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Eight legs, eight.

Clattering on the stones, ticking, ticking, tapping, tapping impatiently.

They were done with their battle, with their feasting, devouring their siblings, growing stronger
with each juicy bite. Bloated and spent, they stood around the octagonal stone, myriad eyes staring
into myriad eyes, eight legs eight tapping and clattering.

They could eat no more; they could fight no more. Exhaustion held them in place, as Lolth had
desired from the beginning. The thousands became eight—the eight strongest, the eight smartest, the
eight most devious, the eight most ruthless. One would fuse with the Yor'thae. One would assume the
mantle of a goddess, the deity of Chaos.

Only one, whom the others would serve. . . if the One gave them that choice and that chance. If
not, then they, like their thousands of dead siblings, would be devoured.

The spiders knew that they could not influence the choice any longer. The competition was long
past, the fight decided, and only She Who Was Chaos could make the final pronouncement. The
spiders did not delude themselves with false hubris. They did not deceive themselves with any
thoughts that they might undo that which would be done. The broodling war was over.

Eight legs eight tap-tapped nervously on the stone.

Beyond the cocoon of the inner sanctum, the drow were not so accepting. They basked in pride,
they placed self above Lolth, they thought themselves worthy or even beyond that peak. They dared
presume knowledge of Lolth, of the choice before them all, and they dared plot and connive to deny
their rivals their proper place.

Fools, they were, and the spiders knew it. Futility glided in their every step, their fate long sealed.

The plot was scripted by the Lady of Chaos, and that was the most perplexing and tantalizing of
all. For any road paved by Lolth would not run straight, nor to any expected destination.

That was the beauty.

The spiders knew it.

The time was approaching.

The spiders knew it.

Eight legs eight clattered on the stones, ticking, ticking, tapping, tapping, patience twisted,
stretched and torn asunder.

Eight legs, eight.



Chapter One

Inthracis sat in his favorite chair, a high-backed throne made from bones packed together with a mortar
of blood and pulped skin. Tomes and scrolls, the tools of hisresearch, lay open atop the large basalt table
before him. The soaring walls of the three-story library of Corpsehaven, his fortress, loomed on all sides.

Eyes stared at him from out of the walls.

Made from the heaped decay of thousands upon thousands of semi-sentient, magically preserved
corpses, Corpsehaven's walls, floors, and ceilings could have filled the cemeteries of a hundred cities.
Bodies were the bricks of Inthracis's keep. He regarded himself as an artisan, a fleshmason who smashed
and twisted the moaning forms into whatever contorted shape he needed. He was indiscriminate in his
choice of materials; all manner of bodies had been pressed into the structure of his keep. Mortals, demons,
devils, and even ather yugoloths had round a home in Corpsehaven's walls. Inthracis was nothing if not a
fair murderer. Any being that stood in hisway on hisrise through the ranks of the Blood Rift's ultroloth
hierarchy ended up in one of hiswalls, decaying and near death but still sensate enough to feel pain, still
alive enough to suffer and moan.

He smiled. Being surrounded by his dead and his books always settled his mind. The library was his
retreat. The pungent reek of decaying flesh and the piquant aroma of parchment preservative cleared both
his cavernous sinuses and his cavernous mind.

And that was well, for he desired clarity. His research had reveaed little, only tantalizing hints.

He knew only that the Lower Planes were in an uproar and that Lolth was at the center of it. He had
not yet determined how best to capitalize on the chaos.

He ran a mottled, long-fingered hand over the smooth skin of his scalp and wondered how he might turn
events to his advantage. Long had he waited to move against Kexxon the Oinoloth, Archgeneral of the
Blood Rift. Perhaps the time for action had come, during the Lolth-spawned chaos?

He stared into the bloodshot, pain-filled eyes of hiswalls but the corpses offered him no answers, only
lipless grimaces, soft moans, and agonized stares. Their suffering lightened Inthraciss spirit.

Outside Corpsehaven, audible even through the walls of pressed flesh and glassteel windows, the
scream of the Blood Rift's blistering winds sang their song of agony—a high pitched, rising keen, similar to
that made by the dozen or so mortals Inthracis had personally flayed. As the sound subsided, Inthracis
cocked his head and waited. He knew that a planar tremor would follow hard after, trailing the wind's walil
with the same certainty that thunder followed lightning in an Ethereal cyclone.

There.

A slow rumble began, just a soft shaking at first, but building to a crescendo that shook the entire
fortress, a paroxysm that caused flakes of skin meal and dried hair to rain like volcanic ash from the high
ceiling of the library. Inthracis suspected that the entirety of the Blood Rift, perhaps even the whol e of the
Lower Planes, was shaking. Lolth had torn the Demonweb Pits free of the Abyss, he knew, and raw,
purposel ess power—reified chaos—poured into the Lower Planes and sent shudders throughout the
COSMOS.

The multiverse, Inthracis knew, was in parturition, and the cosmic birthing was rattling the planes.
Reality had been reorganized, entire planes moved, and the Blood Rift, Inthracis's home plane, groaned
under the resulting onslaught of energies. Ever since Lolth had begun her . . . activities, the barren,
mountainous plane had suffered a plague of volcanic eruptions, blizzards of ash, and thunderous rockslides
that could have buried continents on the Prime Material. Fissures opened at random in the mountainous,
rocky landscape, swallowing leagues of earth. The churning, gore-filled flow of the Blood River, the great
artery that fed the body of the plane, roiled in its wide channel.

Given the upheaval, Inthracis had several times increased the magical protections that shielded
Corpsehaven from such threats, but still the danger gave him pause. Corpsehaven sat on alevel ledge
sculpted from the otherwise precipitoudy steep side of the Blood Rift's largest volcano, Calaas. It would not
do for an unexpected landslide or volcanic spasm to send Inthraciss life'swork skidding down the
mountainsde.

The wind outside rose again, alow whine that grew to an unbearable keen before beginning to die.
Behind the wind's wail of pain, Inthracis could just make out the conspiratorial whisper of aword. He
sensed it as much as heard it, and it was the same word he had been hearing intermittently for days:

Yor'thae.

Each time the gust hissed its secret, the corpsesin his walls moaned through rotted lips and decayed
arms loose from the wall squirmed to reach bony hands for rotted ears. With each utterance of the unholy



word, the entirety of Corpsehaven wriggled like a hive of abyssal ants.

Inthracis knew the word's meaning, of course. He was an ultroloth, one of the most powerful in the
Blood Rift, and he was versed in over one hundred twenty languages, including High Drow of Faerun. The
Yor'thae was Lolth's Chosen, and the Spider Queen was summoning her Chosen to her side. It infuriated
Inthracis that he had not been able to learn why.

He recognized that Lolth, like the Lower Planes, was undergoing a transmogrification. Perhaps she
would be transformed, perhaps the process would annihilate her. The calling of the Yor'thae presaged
events of significance, and the word was in the ear, on the tongues, and in the minds of all the powerful in
the Lower Planes: demon princes of the Abyss, archdevils of the Nine Hells, ultroloths of the Blood Rift.
All were positioning themselves to take advantage of whatever outcome resulted.

Despite himsalf, Inthracis admired the Spider Bitch's temerity. Though he did not fully understand the
stakes, he did understand that Lolth had gambled much on the success of her Chosen.

Such a gamble should not have surprised him overmuch. At her core Lolth was the same as any
demon—a creature of chaos. Senseless risk and senseless slaughter were her nature.

Whichiswhy demons are idiots, Inthracis decided. Even demon goddesses. The wise took only
well-calculated risks for well-calculated rewards. Such was Inthracis's creed and it had served him well.

He tapped his ring-bedecked fingers on the polished basalt table, and sparks of magical energy leaped
from the bands. The legs of the table—human legs grafted to the basalt top—shifted dightly to better
accommodate him. The bones of his chair adjusted to more comfortably sit him.

He looked upon the collective knowledge gathered in his library, seeking inspiration. Desiccated hands
and arms jutted from the walls of flesh, forming shelves upon which sat in orderly rows an enormous
guantity of magical scrolls, tomes, and grimoires, alifetime's worth of arcane knowledge and spells.
Inthracis's multifaceted eyes scanned them in severa spectrums. Multifarious colors of varying intensities
emanated from the tomes, denoting their relative magical power and the type of magic they embodied. Like
the dead in hiswalls, the books offered him no ready answer.

Another tremor rattled the plane, another wail trumpeted the promise or threat of Lolth's Yor'thae,
another agitated rustle ran through the dead of Corpsehaven.

Distracted, Inthracis pushed back his chair, rose from the table, and walked to the library's largest
window, an octagonal slab of glassteel wider than Inthracis wastall and magically melded with the bones
and flesh around it. A lattice of thread-thin blue and black veins grew within the glass, a byproduct of the
melding.

The veins looked like a spider's web, Inthracis thought, and he almost smiled.

The grand window offered a wondrous view of the heat-scorched red sky, a panorama of Calaas's side
and the rugged lowlands of the Blood Rift far below. Inthracis stepped close to the window and looked out
and down.

Though he had flattened a plateau half aleague wide into Calaas's side, he had raised Corpsehaven right
at the edge of the plateau. He had chosen such a precipitous location so that he could always look out and
be reminded of how far he had to fall, should he grow stupid, lazy, or weak.

Outside, the unceasing winds whipped arain of black ash into blinding swirls. Arteries of lava, fed from
the eternal flow of the plane's volcanoes, lined the lowlands far below. Fumaroles dotted the black
landscape like plague boils, venting smoke and yellow gasinto the red sky. The winding red vein of the
Blood River surged through the gorges and canyons.

Here and there, swarms of larvae—the form mortal souls took in the Blood Rift—squirmed along the
broken landscape or wriggled up Calaass sides. The larvae looked like pale, bloated worms as long as
Inthracis's arm. Heads jutted from the slime-covered, wormlike bodies, the only remnant of the dead soul's
mortal form. The faces wore expressions of agony that Inthracis found pleasing.

Despite the ash storm and roiling landscape, squads of towering, insectoid mezzoloths and severa
powerfully muscled, scaled, and winged nycaloths—all of them in service to one or another of the
ultroloths—prowled the rockscape with long, magical pikes. With the pikes they impaled one larva after
another, collecting souls the way a spear fisherman hunted fish on the Prime. The stuck larvae squirmed
feebly on the shafts, overwrought with pain and despair.

To judge from the heads on some of the nearby larvae, most of the souls appeared to be those of
humans, but races of all kinds found their way to the Blood Rift, all of them damned to serve in the furnaces
of the plane. Some of the soulswould be transformed into lesser yugolothsto fill out Inthracis's or another
ultroloth's forces. Others would be used as trade goods, food, or magical fuel for experiments.

Inthracis looked away from the soul harvest and gazed down and to hisleft. There, barely visible
through the haze of ash and heat, built into a plateau in Calaas's side not unlike that upon which



Corpsehaven sat, Inthracis could just espy the pennons of skin that flew at the top of the Obsidian Tower,
the keep of Bubonis. The ultroloth immediately below Inthracis in the Blood Rift's hierarchy, Bubonis
coveted Inthracis's position as much as Inthracis coveted Kexxon's. Bubonis too would be scheming; he too
would be planning how to use the chaos to further his ascent up Calaas's side.

All of the Blood Rift's elite ultroloths laired on Calaas. The relative height of an ultroloth's fortress along
Cdaas's sideindicated the owner's status within the Blood Rift's hierarchy. Kexxon the Qinoloth's fortress,
the Stedl Keep, sat highest of all, perched among the red and black clouds at the very edge of Calaas's
caldera. Corpsehaven sat only twenty or so |eagues below the Steel Keep and only two or three leagues
above the Obsidian Tower of Bubonis.

Inthracis knew that the day would come when he would face a challenge from Bubonis, when he would
himself challenge Kexxon. For the hundredth time in the past twelve hours, he wondered if the time had
come. The thought of throwing Kexxon's corpse down the Infinite Deep amused him. The Infinite Deep
descended to the center of creation, and its rocky sides were so sheer, so unbroken by any shelf or ledge of
significance, that when things fell there, they fell forever.

Without warning, darkness descended on the library, darkness so intense that even Inthracis's eyes could
not penetrate it, though he could seein virtualy all spectra. Sound quieted; the wind seemed to offer its wail
as though from a great distance. Inthracis could hear the walls squirming in the darkness. His hearts beat
faster.

He was under attack, he realized. But who would dare? Bubonis?

The words to a series of defensive spellsrose to the front of Inthracis's mind and he whispered the
syllablesin rapid succession, al while weaving his fingers through the air in a series of intricate gestures. In
the span of three breaths, he was warded with spells that would protect him against mental, magical, and
physical attacks.

He dlid from his cloak a metal wand that fired a stream of acid upon command. Then he levitated
toward the high celling and listened.

The walls of Corpsehaven rustled with awet susurration. Decayed hands reached down from the ceiling
to paw hisrobes, as though seeking reassurance. Their touch gave him a momentary start. He heard
nothing save his own soft breathing.

It occurred to him then that someone or something had managed to penetrate the intricate wards set
about Corpsehaven without triggering any alarms. He knew of no one, not even Kexxon himself, who could
have done so.

Worry took hold of him. His grip on the wand tightened.

Within the darkness, a sudden heaviness manifested, a palpable presence of power. Inthracis's ears
popped; his head throbbed; even the corpsesin hiswalls uttered a cracked scream.

The darkness seemed to grow substantive, to caress him, its touch lighter than that of the corpses, more
seductive but also more threatening.

Something wasin hislibrary.

Despite himself, Inthracis's three hearts hammered in his chest.

