail.

Stinky trolls!

Escdla happily wagged her wings. "Oh! Hoopy!



"Guards!" Polk was overjoyed. He opened atiny notebook stuck through his belt and began jotting notes
into hisendless chronicles. "We'rein luck, son! Killing guardsis heroic! Bladeto blade! Man to man!
Pure heroism againgt the cunning of evil!”

Therest of the party ignored him. Escallaleaned against the doorjamb, molded magic between her
hands, and nodded. Jus kicked open the door, and Escalla gleefully launched afirebal into the space
beyond. Everyone dived asde, leaving Polk blinking until Jus grabbed him by the fur and yanked him to

sety.

Thefireball exploded, billowing flame across the path. Chunks of debris hurtled out the door, acrossthe
path, and were snatched by the fog. The Justicar jJumped up. Henry stood in front of the door and drew
hissword. Asaburned, raging troll came lunging through the portd, the Justicar's white sword sheared
itshead from itstrunk. Benelux whipped blindingly fast into the somach of asecond troll. The big man
kicked hisvictim.? back into the room and followed, his blade severing an arm from another trall, dl ina
sngleblur.

Damaged trolls and severed troll parts began to grow and regenerate. The Justicar swept his gaze across
the room, then parried atroll claw with hisforearm before burying his sword in amonsters skulll.

"Cinderd"

The flame crashed like awave across the trolls. The monsters screamed, reared, and writhed asthey
died. The hell hound gave aferd growl of pleasure asthetrolls burned to a crisp. Jusflicked Benelux
clean and sheathed her dl in one dlky, fluid move, risng from fighting stance to turn his back upon the
room.

Escdlawas holding the dowglass gem up to her eye, recording the moment.

"Got it!" The girl popped the gem back into her cleavage and then looked at the burning, ruined room
withasggh. "Gods| loveit when you go dl homicida!"

Escallalooked back aong the path outside while Jus tore the burned hide from the corpses of trolls. Enid
carefully smudged her feet in soot and walked out into the passage with Henry &t her sde.

Escalawent suddenly iff, and her antennae lifted high, quivering with darm. Shefroze, asif ligening,
then said, "Jus, he's back there. Recca. Coming fast.”

"He heard the fight with the scorpions." Jus shook out scorched pieces of troll hide. " Stun scroll?"
"Oh, I don't think it works on undead." Enid frowned. "Sorry."

"No matter. Get moving. Polk, go with them.” Moving through the smoke, the Justicar trailed scraps of
troll hide in his hand. The room wasfilled with vile smoke. "Get to your places. Move!™

The door hung open, burn marks fanning out across the path. A charred troll's head lay upside down and
forlorn. The Demon-web seemed adone with itsfog, ghosts, and eerie winds.

Until amovement flickered on the path.

He came fast, running with atireess stride—fera and horrible. A rusted eagle helm kept its besk openin
an eternal scream. Dead eyes searched ceasalesdy for hints of prey.

The scent of burned flesh made the creature dow. Reccas sword swept out. The black blood inside his
blade gleamed and seethed. Sidestepping the dead scorpions, Recca crept to the junction, his skull



turning to look carefully up and down theway.

A shattered door into nothingness hung open before him. Burn marks, charred troll bodies, smoke, and
stink leaked onto the path. Sphinx footprints and a single set of boot marks led off dong the path. Recca
sniffed the air and looked at the room behind the door.

He dived through the door in asomersaullt, arcing high into the air, blade blurring as he spun. He landed
with his blade on guard but shifted rapidly. He ran his blade through threetroll corpses, vicioudy twisting
the blade. No blood spurted. The Jus-ticar was not hiding beneath a cunning shroud of charred dead
flesh. The monster turned, dead eyes gleaming. M oving with supreme caution, Reccawalked back
through the open door.

The blow, when it came, almost cut him in two. Recca twisted with serpentine speed, blocking with his
sword, and the white blade only managed to hack halfway through hiswaist. Reccatore free, spilling
onto the path, hisflesh burning and smoking where Benelux had cut.

The Justicar stood beside the door. He had hung beneath the pavement, suspended above the howling
fog, his hands hidden by a scrap of troll hide as Recca passed overhead. Now he strode toward the
staggering mongter, his blade snapping back, ready to thrust. Recca's wound smoldered, and thistime the
Justicar saw what happened. Green blood pumped into the open wound, flashed, and sealed the dead
flesh shut. Aningtant later, the wound was gone.

The Justicar assessed Recca's tools. He shifted fighting stance, saw the move countered, shifted his
weight, and saw the responding twitch of stance. Reccawas active, responsve. Alive. The Jus-ticar
watched him over the point of hisown blade.

"You'reinthere, Recca..."

Escalaand the others were il waiting for Reccato reach the perfect position. The Justicar changed
fighting stance, choosing movementslearned in ahundred fights, skills picked up far, far awvay from
Reccaand his schooling. He watched the animated corpse respond. The Justicar remembered being
awed, shamed, and in worship of this man, remembered the scorn the ef hud poured over his human
student.

If hewerejedlous, why had Reccataught him if he knew the student would someday equal the master?
Perhaps because the student was never expected to match Reccain skill? Had Reccaseen himasa
threat rather than atriumph?

The Justicar moved dowly and carefully, circling the undead master. Reccamoved away dowly, dways
keeping just out of range. He danced with the same old skill and speed, using the moves he had been so

unspeakably proud of.

They weretoo closefor Escdlato risk aspell, and Henry and Enid knew better than to try to fight Recca
hand-to-hand. Coaxing Reccainto position, the Justicar adjusted his blade.

"The tanar'ri tore your heart out, but | killed it." The big ranger was dark with anger. " Jedl ousy, Recca?'

The corpse hissed like a cobra, fangs wide. The Justicar could fed the hate. It was aweakness. Recca
fought for pride. Pride was aweakness. Justice was balanced and controlled. The Justicar could best this
thing, thisswordmaster. He fdt the certainty of it asif it were cast in bronze.

The Judticar |et his point drift amere tenth of an inch and growled at hisenemy. "Y ou lost, Recca. You
lost because you never had a code.”



He had given Recca an opening. Recca screamed and cut. The corpse's attack came exactly as Jus knew
it would—timed and planned. Thistime Justook the blow on theflat of hisblade, doubling Bendlux likea
quarterstaff. The blades met, and the Jus-ticar punched with his hilt, the blow shattering Recca'sjaw and
sending the cadaver sprawling back aong the path.

The broken jaw clicked and healed as Recca flipped onto hisfeet and came at the Justicar behind a
whirling web of stedl.

They fought hard and fast, the swords smashing sparks from one another in amaddened dance. An
instant after the swords met and crashed, Reccatumbled and leaped over the Justicar to attack from
behind. He landed, sword poised, the Justicar only half way through aturn, and then ablast of frost
crashed into him from the sde. The magic dissipated, blocked by the aura of his magic sword.

"Hey, boney!" Thetroll's head stood on two shapdly little legs, and afrost wand waved from one ear.
"Hey! Remember me?"

Reccawiped frost from hisface. From around the corner, Henry gppeared, taking aim with his
crossbow. Reccaflicked up his sword, caught the first two crossbow bolts on his blade, and had three
more smash into his chest. The impact knocked Recca over the edge of the path, and hefdll into the
howling mist. Rushing to the brink, Escallaand Jus |ooked out to see Recca carried up into the fog ssorm
before smashing into a pathway overhead and disappearing from view.

Escalla shed her hollowed-out troll's head and cursed. "Damniit! Y ou were doing it! Y ou were getting on
top of him! That was our best shot at snuffing him!™

"Hell find usagain." The Justicar flicked hisblade clean. He fdlt heavy, tired, and burdened. "Next time."

"Hey, Jus?' Escdlaclung to hisknee and looked up in concern. "Hey, come on! It'sjust amonster with a
sword. We can outdo him!"

The Judticar sheathed Bendlux. Reccawas alive and revealing the hatred Jus had aways pretended
wasn't there. Escallaheld Juss hand and looked into hisface.

"Wedid better thistime."

"He'sbrilliant." The Justicar felt Recca's hate il lingering inthe air. "He's as good as he awayswas."
"Y eah, but you're better.”

Suddenly Jus could seeit. He could fed the change between himself and Recca.

"Reccaistoo proud to change." The big ranger turned to look up into the mist. Y es. For three hundred
years, he was sword-master and a chief of the Grass Runners. He wants his victory to prove his

perfection.”

Jus glanced at the pathway overhead, then turned away, his hand gripping the hilt of his sword. His other
hand took Escdlas, and they waked back to their friends.

Henry spared ahard glance for the overhead fog, then peered briefly into the troll-littered room as he
passed. He gave a sudden frown and held up one hand.

"Judticar, Sr?Look &t thid"

A neat whitefolder lay inthe middle of the ash. The group stared &t it in puzzlement. Cinders gave a sniff,



paused, sniffed again, then hisgrin brightened.

Girliegirl smell!

"Girl?" Escdlasniffed, dmaost choking on smoke and carbonized trall. "What? Like alittle girl?
Big girl. Nice skin!

"There speaks the connoisseur.” Escala crept toward the folder then stroked her lich staff. It grew to the
szeof abroomgtick. "All right, people! Let aprofessond handlethisl Heads down!”

Enid hid outside the door. "Escala? Do you redly think you should touch it?"

"Surewe should.’ Hey! Thisismy professional opinion!” The faerie displayed her tiny skirt. "So just duck
and let me do my job!"

Everyone dived for cover as Escdlaflipped the folder open with her staff. No spells discharged. No
poisoned needles shot out. No trap doors opened or monsters appeared. Emerging cautioudy from
cover, the party gathered to find Escalla holding the folder and shaking it in disgppointment, as though
hoping some gold and jewels might fall out.

"Hey! | think it'samap!" Shetossed the folder at Jus. "All right! | solved the dungeon. Here! Find me
Lolth, or I'll let Cinderslick you!"

Ik*.

Escdllaleaned on the hell hound and whispered, "Don't knock it till you'vetried it." Shelegped onto Juss
back. "Wdl, am | hot or an | hot?'

"You're hot." The Justicar looked at the open folder. It showed amaze of interlocking lines that seemed
to be the pathways in the fog. Someone had even thoughtfully penciled in neat marksto show their initia
point of entry, adot to mark thetrolls room, and abig red X at afar point of the maze. Other places
were marked with discrete red numbers—two "ones," two "twos," and two "threes." Each onewas
marked with a"travel" rune. Traps? Ladders? Stairs?

The map was agodsend. Too much of agodsend. It had appeared asif by magic. It all smacked of an
elaborate trap. The Justicar weighed the implicationsin hismind then cast acareful search over the room.

The ash had been disturbed. Markslay inlong strokes—diagondly parallel. The Justicar rubbed ash
between hisfinger and thumb.

Henry squatted a hisside. "Drag marks, Sr?'

"Snake. A big snake." Jus showed his student how to tell the marks by shape and distance. The ash had
been compacted quite hard, which meant the snake weighed at least as much asaman. "Lolth's

Demons could teleport. That would explain how she entered the room even while the party fought
outsideitsdoor. A layer of airborne ash had not yet settled on the folder's cover. She must have left the
folder only seconds before Henry peered into the room.

Henry scratched the thin stubble of his newly sprouting beard and asked, "Why would Lolth's
handmaiden give usamap?'

"If Lolth knew we were here, | would expect crueler traps than these.” The Justicar breathed dow and



hard. He took a piece of charred troll and passed it up to Cinders, who ate it with noisy glee. "Well use
the map, but well be careful.” The big man put afinger on Henry's shoulder. "Very, very careful.”

"Morag! We haveratsl Nagty, furry littlerats!”

Recharging her magic, Lolth lolled with her feet in abath filled with the blood of afew hapless sacrifices.
She had been idly planning her conquests, making daves plant pins on her maps of the Flanaess when
Morag arrived in the throne room.

Her long lashestilting in egant surprise, Morag poised in the door. "Magnificence?!
"Intruders, Morag. In the Demonweb. | sense something different inmy home."
Morag bowed gravely. "Escapees from the prison levels, Magnificence?'

"Perhgps.”" Lolth carefully watched her secretary. "Morag. | do hope we have had no little bregk-insfrom
outsde."

Morag spoke carefully, knowing that she played for very, very high stakes. One dip, and Lolth would
command her to pull her own intestines out—d owly—yard by yard.

"Magnificence, the guards at the gates have reported no trouble.”

"Havethey not?"

Lolth'svoice, dy and acidic, dripped with irony. She shot a sidewise glance a Morag.

"'Morag, how long have you been with me?

"One hundred and one years, three months, three days, six hours, and twenty-seven minutes,
Magnificence"

"Ah. Leaving eight hundred and ninety-eight years, nine months, twenty-seven-odd days, seventeen hours
and thirty-three minutes until our little arrangement comesinto review.”" Lolth paddled her feet, lounging
back in her throne. "'l do so hopeit isa good review, Morag."

Morag rippled her long tail. "'I'm sure everything will be properly dedlt with. Magnificence." Her swords
clattered as she shifted her weight. " Our reentry to the pits has been normal. All guard posts were
changed immediately after we docked. | have unleashed a hundred extra spidersinto the Demonweb."
Morag flourished an order for Lolth to Sign. "Here are the hatchery reports from the spider pits. Hereis
the oath of ale-giance from the Ixitxachltl of the Flanaesssinland sea. And hereis an execution order for
that priestess you thought had bigger breasts than you.”

"Oh, just polymorph her into something nasty for an afternoon.” Lolth signed, aready bored with the
procedures.

"Y es, Magnificence."

"| shdl be refreshed in about ten hours, Morag, so have the stokers raise ahead of steam, and get my
dinner. Oh, and nothing living, thistime! Not if it can speak. | don't want my appetite spoiled by another
idiot trying to give me three wishesif | let him go free”

Morag bowed, her six arms spreading in obeisance, then she dithered back out of the room. Lolth sniffed
avague scent of soot upon the air, scowled, and then went back to her plans for conquest and daughter.



Chapter 18

The adventurers squatted at a bend in the path as Jus, Polk, and Henry puzzled over the new map.
L etting the boys pretend to navigate, Escalla amused herself with a spider leg, tossing it off the path.

"Hey, Cinders! Fetch!”

Theleg bounced. Cinderslay besde her, thump-thump-thumping histail. Escalagave an unhappy sgh
and collected the spider leg for later.

"Areyou redly trying, or what?'
Cinders trying. Stick moves too fast.

"Oh, dl right! I'll try to roll it dower or something. Maybe we should makeit smell of cod?' Escdla
looked over at her friends. "Have you guysfigured out what that map meansyet?'

" think these paths are dl different levels. Thelevels never seemto link. No onelevel isentirely below or
above any other—all except for thistop level here, wherethered X ismarked." The Jus-ticar |looked
down a pathway and scowled. " So there's no way to communicate between levels, .unlessthat'swhat's
been marked herein pencil The paired numbers on the map might be link points.”

Henry scratched undernegth his helmet. " Can we be sure?!

"They're the only things marked on the map at al.” The Jus-ticar looked down at the tortured tangle of
lines marked on the map. "The first number marked is over that way. Past another door and to the lft.”

Enid came and settled on her haunches beside Escalla. The big sphinx folded up her paws and lowered
her voice so that only the faerie could hear her. "That undead ranger is unpleasant. | hope the Justicar can
find him soon."

"Yeah. Wdll, well get him. Jusjudt hasalittle problem with him."
"Y ou mean he's holding back?'
"No. But he's pretty miffed.”

"Oh." Enid thoughtfully kneaded the path with her big claws. "1 wonder where your sister is? She's been
remarkably quiet.”

"Oh, she'sa lady. Shewon't work unless she has to." Escalla snorted and threw Cinderss spider leg
oncemore. "If | know her, shélll sit there glued to her crystdl ball, waiting for my scrying shield to fade.”

"Shewon't come hunting for us here?*

"Y ou don't get as plush as that girl by walking the wilderness and camping under trees. Nah. Shelll use
magic to look for us. She's probably still back in her cave.”

Cinderswas wagging histail more happily. Jus returned and picked the hell hound up, smiling fondly as
he dusted the dog's pelt dean of ash and troll. He swept Cinders back into place across his back, then
lifted Escalla onto Enid's back, where the fagrie could ride comfortably upon her friend.

A distant glimpse of a path far below showed a horrible pack of giant spiders skittering along the
roadway. The adventurers kept back from the edges and speeded their pace, passing by doors and side
paths as they followed the map for turn after turn, path after path. Findly the Justicar held up hishand as



the road led up to another floating door.

Escdladithered down from Enid's back and pedled off her long gloves. She kept her voice awhisper as
she handed her wand and staff to her friends. " Stay here. Henry, turn around! Mama's going natura

agdn!”

Henry blushed and turned around. The faerie shucked her fine black mail, tossed it to the Justicar, and
changed hersdf into aflat-worm. She dithered her front portion carefully under the bottom of the door,
remained half in and half out of the room for along, slent minute, then stedlthily withdrew. She converted
back into her usua form and motioned her friends to gather afew yards away from the door. When she
spoke, she spokein acareful whisper.

"All right. Therésfour demonsin there. Big vulture guys" The girl scanned carefully, staying quiet and
unhurried. "Thefloor's covered in broken skeletons—all busted up, legs broken and stuff The demons
arein the corners on pillars about a hundred feet high, dl facing the center of the room and just Sitting
there. They must be guarding something!"

"Four demons?' The Justicar kept careful watch on the paths and mist. "Rea demons are important.
Lolth and luz use them to control whole regiments. If there's four demonsthere, then it's an important
room."

"Should wetry to take them?”
llYall

It seemed easier said than done. Escalla picked her teeth and tried to come up with an idea. Henry
looked nervoudy about hiscircle of friends.

"Vulture shaped?' Henry was dl at sea. "Are they dangerous?’
The Justicar said nothing. Escallatook it on hersdlf to answer.

"Y ou bet your pearly white buns!" She kept her voicein acareful whisper. "Tanar'ri are about as bad as
it can get. Pretty much immune to magic, tough asiron, dirty asaroach, and just plain nasty. All sorts of
powers. Y ou know—teleporting, making darkness, telekinesis... If wetakethem out, it hasto be fast!
Redl fast. We can't let them teleport out and raise the alarm.”

Enid brightened. "I could try to coax them out with ariddle!™
"They're demons, hon." Escdlashrugged. "They get their jollies from other things."
"Oh." The sphinx folded up her paws and frowned.

The Justicar took a piece of charcoa saved for Cinders's dinner and made a sketch of the room upon the
floor.

"Escdla? Are there enough skeletonsto interfere with footing?!
"Not too thick. | dunno—maybe a dozen dead guys.”

"The bones on thefloor are dl broken?' The Justicar took on ameaningful look. "Like they've been
dropped from aheight?'

Escdlasat back, looking displeased. "Telekinessl These guys can lift weights with their minds. Crap!™
The girl explained Juss point to Henry. "That'sthe trap! Telekinesis. They use mind power to lift you up



ahundred feet, then drop you to the floor. Simple.”

Henry looked at the rough sketch of the room and blanched. " So how do wekill them, and do it fast?
They're ahundred feet above us"

Still naked but supremely confident, Escalla spread her amsand said, "Oh, tanar'ri? Y ou want to see
how | handle tanar'ri? Insanely bloodthirsty, outnumber me four to one, outweigh me by three hundred
pounds. Watch this! A great mind isat work beneath the pretty face."

The Justicar sensed a stupid stunt about to happen. He leaped forward to stop her, but it wastoo late.
Everyone scattered madly aside as the faerie danced over to the door and raucously knocked on the
demons door.

"Hey, you! Hello in there! Anyone here order atwo-foot-tall goddessin athong? Y oo-hoo! I'm too
short to reach the handle! Open up!”

The door gave aclick and siwung open asif by magic—or asif by telekinesis. Escallashoved it wide
open and gave ahappy cry. Shefired alightning bolt high into the ceiling of the chamber, blowing apart a
ledge that a vulture demon was standing upon. The creature fell, and Escallawhooped asthe tanar'ri
gpread itswings. She dashed into the room and fired aspell up into the celling, which immediatey
became clogged with a pretty pink fog that smelled of strawberry flowers. Outraged, al four tanar'ri
howled in anger.

Escallaturned hersdlf into ahuge limpet and stuck hersdlf fast to the floor. A mouth tube stuck out from
one side and showered abuse on the demons above.

"Hey, vulture boys! Do you guys fight as bad as you smell?'Y ou cal that telekinesis? Come on! Put your
frontd lobesintoit! Pull! Pull!”

Escdlathe limpet was having thetime of her life.

Thetanar'ri abandoned dl pretense at rationd planning. Berserk with rage they fell on thelimpet with
their daws, pounding at itsthick shdll and trying to wrench it from the floor. Huge, stinking, with vulture
heads and verminous bodies, the demons screamed in rage.

"Isthat dl you've got? Hey, you! The onewith the beak! Y eah, I'm talking to you!"

The savage ring of Benelux smashing through tanar'ri flesh was pure music to Escalas ears. She grew an
eyestalk and watched as one vulture monster staggered, the white blade protruding from its shoulder and
into its chest. A kick of Juss boot freed hisblade. A second blow, then athird smacked into the tanar'ri
and killedit.

Henrys crossbow hammered five darts into ademon's side. The monster spun, leaped to attack, and
tripped as Enid pounced on it from behind.

The meee spread, Jus furioudy defending himsalf from avul-turestaonswith his sword. Henry
whip-cracked the Justicar's magic rope and sent atanar'ri Spinning to the ground, choking to desth.

Escallawhistled, turned back to her usua form, and dashed outside for her clothes. She fetched her lich
staff, pelted up behind atanar'ri, and took its leg off with asingle well-placed blow. Demon claws ripped
empty air as Escdlamade afantastic handspring onto atanar'ri's back and smote the monster upon its
skull while Polk bit it inthe rear. Thelast of the creatures staggered as Enid ripped it gpart like acat
ghredding achair. Feathersflew, then Henry drove his sword into the last monster's chest.



The party had amass of wounds and scratches, but nothing too severe. The Justicar issued his hegling
spells, while Escdla dusted off her hands.

"A-a-and that's how we do it in the bad sde of the faerie forest!"

Panting, wounded, and alittle dazed, Henry leaned upon his sword and said, "Wow! Y ou... fought
tanar'ri... before?’

"Who, me? Nah! I'm daddy'slittle angd." Escalla shrugged. "But you should have seen mein pillow
fightd" Thegirl picked up her dowglass gem and scanned it about the room. "All right! Herewe arein
tanar'ri centra, our heroes standing triumphant above piles of four vulture thingg!”

The Judticar scowled. "Will you stop doing that?*
"Hey! These are precious memories! In two weeks time we can watch dl thisand laugh!”

The Judticar cleared his throat and murmured in Escallas ear. "Most of what we seewill be aview down
your cleavage.”

"Oh, yeah." Thegirl looked down at her bosom. "Well, we can put abag over Henry's head at those
points. All right! Let'slook for treasure!™

The promised cache never came. Thetiny iron pyramid they'd found outside Lolth's gates rose up out of
Jusspurse. It twirled, flared with light for amoment, and disappeared.

With ablink, the dead tanar'ri, skeletons, and blood were gone, leaving the adventurers standing in a
blank stretch of open path. Mists swirled. Ghosts moaned.

Fadtidioudy washing her paws, Enid sat on her haunches and looked around. "Oh, | say! That wasjolly
well done. | do so didike airs.”

Wide-eyed, Escalalooked around. "Hey! My treasure!”

"Do vultures keep treasure?" Enid blew vulture fluff from her nose. "1 thought they mostly liked decaying
bits of bone?'

"Maybe they had gold fillings or something! Thisisan adventure, damniit! | demand financia rewards for
actsof homicide!"

The Justicar sheathed his sword and knelt to examine their map. He pointed at two bendsin the corridor
and tapped the markings penciled down in red.

"We're here on the map. This corridor junction isamatch. Wejust climbed up one leve of the maze."
The big man flipped the map into a strip and put it through his belt. "We were given an accurate tool.”

He moved away to stare down the paths. Behind him, Polk looked up from his notebooks with aquill
pen quivering in his paw.

"Wait, son! How do you spell 'lissome?"

"E-S-C-A-L-L-A." Dressing, the faerie leaned helpfully over Polks notebook. "And those thingsin my
bottom are caled dimples, not divets.”

"Oh!" Polk crossed out afew words. "That'sal right. That'sfine! Aslong asthegist of it'sthere! | can
get the prose really purplewhen | edit it after the adventure!”



The badger kept writing. Enid picked him up with her teeth and carried him down the corridor. They
were deep into the Demonweb, and Polk till had half an empty notebook to go.

Chapter 19

They walked onward through half an hour of slent footfalls and sobbing ghosts. The only food they had
was afew preserved fish, which they washed down with canteens of lukewarm river water. Time was of
the essence. Lolth had to be caught before she could return to the Flanaess.

And so the party ambled on, eating asthey went.

The food was not to Escalasliking. Dressed in her skin tight, Silky smooth, and strangely see-through
clothes of black elven chain mail, she dlittered like afish as shelolled on Enid's furry back. The
occasiona sparkle of pixie dust drifted from her as she flicked her wings.

Escadlla had decided to bolster the party's morae with ariddle game—agame at which Enid dwaysdid
well. The sphinx had an endless memory for facts and figures, rhyme and poem, aswell asahuge library
of scrolls seded in awatertight box inside the portable hole. Wagging her foot in thought, her dim arms
behind her back, Escalachewed her bottom lip and tried to concoct arhyme.

"All right, um... herel" Thefaerie composed on thefly.

"Restless snake, ever stirring Never hissing—too much purring Proud €en though it dways bows.
Sweeping paths where €er it goes.”

With an arch look over her shoulder, Enid smiled. "Simple. It'smy tail."

"Drat! One guess gets you three questions." Escdlalounged happily upon her friendswarm fur. "Fire
avay!"

Vevet soft, golden brown, and girlishly dy, Enid cast ablushing glance at the Justicar and Henry up
ahead. She motioned to Escalla, who came over and hung down so that Enid could whisper in her ear.
Escdla stayed hanging over her friends shoulder, then scratched her chin when the sphinx had finished.

"Hmm. That would be 'ten," 'l doubt it'... and bipeds don't bite necks, dear. Not unless you ask them
nicdy.”

"Oh!" Enid again shot afurtive glance & Henry. "Not even alittle?"

"WEell, there have been cases.”

"Oh, good." Enid nestled closer. "And does he redlly have dimplesin his bottom?’
Thefaerieshot upinglee "Yeah! Andit'sdl furry right down where—"
"Escdlal" Enid turned red.

"Well itid" Thefaerie sprawled over Enid's back "IsHenry's?"

"No! It'sredly perfectly...” The sphinx blushed a most remarkable pink and caught herself mid-sentence.
"Urn, no, not that I'm aware."

"Uh-huh."

Escdlawas enjoying hersdf Henry cast wan looks in Enid's direction as they marched, and Enid



remained protectively closeto Henry.

Escdlalounged back on the sphinx's furry back and continued theriddle game. "Two little birdiesina
birdietree..."

K-1-SSI-N-G!

"Thank you, Cinders!" Lying on her back, Escallaraised one finger to the Sky. "Y ou're getting better at
thisspdling suff!"

Cindersclever!
"So fetch astick!"
Cinders not that clever.

"Wussl" Escdlalevered hersdlf up on one elbow and saw that they were passing by another door. The
Justicar glanced at the map and moved on.

Escalajumped from Enid's back and pointed eagerly at the door. "Hey! What about in here? We didn't
look in herel”

"It'snot part of the misson.” His hand aways ready with his sword, his eyes always searching for danger,
the Justicar kept the door in one corner of hiseye. "We're only interested in doors marked with tel eport
symbolson the map.”

Thefaeriesfacefdl, and sheingantly turned petulant. "But Ju-us! What if there's mongtersin here?
Ambushers? Evil? What if theré's something that's going to follow after us once we've gone?”’

"Y ou mean—what if theré's something valuable in there you can get your hands on?'

"Surel That, too!" Thefaerielived alife free from guilt. "Hey! Taking from ademon queen isnt seding! If
Lolth'sevil, then dl her richeswill be used for evil! And gold corrupts! This stuff is her tool. So by
removing her gold, were diminishing evil." Escallarubbed her fist, keen to get cracking. " See? We have
an honor-bound duty to rob thisbitch blind! 1t'sthe only socialy responsible course of action!”

The Judticar glowered at her. "Cute."
Persuaded by Escalla's moral argument, Enid regarded the door. "We do have awedding to pay for."

Polk immediately put his pen down. He had been doodling a picturefor his chronicles, showing himself
beheading atanar'ri with one bite.

"Come on, son! Where's your sense of right? A hero shows superiority over evil by sappin' it on the head
and emptying evil's pocketd"

"Polk, shut up! Leave the door done." The Justicar waved to his companions, signaling them to move on.
"We're running out of time."

Escdlahad aready bustled over to the door. Polk stretched high, and Escallaused him as aladder as
she peered in through a perfectly ordinary key hole.

"It'sempty. Just abig black room."

"Soleaveit done." The Justicar sighed in annoyance, turning back to deal with the delay. "Come on!”



"Cooal room, though!" Escallaturned the handle, opening the door. She jumped down from Polk and
stood in the doorway. " See. There's nothing in here. Just abig flat shiny wall made out of iron."

A loud hum came from the room. Escdlatook on afunny look for one brief second, and then she shot
into the room and dammed spread-eagled onto the middle of theiron wall. Suspended three feet off the
ground, Escallas eyes bugged out. Shetried to move, but her chainmail clothing was stuck fast to the
wadl.

"Ow! Jud Jus, get me offathid”

A roar erupted from the chamber as hidden doors dammed open al around thewalls. Dozens of huge
bugbears—stinking goblins, eight feet tall—raged into the room. All bore branches and wooden clubs.

Jus and Henry ran into the room. Henry wailed and flew through the air, plastering himself to theiron wall
inches from Escalla—his own even mail stuck tight. Juss helmet broke its straps and flew through the air.
Bendux screeched as she tumbled end over end to crash into theiron wall right beside Escalas head.
The bugbears |ooked at their trapped victims and gave a scream of joy asthey scrambled toward Escdla
and Henry with clubs ready to smash and pound.

Jerking like afly on flypaper, Escdlasqueded, "Jud! A little help herel”
Theranger was aready on the move. "Enid!"

With Enid beside him, the Jugticar flung himsalf into the room, and ten bugbears rampaged toward them.
Jus caught a club bare-handed and spun into the blow, damming the bugbear to the ground. A savage
strike from his elbow broke the teeth of another bugbear behind. Jus caught another blow, then kicked a
bugbear with enough force to break the monster'sknee. A club crashed againgt Jus's shoulder, and
Escdlas stoneskin spell fended off the blow in ashower of little bees.

Enid pounced into aknot of bugbears. Clubs lashed at her, and she took the head off a bugbear with one
huge swipe of her paw.

At theiron wall, Escallafound herself the focus of adozen charging monsgters. She shrieked, turned into a
small pink blob, and flowed out of her clothes, which stayed stuck to thewall. Clubs crashed onto the
wall, and the blob-faerie rose up, boiling with fury.

"Bagtarddl"

Bugbears dammed ablow onto Henry's hdmet, making the metd ring. Aningtant later, Escdlatrilled a
twisted scream, and the ground before Henry boiled with huge black tentacles. The black tentacles
lashed out to crush and strangle half a dozen bugbears, shielding Henry from harm. Escalla-the-blob
wiped her nonexistent nose and turned back to the fight, just in timeto be hit by aclub and go ricocheting
from thewallslike arubber ball. She landed like asplat of pudding, shook hersdf in anger, and mottled
hersdf polka-dot in rage.

"Thet doesit!"

Power flashed, and aflaming point of searing heat gppeared. Twisting abugbear's arm and breaking it,
the Justicar took one appaled glance and dropped flat beneath Cinderss fireproof hide.

"Enid! Duck!"

The sphinx wailed and leaped over adozen bugbears, landing behind Escalaasthe blob fired. A firebal
flashed into the far side of the room and exploded with gpocayptic force. At the center of the blat,



bugbears vaporized. Othersflew in smoking chunks through the air. Escdla-the-blob laughed in maniaca
glee, then stared in shock as awave of heat raced straight toward her.

Theforce of the explosion bowled her and Enid back into one of the bugbears acoves. Still suck on the
wall Henry screamed as the hedge of black tentaclesin front of him vaporized. Scorched but dive, the
boy opened his eyes and stared in dazed amazement at aroom that smoked in total ruin. The only
uncharred thing in view was Cinderss gleaming teeth. The dog sniffed the breeze and happily thumped his
tal.

Big bada-boom! Funny!

"Red funny." The Judticar, scorched around the edges and extremely annoyed, rose from beneeth
Cinders. He kicked aflaming bugbear out of hisway then stuck his head into the acove where Enid and
Escdla staggered.

Enid wastotaly devoid of fur and feathers, and the tuft of her tail was on fire. Escalla-the-blob was now
charred black, her two eyes showing white, dazed shock. The Justicar staggered over to Enid and used
hislast heding spell to repair her burns and restore her dignity. The big man held Escdlaby the scruff of
her protoplasm and shook the blob free of soot.

"l am now out of healing spdlls, and we have no hedling potions. Y ou personally have done more
damage to usthan the entire Abyss."

"Just me?" The faerie-blob coughed smoke rings. "H-hoopy! D-did we find any treasure?”

A gem lay onthefloor amidst anest of rags. The Justicar swept it up and shoved it in Escalas mouth,
planting her on the floor. He then returned to Henry and wrenched him free of the magnetized wall.
Walking againgt the vast pull of the magnet, he wrestled Henry outside, then returned to retrieve Escallas
clothing, hishemet, and Bendux.

The magic sword cursed and babbled in absolute outrage. It won't do, sir! It shall not do! | have never
been so humiliated—not since the day that | was forged!

Struggling to tow the sword out of the room, the Justicar merely growled.

Warming to her tirade, Bendlux's voice rose like amatron-martyr. No, sir, it shall not do! | have been
wielded by kings, sir! By demigods! Demigods! By heroes bold! The sword lacked lungs, and so had
no need to pause for breath. That it should come to this—a victim of mere clumsiness. To be
dropped in combat by a chosen warrior ...

The Justicar opened his hand, and the sword flew through the air to clang against the magnetized wall.
Bendux squawked in shock and pain and then went into amagnificent sulk.

Very well We shall acknowledge that there may have been extenuating circumstances just this
once.

Not bothering to answer, the Justicar wrenched the sword off the wall and began towing her back
outsde.

The sword squawked at her rough handling. Hmph! | had thought that romance might mellow your
attitude toward the social graces.

"Nom,"



| can seethat.

The party gathered out on the open path, dusting blackened armor, snuffing out flames, and trying to
repair their gear. The Justicar—flameproof in his hell hound skin and dragon scales— looked at Escdla
with an expectant air.

Thefaerie had just changed back into her norma form and was contemplating the charred ruins of her
underwear. She caught the Jugticar'slook and ingtantly went on the defensive.

"Likeit was my fault!" The faerie tossed the blue bugbear gem into the portable hole. "Who killed dl the
bugbears anyway? Me!"

The Justicar smply looked at her, and Escalla squirmed.

"Fine. It was my suggestion to go into the room in thefirst place, but that does not make me actually
respongble!”

No answer came, and Escallawriggled on the hook.

"Oh, man! | thought love meant never having to say you're sorry!" Jerking her clothing on, Escallafussed
with her strgps and skirt. "All right. Sorry! But I'm saying it in asense of regret for mutua
misadventure—not in responsibility! What do you want meto say?"

The Justicar retied his hemet's chin strap. " 'Sorry everyone for blowing you up.' "
"Nnnng!" Escallatook it al with extremeill grace. "Sorry everyonefor blowing you up!"
"'l promise not to blow up my friendsfor at least another week.'"

"All right dready! Dont rubitin!" Thegirl kicked at asmoking chunk of bugbear. "Damn it! | promise
not to blow you al up for another week. Two weeks! There! Are you happy?*

Enid waslooking between her hind legsin shock. "What happened to my tail ?*

"Nothing!" Escdlabudly dusted the sphinx's new-grown fur. " Get your spare clothes out of the portable
hole, honey. Y ou're suffering from falout here. Hey, guys? Great new plan! We open only the doors Jus
tells usto—and leave the other onesalone!™

Henry rubbed the lump on his skull and said, "Good plan.”

Escalla's underwear and accessories gave up the ghogt, falling to earth in adust of ashes. "Damnit! That
wasmy best slk.™

Cindersgrinnedin glee. Funny!

"Yeah, hilarious." Escdlafed charred underwear to the hell hound. "Therel Liveit up!™ Angry, scorched,
and with her clothes smelling of soot, Escalla stamped off dong the path. "L olth had better have some
decent treasure! This adventureis playing havoc with my wardrobe.” The girl left sooty clouds behind her
asshewaked "Comeon! Let'sget into the paace while we gill have asense of style!”

The paths twisted back on themsavesfor another haf mile. With one eye peering down the long, empty
pathway around the next corner, the Justicar checked for marks and signs. The pathway seemed clean
and untouched. The only sign of life was a blundering pack of giant spidersthat moved steedily away
along another road. The Justicar |et the spiders go, then waved his friendsto follow as he moved out into
the path.



Henry stood quietly beside the Justicar, examining the door that hung in space up ahead. It wasthe next
point marked upon the mysterious map.

"No sgnof Recca, Sr?'

"None." The Justicar nodded to the door ahead. "But these doors are probably guarded. There's no way
past the guards without leaving signs of afight.”

"He can't have keys, sir. Not the way we do.”
"He knows we're heading for the spider palace. He might find a different route.”

Leading the way, the Justicar crept up to the door and inspected it carefully for traps. Escalla cracked
her knuckles noisily, approached the door, then changed into a sea dug with eyes upon long stalks. She
inserted her eyesthrough the crack of the door and carefully looked about. Her voice spoke through a
breathing tube behind the dug's red mantle.

"All righty! We've got water. Big room, about a hundred feet square. Flooded. Looks like araised path
leads from the door over to somekind of idand. And"—the dug snorted—"there are someredlly bad
illusions of two tanar'ri standing on theidand. Eww! Those are awful! Isthat someone'sidea of adecoy?
Get red!" Coming from ahome whereillusion was often preferred over thered, Escallahad high
gandardsfor fake redlity. "There's nothing on the ceiling. Might be something hiding in the water. No way
totdl. Uch, it stinksl Something in here reeks like alycanthrope's laundry!"

The dug withdrew, did backward, and changed back into faerie form.
"Sorry. That'sall | can see. | don't know what sort of guardsit has."

"No. No, that's good." The Justicar squatted on his haunches, drawing amap of the sealed room with a
piece of charred bugbear. "The last teleport room was guarded by tanar'ri. If the rooms marked on the
map al get you closer to the paace, then they probably al have tanar'ri guards. Tougher and tougher
guards aswe get closer to Lolth.”

Cloaked by her long blonde hair, Escdlasighed in frugtration. "Frot! The last onesamost killed us, and
I'm out of decent spells.' | need to restock on heavy stuff!™

Trying to reason out the problem, Henry scratched his brow. "What spells have you got?”

"Lessee. Well, | loaded up with combat stuff. Missiles, webs, fireballs... got me avampire touch spell
that'sadoozy!" The faerie counted off the spells on her fingers. I had my black tentacles, plus1'vegot a
lesser sphere of invulnerability. Oh! And I've got my grease spdll ready!”

"Grease?' Henry blinked. Why grease?!

"It'sacomedy natural. Trust me, I'm afaeriel”

"O-0-oh!" Enid crowded close, suitably impressed. "What's 'vampire touch' ?'

"It'stotaly hoopy! Sucksyour enemy'slife energy and givesit to you! | found it in an old book."
"That big black one that warned us not to open it?"

"Yeah! That'stheone!”

Ignoring the girls, Polk worked at copying the Justicar's map into his notebooks, showing the route they



traveled by the means of badly drawn stick figures boldly led by badger. " Son, why water? What sort of
guard wants to stand knee deep in water al day?"

Scowling, the Justicar regarded the door. "Aquatic ones, Polk. Tanar'r."

The Justicar looked meaningfully at Henry, who frowned, trying to see a degper point, then suddenly got
theidea. The boy turned to Polk and tried to explain.

"Yesl You see? It'sanother telekinesistrap! Y ou charge the idand along the path, then hidden tanar'ri
usetheir power to drag you off the path and drown you in the water."

Standing, the Justicar stood facing the door and said, "Simple. Well done.”

And hard to counter. He breathed dowly, thinking, when suddenly Henry gave asound of joy and
opened up the portable hole.

"Oh, yed Escdlahas something to fix it!"

Hedived into the hole.

Instantly curious, Escallaraced over to therim. "What? The frost wand? We freeze the water to ice?'
"No!"

"Spare underwear? We leave atrail of it to tempt them out here into the open!™

"No-no! Wait! I'vegot it!" Henry erupted over thelip of the hole, dragging abag of clinking bottles.
"Look! Potions of giant growth!"

Escdlagave apossessve yelp and clutched the bag. “No! Not the giant growth potions! No! No!
No-no-no-no-no! AW"

"Why not?' Henry shrugged. "Don't we have tons of them?'

Using fingers and toes to clutch the bag shut, Escallaflapped her wingsin panic. "No! We only have one
left! Andthat's... for emergencies!”

"But | counted them! Only one's gone! We still have seven potions.” Henry pointed at the the bag. "Right.
Weadl grow to giant Sze—me, the Justicar, and Enid. Then no tanar'ri can telekinesify usl Well betoo
heavy! And at giant Sze—swords, armor, everything—we can kill the tanar'ri just like that!"

Wringing her hands, Escalawhined, "But that's three whole potions gone!™
"That leavesfour! We can do the sametrick again at the other rooms marked on the map!"

Turning pale, Escalagripped her precious potionsin her arms and screamed, "No-no-no-no! That'sdll
the potions gone!™

Henry was confused. " So why do we need so many growth potions?’

"Be-be-becauseit's... it's... medicine! Yeah! Medicine!" Thefaerie hid apotion behind her back. "My
medicine! Yedl | need it for a, uh, female complaint. Y ou know! A girl thing!"

"Doyou get it often?"
"Well, I'm sure planning to!" Escalla shoved the potion bag behind her back. "Go on! Scram! Y ou can



havethree! Three, and that'sdl!"
The party portioned out bottles, ignoring Escalaentirely. She danced abouit trying to get attention.

"Hey! Giant size doesn't solve the problem! We il need tactics and stuff. Hello? Isanyone listening to
me?'

"Weérelisening." The Justicar held up a potion bottle, peering through the glass thoughtfully. "We need to
stop them from tel eporting out. That means killing them by surprise or enraging them so they want to
fight"

Irritated, Escallasaid, "All right! Thefaerie hasit under control! I'll get Jusand mein therefirst, then you
two guys comein aminute later. Well do atanar'ri sandwich.”

Henry looked surprised. "How?"

"Mig spdll. Jusand | dip into the water and make like sharks, then you two guys charge. Jman and | hit
them from behind after you two guys engage.” Thefaerie shrugged. "Best | can do.”

"Oh?" Henry looked suspicious. "No firebdls?'

"Oh, for theloveof...! You blow abunch of people up just once, and do they let you forget it?" The
faerielost her temper and headed for the door. " Just keep hold of the potions and let me worry about the

The faerie waited by the door, clicked her fingersimperioudy, and the handle was turned by the Justicar.
Asthe door opened just ateeny crack, Escdlaleaked her mist spell into the room. She waved to Jus,
crept slently forward, and the whole plan went straight to hell.

Chapter 20

Thick fog spread over the water. The Justicar edged into the room behind Escalla. In one blinding
moment, he whirled and hammered his brilliant white blade into the water. In the murk, the sword struck
something that screamed and roared. Jus dived, his sword cleaving the water before him and crashing
into ahuge toadlike tanar'ri. The monster screamed and dashed at the Justicar with its claws.

On the surfact, mist covered the front haf of the room. Escalla coughed and waved the mist aside with
her hands as splashes and roarsfilled the air.

Enid and Henry chugged down their potions and charged into the room. They thundered aong the
bridge, shimmering as the magic took hold and enlarged them to four timestheir norma size.
Twenty-three feet high and waving a twenty-foot-long sword, Henry plunged into the water and grappled
with atoad demon. He took a grip on the monsters head and wrenched, using the huge strength of agiant
to tear the tanar'ri to bits. Behind him atitanic sphinx smashed her paws into the water, bucking and
plunging until she ran ancther tanar'ri down.

Above them, Escallawaved her hands and tried to shout order into the chaos. "Guys? Guys!" The fagrie
fired astream of her magic bees at atanar'ri and watched the magic ricochet avay. "Guyd A little
discipline herg!"

A demon sped through the water like ahungry crocodile—a bloated, fang-dathered demon angling
straight for Henry's back. With a curse, Escalla unshipped her lich staff and sped into amaddened run



along the bridge. She legped into the air, landing on the tanar'ri's back and smacking it across the skull.
Power flashed and detonated, blowing chunks of toad-monster across the water. The demon screamed,
reared, then plunged deep into the water while Escalaclung like grim death. Thefaerieturned into a
lamprey, attached her sucker jaws, and began burrowing madly into the demons stinking flesh.

Henry'svictim blinked out of existence, regppearing behind, him and raking him with its claws. Henry
staggered, then whipped about with a swordblow learned hour after painful hour from the Justicar.
Driven by gigantic strength, the blow cut the tanar'ri in two, scattering the demon into the pond.

Jus reared from the water, twenty-five feet high, one hand holding atanar'ri's head. He pul ped the
creature againgt thewadll, crushing it like an ant. Enid worried her own mongter to death, shaking her head
to fling bits of it about the room.

The sounds of combat died out—all except for the screams of a single tanar'ri. The toad monster bucked
and heaved, smashing its back against the walls—each blow being accompanied by amuffled squawk. A
vile spray of fluidsjetted from the tanar'ri's back, where alamprey'stail could be seen dowly
disappearing into the tanar'ri's guts. The monster was blind with rage and agony, trying to reach behind
itself and blinking out of existence to regppear afew feet to one side. The lamprey was awayswithit,
burrowing into itsflesh in afrenzy and curang dl thewhile.

Henry dipped, surfaced, then ploughed to Escallasaid.
"It'sgoing to teleport!" Henry blundered forward, a behemoth in the water. "Justicar! Y our silence spell.”
Magic silence might stop the demon from spesking the syllablesto cast its spell.

Instead, the scarred titan that was die Justicar rose, poised, and threw Benelux like ajavein. Twenty feet
long, the huge blade whooped with glee as she flew and pierced the tanar'ri's shoulders. Heart and spine
were severed, and Bendlux thudded point first into thewall. The toad demon hung stone deed, its body
twitching like abroken puppet. The gigantic Justicar waded through the chest-deep water, wrenched the
bottom of the demon from itstop, and retrieved his sword.

A lamprey head emerged from the guts of the demon, grew Escalla's face, and retched in agony.
"Y ou amost killed me! That only missed me by aninch!”

"It missed you." The Justicar's bass rumble sounded larger than mountains, deeper than the Abyss.
"Yourefine"

"Oh, eeeew! That wasthe most disgusting, stupid thing I've ever done!"™ Escallawas violently sick,
disgorging the bits of tanar'ri sheld packed into her lamprey guit.

"Areyoudl right?'

"Oh, ick! That thing did not taste like chicken! Wedll, except for some spiced chicken | onceleft lying in
the sun dl afternoon and atefor dinner. But thisis not funny!" Escallaemerged from stinking demon guts
and turned to her norma form. Jus obligingly held her in his pam and shook her rapidly back and forthin
the water to clean her. Rattled like adicein acup, Escdlalost her temper.

"Enough! Y ou guys are even worse gigantic than when you're dl just huge!" The faerie fought her way out
of Juss pam and retrieved her staff and wand. "Cinders? Cinders, where are you?'