With sudden certainty, he realized that he shared the darkness with a divine power. Nothing el se could
have so easily invaded his fortress. Nothing else could have so terrified him.

Inthracis knew that he was overmatched. Fighting would be pointless. A god, or perhaps a goddess, had
comefor him.

He lowered himself to the floor. While it was not quite in him to abase himself, he managed to offer the
darkness a stilted bow.

"Y our respect isinsincere," said a soft, oily male voice in High Drow.

At the sound of the voice, another irritated rustle ran through the corpses, another moan escaped their
decayed lips.

"Their respect, however, isgenuine,”" said the voice.

Inthracis did not recognize the speaker by voice, but given the word on the wind outside, given the
speaker's use of High Drow, Inthracis could infer the speaker's identity. He chose his next words with
care.

"It isdifficult to offer the proper respect when | do not know to whom | am speaking.”

A chuckle. "I think you know who | am."

At that, the darkness lightened somewhat, enough that Inthracis's eyes could pierce it. Sound too
returned, and the howl! of the wind rose.

A masked male drow sat atop Inthracis's basalt table, legs dangling off the edge and not quite reaching
the floor. Shadows alternately lightened and darkened around the drow's lithe form, swallowing parts of him



in blackness for one moment before coughing them back up to visibility the next. A short sword and dagger
hung from his belt, and leather armor peeked out from under his tailored, high-collared cloak. Long white
hair, highlighted with red, surrounded an angular, vengeful face. He wore a haughty smile on histhin lips,
but it did not reach the holes of his eyes, which were visible even through his black mask.

Inthracis's eyes registered the arcane power emitted by the drow's blades, the armor, his very flesh. He
recognized the avatar, and it was as he had suspected.

"Vhaeraun," he said, and was irritated that he did not quite keep the awe from his voice.

He looked upon Vhaeraun the Masked God—L olth's son and Lolth's enemy. His hearts hammered still
more, and his legs felt weak though he managed not to show it. In the flitting shadows around the drow, he
saw that the avatar's hand was severed at the wrist. The stump seeped blood onto the table.

Inthracis did not care to contemplate how a god might have been so wounded. He also did not care to
contemplate why V haeraun would be manifesting in Corpsehaven. Inthracis rarely had contact with drow,
living or dead, mortal or divine. Drow souls did not typically end up in the Blood Rift.

Vhaeraun hopped off the table and sniffed the air. His dark eyes narrowed.

"Eventheair here stinks of spider,” the god said.

To that, Inthracis said nothing. He dared not speak until he knew exactly what was happening. A dozen
possihilities danced through his mind, none of them desirable.

"I require a service, yugoloth." Vhaeraun said, and the whisper of his voice went hard.

Inthracis stiffened. Not afavor, not arequest—a service. It was worse than he had feared. Heran his
long forked tongue over hislip ridges while he tried to formulate a suitably vague response.

The darkness swallowed Vhaeraun, and in the next heartbeat the avatar stood behind Inthracis, his
breath hot in the ultroloth's upper left ear.

"Would you refuse me?" Vhaeraun asked, his soft words dripping menace.

"I would not, Masked Lord," Inthracis answered, though he would have if he could have. While
yugoloths were mercenaries, even they had their limits when it came to patrons. Inthracis had no desire to
get involved in whatever divine conflict Vhaeraun may have been engaged in with his mother.

The next moment V haeraun was no longer behind him but across the room near one of Inthracis's
bookshelves. The corpses in the wall recoiled as much as their contorted forms allowed at the nearness of
the god. Dead eyes stared out of the wall in horror. Even those dead whose hands and arms formed the
bookshelf tried to squirm back into the wall, and a score of priceless tomes clattered to the floor. Vhaeraun
eyed them and tsked.

Inthracis wondered how his corpses perceived Vhaeraun's appearance. Surely not that of adrow male.

Vhaeraun looked up and said, "Listen." He cocked his head to the side and his eyes went hard. "Do you
hear it?"

The wind outside rose and fell, carrying its message of Lolth's Chosen. The corpses near Vhaeraun
moaned again.

Inthracis nodded. "I hear it, Masked Lord. Yor'thae. It says Yor—"

Vhaeraun hissed and held up a hand, silencing Inthracis. The eyes of the corpsesin the walls went wide
at the demonstration of divine pique.

"Onceis enough, ultroloth," said Vhaeraun. "So you hear the word, but do you know its meaning?"

Inthracis nodded dowly, fear growing in his gut, but Vhaeraun went on as though he had answered in
the negative.

"The Yor'thae isthe chosen vessel of the Spider Bitch. And this, al this—" With alarming suddenness,
the avatar again stood behind Inthracis, hissing angrily in his ear as the fortress shook once more—"isthe
effort of the Queen of the Demonweb Pits to summon her Chosen and transform herself."

Inthracis gulped, sensing the god's rage, sensing the danger he wasin.

V haeraun reappeared in the shadows across the room, and Inthracis allowed himself a breath.
Vhaeraun reached out with his good hand and ran his fingertips along the bodies in the wall. They squirmed,
moaning anew. Vhaeraun's fingers came away glistening, and he smiled.

"What do you want of me, Masked Lord?" asked Inthracis, though he knew he would not like the
answer.

In an instant, V haeraun stood before him, teeth bare, face hot with rage.

"What | want, you insignificant insect, is my mother's heart fed to demons and shat out for my
amusement! What | want, you speck of a creature—" he brandished the stump of hiswrist before
Inthracis's face—"is Selvetarm's obsequious brain torn from his foul head so that | can use his empty skull
asapiss pot."

Inthracis said nothing, merely stared, stood rigid, and held his breath. He was an instant from death.



Even the corpses stood still and silent, as though too terrified even to moan.

Vhaeraun took a breath, visibly calmed himself, and offered Inthracis an insincere smile.

"But first thingsfirgt, Inthracis the ultroloth. Let me be direct: there are three potential candidates for
Yor'thae. See them now."

"Wait, Masked Lord—"

But VVhaeraun did not wait. The avatar closed his eyes, and pain knifed through Inthracis's brain.
Through the pain an image of three drow females formed in his head, and three names. Quenthel Baenre,
Halisstra Melarn, and Danifae Y auntyrr.

The pain subsided, though the image remained, burned into his brain with adivine brand.

Vhaeraun said, "Each of the three are trying to find their way to the city of the Spider whore. My
mother is calling them, you see, drawing them to her, testing them as they come. One will be Chosen, one
will be her—"

The wind howled anew, and another tremor shook the plane. The word Yor'thae sounded once more
through the chamber.

"Yes," Vhaeraun said, and an irritated tic caused his eye to spasm. He focused on Inthracis and said,
"What | require of you isthat you kill al three of the candidates.”

Once again, Vhaeraun was suddenly across the library, behind alarge lectern.

Inthracis could do nothing else, so he nodded. Privately, he wondered why Vhaeraun could not kill the
three drow mortals himself.

The answer occurred to Inthracis amoment after the question: since the so-called Time of Troubles, the
Overgod had forbade the gods from directly affecting the existences of mortals. Thus, Vhaeraun needed an
aly unbound by the Overgod's edict, a non-divine aly.

The mercenary in Inthracis started to overcome his fear. He saw opportunity and took it.

"And for me, Masked Lord?" he asked, with the proper amount of deference.

V haeraun vanished from behind the lectern to appear beside him. Inthracis looked straight ahead, not
daring to face the god.

Whorls of shadows curled around them both, black snakes that slithered along Inthraciss leathery skin.
Vhaeraun held his unwounded hand before Inthracis's face, and Inthracis saw that the arm was as
incorporeal as a shadow up to the elbow. With a smile, Vhaeraun reached into Inthracis's body and
clutched one of histhree hearts. It stopped cold.

Agony raced through Inthracis; his breath caught, and his muscles spasmed. He arched his back, gritted
his teeth, but dared not move farther or protest.

"For you?' Vhaeraun whispered in his ear. "For you this: my gratitude, something that is beyond price."

Vhaeraun clutched Inthracis's second heart, stopping it.

Inthracis's vision went blurry. He struggled to draw breath.

"Oh," Vhaeraun said, "and also the destruction of Kexxon and your ascendance to the position of
Oinoloth and Archgenerd ."

Hearing those words, Inthracis could not contain a grin.

Despite the agony, he managed to hiss, "Y ou are most gracious, Masked Lord."

Still wearing the same smile, Vhaeraun set Inthracis's hearts again to beating with two flicks of his
forefinger and withdrew his arm, which became instantly corporeal. Inthracis inhaled sharply, sagged, and
kept his feet only through sheer pride.

After he had recovered himself, Inthracis located Vhaeraun—across the room at the desk again—and
asked, "What size force is appropriate, my lord?"

"Anarmy," replied Vhaeraun with a derisive wave. "Muster on the new Demonweb Pits, on the Ereilir
Vor, the Plains of Soulfire. My mother isnot yet sensate enough to muster her own forces to stop you."

Inthracis debated with himself before asking, "And what of Selvetarm, Masked Lord?"

Vhaeraun's face twisted in anger, and he said, "He will not trouble you. My mother has removed the Pits
to their own location in the multiverse and sealed them against entry by the divine—any divine. Events
there are beyond the reach of other gods, now. | cannot enter to destroy her, but neither can Selvetarm
enter to protect her. Unless he has guessed at my ploy—" Vhaeraun's contemptuous tone indicated that he
did not think Selvetarm could guess the sum of two and two—"you will face the mortals aone.”

Inthracis dared one more question: "What will occur if the Yor'thae reaches the Spider Queen?”

Vhaeraun's eyes narrowed. "Because they will not reach her," he replied, "the answer isirrelevant.”

Inthracis said nothing but took Vhaeraun's reply to mean that even the god did not know what would
occur. That did not bode well.

He bowed and said, "It is my pleas—"



Vhaeraun vanished without further words.

Thered light of the Blood Rift refilled the room. Inthracis took several deep breaths. Even the corpsesin
the wall seemed relieved. All that remained of Vhaeraun's presence in the room was a smear of blood on
the basalt table and lectern. Inthracis summoned an invisible servant armed with a cloth, caused it to absorb
the blood, and teleported the cloth to his laboratory. He was certain he could use divine blood as a
component for one spell or another. The exercise helped calm him.

He gathered himself and prepared to send word to his generals to sound a muster. Vhaeraun had said to
assemble an army. Inthracis would use his best shock troops, the Black Horn Regiment.

Despite the underlying fear of what might occur should he fail Vhaeraun, the ultroloth felt a certain
exhilaration. If he was successful, and if Vhaeraun kept his word—a large if—Kexxon would be destroyed
and Inthracis would unseat him as the Archgeneral of the Blood Rift.

Even as those seductive thoughts coursed through his mind, a more sober voice advised caution. It
occurred to him that al of Vhaeraun's scheming might have been in accordance with Lolth's plan. The
Masked God had said that Lolth was testing her priestesses as she called them toward the Pits. Perhaps
Inthracis and Vhaeraun would be doing nothing more than creating another challenge for the Yor'thae to
overcome? Or perhaps Vhaeraun was mistaken and none of the three priestesses was to be the Yor'thae
aal?

Perhaps, Inthracis thought and sighed.

Caught between one god and ancther, though, he knew he had no choice but to obey. He would do as
Vhaeraun had demanded because to do otherwise would result in certain death. Or worse.

Outside, the wind howled its message.



Chapter Two

An unbroken line of drow souls extended before and behind Halisstra as far as she could see, aribbon
of Lolth's dead stretching across the infinite, featureless gray aether of the Astral Plane. With Lolth's
power apparently returned, the souls were at last free to float toward the Spider Queen's plane, where they
would spend eternity.

One after another the souls streamed along in a procession as straight as that of marching soldiers. The
orderliness of the line struck Halisstra as strangely incongruous for souls heading into the arms of a goddess
who embodied chaos.

Formerly as drab as the gray aether in which they floated, Lolth's reawakening had sent a surge of
power through the line of souls, through the Astral Plane, and perhaps through all of the other planes as
well. The Spider Queen's stirring had painted the dead in hues reminiscent or life, had reawakened the souls
even as Lolth had herself reawakened from her Silence. By reinfusing them with color and purpose, Lolth
had marked each of the souls asirrevocably and irretrievably hers.

The words bobbed uncomfortably in Halisstra's consciousness: Irrevocably and irretrievably Lolth's. . . .

Floating in the same gray aether, as anchorless as the souls drifting past, Halisstralooked at her dlim
black hands. On them, she saw the blood of the countless screaming victims she had sacrificed in Lolth's
name. Did not their blood mark Halisstraasirretrievably Lolth's, the same as the souls around her? Wasn't
her soul too colored, stained crimson?

She clenched her fists, and looked past the souls and out into the gray nothingness. The same hands that
had murdered in Lolth's name were to wield the Crescent Blade of Eilistraee. With it, Halisstrawas to kill
Lolth.

Kill Lolth. The thought excited her, repulsed her.

Halisstra saw her course clear before her, a path as straight as the line of souls, but she still felt lost.
She was marked by a goddess, by two goddesses, and at the moment she was not certain whose mark she
preferred.

The fedling shamed her.

Shefelt both Lolth and Eilistraee pulling at her, tugging her in opposite directions, stretching her asthin
as parchment. Lolth's reawakening had roused in Halisstra something she had meant to leave for dead in
the silver moonlight of the World Above, when she had given herself to the Dancing Goddess.

But it had not died, not really. Could it ever? Lolth'sinexplicable pull on Halisstraremained, a
troublesome, seductive memory of power, blood, and authority. Halisstra had only her infant faith in
Eilistraee with which to shield herself from alifetime of indoctrination. She did not know if it would be
enough. She did not know if she wanted it to be enough.

She had spent her life in service to the Spider Queen—xkilling, ruling—and had turned her back on all of
it in less than afortnight. How could that have been a genuine conversion? She had been Housel ess, her
city destroyed, everything she knew gone. Turning to Eilistraee had been an impulse, almost flippant, and
driven by fear of an uncertain future.

Hadn't it?

She did not know, and the uncertainty shook her.

Even while Eilistraeen prayersfilled Halisstra's mind, she found herself looking longingly at the
manifestations of Lolth's reawakened power that surged through the endless gray of the Astral.

After the Spider Queen's power had traversed the line of souls and revivified them, the Astral Plane
itself had exploded in chaos. Maelstroms of colored energy formed here and there in the aether, churning
vortexes of violence that spun rapid circles for afew heartbeats or afew hours and dissipated into glorious,
acrid showers of sparks. Jagged bolts of black and red energy severa leaguesin length intermittently knifed
across the void, ripped it into pieces for amoment, and raised the hairs on Halisstra's arms and head.
Lolth's power fairly saturated the plane.

And it felt different than Halisstra remembered—more vital, but also somehow incomplete.

Halisstrafound the flashing storms of power atantalizing suggestion of the Spider Queen's might, a
seductive reminder of different prayers, of adifferent kind of worship. Lolth's power was everywhere
around her. Lolth herself seemed everywhere around her, knowing her, tempting her, whispering to her.

And always the whispers were the same: Yor'thae.

The word was promise, threat, and imprecation all at once.

Halisstra did not know whether to smile or cry each time she heard the word sigh across the Astral
winds. As a bae'geshel, shewastrained in lost lore and knew what the word meant. Its etymology came



from two words in High Drow: Yorn, meaning "servant of the goddess'; and Orthae, meaning "sacred."
The Yor'thae was Lolth's Chosen, her sacred servant, the vessel through which Lolth would ... do
something.

But Halisstra did not know what the something was. Though she knew the meaning of the word, she did
not understand the word's meaning for her or for Lolth. More uncertainty.

Halisstra knew the power of words—her bae'geshel magic depended in part upon words for its power.
And like a bae'geshel spell-song, the whispered recitation of Yor'thae had enspelled her, had wormed its
way into her soul and there planted the seed of doubt. She was at war with herself and struggling to stay
whole.

She and the two priestesses of Eilistraee, Uluyara and Feliane, had been following the line of drow souls
for what felt like an eternity. A trio of the living trailing an army of the dead, they propelled their bodies
through the endless gray mist of the Astral Plane through the force of their will.

The aether appeared to extend forever in al directions, the gray emptiness broken only by the line of
souls, occasiona idands of floating, spinning rock, and the colorful, whirling maelstroms of Lolth's returned
power. Swimming through emptiness, Halisstra felt her senses dulled by the uniformity. Time and again she
had to fight down a sense of vertigo, though she couldn't tell whether its source was the infinite space under
her feet or the internal struggle taking place in her soul.

"We must be getting closer to the portal,” Uluyara said from behind her.

Halisstradidn't turn, only nodded.

With each passing moment, the three priestesses moved closer and closer to their goal, yet with each
passing moment Halisstra also became less and less sure of herself and their cause. Hours before, Seyll, a
former priestess of Eilistraee, had sacrificed her own soul to shield Halisstra from the infusion of power the
reawakened L olth had sent surging through the Astral aether. Seyll, awoman Halisstra had murdered in
life, had chosen the annihilation of her own soul so that Halisstra could complete her chargeto kill Lolth
with the Crescent Blade of Eilistraee.

But Halisstra was beginning to think she was charged with something el se too, something she could not
yet see.

Yor'thae, whispered the aether, and Halisstra's body went weak.

She began to suspect that Seyll had allowed herself to be annihilated not so much to protect Halisstra
from something but to prevent Lolth's power from touching Halisstra and communicating something to her,
something profound. Seyll had gone to oblivion in service to Eilistraee, not Halisstra.

Shefelt herself standing on the edge of a mystery, at the precise moment just before understanding
dawned. If only Seyll had allowed Lolth's power to reach Halisstra she would have—

"No," shesaid. "No."

But the word sounded as empty as avoid.

Halisstra's course had seemed so obvious when she had been staring into the steady crimson eyes of
Seyll, when she had heard in the dead priestess's words the promise of hope and forgiveness through
worship of Eilistraee, sentiments Lolth and her faithful would have deemed weak. But then Halisstra had
encountered Ryld Argith's soul in the Astral. He had been standing in line with the rest of the dead,
colorless, awaiting his eternal fate. She had stared into his dead eyes, listened to his listless words, and felt
her certainty of purpose crumble. Old feelings had bubbled up from the bottom of her soul. She had
wondered, she gtill wondered, what would happen to Ryld if she somehow did kill Lolth. Would he, like
Seyll, be condemned to annihilation?

The thought of it made her chest tight. She would not condemn her lover to nothingness; she could not!
But what then? The fact that she felt genuine love at all she owed to Eilistraee, and the Dark Maiden had
charged her to kill Lolth, had put into her hands a weapon that prophecy said could do it.

But the proximity of Lolth's power quickened Halisstra, tempted her, spoke to her. Halisstra heard
Eilistraee calling to her heart, but she felt Lolth calling to her soul. It both appalled and delighted her.

She was terrified.

Yor'thae, said the nothingness.

She closed her eyes and shook her head.

"What do you want?' she whispered.

She was distantly conscious of her body slowly sinking in the aether but did not care. She had forsworn
Lolth—she had! She'd made herself awilling apostate. She had embraced Eilistraee's faith, sworn herself
to the Dancing Goddess under the light of the moon on the surface of the World Above.

But...

But her conversion had occurred at the end of a sword's point. She had been implicitly threatened with



death by the priestesses she had come to call sisters. Was it not al a sham then, driven by the need of a
homeless drow priestess without access to her spellsto find acceptance and a home somewhere,
anywhere?

No, she thought, and pressed her fingers hard against her brow as though she could drive them into her
brain and pluck out that part of her that still longed for Lolth. Her conversion had not been forced. It had
been willing, beautiful, soul opening . . .

A hand, a steadying hand, closed gently on her bicep, stopped her descent, and pulled her around. She
opened her eyes and found herself staring into the intense red eyes of Uluyara. The drow High Priestess of
Eilistrace looked comfortable in her mail and forest green tunic. A sword hung from her hip, awar horn
from her neck. A host of magical tokens—feathers, buttons, and pins—hung from her tabard. Her full
mouth wore alook of genuine concern for Halisstra, but behind the concern, deep in her eyes, lurked
something el se—something Halisstra could not quite identify.

"Areyou al right?' Uluyara asked. She gave Halisstra a gentle shake. "Halisstra, are you al right?"

Beside them, the parade of souls continued to stream past, so quickly they looked blurry. Black lightning
split the aether neatly in two. Maelstroms churned. The voice whispered. Uluyara's white hair waved in the
Astral wind. Her armor, weapons, and clothing appeared dull compared to the color of the souls. They all
looked dull compared to Lolth's dead.

Halisstra blinked, managed anod, and said, "Yes. I'mjust . . . troubled, from seeing Ryld."

Uluyara's eyes showed understanding, though her hard expression held little sympathy. Halisstra knew
that the death and afterlife of Ryld Argith little concerned Uluyara. The High Priestess was focused on
their goal of finding and killing Lolth; nothing else mattered to her.

Yor'thae, whispered the Astral.

Hearing the word again, Halisstra felt her cheeks burn. She looked for areaction from Uluyara, but the
High Priestess showed no sign of having heard anything.

"Did you not hear that?' Halisstra asked, fearful of the answer.

Uluyara stiffened, cocked her head, and looked around warily. Her eyes came back to Halisstra.

"Hear what?' she asked. "The souls? The lightning? There is nothing else.”

Before Halisstra could answer, Feliane floated beside Uluyara and put a gentle hand on Halisstra's
mailed shoulder. The dight elf priestess wore a suit of fine mail and a small round helmet out of which her
long brown hair streamed. A thinblade hung from her narrow hips. She looked like an armed child sent off
to do battle. Was Eilistraee so desperate?

"It isthe murmur of the souls asthey journey to their fate," Feliane said. She looked upon the dead and
her round eyes were sorrowful. "Nothing more."

Uluyara nodded agreement. The souls did mutter as they streamed past, alow, barely audible hum, but
Halisstra knew the whisper of Yor'thae was something else, something audible only to her.

"The damned of Lolth do not go quietly to their fate," Uluyara said, and unlike Feliane, Halisstra saw no
sorrow in the High Priestess's red eyes. In her own way, Uluyara was as merciless a priestess as any
servant of Lolth. "Perhaps they sense at the last the mistake they have made."

Halisstra jerked her arm free of Uluyara and glared into the priestess's eyes.

"I loved one of those damned," she said and could not keep the bitterness out of her voice.

Uluyara stiffened; her eyes flashed, but she said only, "I had forgotten. Forgive my insensitivity, sister."

Halisstra heard no sincerity in Uluyaras voice.

Feliane, her voice gentle, said, "Peace, sisters. Were al tired. Y ou especialy, Halisstra, since you carry
so heavy aburden. Uluyaraand | will help you bear it, but you must let us. Eilistraee too will help you bear
it, but you must also let her." She paused before adding, "Do you believe that?"

Her grip on Halisstra's shoulder tightened.

Halisstralooked from Uluyara and Feliane and was suddenly aware of the looks-behind-the-looks on the
faces of the Eilistraeeans. She floated between them, speared by their gazes, their expectant expressions.
She realized then what she had seen moments before in Uluyara's eyes: doubt.

They doubted her or were beginning to doubt her.

Shefelt aflash of anger, but it dissipated almost immediately; she also saw genuine concern in their
eyes. They loved her and accepted her as a sister despite their doubt. Halisstra's mind turned to Quenthel
and Danifae, her former "sisters' in faith, both so different from Uluyara and Feliane. Quenthel would not
have abided doubt; and Danifae. . .

Danifae Y auntyrr stood on the same precipice on which Halisstra recently had stood, teetering between
Lolth and Eilistraee, torn between the habits of an old life and the hope of anew one, afraid to take the next
step. Halisstra believed that Danifae too could come over to the Dancing Goddess, if only she would.



In avisceral way, Halisstra needed Danifae to submit to the faith of Eilistraee. Through the Binding, she
had come to know Danifae well. They were very much alike, Halisstra and her former battle-captive. She
knew that Danifae too could be redeemed, that she could be turned from Lolth, and she knew too that
Danifae's redemption would validate Halisstra's own.

"Halisstra?' Feliane said.

Halisstra looked from one to the other of her sisters and forgave them for their doubt. How could she be
angry at them for doubting her when she was beginning to doubt herself?

"Halisstra?" asked Feliane again, her hazel eyes soft but her grip hard. "Do you believe what | have just
said? That we and the Dancing Goddess will help you bear your burden?'

Halisstralooked into Feliane's eyes and managed anod. "I believeit,” she said, but was not sure that
their help would be enough.

Uluyara blew out a breath and said, "Perhaps we should make an offering to the Lady before venturing
farther?"

"A good idea," Feliane said, still eyeing Halisstra.

Uluyaratook from around her neck a pendant of silver, upon which was engraved a sword encircled by
aswirling ribbon—Eilistraee's holy symbol. She cradled it in her palms.

Yor'thae, hissed the aether, and Halisstra detected a note of anger in the wind's voice.

"Thisisanill place for adance," Feliane said, looking around at the souls and gray swirls.

"True," answered Uluyara, "but let us at |east take a moment to pray.”

All agreed, and together the three worshipers of the Dancing Goddess, two drow elves and a moon elf,
gathered into a circle and asked Eilistraee for strength and wisdom while the souls of Lolth's damned
streamed by, while the storms of Lolth's power raged around them. Halisstrafelt like a hypocrite
throughout.

Afterward, with doubt still stabbing at her, she asked her sisters, "Are we certain that we can we do
this?' She had asked them the question before, but she needed to hear the answer again. She put her hand
to the hilt of the Crescent Blade, scabbarded at her waist. It felt warm against her flesh. "Thisisonly a
blade. And we are only three."

Uluyara and Feliane shared alook of concern before Feliane said, "That is the Crescent Blade,
Halisstra, consecrated by Eilistraee. It will serve. And you must not think that our strength is measured in
numbers. Our strength is measured in faith."

Halisstrawas not sure that her own faith would provide much strength. Still, she looked into her sisters
eyes and saw firm resolve there. She took what strength she could from them.

Uluyara nodded at the line of shades moving past and said, "L et us continue. Our path remains clear.
The gates to Lolth's domain are now open. The souls will lead usto her."

Halisstra tried to imagine what it would be like to stand before Lolth, to do battle with the goddess she
had worshiped for ailmost her entire life. She could not conceptualize it. It seemed absurd. And yet...

Perhaps it was possible.

"Sheisawake but | am not certain that sheisfully returned,” Halisstra said. "She is calling across the
cosmos for her Yor'thae, her Chosen.”

Feliane and Uluyara stared at her for along moment.

"Yor'thae," Uluyarasaid, tasting the word on her tongue and crinkling her forehead at its flavor. "How
do you know this?"

"I heard the term once, long ago,” Halisstralied.

Uluyara bored into her. "That's not what | mean, Halisstra Melarn. | mean: How do you know that she
iscalling for her Chosen now?'