Herd



Left lying on the bridge when the Justicar dived into the water, the hell hound watched with hisbig grin.
Polk was using the hdll hound as asest, intently writing down a blow-by-blow account of the fight,
clucking histongue and shaking his head.

A high-pitched whine came from the portable hole on Jussbelt A little silver sphere—another one of
Lolth's keys—rose up out of the hole and began to glow inthe air over their heads. Escalla, till naked,
looked at it and instantly legped to her feet.

"No! My clothes! That mail was specidly crafted!" Her blade chain mail now lay somewhere on the
bottom of the pool. "Those are my last clean clothes! Wait! Wait!"

Escdlashot into the water and turned into an angler fish, alight dangling from arod aop her head. She
had no sooner disgppeared than ahum came from the little sphere. There was ablinding flash, and
suddenly the giant sphinx, two titanic humans, abadger, asentient hell hound pelt, and an enraged angler
fishweredl inanew, dry section of corridor. Escalla cursed and raved, while huge streams of water
cascaded from her gigantic friends.

"How the hell isagirl supposed to adventure if she doesn't even own clean leather?' The faeriewas
drenched and furious. " Jus! Open the damned portable hole!"

Snarling and cursing, she disgppeared within the hole. There was the sound of tearing cloth. Escdla
reappeared wearing a strip of white fabric printed with big red dots.

"My clothes are wet and my wardrobeisfull of demon guts and water!" She realized she was the center
of aring of derisve glances, and she straightened her new dress. "Oh, you can laugh! Thiswas ripped out
of apair of Jussshortd"

Funny funny!
"Laugh it up, pooch. Next bath you have, I'm gonnatizz you up like aduchess's pet!”

There was nothing to wash out the taste of tanar'ri from her mouth—only aflask of river water. Asshe
fussed and bothered, Henry rose, so high that his head stuck into the howling mists. His voice boomed
intotheair likeagod.

"Um, how long do these potions keep usthisway?'

Escdlawas sorely put out. "Not long enough to do it twice."

"Huh?'

"Nothing." Thegirl kicked a a puddle of water on the ground.

"All right, big guys, which way down the path—eft or right?”

"Left." Thegigantic Justicar opened the wet map—now sadly smudged. "It'sonly alittle way away."

"Great. Well, if we run, maybe we can save on potions.” There was aflash, and everyone suddenly
returned to normal size. "O-o-of course not!" With asigh, the faerieled the way. "Come on, you bold
soirits. Get moving!"

Back in place over Juss back, Cinders sniggered at Escalafrom behind. Hee hee. Love funny faerie!

Escalalooked sdeways at the hell hound, managing to look lofty despite her attire, and said, "Keep
laughing, pooch. Just keep laughing.”



Converted once again into adug, Escalamoved her tail dowly back and forth. Her eyestalkswere
peeking under a door—the next teleport room marked upon the map. Her mouth whispered back to her
friends as she carefully surveyed the room beyond the door.

"Eh. Lookslike more of the same—long path, big fires beside the path, then the rest of the room seems
normal. Guess they want to do the same o' plan. Hide, then use their power to try and tug usinto the
flames." The worm thrashed in contempt. "Red smart boys. They get one good ideaiin their entire lives
and just haveto keep using it again and again.”

The Justicar squatted beside her, ready to intervene a the first hint of trouble.
"Where arethey hiding?"

"Don't know. In thefires? If they're flame proof, | guessthat'stheir best bet." Escalla's dug body stiffened
in sudden sugpicion. "Ah, now there's something. Anyone here know about tanar'ri?"

The Justicar raised one brow. "I thought you knew dal about tanar'ri?"
"Hey, so somedays| paid lessthan total attention!” Escalla pulled her head out from under the door.

Stff and hurt by ademon'’s claws, Henry rubbed his eyes and looked at the closed door. "Urn, Escala?
Why did you ask about tanar'ri?"

"Just wondering if they can change shape." The fagrie sniffed at the edge of the portable hole, smelling the
gtink of fish. "Has anyone noticed any vermin around here? | mean, in thiswhole place—apart from giant
spiders—has there been afly, arat, acockroach... anything?"

There was agenerd moment of thinking and murmuring. No, no one had seen anything. The paths and
roomswere so clean asto be sterile. The Justicar pondered it and shook his head.

"Empty. Why do you ask?'
"Because there's a bunch of mice stting over in the far corner of that room."

Everyone gathered around. Cinders was egting the last of their supply of charcoded troll, making noises
of total rapture as he did so. The Justicar tried to borrow apiece of it to draw amap, and Cinders
petulantly closed his snout over the treet.

Yummy troll! Cinders keep!
"WEell get you something better in aminute.”

Escalaleaned dose to whisper in Juss ear. "Don't worry. Y ou hold his M-O-U-T-H, and I'll makethe
G-R-A-B."

Cindersthrashed histail. G-R-A-B spells grab! The hdll hound chewed and swallowed asfast as he
could. No flakes! Troll all gone, see?

"Y ou and your damned spelling lessons.” The Judticar settled on a piece of scorched fish from their
rations to serve him as a pencil. "Right. So the room has a path, like this—fire trendies. No other doors?"

"Nah. None| could see" Back in faerie form again, Escalahitched her horrible makeshift dress about
hersdf. "Mice arc over in this corner. They're probably some kind of tanar'ri, shapeshifted to try to fool
s



"Not the smartest disguise.” Looking at the map. Jus rubbed histired face. "Right So we need to
eliminate the tanar'ri. That seemsto activate the teleport.”

The company leaned over the crude map in thought. Her nose wrinkling prettily, Enid tapped at the map
with onelong claw and said, "We could have Escdlaattack them with aspell. Eveniif they're resistant,
one or two of them might drop dead.”

“I'm out, hon. Y ou wannaknow what spdlls|'ve got |eft?" The fagrie dways became didactic when tired
and bothered. "'l can do you agrease, vampire touch, afire shied, acloud kill, my invulnerability globe,
and aweb spell. Red tanar'ri-shattering stuff.”

"l wasonly asking!"

Holding up a hand, the Justicar imposed peace. He looked up at the mists overhead and tared at the
half-seen shapes of a pathway overhead. Lolth's maze was doing its job, paring away their spells and
magic, weakening them steadily before they could confront the Spider Queen herslf.

Always take the unexpected path. Always attack with surprise. The Justicar looked up at the pathways
overhead then rose up to hisfeet.

"We avoid thisroom."

Theothersal looked inquiringly at him, but the Justicar never spoke until hisfactsweredl in place. He
turned from the map to the mists then folded the chart away.

"If we skip one guard room, L olth and Reccawill have no way of knowing which leve of the maze we
areon. Wewill jJump up onelevel, then find a place to rest. We need Escallawith her spells. We need
Henry heded.”

Enid switched her scorched tail from sideto side.
"The other paths are forty feet above us. How do we reach that high?"

"Giant growth potions. Enid, Henry, and | take the potions, Enid and | make aladder up to the next levd.
Henry carries Escallaand Polk up, then gives Enid and | ahand up after him.”

The mere mention of drinking giant growth potionsingtantly threw Escdlainto afit of panic. Shefluttered
about like amad moth in abottle.

"No! No! Look—we can get past the mice! Y ou know—talk our way out of it or something!" Everyone
was |looking at the map, trying to find the best overpassto climb. "Hey! Isanyonelooking &t me? Hello?
Hey! | can get us past mice! Mice are my specidity, | swear! | could turninto acat or something!”

Trying to be patient, the Justicar inclined his head toward her and said, "Escdlla, tanar'ri are not going to
be scared of acat."

"Jus! Those potions are for our honeymoon!™ Escallatried to whisper, painfully aware that Cinders, Enid,
and Benelux were dl listening. "I've got about a hundred years of theory | wanna put into practice!™

"Escalla, we need the potions.”

Thefaeriewaved her hands. "Can't we just throw arope or something? Why hasn't Polk got rope and
grappling hooks and ten-foot poles anymore?"

"Because we used to give him so much grief about it."



"Waéll, when did he gart listening to us?' Escallagave in with poor grace. "All right! All right! Drink the
damned potions!" She kicked the potion bag over to her friends. ™Y ou know, if | didn't have Lolth to
blamefor dl of this, you people would get mein such ahuff!"

It was abrief walk to the needed overpass. Paths crossed over and under each other like a puzzle knot,
but the map showed every twist and turn with total accuracy. Potions were drunk, and the giant
adventurers formed an awkward human ladder through the mists.

The fog tugged and shoved at them like aliving force asthey climbed. Faces screamed in the
mists—horrific skeletd figures were blown gpart in the currents, only to reform into horrible weeping
shapes. The dusticar grimly ignored it dl, getting on with the job at hand.

Enid proved to be the mgjor obstacle. They managed to boost her up onto the overhead path with some
very inddicate shoving and tugging that left Henry blushing and speechless. The giantscollapsed ina
heap, panting and exhausted. Clambering out of the portable hole, Escalla and Polk walked over Juss
heaving chest. Polk looked about the empty pathways and gave an irritated scowl.

"Son! Arewethereyet?'
"Not yet." Big asatitan, the Justicar raised his head to look at Polk. " Soon."

"Wdl, come on, son! We have to move. Keep the opposition off balance! Haven't you absorbed any of
my tactical training?' Polk legped to the ground. " The boy procrastinates. Hard thing to say, but the boy
just lacks any get-up-and-go.”

Surveying the panting wreck of her friends, Escalafrowned as she dragged Cinders from the portable
hole and unrolled him on thefloor.

"What'swrong with you guys?'
The Justicar sat up, towering vast and grim above the path, and replied, "Enid isbigger than we thought.”

"Enid, lay off the sirgesfor awhile, hon." Escallahopped over to the blushing sphinx. "We have to keep
you deek.”

There was awarning flash, the giants al looked up as the potions wore off, and suddenly everyone was
back to their own natural Sizes.

They unfolded the map, looking carefully up and down the new paths. According to the diagrams, this
wasthefinal, topmost level of the maze. Unfortunately, the area seemed identical to adozen others. The
Justicar carefully checked the floorsfor the dightest Sign of use, then waved the othersforward as he led
theway.

Asthey walked down the screaming pathway, they drew nearer and nearer to an incongruous marble
doorway. Thistime the door was ornately inscribed, jet black, and gleaming new. A wide, clear window
at shoulder height gave aview of the room beyond.

The party ducked down out of sight of the window. In adrill honed carefully over their adventures, Jus
and Cinders crept close and examined the areafor traps. Cinders sniffed the door, and Escallalistened
carefully againgt the wood with one pointed ear. Hearing nothing, Escalathrew off her clothes, lay on her
belly and began to shimmer, changing into a dug so that she could peek benesth the door.

The shimmer of magic went jarringly off-color. Escalla changed shape into a bizarre multicolored dug
with something shaped like aflower planted on her behind. Her eyestal ks wrenched around to stare at



hersdf in shock.
"I'm anudibrach!"
Bendux cleared her throat. A what?

"A type of seadug with exposed gills and a brightly colored venomous integument.” Escallawaggled her
flordl backside, making her anemone-like gillswave. "l didn't plan thiss Why am | anudibrach?'

Henry dithered closer, trying to keep hisvoiceto awhisper. "It isn't what you were trying to be?!
"No!" Escdlatried to move. "Damnit! | look ridiculous. Hang on and I'll change back.”

Therewasaglow of light, ajangling note of discord, and Escalla changed shape. Where once there had
been adug, there was now a short, gnomish creature with a huge pickle-shaped nose. The creature
reached for its clothes, then cast apatient glance at the rest of the party.

"What? What are you al gaping at? If you don't like the view.

then quit steaming up the window!" The creature muttered asit wrapped itsdf in Escdlaslittle dress.
"Faeriebutt. Doesit every time."

The Justicar reached into his pouch and came out with the small mirror on astick he used for peering
about corners. Escallatook the mirror, gazed levelly into it and immediately had afit.

"All right! Who'strying to be funny?' Thegirl frantically tugged at her nose. "Ouch! I'm abrownie! Thisis
not funny!" Escalasuddenly jerked her hand away from her new nose. "Ick! | touched abrownie! | ama
browniel Enmww!"

She began to change shape again, but the Justicar legped in to stop her. "Wait! Something's wrong.”

"Jus, I'm abrownie! A lovableicon of childhood fun." The bulbous-nosed creature did ajig of wild
anger. "l have to change back before | puke!”

"Just wait." The Justicar et Cinders sniff at the air. "There might be something strange about thisroom or
thisleve. Let uscheck it out firs."

The Justicar carefully edged up to peek through the window in the door. Seething, Escallasat down, one
hand propped up her chin and the other propped up her huge nose.

"Thisis so unfashionable!"

Sitting beside her, Enid frowned. " Are brownies unfashionable?’

"Hal" Escdlaclicked her fingers. "Have you got any idea how many parties brownies get invited to?'
"Millions?'

"Nonl”

"Oh." The sphinx shrugged. "Wéll, | knew you would only have asked if it wereredly big or redly smal."

The Justicar stood peering through the window in the door. He examined the view very carefully, then
sgnaded Henry to join him. They both looked through the window, staring into adice of an dien world.

Thewindow looked out onto agloomy twilight. Ruined walls surrounded a castle courtyard littered with



driftsof old, dry leaves. An empty fountain filled with sculpted hippocampi stood at the center of the
open square. The sky held an eerie blood-red moon that stained the stones with a horrible venous purple
light. Henry took a searching look at the scene, then ducked down to consult in whisperswith the
Judticar.

"Sir, do you know where that is?"

"No." The Justicar glowered, scratching the stubble of hischin. "But it'sagate into another world. That
much is obvious"

Bendux made self-important throat clearing noises at Jusssde. If | might be permitted a glance? As
you know, lama multi-planar artifact. My erudition is clearly one of the party's strongest assets.

Jus drew the sword and lifted the edge of the blade over the window. He moved the sword dowly so
that Bendlux might see the view. The blade mused, brim full of wisdom and experience.

Yes... yes, yes... clearly not Oerth. Bendux mulled her thoughts. A double moon, characteristic
blood-red sky. Did you note the architecture? Extremely distinct.

The Judticar kept the sword held high. Do you recognize the place?"
Hmm. No.

Deeply annoyed at the waste of time, the Justicar shoved at the door. It swung open upon an acove that
ended inaclear, dightly reflectivewall. The Justicar carefully touched the surface— pushed—and saw
his hand penetrate as though piercing clear water. He withdrew his hand, sniffed hisfingers, and then
waved the other party membersthrough.

"Come on. Escalla, sweep the path behind us. Henry, close the door.”

Guarded by the ever-watchful Justicar, one by one the party stepped through into another world. They
breathed dien air, trod dien stones, and crossed swiftly into cover. Polk waddled through a drift of
leaves, hisfootfalsthe only sound in the breathless gloom.

The scent of the Demonweb had gone, and with it, astrange, bleak sense of depression lifted from their
souls. Each of them stood alittle straighten Escallalooked at her hand, then shimmered and
changed—thistimeflickering back into her usua faerie shape. She heaved ahuge sigh of rdlief. Vanasa
cat, sheinspected her naked sdlf, front and behind, with Juss mirror, suspicioudy searching for the
dightest hint of brownie lingering on her skin. Shetried her wings, found she could fly, and then joyoudy
turned invisble and whirred away into the sky.

The Justicar looked up at the row of grim, blank windows that faced the courtyard. Nothing stirred, and
yet the castle wasfilled with asense of dread presence. He carefully examined the fallen leaves, the dust
and dirt, knedling in the shadows of acrumbled hall.

"Cinders?'
Cinders smells undead.

Jus held up ahand to keep hisfriends ill and motionlessin the gloom. He went flat and dithered through
the long weeds that grew throughout the courtyard, moving under brambles with scarcely awhisper of
sound. The Justicar found old, gnawed bones—human bones. A long-dead body lay nearby, the skin
waxen and drained of blood. Eviscerated and gnawed, the body <till held avile pallor. The Justicar rolled
the corpse over. No blood had pooled at its back. The body had been drained of blood before it died.



Jus crept back to hisfriends, and Escalla popped into place beside him.
"Hey, Jus?' shewhispered. "What do you think lives here?’

"Vampire"

"Oh. Whacko."

They both took it so matter-of fact that Henry and Enid could only stare. Polk scribbled in his chronicles.
Bendux muttered to hersdlf. The Justicar gathered the party in the shadows of atower—waell out of sight
of the castle windows.

"We can stay here and rest. We just haveto be careful. A vampireisnot aproblem if it never knows
we're here" The Justicar said it asif held just told them to fetch water or cut wood—all part of the job.
"Escalawill go seeif the vampireis near. WEII find a secure room. We need to rest and replenish our
magic. Then we go straight for Lolth's paace and hit it hard.”

"Vampire scout away! Seeyou inten!" The faerie saluted Jus and flew away, turning invisble as she
went. While they awaited her return, Henry knelt beside the Justicar and looked at the dark spaces
around the cagtle yard.

"Sir?l1sit dawn or twilight?"

"It probably stayslikethis. Perfect for undead." The Justicar moved stedlthily over to aset of gairs.
"Weatch the others. Don't let Polk wander off?

He knelt above atiny smear on aflagstone, then followed the trace to the base of atower. There were
dight marksin the dust that filmed the stair—long, broad smears. The Justicar touched the marks, lifted
hisfingersto his nose and sniffed, then lifted the scent up to Cinders.

Shake smell.
Chapter 21

Escallareappeared with a soft pop, turning visible, combing out her hair with her fingers. Clearly, shewas
thrilled to be flying once again. She settled down with Jus and Henry, keeping her voice low.

"Found something?' she asked.

"Snake tracks. Tanar'ri." Jus traced the tracks for her so that she could see. "Might be our six-armed
friend agan.”

"Oh, if you liked that, you're gonna love this" Keeping low, the faerie beckoned the group upstairs.
"Come check it out!"

She led the way into the tower, staying visible and peeking cautioudy about each corner as shewent. The
door swung open to reveal aroom with a drab wooden table. On the table stood a bottle of wine, ajug
of water, acob of bread, and lengths of hard sausage. A bag of dried fruit lay beside a bleeding haunch
of mutton—raggedly torn from a carcass and inexpertly skinned. No flies had come to the mest, and the
blood was ill fresh.

Escdla sgnaded everyone to ignore the food, and then she opened another door.

In ahuge hal hung with moldering old banners, avampire lay sorawled on the floor. The cresture had
been utterly demolished— diced, decapitated, and a stake driven through its heart The stake, made from



theleg of achair, had been driven through the vampire's torso with enough force to penetrate the
floorboards beneath. Escalla ushered her friends over, waving her hands toward the corpse.

"Thisisserioudy icky! Have you guys met Count Bisecto, Master of Homicide Hall?"

Moving swiftly to the vampire, Jus kndlt to examine the damage. Polk trundled over to afdlen jug,
sniffing eagerly as he caught the scent of crab-apple brandy. Mincing over the floor and avoiding
extravagant pools of black sticky stuff, Escalla made her way to Juss side. The Justicar was carefully
examining the wounds on the vampire's body, while Cinders grinned away, hisbig teeth gleaming.

"Sowhat did himin?' Escallaasked.

"Curved blades" Using thetip of his hunting knife, the Justicar opened up awound. "A cut from avery
sharp blade. Body weight behind the blow, pushing forward. Good technique.”

"Hoopy!" Escdladrew the man away. "Y ou think it was the snake lady?"
"Almost certainly. Swords, tracks... shekilled himin asingle pass—three hits, dl a once."

"Cregpy." Escalla pondered memories of the tanar'ri. " She had nice hair. And anice butt—for a snake, |
mean.” Thefaerieturned. "Polk! Careful, man! Y ou don't know what's been in therel”

Polk had taken possession of the fallen jug, smacking hislips. Every cell of hisbody craved an acoholic
interlude, and crab-apple brandy would surely hit the spot. He held the jug in his back feet and inverted
it, eegerly opening his mouth. Thick vapors swirled from the jug and pooled out over the floor to gather in
amig behind him.

Behind Polk, Escdlahovered in front of the Justicar.
"So Jus, are you sure about this? How does someone manage to kill avampire with asingle blow?"

The mist behind Polk suddenly flashed. Inits place, appeared afemale vampire, blade clad and arrowing
toward Escalaand the Justicar. Escalla squeaked and sped skyward. Screaming, claws reaching, the
vampire streaked below her. There was asharp whisper and ablur of light, and the vampire stopped and
stared in shock.

The Justicar held his pose for an instant — sword out. He reversed the blade and shegathed it, diding
Bendux dowly back into her scabbard.

The vampires severed head tilted back, burning dowly asit fell. The decapitated torso stood swaying, the
undead flesh beginning to wither from contact with the metal of Bendlux. Thetorso findly fdll. Staring at
it, Henry blinked then snapped a crossbow bolt in two and hammered it straight into the vampire's heart.

"Um... dl right."" Escallalooked at the corpse. "Y eah, like that! That was good.”

Completely unconcerned, Polk had dready begun helping himself to the dregs of brandy in the jug.
"That'sjust the way | would have doneit, son! But you need just alittle bit more style.”

A horrific scream came from the courtyard below, followed by the sound of claws scrabbling benegth the
windows. The Justicar directed his friends back from the windows and doors, guiding them to the center
of the room.

"Henry, back to the middle of theroom! Enid and Escala, up in the rafters. Polk, play dead!" The
Justicar drew his sword. "Here they come.™



Through the doors and windows, a howling mob of ghouls— jacka-thin, stinking, skeletd, and crazed
— rushed into the room and ran madly a Henry and the Justicar. Henry coolly opened fire, hismagic
crossbow stuttering. A stream of five crossbow bolts tore through one ghoul, sent it crashing to the
ground, then Henry drew his sword and followed the Justicar as the big man ploughed into the foe.

Cinders snarled and sent ablast of flames writhing through the ghouls. The creaturestwisted and
screamed, burning asthey fell. The Justicar wielded Benelux in asavage blur, the ghoulsburning like
paper asthey fell. The rangers soneskin flared and died.

Henry blocked a ghoul's daws and ran the creature through. Another ghoul sprang a himin afury, only
to be torn gpart by a stream of golden bees shot from the rafters. Enid fell atop the last three
ghouls—swatted one so that it smply fell in half—and discovered another flat beneath her paws.

The last ghoul turned to flee. Jus whip-cracked his magic rope about the creaturéstorso, jerked it from
itsfeet and rammed Bendux through the monsters head. The body flared into flames, and Jus yanked on
the rope, spinning the burning corpse across the floor.

Still gitting in the rafters and nursing her unused wand, Escallalooked suitably impressed. "Hoopy! What
was tha—ninein, nine down?'

"Nine! Areyou blind, girl? 1t wasadozen!" Polk happily jotted notesinto his chronicles. "For every
piece of evil seen, thereé'sthree waiting in the wings, so that makes four-dozen defeated! Forty-eight
ghouls! Not bad for aminute or two."

"Polk, shut up." The Justicar kicked a ghoul's corpse over and examined the body. He stabbed it once
more to make it burn. " Scavengersthat serve the vampires. They eat bodies drained of blood."

Still panting and pae, Henry wiped his mouth. "Why did they attack like that, sir?'

"If they can stop usfrom killing the vampires, then they il have their med ticket.” The Justicar burned
away the last remnants of both vampires skulls. "Everyone check this room, then retreat back into the
tower."

Escallahad aready begun a search. Rummaging behind a painted throne, the faerie gave awhoop and
dragged out asack that clinked and clanked.

"Treasure! Findly wefind atreasure!™ She upended the sack. Out spilled gold coins, silver coins, bent
copper pennies, wooden dugs, little gems, big gems, potion bottles, and ascroll. "L ook, guys! Treasure!
Whoever offed the vampire just |eft the stash lying around!™

Besde hersdf with excitement, the faerie flung herself atop the gold and wallowed atop the pile. "Enid,
come over here and try thisl Oh, I'm s0 excited | can see through time!™ Escalla plucked a bottle from the
treasure pile. "What's this? Magic potions? O-0-oh, aregeneration potion!™ The girl unshipped the
dowglass gem from down her front. "All right! Everyone pose with the money and wave! Smilel”

The Justicar found the discarded bag that the treasure had once been in. He lifted it to Cinderss nose,
and the hell hound sniffed at it carefully.