Halisstrafelt her whole body flush. She knew that she had just increased whatever doubt they harbored.
Shame warred with defiance within her, and defiance won.

With effort, she recovered the dignity and assurance that had been trained in her from birth as the First
Daughter of House Melarn.

"By my soul," she said, with as much certainty in her tone as she could muster, "l serve Eilistraee the
Dark Maiden. Do not doubt it. Lolth's voice is an echo in my mind. A distant echo.”

Her sisters continued to eye her. Feliane was the first to speak. Her angular, pale face wore a soft
amile.

"I hear truth in your words," she said and looked to Uluyara. "That is enough for me."

"And me," Uluyara said and looped her pendant around her neck. "Forgive us, Halisstra. It just seemed
strange that Eilistraee would choose one so recently separated from the Spider Queen to bear her blade.
That strangeness made me . . . concerned.” She took a breath and straightened. "But it is not for usto



guestion the will of the Dark Maiden. Y ou are the bearer of the Crescent Blade. Come. Welll follow these
unfortunates to Lolth and do what we came to do."

With that, the three set out again, following the line of the dead. Uluyara's words bounced over
Halisstra's brain, and she could not help but wonder what exactly it was that she had come to do.

Yor'thae, said the wind into her ear.

Asthey flew through the fog of the aether, the energy bolts and power magelstroms grew more common.
Halisstra's entire body felt charged, energized.

"We're getting closer to the source of Lolth's power," she said, and Feliane and Uluyara nodded. Only
afterward did it occur to her to feel alarm that proximity to Lolth's power quickened her soul.

A short time later, they saw ahead a huge whirlpool of black and viridian energy, lowly churning. Its
eight spiral arms extended out into the aether to amost the length of a crossbow shot. The whole of the
mael strom reminded Halisstra of a stylized rendering of a spider. She found its slow rotation hypnotic. One
after another the souls streamed into it and vanished.

"That isthe doorway to Lolth's plane,” Halisstra said.

A bolt of ochre lightning split the emptiness.

Her companions nodded, eyeing the mael strom. Feliane looked more pale than usual. The weight of their
charge was settling on all of them.

"Areyou prepared?' Halisstra asked, as much of herself as her comrades. She drew the Crescent
Blade from its scabbard. In her other hand, she held her small steel shield—Seyll's shield.

Face grim, eyes fixed, Uluyara nodded. She drew her own blade, put her horn to her lips, and sounded a
short blast that echoed through the Astral. The souls showed no sign of having heard.

Feliane drew her thinblade and readied her round shield. She looked so small.

"Follow me," Halisstra said and propelled herself toward the whirlpool. She was careful to look none of
the soulsin the face.

Sherealized as she entered the portal that they should have taken a moment to offer a prayer to the
Dark Maiden before entering Lolth's domain. She was certain the oversight had been accidental.

Almost certain.

Asthe energy of the gate took her, she felt herself being pulled between the planes. As she came apart,
the word Yor'thae sounded once morein her ears.



Chapter Three

As he stepped through the portal, Pharaun felt for amoment as though he were being stretched between
two points, elongated across a vast distance until he was drawn as thin as the finest parchment. For a
fraction of a heartbeat, though he knew it to be absurd and illogical, he felt asif he existed in two places at
once.

Then it was over. He snapped forward in space and caught up with the rest of himself at the portal's
destination. Healed and refreshed from Quenthel's and Danifae's spells, he stood under a nighttime sky on
the rocky ground of the Demonweb Pits, Lolth's domain.

Quenthel stood to hisright, regal and serene. Danifae and Jeggred stood to his |eft, asmall, dangerous
spider and her hulking draegloth. A cool wind blew fromthe. . .

Pharaun frowned. He had no sense of direction and nothing from which to gain his bearings.

Danifae |ooked around, one hand absently tangled in Jeggred's filthy mane. The wind pressed the former
battle-captive's piwafwi against her body, tracing a sensuous line along the curve of her hips and the
fullness of her breasts. She smiled and started to speak, but Quenthel interrupted her.

"We have arrived," Quenthel said in a hushed voice, looking out over the landscape. "The goddess's
name be praised."

That seems a bit much, Pharaun thought but did not say. He saw little worthy of praise. Lolth might
have moved the Demonweb Pits from the Abyssto its own domain, but the plane remained little more than
the same blasted wasteland. He recalled that other gods in the drow pantheon—among them Kiaransalee
and V haeraun—maintained domains somewhere in the Demonweb Pits. Pharaun could not see where.
From what he could see, the whole of the plane was Lolth's.

They stood in the darkness atop alow rise overlooking arolling plain of rocks that extended to the limits
of their darkvision. In the distance, lakes of some caustic substance bled thick smoke into the air. Great
chasms and gorges scored the landscape, open wounds in the earth whose depths Pharaun could not
determine from afar. Caves, pits, and craters opened everywhere in the soil, like burst boils, or perhaps
screaming mouths. Pharaun saw no vegetation of any kind, not even scrub or fungus. The land appeared
dead, blasted asif from a great cataclysm.

Thin, curiously curved and kinked tors of black rock jutted at odd angles from the earth. The smallest of
them stood as tall as Narbondel but half as big around, and the wind and weather had left each as
pockmarked and hole-ridden as the corpses that had littered the streets of the Braeryn a decade before,
when black pox had run rampant among Menzoberranzan's poor. There were hundreds of them, and
several had toppled over the years. The broken chunks lay strewn over the ground.

Pharaun studied them for a few moments more, struck with something about their shape. They were
reminiscent of something. . . .

"Are those the petrified legs of spiders?' he asked and was certain of it even asthe words left his
mouth.

"Impossible," Jeggred said with a snort.

But Pharaun knew better. The spires of black stone poking out of the ground were the weathered legs
of petrified spiders, spiders that must have been as large in life as the stalactite fortress of House Mizzrym.
The Pits had buried their bodies long ago, leaving only the legs exposed. Pharaun imagined the bloated stone
bodies that must lie below the surface. He wondered if the spiders had died and been turned to stonein
whatever cataclysm had left the Demonweb Pits a wasteland.

"If Master Mizzrym isright,” Quenthel said, eyes flashing, "we would have been blessed indeed to have
seen such servants of the Spider Queenin life."

Pharaun thought that he had seen more than enough servants of Lolth aready. He put the huge, dead
arachnids out of his mind and examined his surroundings more closdly.

Webs covered everything, some of ordinary size, some of enormous proportions. They hung like silvery
curtains between many of the spires, blanketed the tunnel mouths, shrouded the open ground, blew over the
landscape in sticky balls, and floated on the wind like the snow Pharaun had felt on the World Above. Some
were larger than the calcified webs of Ched Nasad.

"Her webs encase al," Quenthel said.

"And theworld is her prey," Danifae added.

Behind them, there was no evidence of the portal. The journey from the old Demonweb Pits to the new
had been one way. Spells would have to return them home, if they returned home.

The wind picked up into agust, spraying dirt and webs. An eerie keening gave Pharaun gooseflesh.



It took him amoment to pinpoint the source of the sound: some of the webs, thick-stranded, silvery nets
strung here and there, vibrated when the wind passed through them. The vibrations caused a haunting
scream that rose and fell with the breeze. The spinners of the webs were head-sized, long legged, elegant
looking spiders with narrow red-and-yellow bodies.

"Songspider webs," Quenthel said, following Pharaun's gaze. A hint of awe colored her tone. "The voice
of Lolth."

She held her viper-headed whip in one hand and the five red and black snakes swayed to the keening, as
though hypnotized. Quenthel leaned an ear toward the serpents and nodded at something they mentally
communicated to her.

"The webs call to Lolth's Chosen," Danifae added, eyeing Quenthel.

"Indeed," Quenthel said, giving Danifae aveiled look.

Pharaun thought "L olth's Chosen™ a poor choice of words. Even he knew that the Spider Queen did not
so much choose as offer. The one who seized her offer—Quenthel, no doubt—would become her Chosen.
In any event, he heard no words in the keening of the webs, though he did not doubt Danifae's claim.

Lolth spoke only to her priestesses, not to males.

He looked up to see a cloudy, starless night sky roofing the ruined landscape. Through asingle holein
the cloud cover, like awindow, a cluster of eight red orbs glared earthward. Seven burned brightly; one was
dimmer. They were grouped like the eyes of a spider, like Lolth's eyes. Pharaun felt the weight of them on
his back.

Below the clouds but still high in the sky, green, yellow, and silver vortices of power churned and spun.
Some |asted a breath, some longer; but all eventually dissolved into a hissing explosion of sparks as new
vortexes formed. Pharaun took them to be a byproduct of Lolth's reawakening, the remnants of divine
dreams, perhaps, or the afterbirth of chaos. Often, one of the vortices would €ject what Pharaun assumed
to beasoul.

The glowing spirits thronged the night sky, a semi-tranglucent, colorful swarm flitting through the dark
like acloud of cave bats. Most of them were drow, Pharaun saw, though he saw too an occasional
half-drow, draegloth, and even arare human. They paid no heed to Pharaun and his company—if they
could even see them from so high up—but instead fell into arough line and flew off in generally the same
direction.

"A river of souls," Jeggred said.

"Which appears to have a current,” Pharaun observed, watching the souls form up and flow as one
toward some unknown destination.

"Lolth has broken her Silence and now draws her dead to her," Danifae murmured. "They are nothing
but shadows now, but they will be re-clad in flesh if their petition is accepted.”

Quenthel stared at Danifae with alook of such contempt that Pharaun could not help but admire the
expressiveness of her features.

"Only if they reach Lolth's city and are found worthy, battle-captive," Quenthel said. "That isajourney
that I, and only I, have aready made once.”

Danifae answered Quenthel with an impertinent stare. The expression did nothing to diminish the beauty
of her face.

"No doubt the Mistress of Arach-Tinilith was found worthy as a shade," Danifae said, and her tone
made the words more question than statement. More importantly, her choice of honorific suggested that she
did not acknowledge Quenthel to be the highest ranking priestess in attendance.

Quenthel's eyes narrowed in anger, but before she could respond, Danifae said, "And no doubt the
Yor'thae too must make the journey to Lolth's city to be found worthy. Not so, Mistress Quenthel ?*

Another strong breeze excited the webs near them and set them again to singing. In the keening,
Pharaun fancied he heard the whisper of "Yor'thae."

Quenthel and the serpents of her whip eyed Danifae. The Mistress of Arach-Tinilith tilted her head at
something projected into her mind by her scourge.

"Can you not answer that question without the aide of your whip, aunt?' Jeggred said with sneer.

The heads of Quenthel's weapon swirled with agitation. The high priestess kept her face passive and
strode up to the draegloth and Danifae. Both priestesses seemed lost in the shadow of Jeggred's bulk.

Jeggred uttered alow growl.

"Did you say something to me, nephew?" Quenthel asked, and the serpents of her whip flicked their
tongues.

Jeggred stared down at his aunt and opened his mouth to speak.

Danifae placed a hand on the muscular forearm of his fighting arm, and the draegloth held his tongue.



"Y ou spoke out of turn, Jeggred,” Danifae said and lightly dapped hisarm. "Forgive him, Mistress
Quenthel."

Quenthel turned her gaze to Danifae while her whip serpents continued to regard Jeggred with cold
menace.

Quenthel stood afull hand taller than Danifae, and with the strength granted her by her magical belt she
probably could have snapped the younger priestess's spine with her hands. The battle-captive kept her hand
clear of the haft of her morningstar.

"For amoment, it seemed asif you had forgotten yourself, Danifae Y auntyrr," Quenthel said, in atone
of voice reserved for scolding children. "Perhaps the planar travel has disoriented you?"

Before Danifae could answer, Quenthel's gaze hardened and she said, "Allow meto remind you that |
am the High Priestess Quenthel Baenre, Mistress of Arach-Tinilith, Mistress of the Academy, Mistress of
Tier Breche, First Sister of House Baenre of Menzoberranzan. Y ou are a battle-captive, the daughter of a
dead House, a presumptuous child lacking the wisdom to temper your snide tongue." She held up ahand to
forestall Danifae's response. "I will forgive your presumption this time, but consider well your next words.
When Lolth's decision is made, her Chosen may feel compelled to right previous insolence.”

Beside Danifae, Jeggred's rapid respiration sounded like a duergar's forge bellows. The powerful claws
on the ends of his fighting arms clenched and unclenched. He looked at his aunt as though she were a piece
of meat.

In answer, the heads of Quenthel's whips hissed into his face.

Out of prudence, Pharaun called to mind the words to a spell that would immobilize Jeggred, should the
need arise. He knew where his loyalties would lieif the rift between Quenthel and Danifae became an
open battle. Quenthel had just recited her title to Danifae. Pharaun would have added one more: Yor'thae
of the Spider Queen. Lolth had brought Quenthel back from the dead. For what other purpose would the
Spider Queen have done so?

To her credit, Danifae stood her ground in the face of Quenthel's anger and showed not the least fear.
Her striking gray eyes revealed nothing. She lifted her hand and made as though to raise it to Quenthel's
face, perhaps to stroke her cheek. When the whip-serpents turned from Jeggred to hiss and snap at her
fingers, she jerked it back.

"Those days are past,” Quenthel said, through atight jaw.

Danifae sighed and smiled. "I seek only to see that you fulfill your destiny, Mistress of Arach-Tinilith,"
she said, "and to do the will of the Spider Queen."

While Pharaun mentally dissected the reply for the meaning within the meaning, Quenthel said, "We all
know what is the will of the Spider Queen. Just as we all know who will be the Spider Queen's Chosen.
Speaking names is unnecessary. Signs will bespeak the Yor'thae. Let each interpret those as they will. But
an unfortunate fate awaits those who misinterpret.”

Danifae's beautiful face adopted an unreadable veil but she held Quenthel's eyes. "An unfortunate fate
indeed," she said.

Quenthel gave Danifae afinal 1ook, turned back to the draegloth, and asked, "And you, Jeggred. You
have had an opportunity to reconsider your course. Is there something you wish to say to me now?"

Pharaun could hardly contain a grin. Quenthel Baenre had arrived in Lolth's domain a new woman. No
longer was she the whispering, diffident female who spoke only to her whip; she was once again the
Mistress of Arach-Tinilith who had led them from Menzoberranzan, the First Sister of the most powerful
House of the city.

In that moment, Pharaun thought her more sexually appealing than even Danifae.

In the next moment, he realized he had been too long away from his paid harlots.

Jeggred too must have sensed the change in his aunt. Had Pharaun ever pitied anything in hislife—he
had not, of course—he might have pitied the draegloth. Instead, he found Jeggred's obvious discomfiture
amusing and deserved. The half-demon had thrown his allegiance to Danifae and was facing the
consequences of that mistake. Quenthel would not be forgiving.

Jeggred started to speak, but Danifae, still staring at Quenthel, shook her head, once only, a small
gesture that quieted the draegloth as effectively as a silence spell.

"Softly," Danifae commanded.

Jeggred deflated and said to Quenthel, "No . . . aunt.”

He did not make eye contact. His four hands went slack to his sides, and his eyes dropped.

Pharaun cocked an eyebrow in appreciation. By referring to Quenthel by her familial instead of her
formal title, Jeggred had avoided directly offending Quenthel further yet had not contradicted anything
implied by Danifae. Perhaps the half-demon was but a half-oaf instead of awhole.



While her whip kept vigil over Danifae and Jeggred, Quenthel turned to Pharaun, insulting Danifae by
showing her her back.

"And you, Master of Sorcere," she asked, "have you any thoughts on this matter?"

Pharaun knew she didn't really want his opinion; he was only amale, after al. She wanted him to make
his loyalties clear. He considered evading the question but quickly decided against it. House Baenre was the
First House of Menzoberranzan; Gromph Baenre was his superior; Quenthel Baenre was or soon would be
Lolth's Chosen. The time had passed for vagaries. Perhaps as areward for straightforwardness Quenthel
would alow him to kill Jeggred.

"Mistress," he replied, and his use of the title gave his answer to Quenthel's question, "it appears that
Master Hune has taken his leave."

Quenthel smiled and her gaze showed approval.

Behind the Mistress of Arach-Tinilith, Danifae glared hate at him. Jeggred licked hislips and the
promise of violence in the draegloth's eyes was clear.

"Hune served his purpose, Master Mizzrym," Quenthel replied, "and his absence now is of no moment.”
Sheturned back and looked at Jeggred and Danifae. "All will serve Lolth's purpose, before the end. All."

"Theworld is her prey," Danifae answered.

Quenthel smiled indulgently, turned on her heel, and walked away afew steps to survey the landscape.
She touched her holy symbol and whispered a prayer. Four of the serpents glared over her shoulder at the
former battle-captive and draegloth. One, K'Sothra, hovered near her ear.

Danifae stared impassively at Quenthel's back, then turned to sneer at Pharaun.

You are a fool, as ever, shesigned.

Pharaun made no reply except a smirk that he knew to be infuriating.

Jeggred too stared at Pharaun, his expression hungry. Pharaun met his gaze and smiled insincerely.

The mage looked around at the blasted realm and said to Quenthel, "Hardly hospitable, isit, Mistress? |
think Master Hune may have shown unparalleled wisdom in avoiding thisleg of our little journey."

Quenthel made no reply, but Jeggred uttered a growl and snarled, "I should have killed that mercenary
and eaten his heart."

In Jeggred's words, Pharaun saw an opportunity to reinforce his loyalty to Quenthel. He took it, knowing
the draegloth would be easy to manipulate.

"Eat hisheart?' he asked. "Asyou did Master Argith?"

The half-demon bared hisfangsin agrin.

"Exactly like Argith," said the draegloth, smacking hislips. "His heart's blood was del ectable.”

A gob of yellow salivadripped from the corner of Jeggred's mouth and splattered in the scree.

Ryld Argith's death bothered Pharaun not at all, but he could useit, and Jeggred, to make a point to
Quenthel. Besides, he enjoyed jibing the half-demon.

"Surely you are not so intellectually infirm as to think that Master Argith's death excites my sentiments?”
he asked.

Jeggred growled, flexed his claws, and advanced a step.

Pharaun continued, "I am, however, stunned that one of your obvioudly limited intellectual gifts even
knows the meaning of 'delectable.’ Well done, Jeggred. At least something you've said this night befitsa
Baenre."

Quenthel responded with a single laugh, and Pharaun knew he had made his point.

Jeggred lurched forward, his fighting arms outstretched. Danifae clutched his mane and restrained him,
her eyes on Pharaun.

"Hold, Jeggred,” Danifae said, her voice and manner both as calm as awindless sea. "Master Mizzrym's
play istransparent to all but fools."

That last, Pharaun knew, was meant for Quenthel.

"I'll have another heart before thisis done," Jeggred promised Pharaun, though he did not pull away from
Danifae.

Pharaun put his hand to his chest and feigned a wound.

"Y ou've scarred me, Jeggred,” he said. "I offer a compliment to your intellect and what do | receive in
return? The threat of violence." He looked past the draegloth to Quenthel as though for support. "I am
pained beyond measure. Mistress, your nephew is an ungracious brute.”

Quenthel turned and said, "Enough of this. Follow me. Lolth calls."

She started slowly down the rise. Danifae whispered something to Jeggred and released his mane.

To Pharaun, she said, "Y ou should be cautious, Master Mizzrym. My hand grows tired on the leash, and
things may not be as clear as you think."



Pharaun gave her hissmirk. "l am always cautious, Mistress Danifae," he said, choosing the title with
deliberateness. "And things are what they are. That too isplain to al but fools."

To that, Danifae said nothing, though her jaw tightened. She turned and followed Quenthel.

Pharaun and Jeggred were alone atop the rise.

The draegloth’s eyes burned into Pharaun. His wide chest rose and fell like a bellows, and his bare teeth
dripped saliva. Even from five paces, Pharaun caught awhiff of Jeggred's vile breath and winced.

"You are an effete fool," the draggloth said. "And our businessis unfinished. | will feast on your heart
before dl is said and done.”

Without fear, Pharaun stalked up to the hulking draegloth, the wordsto a spell that would strip all the
skin from Jeggred's body ready in his mind.

"No doubt it will improve your breath," he said.

With that, he walked past the draegloth.

He could feel Jeggred's eyes burning holesin his back. He also could feel the baleful stare of the eight
satellitesin the sky above.

At adignified hurry, he moved nearer to Quenthel and Danifae. Jeggred followed, his breath and heavy
tread audibl e five paces behind Pharaun.

When he reached Quenthel's side, he asked, "Now that we are here, where exactly are we to go?'

Quenthel looked into the sky, to the glowing river of souls that shone like the gem-encrusted ceiling of
Menzoberranzan's cavern.

"Wefollow the soulsto Lolth," she answered.

"And?' he dared.

Quenthel stopped and faced him, anger in her face. The serpents of her whip flicked their tongues.

"And?' she asked.

Pharaun lowered his gaze but asked, "And what, Mistress? Lolth calls her Yor'thae but what isthe
Yor'thae to do?"

For amoment, Quenthel said nothing. Pharaun looked up and found that her gaze was no longer on him.

"Mistress?' he prompted.

She came back to herself. "That is not a matter for amere male," she said.

Pharaun bowed, his mind racing. He wondered if even Quenthel knew what it was that the Yor'thae
wasto do, what it was that was happening to Lolth. The possibility that she did not troubled him.

Quenthel offered nothing further, and they began again to walk.

Pharaun looked behind him and met Danifag's gaze. Shelicked her lips, smiled, and pulled up the hood of
her cloak.



Chapter Four

Around Gromph, hundreds of fires crackled and burned. Black smoke poured into the air, casting the
bazaar in asurreal haze. Abandoned shops and booths lay in charred heaps of rubble. The blackened,
petrified forms of drow merchants—turned to stone by the touch of the lichdrow Dyrr, shapechanged into
the form of a black-stone gigant—Ilay scattered about like castings. Some of the petrified drow had run like
candle wax in the heat of the Staff of Power's explosion; they would never be restored to flesh. Gromph
gave their fate no further thought.

Wide, deep scorings from the gigant's thrashings marred the otherwise smooth floor of the bazaar.

Still dazed from the destruction of the staff, Gromph sat in a heap on the cool stone floor with hislegs
stretched out befare him. Smoke leaked from his clothes. His mind moved sluggishly; his senses felt dull.

But not so dull that he was not conscious of hispain. A lot of pain.

Much of hisbody was burned. He felt as though a million needles were stabbing his skin, as though he
had bathed in acid. His once-severed leg still had not fully reattached and sent shooting pains up his thigh
and hip. His non-magical clothes—thankfully, not much of his attire—had melted into his flesh, turning his
skin into an amalgam of burned meat and cloth. He could imagine how the exposed flesh of his face must
look. He was surprised he could still see. He must have closed his eyes—his captured Agrach Dyrr
eyes—before the explosion.

He held two charred sticks in his hands. He stared at them, dumbfounded as to their purpose. In
appearance, they reminded him of his forearms—thin and burned almost beyond recognition. It took a
moment for him to realize what they were: the remnants of the Staff of Power.

With awince, he uncurled his ruined fingers from the wood and let the pieces of the staff clatter to the
ground.

Seeing no movement in the bazaar except Nauzhror, who squatted beside him and clucked nervoudly,
Gromph thought for an absurd moment that the staff's destruction might have annihilated everyone elsein
Menzoberranzan.

The stupidity of the thought made him smile, and he instantly regretted even that small movement. The
charred skin of hislips cracked, causing him an excruciating stab of pain. Warm fluid seeped from the
wound and into his mouth. He gave expression to the pain only with a soft hiss.

Gromph was no stranger to pain. If he could endure his own rat familiar eating out his eyes and a giant
centipede severing hisleg, he could abide afew burns.

"Archmage?' Nauzhror asked. "Shall | assist you?'

The rotund Master of Sorcere put forth a hand as though to touch Gromph's arm.

"Don't touch me, fool!" Gromph hissed through the charred ruin of hisface. More blood leaked into his
mouth. Pus ran from burst blisters.

Nauzhror recoiled so fast he nearly toppled over. "I-1 meant only to aid you, Archmage,” he stammered.

Gromph sighed, regretting his harsh tone. It was unlike him to let his emotions rule hiswords. Besides,
the beginning of aplan for dealing with what remained of the lichdrow was taking shape in his mind. And
with Pharaun away on the mission to the Demonweb Pits, he would need Nauzhror.

"Of course, Nauzhror,"” Gromph said. "We must let the ring do its work for a moment more.”

"Yes, Archmage," answered Nauzhror.

Gromph knew that the magical ring he wore would heal his flesh. The process was painful, itchy, and
slow, but it was as inexorable as the rise of light up Narbondel's shaft. No doubt Gromph could have
benefited from a healing spell—which his sisters could again cast, it seemed—nbut it galled him too much
that Triel had already saved him once. The lichdrow had beaten Gromph, turned him to stone, and he would
have died or remained a statue forever but for his sister's intervention.

No, he could not ask her or any of the Baenre priestesses for healing or any other aid. Lolth's grace
once more abided in them. Things would soon return to normal, and Gromph wished to be no more beholden
to the priestesses of the Spider Queen than was absolutely necessary. He knew too well the price. Instead,
he would endure a few more moments of agony while the ring regenerated his flesh.

| am pleased that you survived, Archmage, said Prath in his head. The telepathy spell was till
working, it appeared.

| share your pleasure, Prath, Gromph answered. Now be silent.

Gromph's head ached, and he no more wanted the apprentice's voice rattling around in his head than he
did adagger in hiseye.

In only afew moments, his skin was itching all over. He resisted the urge to scratch only with difficulty.



After afew more moments, dead flesh started to fall from his body and new, healthy skin grew in its place.

"Archmage?' asked Nauzhror.

"A few more moments," Gromph answered through clenched teeth.

He watched, wincing with pain, as clumps of blistered skin fell from his body and traced his silhouette on
the ground. Gromph imagined himself as one of Lolth's spiders, molting its old form and pulling alarger,
stronger body from the dead shell. The battle with the lichdrow had taxed him, but ultimately it had not
beaten him.

Of course, he reminded himself, the battle was not quite over.

When he felt ready, when most of his dead skin had sloughed away into a grotesque pile on the bazaar's
floor, he extended his still-tender hand to Nauzhror.

"Here, help merise.”

Nauzhror took Gromph's hand in his own and pulled him to his feet.

Gromph held still for amoment, gathering himself, testing his regenerated leg, controlling the last vestiges
of the pain.

Nauzhror hovered near him, as attentive as a midwife but not touching him.

"I'm quite capable of remaining on my feet," Gromph said but was not sure that he was.

"Of course, Archmage," Nauzhror answered but stayed close.

Gromph took a deep breath and let his shaking legs grow steady. Through his stolen Dyrr eyes, he
surveyed the wreckage around him, surveyed the whole of the city.