"Tana'ri?'
Tanar'ri snake!

"Yes" Risng, the Jugticar sgnaded Henry to hisside. "Get back into the room with the food. Barricade
the door to the courtyard. I'll bring Escallaand the treasure.”



"Yes gr."

They retrieved the treasure through the smple expedient of opening the portable hole, then pushing the
entireloot pile insde—faerie, potion bottles, and dl. Escadlla gave asquawk and looked out over the
edge of the hole as Jus dragged it over the floor to the other room.

"Hey, Jusl Hey look! Treasure!™

"Yep.

"Redl treasure! Therésgold and potions... and jewels! One of them'sadiamond!*
"Uh-huh." The Justicar nodded. "Exactly the right Sizeto use for a stoneskin spdll?
"Oh—oh, yeah. Did yoursrun out yet?"

"Jud then.”

"Ah." Thegirl suddenly took on athoughtful ook, ducked into the hole and came up with one of the
potion bottles. She gaveit asniff! "Hedling potion, Flanaess style.”

"The sausage in theroom islying on abag. The bag is stenciled with the sed of aKeggle Bend
merchant." The Justicar reached the far room, where Henry was busily dropping abar into place against
the outer door. "Our snake woman isabusy girl."

"A busy girl with an agenda." Escalaclimbed out of the hole. Her eye took in the food, doors leading off
to two other smal, quiet roomsfilled with bedding. "She wants usto rest.”

"Shetook care of the only thing here that was dangerous. The chief vampire would have been alot
tougher than hisbride." Jus spied afireplace and checked it—ametal grate sedled off the chimney flue.
"We each need at least four hoursto rest and get spells back. Polk and Cinders can keep guard. We can
put that mutton on to cook."

Enid looked up guiltily. The stripped mutton bone lay on the floor before her, and she covered it up with
her paws.

"Urn, aren't you al going to fry up that nice sausage?'
"I guesswe are." Escallalooked about the table and sighed. "Any faerie cakes? Honey? Jam? Sugar?'
"No. Sorry."

"Sod it. If | don't keep my sugar intake up, | get into such amood!" Escalatugged at the Justicar,
dragging him over to one of thelittle sde rooms. "All right. Y ou meditate, I'll grabb my spell book, and we
can grind that diamond. Let's get rested up.”

The next room was small, dark, and had windows bolted, sedled, and shuttered tight. Spreading Cinders
out over achair to keep guard in the kitchen, Jus closed the door on the sounds and smells of dinner. He
dropped down into the portable hole, retrieved blankets and a pillow made out of an old sack, then
clambered wearily out again. He found Escdla sitting surrounded by her loot and tools—lich staff, frost
wand, spellbook, and potion bottles.

Peace at lagt. Still dressed in her awful makeshift dress, she gave Jusawan little smile.
"Hdlo."



He kissed her softly, and she curled into him. It was asimple, powerful love with so few complications.
Escalawound her arms about Jus's neck, leaned her forehead againgt his skin and sighed.

They held each other for along, long time. Escallarested ahand on Juss skull asthey drew apart, and
she scratched his stubble with asmile.

"Stubble" Sheloved thefed of it beneath her hands. "L et's get you shaved. Can't have you facing
ultimate evil with afternoon shadow on your head.”

Hewastired, but he laughed. She sat on histhigh and raked through the loot, shaking the potion bottle
beside her ear. Juslooked at the writing on the label and scowled.

"Hven?'

"Drow."The girl nodded. "Y ep. All drow. Looks like about five hedling potions and five spider venom
antidotes. one each. Convenient, eh? Plusweve got apotion of regeneration. All arelabeled.”

"| thought s0."

"So what'sgoing on?" Escdlarattled the bottleswith her foot. Y ou think Lolth's playing with us? Wants
usto make it to the palace so she can flatten us?

"No. The problemswerefacing aren't cruel enough.” The Jus-ticar Sghed, feding tired. "There's nothing
specificaly intended to make us suffer. It's been just guards.”

"Heh. And Reccaand Tidle."
"Them, too." The Justicar looked over their wegpons and tools. "Is your frost wand holding out?"

"Y eah. Running low on charges, though. Lich staff too.” The girl ran frustrated fingersthrough her hair. "'l
haveto relax! Clear my mind! | can't memorize spellswhile 'm al keyed up.”

There were empty bottles amongst the full. Jus picked up afamiliar little via and shook it.
"Giant growth potion?'

"Yeah. Last oneleft." Escalapicked it up and looked at the liquid gleaming through the clear glass bottle.
"Ah, well. | guesswell make more some day. I'll find the ingredients somehow..."

Jus rubbed his eyes.
"We should meditate. We only have four hours. Do faeries do anything specid to relax?

Escallalaughed. All of asudden, shelooked at Jus, and Jus looked at her. They looked at each other,
then Escalla pounced, tearing at the potion bottle's cork.

Hanging from the door handle nearby, Benelux wailed. No! Not again! No! | demand to be put in
another room/The sword buried hersdf inside her sheath and sang to try to block away the noise. La la
lalala!

Outside the door, Enid blinked. She pushed more wood into the fire, hoping the crackling flames and
szzling sausage would mask other sounds. Diligently dicing sausage at the table with Polk, Henry looked
at the door in puzzlement.

"What's that noise?



"Mantral" Enid managed to go pale and blush bright red a the same time. "Escallas meditating.”
Polk pricked hisears. "Mantra? Sounds like she'sjust yelling 'yes!' over and over again.”
"It'savery happy mantra." Enid cleared her throat. "Mmm! Sausages smdll nice, don't they?

She dtirred the sausages in the pan and burned her paw. Henry legped to her aid and knélt with her,
cradling her big paw in hishands. They looked at each other, turned pink as crabs, and both hastily
looked away—Yyet stayed sitting as close beside each other asthey possibly could.

Draped over the back of achair. Cinders saw al, heard al, and knew al. He sucked on alump of prime
new cod and dowly wagged histall.

Funny!
Chapter 22
"What do you mean theré's no sign of them? Have you looked?!

Wild, furious, worn, and thoroughly annoyed, Tielle hovered above ahillsde with her wings beating like a
mad dragonfly. She had been so certain that today would be the day of her revenge that she had dressed
hersdf in her most outrageous ouitfit. It consisted of afew threads and thongs—all pulled astight as
comfort would dlow. The effect waslike a pae white pudding bound up with string. With thirty chain
monks spread about the hillsides, with spells and imps and bloodhounds sniffing the ground, she had il
faled tofind Escdlastral’ The crysta bal was useless, drawing ablank hour after hour. 1t was as though
Escalahad disappeared without atrace!

"Damn her! She can't possibly have ascrying shield! Not every hour of every day!" Tielle sat on atree
stump, the bark agony to her bared bottom, and snatched her crystal ball out of the hands of a monk.
"Whereis she? If she'son this plane, then why can't wefind her?!

A monk dragged its chains and gibbered at her, waving its armsin amad attempt to be understood.
Blonde, plump, and under-clad, Tidlle tossed the usdess crysta bal into itsarms.

"Don't beanidiot! | know exactly what to do. All we need isalittle patience. I'll flay her dive and usethe
skin to make a puppet show!" The fagerie stood, dusted hersdlf irritably, and roseinto the air. "Come on.
Gather those other idiots here. Welll head bade to the gate and go home!™

The chain monk made a pathetic, hungry noise. From above, Tielle gaveit alook of angry contempt.

"I know my sster. Escallais nothing but astrutting, puffed up little peahen. We've bested her, so shell
want her revenge! All we haveto do iswait for her to comeinto our lair."

Tidle watched her minions gathering. The search had been long and annoying. To escape her, Escdla
must have hidden in the darkest bowels of the earth or the foulest swamps of some other plane. The girl
hovered, looking nadtily out across the wilderness, consoling hersdf with the thought of her Sster in
humiliation and agony.

"Wdl, wherever sheis, a least she's suffering!”

A few hours of rest had worked miracles. The castle remained quiet, the fried sausage had a hint of
garlic, and the wine was a V erbobonc vintage that must have cost a hundred crowns. Escalahad to be
ladled out of bed like limp, boiled noodles. She was dipped into rough new clothes made out of a soft
cloth, and draped over Juss shoulderslike acollar. Asthe group edged into the castle courtyard under a



blood-red sky, Henry coughed politely to attract her attention.
"My Lady? Y ou seem lesstense.” The boy leaned closer. "Did you study your splls?!

"Hmm? Spells?'Y eah. Hoopier than hoopy!" The fagrie girl gave adazed thumbs up. "Recharged and
rarin’ to go. Y ou have a problem, and I'm right on the job."

With that, she curled back down to snooze again. One part of her brain registered something new, and
she deepily eyed off her brand new clothes.

"Where did these come from?'

"I made them out of apolishing cloth,” Henry replied. "Enid and | thought it was, ah, more dignified than
the others you were wearing."

"Henry! You arejust the sveetest thing!" Raising her head, Escallamade long streams of her golden hair
cascade down Juss back. "Hey, you two guysjust earned yoursdlf afaerie boon. Straight from the faerie
princessto you!" Thegirl rolled luxurioudy, spreading her hair into watery driftsof light. "I'll do the ‘true
hearts desire thing right after we get back home.”

The doorway to the Demonweb Pits stood asit dways had, but lying beside the door was atiny,
glittering snake scale. The Jus-ticar kndt over hisfind and carefully pocketed the evidence before
clearing the scene. He jumped through the barrier between worlds, emerging into the stench, the prickling
light, and formless dread of the Demonweb. The othersfollowed him one by one as he carefully
examined the path in each direction, opened his map, then signaed the way forward.

They had shared out hedling potions, water bottles, and tools. Escdla sat up, her spellsfirmin her head
and her frost wand in her hands. They al moved to the end of the path to a great bronze door that
marked the entrance to another world.

Again, there was a clear window. Thistime, the view reveded ableak plain of windswept obsidian
boulders and cracked rivers of volcanic glass. Electrical storms sheeted across the sky, revealing the
snister shape of Lolth's palace squatting on a hilltop a mere hundred yards away.

The palace seemed deserted, and yet light leaked from the huge windows that served asitseyes. The
Justicar dug in his pouch for the remaining key and fitted it into a depression on the door. He swung the
door open, and the party stood before atransparent barrier that led into Lolth's private, most secret
home.

The Justicar checked thefit of his equipment, using the same quiet, careful movesthat had seen him
through a hundred battlefields.

"ThisisLolth'sinner sanctum. Touch nothing you don't have to. Look on everything asadeadly trap.
Watch for magic. Watch for enemies. Y our enemy can shape change, teleport, cast magic and illusion...
so kill first and strike hard.”

Helooked from Enid to Henry, Escallato Polk, and then reached up to tie Cindersinto place.

"I'm yours, and you are mine. Y ou never abandon your people. If any of you get in trouble, remember: |
will comefor you." The big man turned and waved the othersin hiswake. "Forward."

Escdlaturned invisible to scout ahead. Polk and Enid moved forward stedlthily into the black glass
boulders. Henry followed, his magic crossbow hunting at shadows.



They had scarcely crossed the threshold when the folded map on Juss belt caught fire. He scowled at it
asit burned againgt his dragon scaes, then dragged the map free before it could damage his sword belt.
He stamped on the ashes then took a swift ook acrossthe plainsto seeif the fire had been noticed.
Lightning flashed and obsidian sparkled. Hopefully, onetiny little fire had not been seen. Escalla cocked
aneyea thelast few wisps of crumbling map and gave awry little smile.

"Smart girl, isn't she?'
"Smart girl." The Justicar abandoned the map and moved on. "Everyone move carefully.”

Vast and foreboding, Lolth's palace was watchful. The brass metd of its hull swam with images of
screaming faces and clawing hands, asif it were pressed out of the souls of the dead. Vents high upon the
hull leaked smoke into the sky, and steam hissed from its joints. The body rested just above the ground,
gtairs spilling out from the spider pal ace's monstrous head like atongue feeding into its cavernous jaws.
Little quasits scampered through the boulders like mongtrous rats, their demonic shapes cagting immense,
terrifying shadowsin the unclean light.

Two gargoyles sat on guard at the bottom of the stairs. Bat winged, stone skinned, and hideous, the two
mongterstore the carcass of a hdfling between them, squabbling over the spoils. They were il fighting
asalittlefigure popped into view beside them and cleared itsthroat.

Small, blonde, and dainty, Escalla posed on the path, gave alittle wave, and interrupted the guardians.

"Hey, guys?1 just wanted to say that you got me! I'm caught! Damn! There'sjust no way past red
professional guardslike you, so I'm giving up! I'll come quietly. | mean, if anyone getsto reap the huge
rewards for bringing mein to the boss, then | want it to go to two professonads!”

The two gargoyles stared for an instant, gore dripping from their open mouths, then pounced on Escalla
One caught her inits stony fist, while the other tried to grab her feet. The two creatures snarled and
sguabbled with one another, cuffing each other acrossthe scaes. Findly Escalamanaged to bring peace
to thefight, waving her armsto keep the gargoyles apart.

"Whoa Whoa! Whoa Enough! All right! The guy who is holding me can keep holding me. Thet'sfair,
right? The other guy, he can go upstairs and report that you've got a prisoner. Right? Happy?' The fagrie
chased one of the gargoyles away. "So go! Go on! Report upstairs! Open the front gate and go!”

A gargoyle shambled up the steps to the locked front door of the fortress. The cresture disabled aguard
spell and gave a password to someone on the far side of the door, snarling and gabbling in rage. Relaxing
in her captor's claws, Escallawatched the whole process with approval.

"Wow! Now that's partnership. Two guysworkin' asone." Thegirl leaned her elbow on her captor'sfist.
"It's great to have a partner, eh? Someone you can trust. | mean, you two guys, you obvioudy work asa
team. And why? Trust, that'swhy! | mean, he can trust you to Sit here on your arse looking after the
prisoner, while he goes and makes the report. And you! Y ou trust him to tell them al about you both
catching me. Equa shares plus equd rewards equals equa promotion!” Thegirl gave an admiring sigh.
"Partnership. | tdll you, it's beautiful to watch."

Escalas captor blinked, turned to watch his partner disap-pearing into the spider palace, and then
screeched in rage. He pelted up the stairs, wrenched the other gargoyle about, and another furious
argument began. Escallawas shaken about as she was used as a prop for the argument. The two
gargoylesfinaly cameto adecision. Escalla swapped from one gargoyle to the other, and her origina
captor now proceeded into the palace. Eating a piece of garlic sausage, Escdlawatched the other

gargoyle go.



"Y eah. He'sright. | mean, he should go. He's the one that caught me, so he should make the report. It's
only fair. | mean, the bass knows your pd isthe brains of the outfit. If you goin there, it'sonly going to
look suspicious, right? | mean, give your partner credit where credit'sdue. If he carriesthe load, then he
ought to get the reward!"

With ahowl, the gargoyle ran after its partner. The two creatures screamed, |leaped, flapped, and
squabbled. Findly, they came to another decision. Both gargoylestotaly abandoned their guard post and
went to make their report together, with Escallaheld between them in their claws.

Locks and bolts opened from the inside. One of the gargoyles grabbed Escallaand pushed his partner
towards the doors, ydlling at him to open the way. Escalajoined in the general shower of abuse.

"Y eah! Y ou open those doors! And don't even suspect that your friend might sneak in a bite now your
back isturned. Because hesagreat guy! Y our friend through and through! ™

In homicida fury the gargoyle at the doorswhirled and flung itsdlf &t its partner. Escalawas hurled asde
as both mongters fought. The faerie sat on a baustrade, pulled out more sausage, and ate while strips of
gargoyleflesh flew dl over the stairs. She looked at the carnage and sighed.

"Tragicdly, thefaerieisforever condemned to face inferior intellects.”

The Justicar slamped irritably out from behind a boulder, crossed the open ground, and mounted the
dairs. Both gargoyles now lay in asingle bleeding hegp. Jus was not amused.

"I thought | told you just to sneak up and find away past the guards.”
Escalahad her mouth full of sausage.

"Sho | got ush pasht the guardsh! No prob'em!™ Escallawiped her lips and jumped down onto the stairs.
"See! | even got the door open! Comeon! Letsgo.”

She scampered on ahead. Growling, Jus turned and signaed the othersto make arun for the sairs. He
turned back just in time to see Escdlla disappearing through Lolth's front door. From inside the spider
palace, the faerie gave a happy little cry.

"Oh! Hey, guys Yep! Y ou got me! So which one of you wantsto go and report that you just got a
prisoner?'

Enid looked at Jus, and the two of them charged headlong up the stairs and through the door.
Chapter 23

Theinsde of Lolth's paace was shocking and surprising. Beyond the entrance a cove, with its dead
gargoyles and guards, there was an area of clean white wals—a wide room with arug upon the floor and
pantingsonthewal, al tasteful and incredibly beautiful.

Behind adesk sat adim, cool woman with bobbed black hair. Her sx armswere busy al over the desk,
writing, sorting, doodling and filing al at once. Long snake coils draped eegantly over aperch that was
haf office chair and haf shoetree. As Jus cautioudy edged into the room, she turned her back to him and
deliberately concentrated on her files.

"Greetings, Jugticar. Comein." The demon spokein avery, very ordinary voice—officious and beautifully
spoken. "Y ou've donewdll. She still doesn't know you're here.”



Escallabecame visble. She ambled into the room, looking eagerly at the furnishings. Enid flowed through
the door, her eyes on the tanar'ri woman and her daws unsheathed. Polk and Henry stood in the
doorway and smply stared.

The six-armed tanar'ri never once looked at her visitors. Instead, she concentrated on her files.

"Youmay cal meMorag. That ismy common name, not my true name. Lolth has my true name. She has
it written down. While she holdsit, | must obey her to the letter. | must dways answer her with the truth.
If shewantsto, she can useit to destroy me."

Looming huge and dark, the Justicar thoughtfully regarded the tanar'ri girl, then said, "If Lolth dies, the
nameislog, and you arefree.”

IIY$II
"Why should we help you?"'
Morag kept her back to him, Stting straight and stiff.

"Y ou are not helping me. | have never discussed plans with you. Therefore, when asked by Lolth, | will
say | have never conspired againgt her.” One dim hand motioned to alarge book upon the table. ™Y our
names are penciled into the gppointment list for the day. Therefore, there are no intrudersin the palace.
My dutieswill shortly call me away from thisroom.” The woman made acareful entry into aledger. |
can even say that 1 have not seen any intruders. | have never laid eyes upon you.”

Escalla had been poking about the room. Perched on the desk was a painted portrait of atanar'ri
male—ahandsome creature with alonging, dightly wistful expresson. Escalatook onelook at the
pictureand whistled in glee.

"Hubba-hubba! Oh, wow! Ishe yours?'

"Give methat!" Morag snatched the picture away and hugged it againgt her breast. "And no, heis not
mine. He... he..." A blush actually crept up the tanar'ri's cheeks. "He's an acquaintance.”

"Oh..." Walking along the desk, Escallacast ady little eye backward at the tanar'ri. "But, ah, an
acquaintance who's pretty niceto you. | mean, | cantell! He has great eyes." Escallalooked at the rugs,
the paintings, and tapped her index fingerstogether Y ou redly caught something specid in that painting.
Youdid al these, too?"

Morag straightened, tugging at her nest little black skirt.
"Yes. Yes, 1 painted them.”

"And | bet you write, too!" Escallawas now sitting on the edge of the desk companionably next to the
tanar'ri. Y ou do higtory, right? But theré'sanovel you've been working on, too?"

"It'satrilogy!" Thetanar'ri sat up, and then subsided into misery. "We... I'm Lolth's secretary. Her
vassd. Her.... her dave.” Morag swalowed. "I'm not supposed to... to waste time, to form attachments.”

"Wow! Y ou poor thing!"

Escdlawas quite distraught. Shelooked up to see Juslooking patiently irritable a her. The girl waved
her hand, shooing him away. "What? Hey, just because she'satanar'ri, we can't both talk like girls?' The
faerie snapped her fingers at her man. "We have a problem here! Helping ladiesin distressisin the line of



Jugtice! Thisisright up your aley!”

Morag was still hugging her portrait of her paramour. Escalacleared her throat and came alittle closer,
Saying out of view.

"Urn, right. So thisfelaof yours... | mean, you'd like the chance to know him better, huh?Y ou made a
dumb mistake with Lolth, and now you're stuck! Regrets lead to frustration. Frustration leads to anger. |
mean, we haveto catch this problem now beforeit ruinsyour life forever!”

Morag hung her head. All ax hands clenched tight. "Yes"

"Hoopy. Well, girl to girl, I'm glad to help." Escalawaggled her little bare feet. " So tell me: How do we
get Lolth? What's the secret?”

"l can'ttdl you. Not... not directly.”
"Hintsarefine." Escalalounged on the tabletop. " Shoot!"

Morag dithered from her chair. She gathered files and folders, checked the set of her curved swords,
and tugged her skirt down straight. She headed for adoor, then paused to spesk into thin air.

"When thinking of Lolth, remember this. Power breeds superiority. Superiority breeds contempt.
Contempt breeds aneed to control.” Thetanar'ri exited through a door, her beautiful coils shimmering as
shemoved. "I believe it was Saint Cuthbert who said, 'Evil isagtain. The darker the evil, the more pure
the waters must beto wash it clean.' "

Morag swept mgesticaly out of the room. "The ship is powering up. We leave for the Flanaess within
the hour."

The door closed with abang, and Escalla sat up, scowling.

"Actudly, | was hoping more for something on the lines of "'Two doors on the left, her bedroom's just
great! Y ou can ambush her there. Lolth goes shut-eye at eight.’ " The girl shrugged. "Ah, well..."

"It could have been worse." The Justicar came over to Escallas Sde to examine the desk. "It could have
been a poem.”

Polk shambled forward, his bt fur dragging. "It should have been apoem, damn it! Don't that snake
know anything about adventuring? It should have been arede!™

Escallarecoiled. "A reed? What? Like abull rush?’
"No, arede, girl! A rede! A saying! A phrase put into rhyme so it won't be forgotten!™

"The Flanaess has been literate for a couple of thousand years now, Polk. Some might think rote-learning
isatad old fashioned." Escallawas happily poking about in the desk. "Huh! What do you know? Some
old decorator's plans for the palace. They even wrote in the tides of the rooms so workmen knew what
furniture went where." The girl flipped out the map. "Morag is so cardess. This should have been filed!™

The spider pdace waslaid out in aseries of decks—engine roomsin the belly, acontrol roominthe
head. The rest of the place seemed to be paatial audience chambers, throne rooms, and guards quarters.
Perfectly able to read any language ever written or devised, Enid took charge of the charts, smoothing
them flat upon the floor. One big lion claw traced scribblesin the tanar'ri script written over some of the
rooms.



"Let me see. The private chambers are right at the very top. Handmaiden chambers, guard chambers...”
The sphinx gave a. pretty scowl. "What exactly are we looking for?"

"Lolth." The Justicar's hand scratched asit ran over the stubble of his chin. He pondered Morag's words
carefully and thoroughly. " Superiority breeds contempt. Contempt breeds a need to contral..."

"Easy!" Escdlawas changing entriesin Lolth's gppointment book, booking up her lunchtimes for the next
seventeen years. "Contempt! She's agoddess. Shewon't see us as athresat, o if we challenge her, we
can draw her into atrap! Y ou know—sdap Enid's stun symbol over adoor, then | moon Lolth and we
beat her when she runs through the door and gets hit by the spell!”

With asigh, the Judticar regarded the fagrie. "L olth's magic resstant.”

"Wédll... then we attack from behind the door!" Escalla shad-owboxed back and forth between the legs
and tails of her friends. "We bind her in the magic rope, use asilence spell to stop her casting magic, and
give her the fig-beating of alifetime!” The faerie was overjoyed. "Thisis gonnabe smpler than | thought!
Hey, Cinderd Fetch!”

Shethrew apencil. All eyesfollowed it asit clinked onto the floor and rolled. Cinders wag-wag-wagged
histall, histeeth gleaming in the overhead lights.

What?
Everyone looked wearily at the faerie. Escdla shrugged.