Except for the smoking ruin of the bazaar, the center of the city remained unaffected by the siege. The
great spire of Narbondel still glowed, tolling another day in the life of Menzoberranzan the Mighty. Gromph
could not remember if he had lit it or if another had.

He cocked his head and asked Nauzhror, "Did | light Narbondel this cycle?

"Archmage?' Nauzhror asked.

"Never mind," Gromph said.

Only the fact of Menzoberranzan's empty thoroughfares testified to the fact that the city was embattled.
The ordinarily thronged streets were as still as atomb. The Menzoberranyr had confined most of the
fighting to the tunnels of the Dark Dominion, the Donigarten, and Tier Breche. The city's center remained
untouched by any battle except that between Gromph and the lichdrow.

But that battle had nearly leveled the bazaar.

Gromph turned and looked across the cavern to the great stairway that led to Tier Breche. There on that
high rise stood the spine of Menzoberranzan's power, the triad of institutions that had kept it strong and vital
for millennia: Arach-Tinilith, Sorcere, and Melee-Magthere.

Flashes, explosions, and smoke illuminated the schools in silhouette. The siege of the duergar from the
north continued unabated. Gromph knew that each of the schools was scarred and burned by stonefire
bombs, but he knew too that each stood.

And soon, the duergar would find the spells of Lolth's priestesses bolstering the defenses, strengthening
the counterattacks, and rejuvenating the fallen.

"The duergar are stubborn," said Nauzhror, following his gaze.

"Morelikely, they areignorant of Lolth's return,” Gromph replied. "But ignorant or stubborn, they soon
will be dead.”

In Gromph's mind, the battle for the city was already won. The siege of Menzoberranzan soon would
end. He allowed himself a moment's satisfaction. He had done the part alotted him, and his city would live.

"Agreed,” Nauzhror said. "It is only a matter of time, now."

Gromph turned and looked to the other side of the cavern, where rose the high plateau of Qu'dlarz'orl. If
Sorcere, Arach-Tinilith, and Melee-M agthere were Menzoberranzan's spine, the great Houses of
Qudlarz'orl were the city's heart.

House after House lined the plateau, with House Baenre dominating by far in both size and power.
Squatting in House Baenre's shadow along the rise, barely visible from such a distance, were the fortresses
of the city's other great houses—Mizzrym, Xorlarrin, Faen Tlabbar, even Agrach Dyrr.

Gromph's eyes narrowed when they fell upon the stalactite wall of the traitor House. Occasional flashes
of power and explosions of magical energy lit the Dyrr fortress. The siege by the Xorlarrin mages
continued. Gromph imagined that it would for some time. With Y asraena and her underpriestesses once
more wielding Lolth's power, the siege could take along while.

"The Xorlarrin are also stubborn," Gromph observed.

"And greedy," Nauzhror said. "With House Agrach Dyrr defeated and removed from the Ruling
Council. . . ." Hetrailed off.



Gromph nodded. When Agrach Dyrr fell, no doubt House Xorlarrin hoped to take its place on the
Council. Nauzhror observed, "The fall of House Dyrr too is only a matter of time."

Gromph nodded again and said, "But | cannot wait."

Within House Agrach Dyrr, he believed, was the lichdrow's phylactery, the receptacle of the lichdrow's
immortal essence. Gromph had to find and destroy it if he wasto fully and finally destroy the lichdrow.
Otherwise, the surviving essence of the undead wizard, embodied in the phylactery and driven by Dyrr's
undying will, would bring itself back together and reincorporate a body within amatter of threescore hours.
Were that to occur, the battle between the lichdrow and Gromph would begin anew.

And Gromph no longer had a Staff of Power to sacrifice in order to win.

Another fireball exploded aong the parapet of Agrach Dyrr's wall.

"What are you thinking now, Y asraena?' he asked softly.

Gromph knew that the Matron Mother of House Agrach Dyrr already would have learned of the
lichdrow's fal; likely she was scrying Gromph even then.

Like Gromph, Y asraenawould know that the lichdrow was not fully dead until and unless his phylactery
was destroyed.

"Did he confide its location to you, Matron Mother?' he whispered.

"Archmage?' Nauzhror asked.

Gromph ignored Nauzhror. He thought it unlikely that the lichdrow would have shared the location of his
phylactery with Y asraena. He imagined that the relationship between the lichdrow and the Matron Mother
would have been atense one, not unlike that between Gromph and hissister Triel. Likely, Y asraenano
more knew the location of the lichdrow's phylactery than did Gromph. But like Gromph, Y asraena would
look first to her own House, the most likely hiding place.

She aready would be looking for it, Gromph knew. He had little time. He would have to find away
through the defensive wards of one of Menzoberranzan's great Houses while it was under siege and while
its Matron Mother and her underpriestesses—all once more armed with spells from Lolth—would be
awaiting him.

He amost laughed. Almost.

"Come, Nauzhror," Gromph said. "We return to my sanctum. The war for the city iswon, but thereisa
battle or two yet to be fought."

Prath, he sent to the young Baenre apprentice. Meet us in my offices.

Y asraena stood over the marble scrying basin and watched the image of Gromph Baenre waver and
fade as he and his fellow mage teleported away from the ruined bazaar. There was no sign of the lichdrow.
The undead wizard's body had been utterly destroyed.

But not his soul, she reminded herself, not his essence, and that reminder gave her hope.

Though her heart pounded in her chest, Y asraena kept her expression outwardly calm. With the
lichdrow . . . absent, she was the true and only head of House Agrach Dyrr. It would not do to show alarm.

Two of her four daughters, Larikal and Esvena, the Third and Fourth Daughters of the House and each
alesser priestess of Lolth, stood to either side of her. Her First and Second Daughters were occupied
supervising the defenses of the House against the besieging Xorlarrin forces, so it fell to Larikal and Esvena
to gather intelligence and spy on the House's enemies. Both were taller than Y asraena, and Larikal
bordered on heavyset, though neither was as strongly built as their mother. But both had inherited
Y asraena's ambition. Both were as eager as any drow priestess to kill their way to the top of their House.

Three males too stood in the chamber, on the other side of the basin. All were graduates of Sorcere and
apprentices of the lichdrow. They seemed stunned that their undead master had been defeated. Slack hands
hung limply from the sleeves of their piwafwis. Y asraena saw fear in their stances, uncertainty in their
hooded red eyes. It disgusted her but she expected little better from males.

"The Archmage has retreated to his sanctum,” said Larikal. "He is beyond our ability to scry."

Y asraena vented her frustration on her daughter. "Y ou state the obvious as though it were profound. Be
silent unless you have something useful to say, fool."

Larikal's thin-lipped mouth hardened in anger but her crimson eyes found the floor. The male wizards
shifted uneasily, shared surreptitious glances. Y asraena gripped her tentacle rod so tightly in her hand it
made her fingers ache. She would have strangled the lichdrow herself, had he stood before her.

L ook where his plotting had gotten her House!

She stared at the dark water of the stone basin and tried to think.

The battle for the city was over, or would be soon. When the great Houses mustered their
priestesses—priestesses again capabl e of casting spells—the tide of battle would turn rapidly. The duergar



and tanarukks would be routed. Her House would stand alone against the combined might of all of
Menzoberranzan.

Despite the dire situation, Y asraena held onto hope. After all, House Agrach Dyrr had single handedly
annihilated several noble Houses in recent centuries, both under her stewardship and that of her sister
Auro'pal, the previous Matron Maother. The Dyrr knew how to fight.

For a heartbesat, she entertained other options.

She could flee the city, but where would she go? Would she become a Housel ess vagabond, wandering
the Underdark or the outer planes with her hands out? The thought appalled her. She was the Matron
Mother of House Agrach Dyrr, one of the great Houses of Menzoberranzan, not some beggar!

No, she would live or die with her House. She would withstand the siege, find away to make her House
useful to another great House, and ultimately arrange a truce. House Agrach Dyrr would be forced to step
down from the Ruling Council, of course, and would have to endure afew centuries of ignominy, but she
and it would survive. That was her only goal. The House would climb back onto the council in time.

But to realize her hope, she needed the lichdrow. Without him, the House would not withstand the siege
much longer. She knew that the undead wizard would reincorporate in only a matter of hours so long as his
phylactery remained safe.

Unfortunately, no one seemed to know exactly where the phylactery might be. Her own divinations had
been unable to locate it, though she assumed it to be somewhere in House Agrach Dyrr—the lichdrow
spent virtually all of his existence within the House. He would not have secreted the phylactery anywhere
else. Yasraena knew that Gromph Baenre would make the same assumption and would come for it. She
had to find it first, or at least prevent Gromph Baenre from finding it at all. To do the latter, she needed to
know what Gromph Baenre was doing at all times.

In the past, her daughters' and the House's wizards' scrying spells had been unable to pierce the wards
around Gromph Baenre's sanctum within Sorcere, despite frequent attempts. But they had to find away to
do it, and so they would. Y asraena needed to know when the Archmage was coming.

She looked across the basin to Geremis, the aging, bald apprentice to the lichdrow. At that moment, his
hairless head irritated her beyond measure.

"Scour your memories for any clue, Geremis," she commanded. "Or | will extract your brain and sift it
with my own fingers. Where would the lichdrow have hidden his phylactery?'

Visibly shaking, Geremis shook his head and did not meet her eyes. "Matron Mother, the lichdrow
shared such information with no one. Please. Our divinations have—"

"Enough!" shouted Y asraena, and stomped her foot on the stone floor. "The time for excusesis past.
Larikal, you and Geremis organize a team to search the House. By hand, on all foursif necessary! Perhaps
an ordinary search can find what spells cannot. Keep me informed on the hour.”

She knew that Geremis sometimes shared Larikal's bed. Both were ugly, and the thought of their
coupling made her ill.

"Y es, Matron Mother," answer Larikal, not daring to argue. To Geremis, Larikal commanded, " Follow
me, male."

Both hurried from the scrying chamber, eager to get out of the way of Y asraena's wrath.

After they had gone, Y asraenalooked to Esvena. "Y ou, find away to penetrate the wards around
Gromph Baenre's sanctum within Sorcere." She eyed the two remaining males, both homely, middle aged
wizards; she did not even know their names. "Y ou two, assist her. And bolster our own defenses. If you
cannot get through the Archmage's wards, or if he or any Xorlarrin piece of dung breaches ours, | will be
displeased."

She let the threat linger in the air.

One of the males cleared his throat and began, "Matron Mother—"

Y asraenalashed out with her tentacle rod. Two of the black, rubbery arms at its end extended
themselves and wrapped around the throat of the wizard. He gagged and clutched at the tentacles. Hisred
eyes went wide; his mouth moved but no sound emerged. With a mental command, Y asraena ordered the
rod to squeeze the male's throat harder.

"Y ou will speak only when | command it," she said and looked into the face of the other male. He did
not meet her gaze. "As| said, the time for excuses is past. Do what needs to be done."

Esvenalooked on with a cold smile.

With her free hand, Y asraena backhanded her daughter across the mouth. The younger priestess
stumbled back, bleeding from her lip and glaring hate at her mother.

"Do not dare smilein my presence," Y asraena spat. "The fate of our House is at stake. Indulge your
petty pleasures after we have defeated our enemies.”



Esvena wiped the blood from her lip and lowered her eyes. "Forgive me, Matron Mother," she said.

Y asraena knew the apology to be insincere but would have expected nothing else. She released the
male from her rod. He fell to his knees, before the scrying basin, gasping and choking.

"We all live or die with thisHouse," Y asraena announced. "Should | so much as suspect treachery or
half-efforts, you will be flayed to death, resurrected, and flayed anew. That process will continue
indefinitely until my anger is sated. Do not doubt my resolve."

She eyed her daughter, and Esvena's eyes showed real fear. The males did their best to grovel.

"Proceed with the attempt to scry the Archmage's offices," Y asraena said, "and do not stop until you
succeed. Gromph Baenre will be coming and | must know when. | will check back on the hour."

As she turned to leave the scrying chamber, atremor shook the House, a byproduct of the Xorlarrin
ondaught.

Telepathically connected to her First and Second daughters through the magical amulets they wore, she
projected, Anival, what is happening?

Her First Daughter's calm mental voice returned, Xorlarrin ogre shock-troops bearing a magically
augmented battering ram attempted the gates. All of them are dead and the ram ruined. The wards
hold, and the Xorlarrin cannot gain even the moat. They appear to be regrouping. Another House
may join them soon, Matron Mother.

Y asraena knew, but to her First Daughter she replied with only, Very well. Continue on and keep me
apprised.

Y asraena did not know how long her House could withstand the continued siege of the Xorlarrin
wizards. Wards and protective spells sheathed the House's moat, bridge, and adamantine wall—some of
them Y asraena had cast, some her forbears, many the lichdrow—but wards could be broken. So far, the
Xorlarrin had not been able to breach them, but sooner or later, given enough time, they probably would.

Y asraena silently prayed to Lolth that the wards would hold for just a short time longer, long enough for
the lichdrow to reincorporate and again stand at her side. That was all she would need to save the House.
Unless. ..

Perhaps there was another way. It galled her, but it might save her House.

She would contact Triel Baenre. At the very least, she might be able to give her House more time.

Without another word, she left her underlings behind and headed for her private chambers. As she
exited the scrying chamber, she heard Esvena berating the male wizards.



Chapter Five

Traveling the rocky, uneven terrain proved difficult. Pits, gorges, and smoking lakes of acid forced
Pharaun and his three traveling companions to weave a circuitous route. They picked their way around
gorges and holes, between the tall, black spires of petrified legs. Pharaun particularly didiked walking in the
shadow of the petrified spider legs. He felt at any moment that they would return to life and catch them up
in their embrace. Spiders and webs thronged the petrified limbs, darting into cracks and crevices.