"I'm lookin' for an ingtinctive reaction. I'm gonna sneek it up on him!" The faerie dapped Jus on the
shoulder. "All right, big J} Got aroute? Let'sgo!™

The Justicar was not yet ready to move. He stood over the map, one hand resting on Enid'swarm
shoulder as he looked down at the diagrams.

"Wash away evil. Wash it clean... ?" The Judticar tapped Bendlux's wolf-skull pommel. "It'saclue. Enid,
you're our riddle consultant. Any ideas?"

"Urn, not redly. Unlessthe washing-thing isa clue to aroom we should use?'
Jus scratched the stubble of his chin. "Isthere a bath house on the map?”

"Theresthid" The sphinx carefully read Morag's beautiful round handwriting. "It says, ‘Black Dragon
Lair. Please grout tiles properly.'"

"That'snot it." Theranger heaved afrustrated sgh. "Escdla? Henry? Any ideas?'

Henry could only shrug helplessly. Escalamerdly cocked her frost wand and stuck her lich staff through
her belt like adagger.

"Well keep an eye out aswe go. What'sto worry.? Y ou're al stoneskinned up, we have amap, and the
feeriéstaking point! What could possibly go wrong?'

They moved onward into the palace, and Enid leaned closer to Henry asthey walked. "Henry, | get such
ashiver down my spine whenever she saysthat.”

"Absolutdy.”

Inside the palace were Lolth's private quarters—her treasury, audience chambers, and carefully prepared



lines of defense. She would have long ago planned her retreat and her tacticsin case of invason. The
Justicar looked at his map then chose adoor. Above him, Cinderslooked dyly left and right and made a

happy growl.

We go find spider lady?

"No. No, we make the spider lady cometo us."

Burn spiders! Wheee!

Cinderss grin turned to the palace above, and the party walked into the spider'slair.

Lolth stood in the center of her audience chamber, arranging one of her nadty little triumphs of ingenuity.
The floor was a dead, leaden gray, made from quicksand gathered from the swamps of the Abyss. Lolth
had a secret bridge running across the floor, hidden an inch or two beneath the sand. Anyone crossing
the floor without knowledge of the secret path would end up dead and drowned! The goddess watched
her giants bring in the last buckets of quicksand, and she flicked out her long hair in glee.

"Excdlent.”

A door opened, and Morag cruised serendly into the chamber. She saw the arrangements and flipped
open a notebook, jotting down an estimate of the costs. Lolth saw her at work and raised adroll little
amile

"Morag! How good of you to join usat last. All your little files and folders stowed away?"
"Y es, Magnificence."

"Ah." The spider goddess walked the length of her hidden bridge. The aura about her made the air
crackle with power. "Have you seen any intruders, Morag?"

Morag tucked her pen behind one ear. "' have seen no intruders, Magnificence.”

"Yes." The goddess stood, held her arms outstretched, and horrible amorphous handmai dens oozed from
under adoor and removed their mistresss lounging clothes. Lolth alowed hersdlf to be accoutered for
war. Her handmaidens stripped her naked—all except for the delicately engraved gems she dwayswore
about her neck. "Yes, Morag. Still, | have alittle inkling that something might be wrong. Have you any
thoughts upon that metter?"

"Your intuition isdivine. Magnificence." The secretary flipped open her notebook. "1 will rouse the palace
guards and have them begin an immediate search. The webs, the palace, the boulder fields. It will delay
our departure for at least two hours.”

"No ddays" The goddess whirled, scornful and magnificent. "Wewill return to the Flanaess! | haveto
renew the spellsthat bind my armies. Have you any ideawhat those fools will be doing without my genius
to guide them?" Lolth shoved her handmai dens aside and strode along the rim of her quicksand poal. "I
can't trust any of you idiotsto do anything right. How long until we leave?!

The secretary coolly pulled out alittle timepiece—hand-crafted modron work that she greatly admired.
"Thirty minutes, Magnificence. Web fluid is still being loaded into the palace tanks. We Hill have only
three boilerson line.”

"Td| themto hurry!"



"1 will tell them, Magnificence." Morag closed her book. "But we may find that water will only heat so
fast. There arelaws of physicsin operation, even here.”

Lolth stabbed alook of pure caculation at Morag. The goddess tapped at the gems hanging from her
neck.

"Thereis something very un-tanar'ri about you, Morag.”
"Y es, Magnificence." The secretary proudly settled her swords and pens. "That iswhy you endaved me.”
Lolthwhirled. Shelooked at her quicksand floor in satisfaction and folded her hands.

"Yes. And you toil so very well. Dear, dull, drab, beige little creature that you are. But if you can
shapechange, | do wish you'd at least make a pretense of a proper bosom. Y ou redly do tend to bring
the team down." Lolth allowed the last of her own new clothesto be fixed into place—covering her own
plush bosom in athin net of spider web. "Stuck herefor haf an hour! I am annoyed, Morag. | wanted to
be on my way ages ago. Today | hear nothing but delay delay delay!™ The goddessimmodestly hitched
the thong of her garments. "Well, we shal be herefor an hour, then. We shall make the best of it, Morag,
are there enough demon vassals il here for meto be depraved?”

"1 amsureyoull find away, Magnificence." Morag acidly took notes. "Will that bedl?'

"Oh, yes, Morag. Quiteal.” Lolth waggled her hand. " Off off off! Go on! Slither back to your little hutch
and tart totting up things. Y ou can at least be useful if you can't manage to be ornamenta. Off!"

Morag did silkily away and closed the door behind her. Lolth sgned imperioudy to a handmaiden, who
opened up adoor. Lolth turned and |ooked into the space beyond and gave adly, evil little smile.

"Yes. Weadl haveour little secrets.” The goddess walked past the figure stlanding silently in her hal—a
nightmarish shape of rotted flesh, dry skin, and bone, wearing an eagle fashioned helm and tarnished
armor. "I have aplan for dealing with intruders, so be careful of the traps, my dear. But do please make
yoursdf & home.”

Chapter 24

Pressed flat againgt awall, the Justicar looked cautioudy around a corner. Beside him, Escdlafranticaly
tugged at histunic to get the man's attention.

"Jus! Thisroute leads downstairsl What are we going downstairsfor? All the reglly hoopy treasure will
beupin Lolth'sroomd"

Jus glanced at Morag's map, then drew the faerie after him as he went around the corner.

"Lolth will have her best traps and guards around her own apartments. What we need isto strip those
guards away from her. We need her unprepared, rushed, and unfocused.” The Justicar looked around a
corner, then sgnaled Henry to watch the rear. "We need to get Lolth extremely annoyed..."

"O-0-oh! Pissed off spider goddess? Hoopy! Yeah, | can seethat!™

Silently drawing his sword Jus approached a door. Somewhere up ahead, there was a hum that
trangmitted through the meta hull.

"Control That'swhat our ‘associate’ meant. Lolth holds al other beingsin contempt. She trusts no one
elseto do anything right." Jus nodded at the door ahead. " According to the map, downdairsisthe



machinery that makesthis palace walk. If we can destroy the machines, shelll come down herself to see
what'swrong."

Polk rose up onto his haunches, clearly dismayed.

"But son! Thisway we don't go into the actud lair of evil! We don't fight her step by step through the
palace, facing every singletrap, guard, and power she possesses!”

Escalla dropped down and patted the badger on his head.

"Ah, that's great, man. Let's cal that one Plan B. Well get onto it right after we have our brainstorn out
and replaced by cauliflower." Thegirl pointed a adoor. " So the machine room stairs are thisway?'

The Justicar listened at the door, then signed for Henry to prepare his crossbow. Jus stove the doorway
inwith asingle massive kick, sending wood splintering into abig space beyond. There wasaroar from
ingde, and two huge shapes surged up from a hegp of garbage on the floor. Startled, the giants snatched
for clubs even as Henrys crossbow hammered crossbow bolts through the air. One giant snarled asthe
little darts ripped into him, then went wide eyed as the d egping poison smeared on the tips went to work.
The Justicar was about to charge into the fray, when Escalla shot between hislegswith her frost wand in
her hand.

"Whoa! Minel" Escdlafired her frost wand into the room. " Jus, back! Don't screw up that stoneskin
sdl!”

A blast of icy cold smashed into the remaining giant. The creature bellowed and recoiled. Invisible,
Escallasped into the room. A dub hammered down at her asthe giant blindly tried to smash her to a
paste—then Escallas frost wand opened fire from an indelicate position below. The giant arched and
froze solid, dead as a stone. Regppearing, Escallablew awisp of frost from the tip of her wand, twirled it
like abaton and tucked it into place benesath her arm.

"And that's how they do it on faerie turf!" The girl seemed pleased. "Hey! Who wantsto search for
treasure?’

Juswasin action. He swiftly passed the rest of the party through the room, propelling Polk with his boot.
He opened the door that led to the rear of the ship, moving fast, wayswatchful and ready to kill.

"Movel Movefagt. Go!" He picked up Escallain passing. "No treasure hunting!™
"No treasure hunting?"

"Get moving before the guards come!™ Jus paused at adoor, kicked it open, and led the way through a
storeroom. He paused outside another door—a door leading to a stairwell—and gripped Bendlux tight.
ll@!ll

The door burst open. Four ogres rose from their nests beside aspira stair. A hail of crossbow fireand a
blast of frost met them, and the creatures were dead before they hit the ground. Jus ran to the top of the
stairwell, looked down, then immediately led the way downgtairs. He moved fast, and Escalla had to
sporint wildly to catch him up.

"Jus! Jus, we should be careful!”
"Theguardswill be after us. Therésno time!"

He had to shout. The stair was filled with an awful noise coming from below—ametdlic clash and



shudder that rose to a deafening roar. The air was thick with heat and steam. Soot caked the walls,
hiding the faces of the damned insgde the meta skin.

Enid squeezed down the stairs behind Jus and Escalla. Polk and Henry brought up the rear. Stifled, the
group descended echoing metd steps into adeafening universe of noise.

They stood in avast metal hall choked with smoke. Huge furnaces ran the length of the chamber, each
one adoorway into araging hel of flame. Blank-eyed mongters, fanged, listless, and maggot-ridden,
dowly shoveled cod into the fires. Some of the crestures even walked about among the codls, arranging
white-hot embers with their bare hands. Pipes arched across the celling, some dripping water, and others
jetted letha blasts of steam. Tubes shuddered with force as steam drove through them. Others hung till
and caked with soot asllittle quasit-imps ran skittering in the gloom. Furious heat struck the party likea
physica blow.

Shuddering machinery made ahellish racket. The Justicar leaned in to Henry, Enid, and Escala, and
bellowed at the top of hislungs, "Does anyone know how thisthing works?"

Everyonelooked a Escdla Thegirl shrugged.

"I'm the world's most deadly fashion statement! What do | know about machines?' The girl waved at the
furnaces. "Look! There's aprocess going on here! Stop the process, and you stop the machines!™

"All right." Jus waved the othersinto the hellish room. "Keep away from the pipes! They look dangerous.
L ook for something we can bresk. Something important!"

The floor was covered in fallen scraps of coa. The Justicar salvaged a piece to feed to Cinders, then
sgnaded the party to fan out. Enid and Henry flanked him. Escdlaturned invisible and flitted about just
ahead. Staggering and stumbling across a cod-littered floor, Polk hurried his short little legs to keep up.
He pointed out the creatures servicing the furnaces and tried to swerve Juss atention.

"Look, son! Tanar'ri! Demonsjugt itching to bedain!”

"They're called manes, Polk. They're like zombies, only dumber!™ Jus pressed Cinders down atop his
helmet as a steam blast hissed by. "They won't even bother to look at us. They only do what they're
told." The big ranger looked at the solid furnaces, the deadly pipes, looking for something that might
cause Lolth to come and rage a her subordinates. "Bendux! Have you seen anything like this before?
How doesit work?'

/, sir, ama sword. Not a mechanic. Ever petulant, the sword shimmered in the Justicar's hands. If itis
information you want, | suggest you ask one of the bright red gentlemen over there.

Dimly seen in the smoke and flames, the far end of the hall rose to a platform atop a pair of steps. Here
were forests of rods, wheels, and control levers, al overwatched by atrio of hideous serpentine
mongters. The creatures were shaped like anacondas with human arms, but they seemed to be wreathed
inliving flame. Jusdived into cover. Enid and Henry flattened themsel ves behind apile of coa. The group
froze, but apparently they had not been seen. The serpent creatures snarled at one another and attended
to their mechanisms, twisting wheelsto bring a scream of steam from pipes up above.

Escdlafound afresh lump of cod for the ever-greedy Cinders.
"Jus, what are those snake-things?”'

"Noidea" The Judticar squinted through the steam. " Salamanders?’



Salamander! Cinders spoke with hismouth full, cod crunching between big teeth. Dumb selfish bad!
Seals coal Chase hell hound. Kill human. Bad! The hdl hound gavealittle growl. No burn. Is made
fromfire. Cold kills him dead!

"Woo-hoo! Little Miss Frost Wand is having agood day!" Escala patted her favorite wegpon, then
noisily worked itsarming dide. "Hoopy! I'll creep up, shoot them all with frost, and they'll be dead before
you can say ‘premeditated homicide!™

Sheturned invisible again before there was any chance for discussion. Jus haf rose out of cover, trying to
bring the girl back to hed.

"Escala Escala, be careful!”
"Hey! Trust me! I'm afaeriel”

Shelooked s0 hot it wasashameto beinvishbledl thetime. Still... it had adelicious snesky feding toiit!
Invisble Escalaflitted gaily across the room, leaving footprintsin the cod dust. Struggling to hoist hersdlf
up the control platform stairs, she stood in the middle of ascalding hot floor and grinned at her prey.

The sdlamanders towered four feet over her, with tails four times as long as she was tall—but none of it
would help them. They were faerie fodder now! Escalla struck her sexiest, most aggressive pose and
gave araucouslittle cry.

"Eat frog, you disgusting serpentine weirdo!™

She triggered the wand. There was an asthmatic wheeze, followed by aflatulent sound. A tiny trickle of
frost and ice gurgled out into the air and instantly disappeared. All three sdlamanders jerked their heads
about, staring at Escallawith uncanny accuracy as she suddenly ran with swest.

"Ohfrot."

A sdamander lashed at her with its coils. Escdlatried to fly over the blow—forgot that she was
grounded, and was caught by ablow of the red-hot scales. Thetail-strike hurtled her between amass of
rods and levers, throwing switches and spinning dias as the faerie squawked and tried to battle free.
From the cod heaps, crossbow bolts fired as Jus and Enid charged. A salamander took onelook at the
intruders, whirled and hauled on alever, making apiercing whistle blast thunder through the air. An
instant later, a crossbow bolt ricocheted from the creature's skull, shattering adia and making steam hiss
intothear.

Escalawormed madly through the levers, dodging from side to side as an enraged salamander stabbed
at her with a spear. She sheltered behind a control bank. Mad with rage, the sdlamander

& jammed its weapon clean through the control panel, severing tubes and pulleys. Squeaking in fright,
Escdlajerked back from the weapon, leveled her finger and blasted alightning bolt right through her
enemy. The sdlamander roared, shook itself, then caught Escallain the grip of itsred-hot coils. Thefaerie
flashed up a heat shield spell, then struggled furioudy in the salamander's grip, unableto get free. The
monster squeezed. Escalacursed, worked her lich staff free, and hit the sdlamander on the tail. The staff
detonated flesh and scales, blagting its way through the monster to leave the sdlamander thrashing
muitilated on the floor. Escallathrew the coils off her, then dived aside as two more sdlamanders came at
herinarage. "Jud Jus, little help herel”

Charging the sdlamanders, the Justicar saw aflicker of motion as Enid galloped past afurnace door. A
spear flashed for her flank. The Justicar bellowed awarning, and Enid dropped, the spear flying over her



back instead of piercing her heart. A second spear camefor the fallen sphinx, but Juswas dready inits
path. He hacked the weapon from the air then charged straight toward a sdlamander that stood inside the
heart of afurnace. The creature snarled in triumph, falling back to makeits enemy fight it insde the white
heat of the coals. Instead, Jus .dammed against the furnace and kicked the door shut, dropping the
locking bar in place. A mane shambled over with ashove full of cod, dumbly reaching for the door. Jus
killed it with his sword, hacking it in two, then whirled to smack the head from another mane behind him.
Inside the furnace, the sdlamander pounded on the door in rage, its fury wasted on half an inch of solid
ded.

Juswhirled. At the control platform, Henry waslocked blade to blade with asalamander. The creature
lunged and Henry parried, then jammed his blade home in athrust with al the power he could command.
He twisted the sword in the wound, just as he had been taught by the Justicar. The sdlamander screamed
and caught him tight in its coils. Henry abandoned his sword, ripped a crosshow quarrel from his belt,
and stabbed the sdlamander in the throat. The creature fell back. Henry tore his sword out of the
cresture's chest and felled it with ahuge blow that cloveit through the skull.

Escallaand Henry fell on the last sdlamander. The creature, backed into a corner, held them off with its
spear. The Judticar ran forward, leaped over Escalla and smashed Benelux down on the monster. The

salamander parried, but Bendux blasted down through its spear and into the salamanders shoulder. Jus
wrenched and twisted the blade, the salamander's bones cracking as he vicioudy opened up the wound.

Coughing and screaming, the sdlamander fell, and Jus decapitated it with a single blow. He stooped and
grabbed Escdlaby the wings, jerking her back from harm just asavalve exploded in alethal jet of
seam.

"Escallal Here!l" Justossed hedling potions to Escalla. " Pass them to whoever needs them, then break
something. Anything that will stop the palace from moving!”

Thewhigtle was dtill screaming. Jus marched past it and smashed it with hisfigt, buckling solid brass asif
it were paper. The noise gurgled to a stop. He pointed Polk to aline of pipesand levers.

"Polk, destroy!"

"I'monit, son! Anticipating yal Thinking one step ahead dready!" The badger charged past, dmost
losing hishat. "Son, | think that whistle was some kind of darm!”

"No! You think?' Escdlaraced past, throwing levers and twisting safety vaves shut dl over the control
pands. "Polk, sabotage something! Hurry!"

A huge pipe ran overhead between the furnaces. As boilers overloaded, one by one their valves popped
and steam thundered into the pipe. Escalla saw the writing on the huge brass tube and yelled out to the
Judticar.

"Jus That'sthe safety vent! If we can closeit, we might blow open some of this machinery!"

Instead of hunting for acontrol lever, the Justicar took asimpler route. At adead run, Jus thundered
through the engine room. Bendlux shone ablinding white. Shambling manestried to block

Juss path as he ran, and he killed two of them without dowing stride. He gave ahuge roar and smashed
theflat of Benelux into the titanic pipe, and the whole room rang to the blacksmith crash of blade on
stedl. The pipe buckled, bent amost shut, and immediately the engine noise rose to amanic scream.

Steam exploded from the pipe, but the Justicar was dready gone, diving and rolling awvay. A boiler



wheezed, then suddenly swelled, rivets cracking like ding bullets as they popped and ricochet into the
hall. Far behind Jus, Escalatook onelook at the boiler and dived behind a pile of coal.

"She's gonnablow! Get your arses down!™

The boiler exploded like avolcano, blasting steam and fragments of metd into the room. The blistering
hot shrapnel severed surrounding pipes and splintered the engines. The mechanisms seized, screaming
and breaking—more steam pipes burst, and others collgpsed and fdll from the ceiling in acrash. Jus, il
gripping hismagica white blade, hunched benesth Cinders as steam jetted through the room.

The entire hal was choked in an impenetrable cloud of fog. From beneath a chaotic mass of shattered
pipes, the Justicar rose up, then ducked beneath a scalding blast. The engine room was a madhouse of
destruction—engines screaming, metd shattering.

A figure suddenly formed in the sleam—a shagpe dim, jet black, and magnificent. A tall, disdainful, and
beautiful dark elf stepped through the clouds—afigure with eyesfilled with dancing silver flames. When
she spoke, it was with adozen voices torn from the throats of her prey.

"Just as| thought. Two little rats—Escallaand the Justicar.”

Behind Lolth dithered M orag—pd e and annoyed. L olth undipped her cloak of spider web and threw it
back to her secretary.

"Aninfestation in the engine room. | 0 hate having to dedl with little creatures.™ Lolth clicked her fingers
to her secretary and smiled. "Morag, kill the faerie. Make sure he sees her die”

Juslegped through fires, hishdl hound wrapped around him and his sword abrilliant, blinding white. The
sword should have smashed the goddess in two, but it met another force and blasted sparks through the
steam. A blood red blade locked with Benelux, and Recca, emerging from a cloud of steam, screeched
in rage and atacked in amad, hate-filled blur. The Justicar fought hard and fast, parrying blows from the
vampire blade as Recca drove him back and away.

Lolth watched them fight then gave aped of droll, derisive laughter. She walked away into the steam
without aworry in theworld, heading for the Justicar's friends.

"Enjoy yoursdlf, little elf corpse! Sweet revenge! Sweet, sweet revenge!”

Blade to blade with Recca, the Justicar retrested back into the steam. Recca shifted, anticipating an
attempt by Justo aid hisfriends. Seeing the move, Jus swatted at his old master's sword, then circled
dowly through the steam.

The Justicar paced like avast, angry bear, Side to side, his sword now just out of engagement range.
Recca matched him step for step. The Justicar pun Bendlux, watching the cadaver of hisold master, his
old friend—hisold enemy.

"You'reno zombie. Yourein there! Aren't you, Recca?' The big man watched Recca carefully. "So this
isdl for revenge. Y ou abandoned them to their deaths, and now you think they owe you for al that lost
glory." Benelux snapped up into attack position. Y ou never, ever abandon your people. Without love,
thereisno Justice.”

He attacked in ablinding arc. Recca spun and caught the blow—Ieaped, dived, twirled, and cut. The
Justicar ploughed forward, blade smashing, lunging, crashing into bright red sted. He fought to win and
win fast. Roaring, he smashed and hammered at his enemy, ripping fountains of green blood out of the
monster'swithered hide.



Hiding beneath blinding clouds of steam, Escallahugged the floor. She found Enid and Henry side by
sde, lying flat to look for the feet and shins of incoming enemies. Polk had disappeared, as had Jus. The
din of steam, the clamor of machinery, and the screaming of enraged manes made speech dmost
impossible. Escala scuttled over to Enid and Henry, bellowing into their ears.

"Find aspot to ambush Lolth. Over near the broken pipel" The fagrie dapped Enid on one haunch. "Il
find Jus and bring him back!"

Enid ydled something that might have been an answer.

A mane lunged at her, and Henry killed it with one blow of his sword. He rose to a crouch and waved
Enid into the din. Escala paid them no more attention. She sped through the choking clouds, invisble and
moving fast, looking for apair of conspicuousy booted feet. She findly saw a spatter of sparksin the
seam—sparks flashing fast in a pattern she knew all too well.

Swords crashed together—one white, one red. Escalla pulled out her lich staff and pounded it in her fist
like acudgd. She charged straight toward the fight, happily determined to blow both of Recca's

kneecaps off.

A bladeflicked at her, dmogt too fast to see. Escallamade atumbling leap—a second and third blade
missing her by the width of agnat'sarse. An instant later, the blades were back, and the faerie hopped
asde, saving hersdlf through the brilliant luck that always attends pure genius. She flung hersdlf backward
in ahandspring, legped arandom course through the steam, and heard blades clashing on the floor
behind her.

Escdlalanded on anintact pipe and climbed it in panic, looking frantically through the steam.

Morag coiled, wiglding three curved swordsin her hands, her tail lashing behind her. She cut at Escalla
again, and the faerie dodged by, leaping onto Morag's head. She clung to the tanar'ri's hair in panic,
unwilling to club the woman to death with her magic saff.

"Morag! What the frot are you doing?'

"Lolth must be obeyed!" The tanar'ri hovered between panic and fury. " She has my secret name! She
must be obeyed!"

Morag'stail grabbed Escalla.

The faerieturned into adimy worm, wriggled away, and sprang like ajavelin into the pipes above. She
flashed back to her true form and shot her best web spell at the tanar'ri, plastering her to the floor. Morag
ingtantly teleported away, leaving ablank spot sagging in the middie of the web.

Escdlaran like aweasd, fearing a regppearance of Morag from behind. She ran hard through the fog,
running straight into Reccaand smashing her lich staff into his shin. Theleg exploded and the mongter
collgpsed. The Judticar took off hisfoesarm asit fell. Recca planted his remaining foot against a piece of
wreckage and shoved hard, shooting himsalf back into the steam. Escallamadeto fire aspell, but Jus
grabbed her and sped into the fog.

"Lolth's herel She's after the otherdl™
They ran.

Steam hillowed dl about them. Manes lurched and blundered with outstretched claws, but Jus never
stopped. He charged toward faint sounds of combat. Exploding through the steam, his sword was



aready swinging as he reached L olth. She ducked by bowing forward and pivoting on oneleg. The other
foot caught Jusin asavage kick that clanged againgt his stone-skin spell with enough force to shatter
stedl. Jus spun away from the impact, Benelux rebounding from aslver buckler on Lolth'sforearm. Lolth
let the kick spin her around in aturn, then blocked ablow from Enid and hammered avicious punch into
the sphinx'shide.

Enid was thrown back by the goddessstitanic strength. Lolth gleefully blew on her fist and |ooked about
thefog.

"Next!"

Escdlalaunched aspdll at the floor beneath Lolth'sfeet, turning solid metd to quicksand. Lolth turned a
backflip and flew away from the danger zone, smiling quietly in amusement.

A rain of crossbow darts from Henry was blocked by one quick gesture of her hand. The darts clattered
away in agplash and shower of sparks—and then the Justicar came at her from acloud of steam. He
bellowed his sillence spell, snapping open a sphere of tota quiet. Lolth wasinside the sphere, unableto
cast pells. She clapped her hands together in silence. Teleporting away and landing behind the Judticar,
she raked him with a poisoned sword. The blow flashed against the stoneskin spell—and therewas a
blast of light as Escallalegped onto Lolth and cracked the lich staff against the demon's neck.

Jewdry flew in dl directions—spiderweb cloth shattered, flesh tore. Lolth staggered aside, her scream of
pain silent in the spell field. One furious sweep of her hand knocked Escallaaside, but the faerie broke
her fdl like awarrior monk and came up snarling, her lich staff dready pulsing with power.

Wounded, Lolth sped free of her shattered necklace and teleported away. Enid rolled to her feet. Henry
drew hissword and looked wildly through the murk—then the flash of ahedling spell in the boiling clouds
betrayed the goddess's position.

Jus charged, Enid springing to her feet to follow. Henry and Escalla made to follow, and Escdla dived
into the fallen mass of Lolth'sjewelry and began picking up the biggest, shiniest bits. Henry hesitated
beside her and gave a panicked little cry.

"Escalla! Comeon!"
"Wait!" The girl found what shewanted. "Hal Herel™
Escdlagrabbed jewedsin one of her hands, then went dashing off to the fight.

Juss charge ended in a crash. The huge man ran at Lolth, and the spider queen threw back her long hair
and laughed. She braced hersdlf and punched empty air. Five yards away, Jusfelt Benelux twist out of
hishands.

Telekinesis!

The Justicar never faltered. He amed a punch at Lolth, missed, then spun into avicious kick. Her flesh
was like teak, but gill shefell sprawling. Snarling in rage, she punched empty air. Y ards away, the
Justicar staggered as savage blows hammered into hisarms. He kept his guard up, wading forward like a
boxer as the demon used her telekinesis to pound him to the ground. The stoneskin spell flashed, flared,
and findly died. Lolth punched with vicious fury, and gill the Justicar fended the blows. She gave a
savage flurry of punches, then one huge upward shove. Jus deflected it with aboxer'sdip and roll. He
spun, kicked, twirled, and punched, smashing a steam pipe in two. The steam shot at Lolth's eyes.

The spider queen leaped away, landed beside Benelux, and ducked as Henry and Enid both attacked.



Henry cut with his sword, the blow dicing empty air as Lolth swayed, turned, and kicked. Henry flew
backward, and Enid struck with her claws. Lolth snarled—till in thefield of Juss sllence spell—whirled,
and broke Enid's forepaw with one blow of her hand. The sphinx reared in pain. Lolth drew a short
sword, aimed a blow—and then an enraged badger suddenly had her backsidein itsjaws. The spider
gueen screamed in outrage, trying to didodge Polk from her rear.

Enid limped back, shook her head clear, then lumbered back into the fray. Polk was thrown dear and
smashed to the ground— dazed, injured, and coughing blood.

Arriving a the melee, Escalla hesitated, looked for her chanceto attack, then saw Morag emerging from
the steam. The tanar'ri was about to daughter Henry from behind. Escdlagave apiercing whistleand
waved Lolth'sgems over her head.

"Morag! It waswritten on her jewels! Y our name was on her jewelsl" Thefaerie threw astoneto the
sx-armed tanar'ri. "Here, you're freel Now come and help!"

Morag caught the jewd, took on alook of dawning joy—and smply teleported away. Escala stared at
the empty space in absolute outrage.

"Bitch!"
Henry spared adespairing glance over his shoulder. "She'sevil! What did you expect?!

Escdlawaved another pair of gemsin the air and bellowed at the roof. ™'Y eah+—but Lolth kept al her
recordsintriplicatel"

Juswent for hisfalen sword.

Lolth saw the man dive, threw up her hand, and Bendlux sped off into the steam with atelekinetic shove.
Asthe demon queen watched the sword, Enid leaped. The sphinx was caught mid-jump by atelekinetic
punch on her wounded leg. She landed in atumbling hegp, crashing to the ground in an agonized daze.

Escdlafired aspdl at Lolth, but the magic smply died away. Thedistraction let Henry swipeat Lolth
with his sword. The demon queen caught his blade with her buckler, smashed it from hisgrip, and felled
the boy with apunch from her siver shied.

Lolth laughed. Wiping her eyein mdiciousjoy, she spread her amswide. Her form flashed and changed,
swelling as she changed shape. Legs erupted from her sides, her black body bulged obscenely, her
remaining gems changing shape to cling to her new form. Lolth turned into avagt, vile spider ten feet high.
Huge poisoned fangs arched above the floor. Escallaran a her with her staff and dammed it againgt
Lolth'sfoot, only to discover that the staff had run out of magic. Swatting Escalla aside, the spider reared
and turned its attentions to the Justicar.

Still radiating aspell of slence. Jus stood without awesgpon in his hands, already measuring his next
attack. Escalla sprinted behind Lolth, heading for her blind side. Polk coughed weekly, Henry lay
unconscious, and Enid dazedly tried to stand.

The Justicar moved to drag Lolth's attention away from thefalen. Heran at the giant spider. Witha
cunning squint behind her, Lolth surged backward and squirted a cloud of web out of her spinnerets just
as Escdlla charged into the attack. Escallawas hit dead center by the webbing and flung ten yards away,
damming hard against a steam pipe that scalded and burned. The faerie girl wrenched at the webs
helpledy.

The Judticar grabbed L olth's monstrous fangs and heaved, his huge strength enough to tart tearing the



Spider gpart. The goddessthrew hersaf from sideto sidein arage, and Cindersflew freeto dither over
thefloor. Aningtant later. Jus staggered as Lolth teleported away, leaving him holding empty air.

Thetitanic spider appeared on the calling ten feet overhead. Jus's Silence spell was shattered as Lolth
dispdled it from &far, her voicefinaly freeto cast magic of her own. Shrieking with laughter, Lolth cast
another spell, and ingtantly a dozen spidersthe size of wolves blinked into existence al about the room.

Steam dowly cleared as the pipes ran dry of water and the furnaces burned down. Lolth clung to the
ceiling, rocking with mirth. Her spidersclosed in from dl Sdes.

As Escalla changed shape and escaped the webs, Recca limped forward, his severed limbs oozing green
blood and regrowing right before their eyes. Only his borrowed hand and foot did not regrow. They
stayed as dways—ypa e flesh torn from another creature. Escallareturned to faerie form, her eyesflicking
from Lolth to Justo Recca as adozen huge spiderstightened their cordon.

Lolth was dearly having thetime of her life.

"Little playmates! 1 solove having little playmates!" The spider rubbed her forelegs together, looking at
the adventurersthrough dl eight gleeful eyes. "What's next?"

Recca stood beside Bendlux, looking down at the blade. Enid crawled away from him, dazed and
shaking her head. The Justicar rose beneath Lolth and cast aproud, grim look toward his old master.

"Reccal Y ou crave the honor that you lost? Y ou want glory? Then fight! If you want to be remembered
asahero, kill the demon queen!™ The big ranger held out one hand to the undead mongter. " Stand with
me! Theway it should have been.”

Reccalooked down at Benelux, then at the Justicar. He took a pace forward, thoughtfully tapped his
chin... then Reccaran Enid through.

Hedid it dowly, with precison, jamming his blood red blade through her hide behind her fordeg and
sraight into her heart. Enid wailed. Escalla gave adespairing cry and fired aspell that smashed Recca
from hisfeet, but his blade stayed buried in the sphinx, glowing horribly asit filled with Enid's lifeblood.

Roaring, the Justicar flung himsdlf at Enid, launching into a desperate attempt to rip out the deadly sword.
It was the move Lolth was waiting for. She dropped from the celling, turning like a cat. She dammed to
the ground behind the Jugticar, and both her fangs blasted through his back, the pointsjutting through the
front of his chest. Poison squirted out onto the floor, and Jus coughed, holding the fang pointsin his
hands.

Escallashrieked, her whole body chill. Lolth reared over the Justicar. Henry and Polk lay bleeding asa
pack of spiders sprang at them in awave of death. Enid coughed a shower of blood, and Escalla saw the
lifeleave her eyes. Lolth pulled her fangsfree of the Justicar and laughed as hefell to the ground. She
whirled to face the little faerie, who stood a one, naked but for the dowglass gem hanging a her neck.

Escdlaripped the gem free. She hurled it at the goddess and fired off aspdll. It was atiny spell—one of
thefirst she ever learned. A stream of magic missiles shaped like little golden bees. Lolth laughed to be
attacked by such pathetic magic—but the bees struck, smashed, splintered—

And atomized the dowglass gem into a thousand shards.

There was a pulse of magic. A sphere of force shot outward from the gem. The sphere caught Lolth and
the Judticar, flashing out fast, then expanding with a dream-like downess. Insdethe globe, dl time
stopped. Gem shards hung in midair—jpoison hovered where it dripped from spider fangs.



The sphere continued to expand. Escallaraced forward, grabbed Polk, and tore the portable hole from
his belt. She worked feverishly fast. The globe enfolded Recca, Henry—Polks head, then hisbody. The
spiders pouncing a Henry and Polk al smply hung frozenin midair.

Escalawept as she ran, shaking, numb, and blank.

She backed away as the sphere dowed itsrate of expansion. It ground to ahalt and
shimmered—freezing the desth and destruction of everything the fagrie loved. She cried lost, hopeless
tears. Thegirl bit one hand, trying to make the pain focus her. She had thirty minutes—no more. Thetime
sphere would fade, Lolth would be free, and everyone would die. Escallabacked away, her mind racing
in mad panic as shetried to form aplan.

Ouch.

The hell hounds voice rang in Escallas head. She whirled, and there lay Cinders, upside down and
crumpled. Escdlasped over to him, her hands shaking as she untangled her friend.

"Cinderd"

Cindersfall down. Spider lady tough. Cinders seemed alittle dazed. Cinders want faerie make plan
now—aKkick spider butt! No cry.

"Yeah. Yeah, that'sright." Escallawiped her face. Sheran athousand thoughts through her mind at once.
"I'm thefagrie. Thefagrieawayshasaplan!”

Morag had led them right so far. But there was something e se... something at the edge of Escallas
memory. Words spoken inarhyme...

"Wash away sin... wash awvay sn!"
Moving fast, Escallagrabbed one of Lolth's gems and waved it above her head, bellowing into empty air.
"Morag! I'll useit! | swear! Come here... now!"

There was aflash. Morag appeared—resentful, fearful, and with a panicked eye at Lolth frozen intime
nearby.

"What? What do you want?'

"Help." Escallapushed Cindersinto the portable hole. "Teleport me! Now!™
Thetanar'ri blinked in astonishment.

"Where?'

"You know where! Now go!"

Escalla grabbed the portable hole, leaped astride Morag's back, and the demon tel eported them both
avay.

Chapter 25

The Hanaess. After the dead stench of the Abyss, the smell of grassand dirt struck the senseslike afist
Escalaknew the shadows, the light, and the grass. She hadn't grown up here, but this was home now.



Morag had goneto Lolth's gate in the Abyss. From the Abyssto Keggle Bend, and then to a cave deep
inthe earth.

Even the dank caves smelled clean and pure compared to where they'd been. Enveloped in gloom,
Escallawhirred from Morag's back. She hovered above afloor of hard limestone in a place that had the
soft, dow echoes of an underground lake. Escdlalevered open the portable hole. Cinderslay with his
nose just peeking out into the dark. Escallatook a quick ook about the cave and saw a dozen tunnels
leading off into the dark.

"Morag, which way?"

"Thelower tunnel.” Thetanar'ri thrashed her tail, undecided. "I can't go with you. Lolth will know |
helped you."

"Fine! | don't frazzin' need you!" Escalawas aready on her way. "Just Stay here! Y ou move one scale,
and | usethat secret name of yoursto blow you open like popcorn!™

The faerie moved fast. Time was racing. With Cindersto guide her, she stormed down a corridor into a
darknessthat clinked with hidden chains.

"Sigl" Escalabdlowed into the darkness as sheflew. "Hey, sl Expecting acall?’

The sound of her shout echoed though the tunnels. Somewhere in these caves Tidlle lurked, and nearby
would be the horrible pool Henry had described. Speeding through the air, Escalla swerved madly
though tunnels and caves. In the Abyss, time was passing fast and hard.

"Tidle It'sfamily reunion timel™
They entered along, low cavern, and Cinderss voice hissed insde Escdlas mind.
Left!

Two chain monks had been hidden by a gtrip of illusory wall. Escala detonated afireball amongst them,
blagting the mongters apart. The chain monksflailed forward in amass of chains, dying as Escalla shot

past.

Six more chain monks erupted from the nearest tunndl. They threw chains ahead of them, screechingin
eagernessto drink Escalasblood. She blasted alightning bolt through the dense-packed tunnd,
knocking chain monksinto a shattered mass of bone and sted.

Escdlacaught the glint of light from behind them, and she flew over the molten wreckage in ared haze of
panic, grief, and pain.

"Tidle"

She burgt out into ahuge cavern filled with slvery light. A narrow shore of limestone ran about alake that
shimmered an unwholesome quicksver hue. Suggish waves moved toward the faerie, asif the lake were
agigantic amoebayearning after the scent of living flesh. Escala sped above the lake to the distant shore
and an archway of stone that stood conspicuoudly alone in the cave. It was a tel eportation gateway, like
athousand others Escalla had used al her days.

"Keep an eye open!”
Escalla dropped the portable hole, propped Cinders's head on the floor where he could keep watch, and



dived past him into the hole. She rummaged in the boxes stored deep in the hole, found

Enid's stun parchment, and felt sick as she crushed it againgt her breast. The parchment sill smelled of
Enid's spicy, feine scent. She saw the regeneration potion—thetiniest of vids—and weighed it in her
hand.

"Therésaplan! Thefaeriedwayshasaplan." Escalashot up out of the hole and planted the stun
parchment beneath the arch. "Trust me, I'm afaeriel”

Cinders suddenly scowled, hiseyes burning bright red.
Duck!

The hdll hound blasted ahuge gout of flamesinto arock crevice. Chain monks leaped out of the hollows
where they had been hiding, recoiling away from the flames. Escdlaflew back to the lake, leaving
Cinders and the portable hole where they lay.

"I'm bored, Tielle! One more minute, and I'm gone!™

Motion stirred at the far end of the lake. Emerging from her own luxurious gpartments, Tielle posed in
midair, attired in leather, gauze, and jewds. She held her magical drinking horn in her hands.

"Escdlal Cometo taunt?"

Thelightning spell amost caught Tidle squarein the scomach, but she hurtled aside with only ahair's
breadth to spare, damming hard againgt awall. The girl'smagic horn flew off into the gloom. Still
thoroughly dive, Tidlewiped blood from her mouth. Over the center of the vampire lake, Escdla
hovered insde her anti-magic shidd. Naked and coldly savage, the little blonde faerie waited for her
sster. She had no lich staff, no sword or dagger, just bare hands, skin, and eyesthat glinted murderous
green.

"Comeon, you fat git! Come over here and drop dead! Make my day!"

Chain monks capered on the banks of thelake, hurling chainsinto the air to fal well short of Escdla
Tidlelooked |&ft to right—saw none of Escallasfriendslurking in the darkness, and came flying low over
thelake. Quicksilver fluid surged up at her, hungry for blood, and the whole lake trembled in need.

Tidle closed carefully with her Sster then paused. She hovered just short of Escalla, tilting her head
carefully, looking for hidden dangers and traps.

"No staves, no poisoned rings, no daggers... "Tidleflexed her fingers, suddenly intent—her skin tingling
with building pleasure as she thought of her sister'slife being choked out between her hands. "And just
how were you planning on hurting me, Escalla? Have you been off training with the monks?"

Escallabunched afist. "Nope. But I'm shacked up with someone who has!”

Sheflew at Tidle and punched her with asavage left hook. Tielle tumbled in midair, then caught herself
and atacked in awild fury of fistsand nails. Tielle screeched, howling in bloodlust as she attacked, and
Escdlawhirred about, punching fast and drawing blood with her hands.

Tielle grappled Escallaand choked her. The two faeries smashed into the roof, then Escallahad her teeth
locked in Tidlesarm. Tidle screeched and changed shape into aflying serpent, crushing Escalain her
coils. Escdlaflashed, changed into aspiny urchin, and pierced Tidlein ahundred places with her pines.
The snake dropped the urchin, which turned into aflying squid and grappled the snake in amass of



tentacles. Turning into acid dime, the snake wrenched itsdf free.

The two faeries battled in araging fury, shifting shapes amost faster than the eye could see. They hacked
and battered at each other with tentacles, stingers, ams and tails, gored with horns, and ripped with
claws. Escdlaturned into aflying puffer fish and fired a stream of poisoned spines. Tielle switched into an
armored ribbon-snake and whip-cracked Escala, spinning the puffer fish away. Both faeriestangled
againin awelter of blood and screams, shifting shapeinto lizards, wasps, and crayfish high upintheair.
They surged and fought even after Escallas anti-magical shield finally faded away. The smacked into
gdactites, crashed into walls, then crashed into the shoreline in atumbling mad fury of hate.

The monks gathered in shock around the battle. A stonefish lurched out of the fight, and changed into
Tielle. She pointed at her opponent in afoaming rage as she screamed orders to the monks.

"Kill her! Doit! Kill her!”

Chain monks lashed at the other faerie, who wailed and turned back into Tielle. Shaking hersdlf, Escdla
dropped her last, most repellent form, no longer pretending to be her own sister. She watched the chain
monksflaling madly & Tidle. They weretightly packed, like jackasripping at akill. Torn and hurting,
Escdlaroseinto theair.

"HQ/!"

The chain monkswhirled, saw Escdlahovering in midair— and then disintegrated as she detonated her
last fireball spell. The chain monksflew gpart. Tidlejerked up out of the wreckage, having formed into a
stone tortoise to save hersdlf from her own monsters chains. Bleeding and exhausted, she took one look
at Escdlaand fled toward the fagrie gate at the back of the cave. Tidle hit the portd—Enid's stun scroll
flashed—and the faerie crashed down, besten unconscious by the magica blow.

Escdlascarcely bothered to give the falen girl aglance. She sped into the dark, searching the cavern
floor, and found Tielle's magic -horn. She dragged horn, portable hole, and Cinders over to thelake. She
dived into the hole and found their paltry few grooming goods—Cinderss fur brush, her own hairbrush,
s0ap, and the straight razor Jus used to shave. The razor was absurdly sharp. Escdlatried not to think
about it. Shelaid bandages, razor, regeneration potion and Tidle's magic horn out by the edge of the
lake. Cinderslay watching her, beating at the cave floor with histail.

Faerie have plan?
"Yeah. Fagriehasplan.”
Safe plan?

"Maybe. A bit." Escalastopped, retrieved Lolth's gems from the portable hole, and popped them into
Cinderss mouth. "Cinders, if this doesn't work, then call for Morag. Tell her that her true nameison the
gem. Make her take you and Tielleto my father. Hell ook after you, al right? Good dog.” Escalla
shook, mortaly afraid. She put her arms around Cinders's head and hugged his beloved furry skull.
“"Loveyou."

Faerie? Faerie what do? Faerie? Cinders panicked as he saw Escalaflip open therazor. Faerie, no!

Escdladit her wrist with one long dash of the razor. Shetried to keep quiet, but one awful sob escaped
her as she diced open her artery. Faerie blood squirted out over the shore, and Escdlaheld her arm over
the slver lake and let hersdf bleed into the horribleliquid.

Her blood ran fast, driven by apounding little heart. There was so very little faerie to go around. Already



drained white, with her blood spattering fast out of her arm, Escallaflipped open the potion of
regeneration. She hoped Morag had played straight. She quaffed it down.

It tasted like spring water.

Escdlaswayed, then fet hersdf fal. She caught hersdlf at the last moment before pitching into the lake.
Slumped sideways, she lay on the shore, her arm stretched toward the lake and her blood runningina
shocking stream down into the fluid. Y awning, she felt her legs go numb and knew she was bleeding to
desth.

Besde her. Cinders mewed and thrashed in place, tail pushing at the ground and his chin smashing &t the
stone.

Faerie! Faerie! The dog sobbed, helplesdy trying to reach her. Faerie no die! No die!

"...'sdl right. Cinders" Escdlawanted to blink but couldn't move her eyes. Shefdt likearag, dl
washed out and worn. "Don cry. Don' cry..."

Faerie, no!
The room faded, and Escalawasn't frightened anymore.

Escdlafdt something nuzzling her face—Cinderss nose, cold and firm. Blinking, she stared at her arm.
Blood flowed out of the gash she had cut from wrist to ebow—far more blood that any faerie body
could hold. Her heart beat dowly, weskly—Dbut steadily. The girl watched hersdlf bleed for awhile, then
fet animage of Recca's regenerating flesh sattlein her mind.

"Blood. He doesit with green blood. That'show he hedls.”

Cinders nuzzed moreinsgstently, and Escalasat up. Giddy, she reached for alength of cloth and
carefully bound her arm. The bandages were stained red, but she kept winding the cloth tight until the
bleeding stopped. The severed muscles hurt. Her arm was useless. Shetied aknot awkwardly with one
hand and her teeth. She found herself Sitting, staring at the lake, and patting Cinderss warm, furry head.

"It'sdl right, Cinders. It'sal right now. See? No one touchesthe faerie.”

The lake glowed apleasing, restful blue—like liquid sapphire or a perfect morning sky. Escalalooked
down at her arm asiit tingled. She could fed her feet again, and her heartbeat grew stronger. Beside her,
the empty potion bottle rolled twinkling in the light.

Morag had given them areal potion of regeneration. Escalla prodded the empty bottle with her foot and
fdt her little body beginning to hed.

"Hey, Cinders."
Hello, faerie.

Morag had told Escalathe secret. The lake was blue. Blue for hedling, blue for good—a blue that would
burn evil just asthe red water burned good. Escalla picked up the magic horn and filled it, then dipped
the edge of the portable hole into the lake and topped it to the brim. She folded the hole, took Cinders
and planted him over her head, then marched back to where Morag waited in the caves.

Thetanar'ri stood, trying to appear serene. Her thin, beautiful face betrayed her nervousness. She looked
anxioudy at Escallaasthe faerie appeared.



"What happened?’

"| got it. The vampire pool's water, charged with the lifeblood of agood creature.” Escalla nodded.
"Lolth'svulnerableto holy water."

"Shockingly vulnerable!” Morag shrugged her tail. "Inthe Abyss, it is hardly a disadvantage. Nothing
gtays holy therefor more than afew minutes.”