The wind fought against them as they moved, and it whistled through the songspider webs. Pharaun was
sweating. He felt exposed.

"Mistress," he said to Quenthel. "The passage of hours may bring adawn. We are under open sky."

Pharaun had no desire to experience the blinding light of another sunrise like he had seen in the World
Above.

Quenthel did not look at him. One of her whip vipers—Y ngoth, Pharaun was certain—hovered near her
ear for amoment. Quenthel nodded.

"A sun will rise over Lolth's Pits," she said. "But it isdim, red, and distant. Y ou have nothing to fear,
Master Mizzrym. We will find traveling under itslight as easy astraveling by night."

Jeggred snorted and asked, "Do the snakes of your whip fill the holesin your understanding of the Spider
Queen'srealm, aunt?"

Danifae snickered, or perhaps it was a cough.

Over her shoulder, Quenthel answered, " Sometimes, nephew. They are demons—bound by me—and
have some knowledge of the Lower Planesthat | require them to impart. Perhaps Mistress Danifae can fill
in the rest of our understanding?’

She stopped, turned, and looked at Danifae.

The battle-captive did not lower her hood. "When | have something to add,” she said, "1 will offer it."

Quenthel smiled at her nephew and started again to walk.

"Perhaps we should use spellsto transport us, Mistress?' Pharaun suggested to Quenthel, though he did
not know exactly where they were going.

Quenthel shook her head and replied, "No, mage. Thisis the Spider Queen's realm, and she wants usto
experience it. Wewill walk until | say otherwise."

Pharaun frowned but made no other answer. He could have flown, of course, using the ring he had
taken from Belshazu, but decided not to provoke Quenthel. For him, the new Demonweb Pits was an
obstacle to be overcome. For Quenthel, it was areligious ordeal to be experienced. Circumventing it would
have been heresy.

Throughout their nighttime trek, the eight stars of Lolth peered down at them through a hole in the clouds
that moved with the satellites across the night sky. Pharaun felt the Spider Queen's gaze pressing into his
back like the tips of eight spears. Lolth's voice, in the form of the keening of the wind through the
songspider webs, hummed in his ears. Pharaun found it maddening but kept his thoughts to himself.

High above them, the river of souls streamed silently onward. Sparking power vortices continued to dot
the sky and vomit forth the spirits of the dead.

Pharaun marveled at the number of drow souls. He knew that all of them must have died after Lolth had
fallen silent. Where had they all come from? How many worlds did Lolth's children popul ate? He hoped
many. Otherwise, he feared he would return to find Menzoberranzan as empty as the space between
Jeggred's ears. The fact that Gromph had stopped responding to his sendings did not allay his concerns.
Possibly the Archmage was too preoccupied with the siege of Menzoberranzan to reply; possibly, Gromph
was dead.

He shook his head, pushed away the doubt, and focused on the now.

Pharaun's magical boots allowed him to stride and jump with more ease than the rest, but even he found
the footing treacherous. Jagged rocks edged as sharp as daggers, boulders as large as buildings, sheer
drop-offs, hidden pits, and shifting fields of loose scree challenged their every step. Most of the pits turned
out to be web-lined tunnels that snaked down into the darkness under the landscape. Pharaun assumed that
the whole plane must have been honeycombed with them. The stink of rot and a soft, barely audible
insectoid clicking floated up from the black depths of the holes. He did not like to think of what might be
lurking under their feet.

After afew hourstravel, they stopped for amoment to eat their rations of fungus bread, cheese, and
cured rothe-meat near the edge of a pit as large across as an ogre's arm span. A disturbing clicking sound
emerged from somewhere deep in the darkness of the hole. A musty stink wafted out of it.



"What is that sound?' Jeggred asked above the wind, around a slobbering mouthful of meat.

"What isthat smell, you mean," Pharaun corrected. "It's amost as bad as your breath, Jeggred. And |
mean that in a brotherly way."

Jeggred answered him with a glare as he tore into another shank of rothe meat.

From under the hood of her cloak, Danifae whispered, "The sound is the voice of Lolth's children.”

"Breeding pits, | would guess,” Quenthel said by way of clarification and bit into a piece of dried meat.

She held forth her whip, and the serpents snaked their heads downward into the pit and hissed.

The clicking stopped. At the same time, the wind died, and the keening of the songspider webs went
silent. The night grew till.

Pharaun's skin went gooseflesh, and the four of them sat motionless, staring into the pit and waiting,
expecting a horror to crawl forth. It didn't, and after atime the wind started anew and with it, the keening.

Pharaun hurriedly finished his repast, rose, and said, " Shall we continue?"

Quenthel nodded, Jeggred stuffed another mouthful of cured rothe into his jaws, and they |eft the pit
behind them and moved onward. Asthey walked Danifae smiled from under her hood at Pharaun with
undisguised contempt. She obvioudy found his discomfort with the plane amusing.

Pharaun ignored her and thought he had never imagined he could so miss Valas Hune. No doubt the
mercenary guide could have led them along the path of least difficulty. Or perhaps it was Ryld he missed
after all, who would have at least provided a nice partner for conversation. Quenthel and Danifae, on the
other hand, simply trekked a ong under the soulsin silence, obliviousto the difficulties of the terrain. And
Jeggred was worth speaking to only to taunt.

Webs were everywhere, growing increasingly more common. They coated everything, from the
ordinary-sized traps of a black widow to the monstrous, thick-stranded curtains of silver aslarge asthe
skin-sails on the Ship of Chaos. Pharaun's shoes were caked with webs. The air itself, thick and irritating to
his throat, seemed infested with invisible strands.

After several more exhausting hours of travel, webs coated them al in a sticky sheathe. Pharaun had to
continually remove the delicate strands from his face so that he could breathe. He felt as though the whole
plane was redlly a giant spider, cocooning them al so dowly that they would not realize their peril until they
were wrapped up, immobile, and awaiting the bite of fangs.

Pharaun shook his head and put the image out of his mind.

Despite the many large webs hanging between the boulders and tors, up to then Pharaun had seen only
ordinary-sized arachnids, ranging in size from afingernail to the size of a head. The narrow-bodied,
long-legged songspiders were the largest spider he had seen, though he knew there had to be larger ones
somewhere. Spiders lurked over, under, and between every rock and hole on the surface. The ground was
acrawl with them. Pharaun assumed that the originators of the largest webs must have laired in the tunnels
underground, where he hoped they would stay, at least for the time being. The small spiders were enough
of anirritant.

Though he knew that not even the smallest of the creatures could sneak through the magical protections
of his spells, Sorcere ring, and enchanted piwafwi, Pharaun could not shake a constant crawling sensation
on hisskin.

Danifae and Quenthel, on the contrary, appeared to enjoy alowing the spidersto crawl freely over their
skin and hair. Jeggred, of course, seemed as oblivious to the spiders as he was to most everything, though
even the half-demon took care not to willfully squash any of the creatures while he walked.

Asthey picked their way through yet another field of petrified spider legs, Pharaun caught aflash of
motion from near the top of one of the tallest of the spires. He stopped and watched, but the motion did not
repeat itself.

Curious, and otherwise bored, Pharaun activated the power in hisring and took flight. He rose rapidly
into the air up the face of the tor. He spared alook down as he rose and saw his traveling companions
looking up after him. He knew then how they all must look to Lolth's eyes—small and meaningless.

When he reached the top of the stone spire, he stopped and hovered in mid-air, the words to a spell
ready in hismind.

Thewind gusted, rustling his hair and cloak. Farther above him floated the glowing, tranducent line of
souls, the lowest of which were almost within arm's reach. The spirits did not respond to his presence so he
ignored them. Power vortices swirled in the heavens, raining green and blue sparks. Acrid clouds of smoke
peppered the air.

From below, Quenthel shouted something, but he could not make it out in the wind. Still, he could
imagine what she was probably saying.

He ignored her and focused on the object of his curiosity.



Irregular outcroppings of rock covered the otherwise flat expanse of the tor's top, asif the spider'sleg
had been hacked off before it had been petrified. Thick webs hung between every outcropping, blanketing
the surfacein silver.

Hanging therein Lolth's air with Lolth's dead, Pharaun felt inexplicably comfortable, as though soaking
in awarm bath. The Demonweb Pits stretched large and alien below him; the sky extended vast and
strange above him, but he did not care. He thought that it might be almost comfortable to lie amongst the
webs, to wrap himself in their warmth. He floated forward, desperate for arest.

Within the strands, he saw, prey struggled—Ilarge prey. He could not make out their forms because they
were covered entirely in webs. The prey nearest him, perhaps agitated by his presence, wriggled, struggled,
and some of the web strands parted to reveal an open eye.

Aliisza's sending had hit Kaanyr Vhok like alightning bolt. The words still bounced around his head.

Lolth welcomes home the dead. She lives.

Then nothing more. Kaanyr had expected Aliiszato return to him, but she had not, nor had she
communicated with him since. He found her behavior surprising.

For amoment he had convinced himself that the alu-fiend was lying about Lolth's return, but he knew he
was deceiving himsdlf. He had heard no falsehood in her mental voice, and he knew her well enough that
he would have been aware had she been telling alie. She could have been mistaken, so he would confirm
her missive, but in his core he knew it to be true. Soon, he and his men would be facing not only
Menzoberranzan's soldiers and wizards, but also its priestesses of Lolth. Lots of them.

He had warned Nimor already of Lolth's return, though the drow had not so much as acknowledged the
sending.

The ungrateful ass, Kaanyr thought.

According to Kaanyr's spies, Nimor had fled the battle with the Archmage of Menzoberranzan, leaving
the lichdrow Dyrr to face the Baenre wizard alone. Details were few, but it appeared that the Baenre
wizard had at last prevailed. Apparently, the city's bazaar had been leveled and many Menzoberranyr
destroyed or petrified.

At least the lichdrow had done something worthwhile, Kaanyr thought.

Kaanyr evaluated his situation. First, the lichdrow was destroyed and House Agrach Dyrr was closed up
and under siege. Second, Nimor Imphraezl had fled. Third, and most importantly, the Spider Queen lived
and her priestesses could again cast spells.

The evaluation allowed only one conclusion, and the conclusion settled over him like a shroud.

He had lost the battle for Menzoberranzan.

The redlization sat heavily on him. He'd had to turn it around again and again in his mind before he came
to accept it.

Sitting on aluxuriously upholstered divan in the magical tent that served as his headquarters, he held a
goblet of brandy to hislips and drank. He barely tasted it, though he ordinarily savored its sweetness. He
sighed, set the goblet on a nearby table, and sagged back into the cushions of the divan.

He had been so tantalizingly close to victory. So close!

His Scourged Legion had fought well and hard in the tunnels along Menzoberranzan's southeastern
border, and in the Donigarten, amidst the dung-fed forests of fungi. He had lost five score of his tanarukks
but killed half again that many drow, along with several score of their fighting spiders and a drider or two.
For atime, it had appeared that his tanarukks would force their way through the drow lines, penetrate all
the way to the great mansions perched on Qu'ellarz'orl, and lay siege to House Baenre itself.

But then he had received Aliisza's sending.

He could not win the battle; he knew that. All that was left was to ensure that he did not lose his hide,
and that would require quick action. He had no doubt that the drow and their priestesses were planning
counterattacks even then.

Fortunately, Kaanyr Vhok had a plan. He would use Horgar and the duergar to cover the retreat of his
Scoured Legion. The stinking, incompetent little waddlers had done nothing in the battle for the city other
than hide behind siege walls and lob their stonefire bombs at Tier Breche. If the duergar forces actually had
gained and held even a single defended tunnel, Kaanyr would be shocked.

At least now they will serve a purpose, thought the cambion. They will die so that | will live.

He took up his gablet and offered a mock toast.

My gratitude, Horgar, you little vermin, he thought. May you find an ugly death, since you were so ugly
inlife.

He drained the glass and smiled. Only then did his mind turn again to Aliisza.



Did her silence mean that she was leaving him?

He snorted derisively and shrugged. He did not careif the alu-fiend left him—their relationship had been
one of convenience—but he would miss her physical gifts. He did wonder at her motives, though. Could she
bein love with this drow mage she had spoken of ? He dismissed the possihility and settled on amore likely
solution: her fascination with the Master of Sorcere had grown into infatuation. She often fancied weak
things, the same way a human woman might a pet.

She would be back eventually, he figured. She had |eft him before, even for decades at atime. But
always she came back to him. Randomness was in her nature; structure in his. She was drawn to him,
though, so she would not be away long. She simply wanted a new plaything for atime. Vhok did not
begrudge her that.

He smiled and wished the Master of Sorcere well. Aliisza could be exhausting.

Of course, the mage must have had something of substance to him, since it appeared that he and his
ragtag bunch had managed to wake up Lolth. Kaanyr had thought their quest afool's errand until it had
actually worked.

He sighed, stood, strapped on his rune-inscribed blade, and called out of the tent, "Rorgak! Attend me."

In moments, his tusked, towering, red-scaled lieutenant parted the curtains and entered the tent. Blood
still streaked Rorgak's plate armor. He wore a collection of drow thumbs on athin chain of hooks around
his thick neck. Kaanyr counted six.

"Lord?' Rorgak asked.

Kaanyr gestured Rorgak close and said in Orcish, "Lolth has returned. Soon the spells of her priestesses
will strengthen the city's defenses.”