"l havethetoolstowin. | cango.”
Escdlathought for amoment, heaved a sigh, then handed Morag Lolth's jewe.

"Morag, take me back there, and then go do what you please. If you take my sister to my fathers court,
hell give you refuge and help you make ahome. There are places quieter than the Abyssfor you and
your friend.”

"Y ou're giving me back my name?' Morag sared at the jewel. "Y ou're trusting me?"

"Therewas no name on the jewels. | lied." Escdlashrugged. "Sorry. Hey! I'm afaerie”

Morag looked extremely annoyed. She grabbed Escalla, planted her on her shoulders, and growled.
"Meaning Lolth gill has my secret name. So now | have to hdp you."

"Yep.

"l am annoyed.”

"Hey!" Escdlalooked acidly at the tanar'ri girl. "Remember when you nicked off and left usinthe middle
of thet fight?'

"All right, dl right!" Morag seethed. She had been outmaneu-vered. "Let'sgo."
"Hoopy."

Morag summoned one of her followersto collect Tidle.

"So this place your father knows.... it's much quieter than the Abyss?!

Still numb with shock and grief, the fagrie gave anod. "Much.”

Morag teleported out of the caves, first to Keggle Bend, then the Abyss, the Demonweb—and findly
through the brass door to Lolth's home plane. They returned to the spider palace.

The battle against Lolth was about to be regjoined.

Morag teleported them into the engine room. The boilerslay dead and hissing. All powers of flight lost as
the physical laws of Lolth's home plane took hold, Escallalegped down. She ran to the edge of the
time-stop field and stared at the weird changes that had taken place.

Manes had come blundering to the rescue. There were perhaps six of them now, al frozen where they
had walked into the timefield. Escdlaran franticaly around the rim of the field, staring in at the scene and
trying to plan what she should do.

Enid was dead. Henry and Polk were unconscious and about to be deluged in giant spiders—all of
whom hung in mid-leap. Recca had risen hafway from the ground and was reaching for his sword. Jus



was on his knees, hanging forward, one hand crammed against the wound in his chest and alook of
apocayptic fury on hisface as he turned toward the spider queen.

Working fast, Escdlaflung Cinders down on the floor.

"Time"

Morag had atime-keeping device. Sheretrieved it from her pocket and opened the cover.
"Timésup."

"Right! Quickly!" Escdlaran fingersthrough hair made limp with grief and worry. "Put arag over your
hand, grab Bendux, and shoveit hilt first at the Justicar. Move!"

Thetanar'ri went one way, Escallawent another. She gave aroar of rage and began firing her last few
gpdIsinto the time field. Magic golden beesfroze as she aimed at the giant spiders. Her black tentacles
spell hung hdf formed, frozen in time, ready to choke Reccato death. She swung Tidl€s magic horninto
her hands, braced hersdf, and opened fire. Bolts of blue liquid shot into the field and stopped. She amed
to hit Jusright in the chest, then Henry, Polk—and findly Lolth. The girl refilled the horn, fired & Lolth
again from another angle, and then she saw the figuresin thetime field twitch.

"Morag! Show time!"

Cinders lay beside the open portable hole. Escdlaturned to refill the magic horn, and Morag threw
Bendux inaglittering arc at the Judticar.

The engine room erupted into noise.

SpdlIfire flashed. A swarm of Escalla's magic bees blasted into leaping spiders, hammering them apart
mid flight. Tentacles blasted up from the floor and seized hold of Recca. Water splashed and spdllfire
camefrom adozen directionsall a once.

Caught mid-run, Escallalooked wildly at Lolth as great bolts of blue liquid gouted through the air toward
her. Escalla screamed in victory, her cry turned to ahowl of despair as Lolth teleported away an ingtant
before the blue waters crashed home. Escalladid to the portable hole, plunged her horn into the blue
liquid and fdlt it sucking in atitanic dreft.

She whirled, ready to fight, and saw avast shape looming over her. Lolth lashed out with oneleg and
smashed into Escdla The faerie went cartwhedling away, the magic horn flying from her gasp.

Lolth pursued Escallaasthe little faerie crashed against awall.
"Y ou pathetic little gnat! I'll make you scream for dl eternity!”

Morag tried to attack but was smashed aside. Escallalooked wildly about for the magic horn. It lay ten
yards away. She sprinted for it, but awall of flames shot up in her path. Escalla skidded away in panic,
backpedaling across the floor as the vast spider, fangs bared, towered over her.

"Morag! Diel" The spider queen hissed in hate. She began to speak the snake-girl's secret name but had
only managed the first syllable when she staggered sideway's, blood flying from her sde. The spider
screamed, her titanic body rocking as something smashed with the force of ameteor.

A huge bellow shook the hall. The Justicar, hiswounds healed by the magica blue waters, stood
sheathed in blood, massive and wild with anger, as he ripped Bendlux from the demon queen'sshell. The



titanic spider turned, and Jus chopped into one of her legs, hacking through the cargpace to tear the limb
free. Lolth screamed out acharm spdll, but it spattered harmlesdy from the counter spell of Juss magic
ring. Lolth recoiled backward and opened fire with amagic missile sorm.

Red fire darts blasted at the Justicar. The big man roared and moved his sword in ablur. Glowing darts
hit, spun, and ricocheted. Others stabbed home, ripping hisarmor of dragon hide and spraying blood
acrossthe floor, but the ranger stood his ground. Morag attacked from behind Lolth, cutting in afrenzy
with her swords. She drew blood, and L olth stabbed out another spell. A huge shockwave hit Morag
and flung her againgt the celling. The snake-woman crashed to the deck, stunned and immobile.

Escdlaflung hersdf a one of Lolth'sfeet and tried to climb up the demon. She planned to turninto a
lamprey and gnaw through the demon's guts. Lolth slamped, kicking out her leg and throwing the faerie
off. The Justicar ran at her. She turned, fired web from her spinnerets, and almost drowned the humanin
an avadanche of gtrands. Escdlaflew free, rolling as sheféell, the breath driven out of her as she tumbled
likeaball acrossthe floor. Bleeding, she managed to lift her head as Lolth reared over her prey.

With aflash, Lolth shapeshifted back to her dark-elven form. Mad wild with the ecstasy of victory, the
demon queen paced past Morag, Henry, and Polk—past dead Enid and the trapped Justicar. She
advanced on the faerie, panting with alust for blood.

"No fast talk, Escalla? No clever little plans?* Magic crackled about Lolth's hands as she prepared to
inflict an eternity of agony. "Nothing to sop mekilling you?' The goddesslifted her hands and gave ahiss
of victory. "Has anyone got anything cute they'd like to say?'

Yes.

The voice came from behind. Lolth whirled, horror in her eyes, and ajet of bluefluid blasted into her
chest. The goddess screamed, flesh boiling away, the blue water eating like acid into her face and arms.

Cinderslay on thefloor before her, the magic horn gripped in histeeth, grinning like amad thing as he
hosed holy water dl over hisenemy. He humped through the flame barrier like acaterpillar, gleefully
charging to the attack.

The blue water ran out. Cinderslooked at hisfriends, wagged histail, and champed the magic hornin his
fangs

Cindersfetch!

The Judticar ripped free of the websthat held him, Benelux brilliant whitein hishand, just as Lolth
teleported away. Escalla dived, snatched Cinders and the portable hole, and swarmed onto

Morag. She shook the tanar'ri until her teeth rattled, and suddenly Morag cameto her senses.
"Lath"

"She'strying to leave the plane.”" Escallaclambered onto Morag's back, dragging Cinders behind her.
" She's headed for the door into the Demonwebs! ™

Morag surged up from the floor. As she began to teleport, Escallayelled back at the Justicar.
"Well take her!"

Recca had torn free from the black tentacles spell and was dready screaming.



"Kill Reccal Takeout hisheart! It'snot hid It'slike hisfoot and hand!" Escalas voice hung in the air
even as sheteleported away. "His heart... "

With aflash, Morag, Escdlla, and Cinders vanished. Wiping blood from hisface, the Justicar turned,
looking acrossthe corpse of hisfriend the sphinx. He flexed huge shoulders and strode dowly toward
Reccato ded Justice.

The cadaver held itsred sword, dropped into its fighting stance, and hissed like a serpent.

The Justicar never dowed. His stride sped into a hard march, then arun that ended in a sword blow
againgt Reccals sword that drove the cadaver to the floor. Jus spun and kicked, sending the corpse flying

like apuppet.

Recca smashed into a broken furnace, and the Justicar bellowed in fury as he rdlentlesdy closed on his
foe. Recca staggered and came back into the attack, lightning fast. The red blade flashed in amad web
of attack, severing pipes and levers as Benelux hammered it aside. Steel rang on stedl. Sparksflew.

Henry groaned. Polk gtirred. Both of them stared as the Justicar strode past them, driving Recca back in
fury.

Reccafought exactly as he aways had—his showmanship immaculate, his acrobatics dazzling. He leaped
over hisfoe— exactly as Jus knew he must. Jus abandoned swordsmanship and grappled, and the fight
suddenly became abattle of purerage against rage. The Justicar's helmet smashed into Reccas face. He
hit three times, then roared and punched hisfist through the rough-gtitched hole in Reccasribs. Roaring,
die Justicar clamped his hand and ripped the stolen, bloody heart out of his enemy. Recca screamed,
green troll blood spurting from the wound. Jus shoved Recca back. Green blood drained from Reccals

head and upper body, spattering the floor.

Recca staggered, took atwo handed grip on his vampire blade, then made awild swing at the Justicar.
Jus blurred sdeways, Bendlux dicing adeep wound into Recca's thigh. Green blood drained from the
wound. The cut flashed and hedled, but Recca's upper torso was now drained of troll blood.

The mongter attacked, leaping, whirling, screaming, dicing. Jus met the bladein three lightning-fast
parries, spun, and severed Recca's arm. The limb flew free, green blood closed the wound, but thistime
the arm did not grow back. Y ammering in rage, Recca blundered away, cocked hislong sword clumsily
in one hand, and charged Straight at the Justicar.

Jus turned, caught the sword, and shattered Recca's elbow. The vampire sword flew out of Reccas
hand. The undead warrior dashed with clawed fingers, and Jus twirled into the blow, caught, tripped, and
shoved, ramming Recca backward to smash the cadavers spine over his bent knee.

Recca screamed.

The undead swordmaster thrashed like abroken toy as the Justicar lifted him up over his head. Recca
dhrieked asthe Justicar walked to the furnace, his huge strength holding the living corpse over his
shoulders. The Justicar gripped, wrenched, and bowed Recca's body, bending it like agreen stick.
Bones split, flesh tore. With a hideous crack, Recca split in two, top ripping from bottom and troll blood
Spraying onto thewalls. The Judticar tossed the mongters thrashing legs into the furnace where they
instantly caught fire. The upper body still fought and screamed. Jus held Recca by the neck, looked at
Enid's corpse, and said— "Here's Justice'—then flung Recca's body to the flames.

Reccawailed as he burned. The Justicar held Recca's stolen heart in his hand and pulped it, hurtling the
remainsinto the flames. Reccas stolen troll blood boiled, and hisflesh blazed like paper. The blazing



skull howled once more then split in the ferocious heat. Bones and teeth scattered as the monster crashed
dead into thefires.

The Justicar turned and retrieved Benelux from where shelay. The sword seemed strangely subdued.
Well ions, Justicar.
"Not well done. It cost afriend.”

He strode over to Polk and Henry, both now stirring—both smothered in dead spiders and splashed with
blue fluid. Dazed, Polk stared over at the furnace where Recca burned.

"Son... ?

"You'redl right. It'sdone." The big man set the badger on hisfeet then hel ped Henry to stand. "We're
leaving."

The whole palace suddenly gave atitanic shudder. The floor split open, and blank, empty space
appeared in the gap. Whatever will had held this plane together, it was now breaking apart.

Henry tried to lift Enid and drag her away, but she wastoo heavy. Stricken, the boy looked up at the
Justicar. The big ranger sank to his knees and rested a hand upon Enid's braided hair— il soft, till
warm and fragrant. He surged to hisfeet, pushed Henry on his way—and with one stroke of his sword,
cut off Enid'stall. Henry cried out, but the Justicar dready had the bloody fragment through hisbelt. The
ceiling ripped open, and blank nothingness flooded into the hall.

The Justicar grabbed Polk and Henry and ran hard and fast for the stairs.

"Go! Back to the bronze gates! We're leaving!" The spider paacetilted asitslegs gave way. Fighting
through the crash and fall of wreckage, the Justicar hauled hisfriends out-side, leaving Enid's corpse to
theflames.

Lolth lurched down thetrail, blind from the pain. Her entire body was araging ocean of fire. Flesh il
hissed and dripped from her bones. She promised eterna torture to every one of her enemies.

The bronze gates that led into the Demonweb were just ahead. Once there, she could hide, hed, and
abandon this damaged body for anew one. On any plane but here, she wasimmorta. Anywhere but
here, she could come back to fight another day. Feeling each step tearing her flesh, Lolth lurched into a
run.

That damned Justicar and hisworthlessfaerie!l Lolth turned, saw her huge spider palace through ahaze
of agony, and then croaked out words of command. Explosions rocked the palace and it began to
dissolve, breaking apart as Lolth abandoned the magicsthat held it together. She betrayed her paace
daff, her handmaidens, and her followers as she lft the palace behind, certain of killing her enemiesinthe
wreckage.

The gateswere only a dozen steps away, when a voice snapped out at her from the rocks.
"Hey, bug bitch! Heré's a present from Enid!"
Escdlal

Lolth dived, and ajet of blue holy water crashed into the ground behind her. A tiny splash of it seared her
flesh. Lolth blindly fired alightning bolt, shattering rock and dirt, but the faerie had gone. Looking wildly



about, Lolth prepared a spell—then decided to turn and run. She saw the bronze gates ahead, laughed
wildly, and ran through the shadows as she sped a ong the path.

The Demon Queen focused dl her attention on her god. She was only four steps away from savation
when the ground fell away benesth her. A cry of agonized despair escaped her as she looked down and
saw the yawning portable hole, filled with shiny blue liquid.

There was a splash and a scream. Morag dithered up the path, over aboulder, and stopped at the big
brass gates. She stared as she saw Cindersthe hell hound lying splayed over arock, his nose pointing
down and histail al awag. Escdla—filthy, tired, and worn—was wiping her face. Shelooked up a
Morag, then stooped to pick up the portable hole that lay spread out across the trall.

Expecting asavage fight with Lolth, Morag readied her blades. She looked sharply about the shadows
and the rocks.

"Well, is she here? Did you find her?"
Therewas asnigger, and athump-thurnp-thumping of ahdl hound'stail.
Sider lady take B-A-T-H!

Escdladglently closed up the portable hole, sedling away the open well of blue liquid. On the ridge above
them, Lolth's spider pal ace exploded, crashing in fragments to the sands. With Henry under one arm and
Polk under the other, the Justicar sped out of the mouth of the palace just asit collapsed. The big man
turned, watched the palace fdl, and then looked over a Morag, Cinders, and Escalla. Cinderslit aflame
to guide hisfriends.

They cametogether by the gates. Jus held Escdlla, burying hisfacein her hair, while Henry looked
desolately at the palace ruins. Morag heaved asigh of release and opened up the gatesinto the
Demonweb, quietly ushering the adventurers home.

Inthefields of the Flanaess, an army staled.

There were long columns of spiders, gargoyles, and trolls. Demons had been marching, surrounded by
stinking legions of undead. The whole mass had been poised like aspear amed at the cities of the Nyr
Dyv, thegreet inland sea. The army now numbered almost amillion strong.

And then a presence—a purpose—lifted from their minds.

Theinsensate carnivores staggered. The multitudes of scorpions and spiders suddenly animated, their will
their own again, and they found themselves hostile, hungry, and surrounded by prey. Giant spidersflung
themsalves on screaming trolls. Gargoyles turned and ripped into packs of flgpping varrangoin. Demons
raved and tore each other into fragments, while the undead fell apart or smply wandered away.

A million strong, then ahundred thousand. A hundred thousand, and then afew small bands gorging
themsalves on carrion. The armies of Lolth dissolved like mist upon thewinds. Lolth's spelswere
broken, her realm destroyed, and Keggle Bend was avenged.

Chapter 26

In agtrange, warm land of sand and palms, the skies shone aclear metdlic blue. No clouds broke the
smooth arc of the heavens. No storms or winds were allowed to spoil the careful order of each day. It
rained at appointed times, heraded by the appropriate detiesriding chariotsthrough the air. The

crocodiles basked, the ibises strutted importantly across the shores, and all seemed well with the outer



planes.

Theriver Lethe flowed dow and solemn here. Every day, afanfare of trumpets sounded just after dawn.
The denizens of this place—clean, white beings with the bodies of humans and the heads of
ibises—strode to the banks, and with formal gestures bid the reborn to arise. Dripping with the waters of
forgetfulness, worshipers of Thoth who had deceased on the materia plane arose blinking from the
waters. Their ibis heads were new and unfamiliar, and they walked clumsily with their new bodies. The
attendants wrapped them in white robes and led them to the temples where they would be instructed how
to serve their benevolent, wise god.

Thetempleitsaf waswithout pardle A vast stone Satue of white marble reared athousand feet into the
sky—Thoth the Ibisin his crown, with his shepherd's crook in one claw and akhopesh sword in the
other. Stone wings shadowed and protected an avenue lined with two thousand armed and armored
guards. The hawk-headed soldiers stood rigid and silent. Behind them were ranked stone golems,
crouching like leopards and with the heads of crocodiles.

An avenue ran from broad docks upon the river, up the guarded road, and into the Library of the Ages.
Here, atitanic white building held untold millions of books. Here, the reborn servitors of Thoth collected
scrolls and parchments, stone dabs, and clay sheets of cuneiform. There were the metal disks of modron
script, iron cubes from Acheron, and clipped feathers from the bird realms of Hadir. Here, written works
from every world on every plane were catalogued and stored. Thoth, god of wisdom, kept this place
sacrosanct, protecting his horde, for knowledge gave power, and power was the divine right of gods.

This realm was where Thoth's faithful were rewarded. Most of the lucky residents had been given the
privilege of working in thefields of the afterlife. In hundreds of thousands, they lifted water fromirrigation
cands. They threshed; they planted. Day after day, world without end. They had been raised blank from
the L ethe and taught just enough to be content with their lot. The benevolent god dlowed them the noble
blissof tail, while trading the results of their labors with other gods and demons from other planes.

Some of the wedlthiest dead had provided themsalves with little scul pted models designed to perform
their work for them. These lucky citizens were given more lordly duties. They served as accountants,
scribes, or guards. A group of these lofty beings sat behind an alabaster table at the library's golden
doors, watching as abarge disgorged a strange trio of passengers at the far end of the avenue.

A huge, muscular dave carried aroll of carpet. Beside him stalked one of the ibis-headed minions of
Thoth, abeing that looked anxioudy from sideto Sde asit walked. Ahead of them floated aweird bal of
light—a beautiful, scintillating flash and dance of rays that shone with a benevolence so purethat it lit their
heartswith smiles,

The three newcomers walked directly up the great, broad road, passing under the stares of thousands of
guardians. Giant statues glowered down at them as they passed. They mounted the steps—one hundred
of them in pure pink marble—and approached the mighty portal to the Library of Thoth.

Two guards, huge stone monsters with the heads of hippopotami, stood before the door. In front of the
porta, the ibis-headed clerks awaited. One rose, poised and beautiful, and made alordly gesture toward
thevigtors.

"Travelers from beyond the blessed realm! Know that the knowledge hereisonly for the children of true
wisdom. Why have you traveled here, where the blessed dead bask in the glories of Lord Thoth?”

Inreply, the bal of light flashed and glowed like pure, angdic sun. It shone with awarmth, asmplicity
and truth that made the world seem fresh and new.



"Children of Thoth! | am an amazingly benevolent energy being from far beyond your relms! Long ago,
my people evolved far beyond mere physical form. Our endlesslives are spent contemplating pure
goodness and philosophies of truth. | have been sent to travel to your universe to experience thelivesand
truths that may be found here." Gentle rays of sunshine caressed the ibis-headed men. "Y ou arefelow
cherishers of wisdom. | therefore will present you with this manuscript of quintessentid truths—written
here, upon this sacred hell hound skin.”

The huge human servant sniffed. Built with muscles upon muscles, the dark, glowering servant held a
rolled pelt across its shoulders—a pelt with ahell hound head that grinned like an insane crocodile.
Beside the pdit, the second attendant stood holding awater jar, hisibisbesk alittle pae, hisfeathers
ruffled.

The energy being drifted to hover over therolled black pdlt.

"The knowledge upon this scroll is so pure, so perfect, that it is dangerous for the smple mindsfound in
thisredlity. Only the children of Thoth have intellects broad and deep enough to encompass the beauty of
this gift. Please, may we have an escort to the, uh, the whichever place you catalogue your treasures of
the mind, so that we may place this holy document in your safekeeping?’

The scribes beamed, looked at one another, and one of the creatures bowed. It took a stately staff of
office from arack and led the way to the doors of thelibrary.

"Then follow, O benevolent energy being. Truly you have been led to the one place of purity indl the
cosmos! Here your scroll will be read by minds wise enough to cherishiit. Allow meto lead you into the
submissonshdl.”

They moved through the Porta of Purity and aong the Corridor of Concepts, hung aleft at the Halls of
Holiness, then drifted past the File Card Index of Indescribable IHlumination— five stories high and
perhapsamilelong. Cool wide halswerefilled with ibis-headed beings. There were emissariesfrom
other gods and silent, unmoving guards. The air smelled of sandawood, and the residents of the afterlife
hurried to carry out al the tasks gppointed to them. The energy beings guide inclined its beak to various
luminaries asthey passed. It gaveitsvistorsthe grand tour, explaining the glories and the mysteries for
their receptive minds.

"Hereisthehal of Thoth. Y our gift can be made before the god himsdlf, for here hislight of truth blasts
the deceitful, destroysillusions, and brings blissto the good.”

"Ah." The energy being pocketed a golden doorknob behind its back. "And, ah, thisiswhere grest and
mighty Thoth inductshis new arrivals?’

"Indeed! At thefar Sde of thishall isour cataloguing area, where new gifts are identified and filed. Such
duties are the reward of the greatest in life—priests, sphinxes, and kings!" Thelong corridors cameto an
end. "But come! The god awaits your magnificent gift!" The guide ushered them through amighty portd.
"Now, look in wonder, for hereisthe Throne of Verity! Inits presence, only truth may betold, so that all

may reved initspurity.”

Inahal so high that flocks of sacred birds circled the highest column tops, in aroom created by the
tireless labor of souls dlowed nothing but the wish to serve, was athrone of gold a hundred feet high.
Enshrined upon it, sat atitanic being—ibis-headed, crowned, sceptered, and armed. Ranked before him
were untold thousands of worshipers, al paying homage in perfectly coordinated bows. The energy being
stopped dead and seemed alittle bit diminished, while behind it, the two companions stalled.

The energy being wriggled itslittle pseudopodsin darm.



"Oh, frot."

"Frot?" Theibis-headed guide frowned, then shook the comment away. "Now we shal approach the
throne. Thereisaline of supplicants bearing tribute. Y ou shal be number five thousand and deven—a
very sgnificant number, asyou will doubtlessredize." Theibis-being clearly expected areply, but
received none. "1n any case, how would you like your gift announced? What sort of secrets are written
onthisscroll ?!

"None!" The energy being spoke in ascreech, unableto help itsdf. "It'sapyromaniac sentient hell hound
skin with delusons of humor!"

Theibis gtared at the hdl hound skin, which grinned back and happily wagged itstall.
Helo!

Blubbering, its preconditioned mind none too agile, theibis-being looked at the vistorsin absolute
confusion. "B-but why? Why are you giving ahdl hound skin to the great god Thoth?"

"Were not!" The energy being thrashed in panic, trying to stop itsalf from speaking. "It'saruse! Were
here to do an abduction!"

"An abduction?' Theibisrecoiledin fright. "You? A benevolent energy being?"’ «

"I'm not an energy being! I'm a skinny faerie with the universe's most perfect butt!" The energy being
thrashed in panic. "Jud Little help herel”

Still holding Cindersrolled on his shoulder, the Justicar punched their guide with enough force to didethe
creature out of sight amongst the curtains.

"Boring conversation anyway."
"Comeon!" Escallachanged back into her usud form. "Let'smove!”

Nine-foot-tall guardians made of solid stone heard the noise, turned in puzzlement, then started forward
to investigate. Escalawaved happily a them and pointed to Henry, who till looked likeanidiot in his
polymorphed disguise of ibis head and kilt. Shetried to feed the guards another lie.

"Hey! We're interlopers here to expose your sham of an afterlifel” Escallastamped and cursed. "Damn it!
Thistel-only-the-truth thing is screwing up my best fast talk!™

"Escdlal" Henry's feathers flapped in panic. "1t's not working! Change me back! Change me back!"

"Relax, they'll fal for it!" Escalagave an easy shrug, apparently obliviousto the two stone behemoths
somping toward them. "Trust me! I'm afeeriel”

Jus dragged his sword out from inside Cinderssrolled hide and crashed Bendlux into the guts of a
charging stone guardian. Benelux sheared through solid stone, spraying chips and gravel as she blasted
out through the juggernauts back. The stone being fell in two, both halves thrashing madly inrage. Jus
swirled, hacked the hand off the second statue, whipped about twice more and smashed off itsleg and
head. He grabbed Escalla as she whooped and applauded him, breaking into alumbering run asthey
crosed the hall of Thoth.

On the huge throne, the great god Thoth stirred. The disturbance at the far end of the hall had reached his
notice. Guardsran for the little group of fugitives and were lft in parts on the floor asthe intruders



escaped. The god Thoth pointed afinger in command, and as one, dl ten thousand supplicants turned,
roared, and chased after the blasphemousinfidels.

Thoth stood and roared, shooting bolts of light that blasted huge cratersin the floor.

With awave of enraged inhumanity hot on her tail, Escallalooked over the Justicar's shoulder asheran
through the hdl.

"Wow! These people are pissed!”

A blagt of light splintered atitanic column mereinches away. Hundreds of tons of stonework thundered
through the air, and the ceiling began to collgpse. Column after column tilted and smashed into each
other, one after another. A wall of dust and debris hid the onrushing crowd from Jus, Escalla, and Henry.
The Justicar pelted around a corner, ducked a sword wielded by ajabbering ibis-man, and felled the
cresture with ablow of his hand.

"Escalla! Do you have any ideawhere were going?”'

"Sure! Trust me! I'm afaeriel” Escalaopened the portable hole on Juss belt and stuck her head inside.
"Hey, Polk? Polk! Check thethingie!™

"I'mdoin’it! I'mdoin'it! But you can't rush art. I've tried to teach that fact to so many, but they just don't
listen. Art'sfrom the soul, girl! Soul! Y ou don't rush soul. Y ou do that, you get bad—"

"Polk! Werealittle stressed for time here!™ Escdlafired off alightning bolt that blasted through a dozen
crocodile-headed guards. "Could you just—you know—do it?"

Grumbling away, Polk sat beside abig bowl of enchanted water. Floating on the water was awooden
disk, and upon the disk was Enid'stail. Thetail swung about, settled, and ended up pointing in a steedy
line. Polk sniffed and, cocking one eye, looked up at the faerie.

"That way!" He pointed in the direction indicated by the tuft of Enid'sfluffy tail. "Isthe boy gtill dawdling?
Arewethereyet?'

Leaning through the hole, the sound of sword fighting loud behind her, Escalagave thetail ascowl.
"How do you know it's not the other way? Y ou know—maybe the wet end points the way?'

"Do you want art, or do you want argument?' Polk pointed an imperious paw. "I'm a quadruped. | know
tails! Now get goin'. We've got real work to do elsewherel™

"Fine!" Thefaerie cast acloud of choking fog to block the passageway behind her. " Sheesh! Badgersare
S0 grouchy before their mid-morning ngp!™

Folding his paws and muttering, Polk looked over to the tanar'ri who sheltered at the far Side of the
portable hole. She was gnawing al six sets of nails. Polk sniffed and shook his head.

"No gumption! Y oung folkstoday just have no gumption! Stop frettin', woman! It's only the halls of the
gods!"

With her scales ahorrid shade of grey, Morag rocked back and forth in panic.

"Oh, we are going to bekilled." The demon heard afireball detonate overhead, accompanied by the
battle cry of thousands of Thoth'sfollowers. "What am | doing here?'



Escdlapopped her head in through thelip of the hole.

"| told you! Y ou do the teleport thing for us, and dad will have your dream castle made, furnished—hell
even put in gardens! Peace and quiet—alove nest where the Blood Wars never go." Thefaerie gave an
ary littlewave. "So chill aready! Y ou'rein aportable hole. What could possibly go wrong? Trust me!
I'm afaeriel”

Escalla disappeared. Seething, Morag thrashed her tail and said, "1 do wish she would stop saying that.”

Outside the portable hole, the battle raged. They were degp amidst vast mazes of book-laden shelves
that towered ahundred feet high. Librarians atop spindly ladders clutched for dear life as Jusand Escala
rampaged below, knocking into shelves and toppling ladders behind them. Still carrying aheavy brassurn
of water, still with hisibis head and beak, Henry gave an gpologetic bob and nod as he passed the
librarians and hurried after hisfriends. Polk called out from down in the portable hole, and Escalla hated
hovering at the next intersection and shoved her friendsinto anew row of shelves.

"That way! Hurry!"

The sound of the pursuing multitudes was like an onrushing tidd wave. The Justicar led the way,
Cinderss smoke trailing behind him as he ran. The big man turned a corner, there was athunderous roar,
and the bookshelf just above him blasted apart as ahuge lion paw came crashing through the air.

A titanic being loomed over the intruders. The creature was monstrous—a huge statue of black marble
thirty feet high. Part hippopotamus, part crocodile, part lion, it roared and smashed down with a paw.
Shelves splintered and tumbled in al directions. Escallawent tumbling in midair and landed hard upon her
backsde, bruising it fiercely. She shot to her feet, chittering in rage.

"Y ou cut-price bag of golem puke!" Sheflew at the monster in aninsanerage. "I'll get you for that!"
Jus stamped in anger as he saw her shoot by.
"Escdlal No!"

The faerie flew a the mongter like an enraged gnat attacking a bear. She whacked the cresture on its
backsde with her newly recharged lich staff. Stone chips flew, cracks began to work their way through
the behemoth, and the monster whirled awkwardly around and about like a monstrous dog chasing its
owntall. It crashed into shelvesfive stories high, which tilted, crashed, and fell into more shelves, then
more, then more....

A crash and jumble came as the wisdom of the ages hit the i & floor and was trampled underfoot. The
multitudes pursuing the interlopers were buried under the shelves. Somewhere in the distance, the god
Thoth could be heard roaring in anger. All hell was breaking loose. The Justicar stopped in place, opened
his hands and formed magic between his pdms. The wooden shelves of the nearest library racks
suddenly burst to life, shooting out leaves, branches, and tendrils. The vines snatched at the huge
mongter, forcing it to blunder clumsly about. Taking Bendux in his hand, the Justicar ran straight for the
behemoth's nearest paw.

"Henry! Chargel"

Bendux crashed into black marble, showering chunks of stone across the floor. Henry carefully set down
hissedled brassjar. Hewasjust in time to hear the thud and see Jus knocked off hisfeet by ablow of
the mongter's foot. Jus flew one way—Cindersfluttered in another. They both hit the ground ralling, the
Justicar corning up with his sword flashing in a parry and amassive stroke that severed the statue's paw.



Roaring, the titan reared—dtill with Escalla battering its backside into rubble. As Henry charged, he
heard her voice jabbering away in afrenzy of hate.

"I wear athong! Do you know what thisis going to look like in a thong? Do you have any respect for
art? Do you? No! Well, respect that! And that! And that! And that!" The power charge of thelich
gtaff had run out again, and now Escallawasjust hitting a huge stone statue with agtick. "Oh, you're
gonnaplay dumb?Well, takethig!"

Thetop of the monsters head was wresthed in afireball—not the most effective spell against blank stone.
The Justicar cursed, shook his head, and surged back into action again. He dived, rolled to end up
between the mongter's hind feet, and hewed at the creature'slegs, his sword ringing like abdll.

Jus tossed his magic rope to Henry. Henry whip-cracked the rope and swung up onto the statue's head,
smashing his own sword down onto the monster's eye, making it shake its head and rear in anger. Henry
was thrown clear, crashing through a bookshedlf to land beside Cinders, who lay grinning atop a pile of
megica scrolls

Hdlol

"Hey, Cinders." Henry blinked. His brassjar was adozen yards away, still miraculoudy intact. "Having
fun?'

Fun!

Escdlafinally jumped free and whirred down to ground leve. Jus pointed at the monster's flank, meeting
Cindersseye, and the hell hound enjoyed hisfriend's clever idea. Asthe monster came close. Cinders
wriggled forward, reared, and blasted his flames.

Hot enough to melt stedl, Cinderssfire sent ripples chasing al through the marble dong the mongter's
gde, and the dozens of cracks from Escallaslich staff glowed white-hot.

The Justicar disengaged, and his huge voice bellowed at Escdlathrough the smoke. "Escdlal Frost! Go!"

The faerie unshipped her frost wand and opened fire. Extreme hesat followed by ice cold did the trick.
The cracked stone burst, and the statue splintered like glass.

The Justicar parried faling rubble with his sword, too angry and too dangerous to dodge. Asthe dust
ettled, he strode through the ruins, collected Escalla, then signaled Henry and Cindersto regroup. The
hell hound rippled over the wreckage, moving like ahuge furry caterpillar, and behind him, hundreds of
Thoth's followers came charging down the paths between the shelves. Some of the larger crestures
forsook the paths altogether and scrambled over the mounds of scrolls, books, broken shelves, and
stone.

Escallawatched Cinders pass her by and waved an astonished hand.
"Does anyone d<sefind that amazingly disturbing?’

"You bad to teach him to fetch." The Justicar parried an arrow shot from somewhere amongst the
shelves. "Polk, which way?"

"Left, son! Go left!”

"Henry, Cinders, move!"



Galloping dong to rgoin the Justicar, Cinders stopped, looked down arow of shelves, then humped out
of sight and disappeared. An ingtant later, he came charging madly back, row after row of bookshelves
exploding into flames behind him. The hell hound sniggered, and Escallawagged her finger angrily a him
as he passed.

"Cinders! Bad dog!"

F-U-N-N-Y! Funny!

"Damnit. Cinders Sted that stuff! Don't just burniit!”

Henry snatched aglimpse over hisshoulder at thefiresand said, "I fed abit guilty about this™

"Hey!" Escalascoffed. "We asked them to let Enid go, and they said to go take ahike! So they can look
onthisasalesson in not pissing off faeries by usng my best palsasdave labor!" The girl had retrieved
somewisps of clothing from Juss belt and was pulling on new gloves of fine black even mail. "Henry?
Stll got thejug?’

IIYSIII

"Hoopy!"

Jus snatched up the hell hound and tossed him over his shoulder. Behind them, the fires spread. Winged
guardians could be heard screeching as the soldiers of Horus were called upon to destroy the interlopers.

The group charged out from between the shelves and into agreet quiet hall where hundreds of figures
lifted scrolls, books, and tablets from great untidy piles and sorted them at tables made from ebony. The
workers never once looked up as the adventurers pelted past them, until suddenly a screech came from
the portable hole.

"Back! Back, boy! You're runnin' too fast!" Polk blustered down in the depths of the hole. "Turn right,
son! Right! Stop! Now go straight! Straight! Back!"™ There was a scrabble, and Polks head emerged
from the holeasMorag lifted him on high. "That'sit! She must beright herel”

At anearby table sat a slent figure dusting off a manuscript. |bis-headed, androgynous, dressed in akilt,
and wearing a sad expression, the creature sighed as it worked. Escallaand Henry both stared at the
creature for along, quiet moment. The faerie dapped Jus on the shoulder and sent him on hisway.

"Herewego! Jus, hold thefort! Well be with you inaminute.”

Enemies were thundering down the corridor that led into the room. The Justicar tied Cinderstight about
his helm then strode forward, swinging Benelux in his hand. The sword was definitely not happy .

Sr Justicar, | must protest! Can we not try reasoning with these creatures? These are worshipers
of truth and knowledge!

"If they're SO knowledgesble, they should know when to shut up and run.”
Sr, | really must ask you to consider limiting the scale of this conflict!

The Judticar planted his back against a huge shelf and heaved. His muscles bunched as his enormous bulk
dowly pushed the shelf with its great |oad of books over, and the whole mass came crashing down to
block the corridor. Thefirst enemiestried jamming their way through the gaps, and Jus shoved them
backward using a huge shelf board as a battering ram.



Over a the work tables, Henry and Escalla softly approached the ibis creature that was cleaning its
book. Escallatook the polymorph spell off Henry and returned him to hisusua sdlf. They both edged up
to the table, watching the sad creature at itswork.

llErid?l

Theibis-headed being blinked and looked up at them. It had Enid's eyes—honest and dways alittle shy,
but no spark of recognition came until her gaze lingered on Henry. She hesitated, then nervoudy turned

avay.
"I'm not alowed to help you. Y ou have to see asupervisor. Were not alowed to help people.”

"No. We're hereto help you." Escala spoke with infinite kindness. "Do you know us at al? Have you
seen us before?”!

"No." The creature shrugged then looked down unhappily at thetable. "1... perhaps. Were not alowed
to remember.”

"I know." Escallauncorked the big brassjar. "Here. We brought you something.”

"Oh! Oh, no." Theibishead looked away. "I am not alowed to drink now. No food or drink until | make
my quota.”

"No-no-no! It'shoopy! Thistimeyou're allowed.” The faerie gently turned theibiss beak toward her.
"Ligten. Thoth said his afterlife arrangements suck and that we should come here and dedl with it. Sowe
have adrink for you."

The creature looked anxioudly at the brass jar. Henry's hands shook, and hisface was sick with love.
Theibis head looked from Henry to the fagrie to the jar of water.

"I could get into trouble. How do | know I'm redlly supposed to drink this?*
"Trust mel" Escallaopened her hands, the very image of pure innocence. "I'm afaerie!™

The words made the creature jerk. It stared at Escallain wonder, then dowly held out its hands. Henry
passed her his brassjug. The contents smelled unpleasantly of river water.

Theibis creature hesitated. Henry kept his hands hovering anxioudy beneeth the jug, and then theibis
head drank. It dipped its beak, drank dowly and deeply, and withdrew its dripping bill and stared into
thear.

"Water from the river Mnemos," Escallasaid. They had been gathered at vast expense and danger and
effort from the wildest places of the outer planes—all to be brought here, for this perfect moment.

Enid turned her ibis beak and |ooked at her friends, her heart hammering. Her eyes seemed to clear. She
saw Escdlasitting beside her and started to cry.

"Escdla..." Enid held the fagrie againgt her heart and closed her eyes. "Oh, Escallal”

"Hey! We've got awedding. Can't have awedding without my bridesmaid.” Escalla cried wiping her own
eyes. "It'sdl right. We got here. It'sdl right now.

Enid saw Henry and found hersdf in hisarms.
"Henry! Henry!"



They cried. They kissed as best human and ibis could. Escalla sat alittle distance away and let the lovers
have their moment, and she wept like ababe. With a great wet sniff, she turned.

The Justicar and Cinders had set their barricade on fire and were striding to meet their friends. Enid held
Justight, closed fingersin Cinderssfur asthe hell hound jumped about and wagged histall.

"Cinderd"

Héllo, cat lady!

Polk waved.

"How?" Enid looked at them dl inlost wonder, unable to stop her tears. "Why did you do it? Why?"

The Judticar took Enid by the hand and lifted her from davery. "Because you never leave your people
behind. Ever .

A deep boom came from the barricade as Thoth's minions broke down the shelves. Enid looked
longingly at her friends, then bowed her head and turned away.

"I can't leave. I'm part of this place now."

"Hal Noway." Escalaperched atop her friend's feathery head. "We made you a new body! Cloned it
off your tail. Weve got it in the portable hole. All we haveto do is get you in there, read the spell, and
you're back as good as new! So let's blow thisjoint!™

"A clone?' Enid was agog. "Just how much trouble have | put you to?'

"None! Nothing we minded!" The faerie happily shoveled priceless scrollsinto the portable hole. "Wll,
we had to stedl the clone spdll from thiswizard guy in Greyhawk, then make you anew body at Dad's
place, then find the river Mnemos, fight afew evil denizens, avoid afew rampaging armies, then find this
place and bust in. Smple!" Escallafinished looting. "Morag! Teleport time! Do your stuff, snake-babe. |
think these locals areworking into ared ragel™

Morag was there under protest. Escalla had tempted her with booklets of swatches and aroll of plansfor
Morag's dream home, but the tanar'ri was regretting the deal. Annoyed, the secretary peeked her thin
face up into the light.

"Why areyou al crying?| don't see what thereisto cry about.”

"Oh, yesyou do." Escdlaclicked her fingers. "All right! So now we get into the hole, and you teleport us
to our getaway boat afew dozen planes awvay!"

Morag thrashed her tail.

"No."

The entire party stared.

"No?' Escdla placed ahand on the frost wand tucked benesth her belt.

"l can't. Not in here." Morag sniffed at the air asthough it were poison. "Thisis Thoth's home temple. My
magic won't work here. Y ou have to get outside into open air. A garden or afied.”

The Justicar grumbled, grabbed Enid by the hand, and led acharge to the far end of the hall. Behind



them, the barricades collapsed. The group found adoor into a colonnade and raced for the promise of
open sky.

Asthey ran down avast cascade of marble stairs, Escdlaflew happily beside Enid's ear, so happy to
have her girlfriend back that she couldn't It her go.

"So how'sthe food here? What do you afterlife guys eat?!
Enid ran awkwardly, holding up her kilt.

"Pulse”

"Isthat akind of sandwich?'

"Not redly." Enid looked back over her shoulder. "Oh, dear."

Striding over the rooftops came Thoth himsdlf, heading straight for the fugitives. Asthe colossd figure
stepped over the colonnade onto the stairs, Escallalooked back and cast one of her oldest, smplest

sels
"Greasa"

"Hey Morag!" Thefaerie flew merrily onward. "How's that teleport thing coining?'
The tanar'ri grumbled from degp down in the portable hole.
"I'mworking onit. Must you aways be so pushy?'

From overhead, Thoth sang the song of avenging glory. With his sword in one hand and his scepter of life
in the other, the god overstepped the roofs and planted hisfoot right in the middle of agreasy patch that
had suddenly spread over the stairs. Hundreds of feet tal, golden and magnificent, Thoth fell over likea
jester treading on a banana pedl. Escallawhooped and legped high into the air.

"Thefaerie scored™

Half the temple collapsed in the shockwave as Thoth fell. His scepter crashed to the ground beside the
fleeing adventurers. Escallaimmediately plucked out the hoopiest |looking gem and threw it into the
portable hole. Polk gave ascreech of pain.

IIQN!II
"Sorry!" The girl looked around. " So can we do any more damage here? | think were done!™

The Justicar had dready pushed everyone e se into the portable hole. He grabbed hold of Escalawhile
Morag stood waiting impatiently on the pavement. Jus legped into the hole, Morag rolled it up and
tucked it under her arm, and they teleported away.

A Perfect Ending

A thousand milesaway, theriver Lethe crashed and tumbled into amaze of rapids. Grumbling, Morag
did acrossafdlen log to ahidden ide, passing through the unseen vell into another plane. Thetanar'ri
teleported again, and then again, muddling their trail as best as she could. Findly, she regppeared on the
hind deck of adisreputable old boat and shook out the portable hole to et her employers clamber into
thelight.



They were on an dienriver in aland haunted by pyramids and pteranadons. Coiling her long tail, the

tanar'ri heaved a sigh and pushed off from the shore. They would have to cross into another plane by
following the river before she could teleport again, making the legps and jumps that would finaly take
everyone home.

They sailed onward, scooting into the river migts. Enid emerged from the hole—a sphinx once again, and
with one of Lolth's best jewels hanging at her breast. The big cat settled quietly at the prow between
Henry, Escalla, and the Justicar while Morag grumbled and propelled the boat from behind.

Enid looked at her dear, familiar paws, then out at the river asit crossed into another plane of redlity. The
riverbanks were now inhabited by dinosaurs dancing in feather headdresses.

"Urn, where are we now?"
The Justicar shot aglance at Escalla, then gave aheavy sigh.
"Apparently those details are supposed to fix themselves."

"Ah." Enid negtly curled her tail about her hind feet, folding Henry benegth her wing. "Do you have any
ideawhereyou'regoing at dl?'

Escdlathrew alength of sausage to aveociraptor that danced aong the riverbank.
"Surel do! Trust me! I'm afaeriel”
"Yes" Enid purred quietly. "And no one touchesthe faerie.”

Thoth's Kingdom was far behind. The nightmare of the afterlife was fading to memory. Enid looked back
and fdt alittletwinge of sadnessin her heart.

"Y ou saved me, but it will happen again one day. One day, well dl haveto part again.”
Sitting happily in Jusslap, Escdla polished her new engagement ring.

"Hell no! You guysarewithme!™

Enid sghed. "Well get old."

"Urn, no." Escallalooked at her friends asif they were incredibly thick, then rapped her knuckles against
their heads. "Hello? Hasit not sunk in that you guys hang with afaerie? Y ou won't get old! No one ages
around faeries. Why do you think we're so popular?”’

The Justicar raised one brow.
"]'d wondered."

The boat floated onward. Escalla rummaged through oot taken from the temple of Thoth. There were
schemes to make, awedding to plan, and Henry and Enid's romance to encourage— dl that any
interfering faerie could desire. Escalla plucked out magic scrolls, magic tomes, and scraps of parchment,
delighted by each and every find.

"Hey! A shrinking spdll! Thisisgoing to save me afortunein potions.”
"How?'



Escallawhispered into her friends ear, and Enid blushed.
"Oh, | see”

"Hey," Escadlawhispered again in Enid's soft fuzzy ear, "I'll promise you athousand uses of my
polymorph spell as an engagement present.”

Morag dithered cautioudy out of hiding, looked nervoudy about, then found that the Justicar had made a
gpace for her at hissde. She nestled down, unsure whether she was welcome, and then Henry handed
her apiece of fairy cake.

Morag looked aong the river and asked, " So do we have somewhere to go?'
Everyone looked to Escalla. The faerierolled here eyes.

"All right! All right! I got rid of the Hommlet deeds! | swapped them for amansion. A real mansion!
Theresawhole private tower for Morag and her boyfriend. We can each have awing of rooms,
gardens, and even ahoopy little village nearby! It's .perfect!”

Thiswasthefirst Jus had heard of it. Helooked at Escallain puzzlement.
"When did you swap the deeds?’

"When we went through Greyhawk! Some guy called Rump gaveit to me." Escdla proudly unrolled the
new deed and amap. "It's even got aname, see? Tegd!" Escallawaved her handsto gather indl of her
companions. "A few minor vermin to clear out, and the placeis ours! Morag, welcometo the team!”

The reformed demon looked alittle pained.
"Vermin?'
"It1l be nothing! Don't worry about it!" Escala patted the woman's scales. "Trust me. I'm afaeriel”

It was a perfect ending: theriver, faerie cakes, and anew adventure to begin. Escallanestled againgt Jus
and sghed.

"Adventure complete. And thistime we even got treasure!™ The girl scrabbled in her pile of loot. "See?|
havethisjewe from

Thoth! It must be atruth jewe.!" Escdlaplanted the gem againgt her forehead. "Hey, Jusl Who hasthe
farest butt in dl thelands?'

The big ranger leaned on his sword in the prows. He looked back at Escallaand smiled.

"Youdo."

"Hoopy!" Escallagave asudden frown. "Hey! Areyou under my spell, or are you just saying that?'
The Justicar came and sat by his betrothed's side, spreading Cinders out to make a sedt.
"Completely under your spell.”

The boat floated past metallic swamps and fields of flowers. No one knew where theriver went, or even
whereit sopped. All indl, the journey wasthething.