Rorgak's black eyes went wide. Despite his brutish looks, he was reasonably intelligent. He understood
the implication of the words. He asked, "L ord, then what do we—"

Kaanyr silenced him with an upraised hand and a soft hiss. "We are removing our headquarters back to
Hellgate Keep," he said. He could not quite bring himsealf to call the withdrawal aretreat. "Inform the
officers. Make it appear to the drow as though it is a tactical withdrawal to consolidate forces for a
counterattack.”

Rorgak nodded and asked, "And the duergar?' His tone suggested that he already surmised the answer.

Kaanyr validated his guess by answering, "Kill the hundred or so intermixed with our forces, but be
certain to allow no word of it to travel back to Horgar and the main body of hisforces. Let them continue
with their attack on Tier Breche."

"Horgar and the dwarflings will be daughtered when the priestesses of Arach-Tinilith join their spellsto
the forces defending the Academy," Rorgak said.

Kaanyr nodded, smiled, and said, "But that final battle will occupy the drow long enough for the legion to
move far from Menzoberranzan. Go. Time is short."

Rorgak thumped the breastplate of his plate armor, spun on his heel, and hurried from the tent.

For an instant, Kaanyr wished that Aliisza stood near him. He could have used some comforting.

It took Pharaun a moment to realize what was ensnared in the web.

One of the souls, adrow soul.

Presumably, the other wriggling forms were more trapped drow souls. They must have ventured too
low, or the web's creator might have been able to snatch them from the sky. And perhaps the same
creature could snatch Pharaun himself from the sky just as easily.

Pharaun didn't like the mental image that last idea evoked.

He cleared his head and scanned the outcropping for the spider or spiderlike creature that had spun the
web but saw nothing other than the doomed spirits.

Still, something had affected hismind. . . .

The trapped soul near him, perhaps sensing his presence, struggled against the web and freed more of
itsface. It was a drow male. Opening his mouth in a soundless wail, the soul pinioned Pharaun with his
terrified eyes. He wriggled more and set the entire web atop the tor to vibrating.

Asthough agitated by the movement, the other cocooned souls too wriggled more. All to no avail. The
webs held them fast.

Another shout from below drew his attention, but he ignored it.

Fascinated and horrified, Pharaun called upon the power of his Sorcere ring to allow him to see
emanations of magic and invisible things. As he'd expected, the web glowed a soft red in hissight. The
corporeal web possessed magical properties that allowed it to trap and hold incorporeal souls. He wondered
at the arcane mechanism behind that spell when his augmented sight revealed an otherwise invisible



creature crouched in the center of the web, near one of the bound souls. Except for the eight black eyesin
the center of its face and the fangs poking out from under its lips, it appeared vaguely reminiscent of a drow
whose body had been crossed with a spider and stretched thin on atorturer's rack to twice its normal
length. It crouched, watching him, on the web strands, naked, its clutching fingers half aslong as Pharaun's
forearm. Patches of short, bristly hairs jutted in patches from its skin. Periodic tremors coursed along its
body, as though it was wracked by pain. A horrid fluid leaked from its mouth. Spinneret holes opened inits
legs.

| see you, Pharaun thought as he called to mind a spell.

He must have stared a moment too long. The creature realized that it had been seen. It opened its mouth
and coursed over the web toward him. As it moved, a voice sounded in Pharaun's head, areasonable,
persuasive voice augmented by magic.

Hereis comfort, here is warmth. Come closer.

Pharaun felt the suggestion sink into his brain and pervert hiswill, but he resisted its pull and floated
backward, incanting a spell the while.

The creature bounded forward, hissing. When it reached the end of the web, it spun aflip and turned its
legs toward Pharaun. Web filaments shot from its spinnerets and hit Pharaun in the chest. He barely felt
the impact on his flesh, but the webs seemed to reach through and into him.

His breath nearly left him. He felt himself separating in two, like curdled rothe milk. The web was
pulling his soul from his body. The creature hissed again and began to pull.

More shouts from below. Quenthel's voice, angry.

Pharaun maintained his concentrati on—barely—and finished his spell in awhisper. The magic powered
his voice, gave it strength, potency, and with it he uttered a single word of power.

The magic of the spell shredded the web strands attached to Pharaun and struck the creature like a
hammer blow. The force blew it backward along its webs where it lay till.

The trapped souls struggled for freedom from the partially destroyed webs. The male drow nearest him
managed to squirm himself free of the web. The soul did not so much as look at Pharaun. Instead, he
simply headed skyward to join the other souls on their way to Lolth.

"Thanks are unnecessary,” Pharaun shot after him, in avoice more like his own.

Below him, Quenthel was still shouting.

Pharaun shook his head to clear it and checked his body to ensure that he had suffered no permanent
damage. Satisfied that he had not, he removed aleather glove from his cloak and voiced another spell.

An enormous hand of magical force took shape before him. At his mental command, it retrieved the
stunned body of the arachnoid creature and gripped it tightly, taking care to ensure that the hand's grip
covered the creature's spinnerets. Pharaun voiced another spell, temporarily dispelling the creature's natural
invighility.

Pharaun descended, trophy in hand, so to speak. He did not spare even glance at the other trapped
souls.

The moment his boots touched stone, an impatient Quenthel demanded, "What in the Nine Hells were
you doing?'

She had barely looked at the creature enwrapped in the huge fingers of his magical spell.

"Investigating, Mistress," Pharaun answered.

Before Quenthel could reply, Danifae threw back her hood and said, "I did not hear you ask for
permission to investigate, male. Nor to kill one of Lolth's creatures.”

Pharaun glared at Danifae and might have advanced on her had Jeggred not offered a threatening
growl.

"I have not been in the habit of asking your permission, battle-captive. And this creature attacked me."

"Relearn your habits, Master Mizzrym," Danifae snapped, her eyes narrow and cold. "You are a
resource of apriestess of Lolth, nothing more. Y our disobedience borders on impudence and heresy."

To Pharaun's surprise, Quenthd said, "Sheis correct. The next time you divert our mission without my
command, you will be punished. Lolth awaits her Yor'thae. Wewill not waste time with your trivial
investigations."

Asif to emphasize her point, the serpents extended to twice their ordinary length and flicked their
tongues against Pharaun's flesh.

The Master of Sorcere swallowed his anger, stifled his pride, and set out to control the damage.

He offered Quenthel abow and said, "Of course, Mistress. Forgive my presumption.” To Danifae, he
said, "And | was not aware that you now spoke for the Mistress."

Quenthel's jaw clenched at that. She glared first at Pharaun, then at Danifae.



"No one speaks for me," Quenthel said, and Pharaun lowered his gaze.

Danifae said, "l seek only the Spider Queen's will, Mistress of Arach-Tinilith."

"Asdo |," Quenthel said, and turned away to study the route ahead.

When she did, Pharaun met Danifae's eyes. She offered him a small smile—no doubt she thought she
had driven some wedge between Quenthel and Pharaun by pointing out that the mage had acted without the
high priestess's permission. Her gaze promised Pharaun an ugly death should the wedge result in awide
enough gap.

Pharaun smiled back at her. He felt reasonably comfortable that he had mitigated the damage by
suggesting that Danifae had acted presumptuously by speaking for Quenthel. And if blades cameto blood, it
would be Danifae who would suffer the ugly death.

The thought gave him a momentary start. Kill a priestess of Lolth? True, Danifae was Housel ess but
she was still apriestess. Such athing would not even have occurred to Pharaun before Lolth's Silence. He
realized that while Lolth might have returned, her Silence had changed something fundamental about the
relationship between male and female drow—for at |east some males, priestesses would no longer seem so
untouchable. Their weakness during the Silence, albeit temporary, had removed some of the socia controls
that underlaid their rule. He wondered how that would play out in future years.

The creature held in his magical fist stirred and groaned. Pharaun's spell had left it only temporarily
stunned.

"Asis her wont," Pharaun said to Quenthel. "Mistress Danifae has misconstrued the situation. | have
not killed one of Lolth's creatures. | have merely brought it to you, Mistress, to do with as you wish.
Perhaps to question it?"

Quenthel belted her whip and turned. Pharaun saw approval in her eyes. The serpents of the whip went
slack. She eyed the creature closely for the first time then stepped forward, took its fanged jaw in her hand,
and squeezed.

"Speak," she said to it. "What are you?"

"Bewary, Mistress,” Pharaun warned. "It has the ability to implant a suggestion. That is how it lures
soulsto its web, offering them comfort.”

Quenthel squeezed, and the creature wailed. Danifae smirked at its pain. Jeggred eyed it asif trying to
determine how it might taste.

"If you attempt it," she said. "l will squeeze your head until it bursts.”

"Not do," the creature whimpered in a high pitched voice. It spoke in an archaic form of Low Drow.
"Not do. Mistook him for asoul. But not asoul. Living."

Quenthel shook its head and asked again, "What are you?'

The creature attempted to shake its head but Quenthel's strength held it immobile. Spittle and hisses
rained from between itslips.

"The cursed of the Spider," the creature said at last, its voice difficult to understand.

"The cursed of Lolth?" Quenthel asked, eyebrows raised. "Y ou do not serve the Spider Queen?”

Phlegm and drool leaked down the creature's face. Its forehead furrowed.

"The Spider hates me, but | feed on her souls. Eat many."

Quenthel relaxed her grip on the creature and looked to Danifae, then to Pharaun.

"This useless creature has nothing to tell us," she said. "Kill it, Master Mizzrym."

Pharaun did not hesitate. He caused his magical hand to squeeze, and squeeze. The creature screamed,
bones cracked, and drool and blood exploded from its mouth.

"The Teeming will take you," it wailed, then it burst into a shower of gore.

"The Teeming?' Pharaun asked while he dispelled his magica hand and let the bloody pile fall to the
ground.

Neither priestess responded to his question or seemed interested in the creature's threat, so he said, "It
appears that the Spider Queen is not without a sense of irony. She rewards her followers for alifetime of
service by allowing them to be captured on the way to her and made food for whatever spun those webs."

Quenthel scoffed, eyeing him with contempt. The serpents of her whip lazily flicked their tongues at him.

"Master Mizzrym," Quenthel said. "Y ou understand as little as most males. Faithful worship in life is not
aguarantee of safety in death. Thiswhole planeisatest for Lolth's dead. Surely even you can see that?"

Danifae looked at Quenthel and said, "Then does that not make this creature a servant of Lolth after all,
Mistress Quenthel ?"

Silence fell. Quenthel seemed dumbfounded by the question.

Before the high priestess could reply, Danifae looked to Pharaun and said, "Lolth winnows the weak
always, even among her dead. If a soul isweak or stupid, it is annihilated."



Pharaun shrugged and said, "How pleasing for her."

Quenthel whirled on him. "Pleasing indeed, wizard. Are you concerned for the safety of your own hide?"

At that, Jeggred smirked.

Pharaun almost laughed at the absurdity of the question. He was always concerned for his own hide.

Instead of answering Quenthel directly, he said, "One might think the Spider Queen would make an
exception to her tests for the Yor'thae and her escort, at least."

"Exactly the contrary,” Danifae said and tucked her hair behind her ears.

She held her hand before her face and watched a small red arachnid with overlarge mandibles crawl
along her fingers. She kneeled and let it scurry safely onto arock; only then did Pharaun see the pinprick of
blood on her hand from where the spider had bitten her. She had not even winced.

Danifae rose and said, "L olth subjects herself to the same laws to which she subjects her servants,
mage." She eyed Quenthel with ady smile. "Only the strong or the intelligent will survive. Only onewho is
both can be her Yor'thae."

Quenthel answered the former battle-captive's stare with an icy glance.

Returning her gaze to Pharaun, Danifae continued, "Were Lolth to select an unworthy priestess as her
Yor'thae, no doubt something unfortunate would happen to the failed candidate. And her escort."

Quenthel's whip was in her hand, the serpents fully awake.

"It iswell that shewill not choose wrongly then,” Quenthel said.

The serpents of Quenthel's scourge rose up, and five sets of small red eyes fixed Danifae with a hateful
glare. Quenthel cocked her head and nodded, as though the whips had spoken to her.

"Has she not yet chosen, then?' Danifae asked, all innocence.

Quenthel's eyes flashed, perhapsin anger at herself for such a poor choice of words. She walked
toward Danifae and stomped on the red arachnid that Danifae had just released onto the rocks.

Danifae's eyes flashed surprise, and she took a backward step. Even Jeggred seemed aghast.

"Tokill that cursed creature is no crime," Danifae blurted, indicating the twisted form on the ground, "but
to kill aspider is blasphemy.”

Quenthel scoffed, ground her boot against the stone, and said, "That was no spider. It only appeared to
be one. That is how it survived. For atime, at least." She eyed Danifae with meaning and said, "Killing
those things that pretend they are more than they are is consistent with Lolth's will."

Danifae's mouth tightened as she took the sense of Quenthel's insult. Without aword, she snapped up
the hood of her cloak, turned, and walked away. Jeggred glared at Quenthel and stalked after Danifae.

Quenthel smiled at their backs and Pharaun could not help but wonder why she left Danifae
alive—there would be no consequences for her murder. Danifae did not belong to any of the Houses of
Menzoberranzan, and Lolth reveled in internecine slaughter between her priestesses.

"Come," Quenthdl said to him. "More obstacles await us before we reach the mountains.”

And in those words, Pharaun heard Quenthel's explanation.

If indeed the whole of Lolth's plane was atest, as both priestesses had averred, then likely more
challenges awaited, challenges that might require alies to overcome, even for Lolth's Yor'thae. Quenthel
did not kill Danifae for the simple reason that she might need her later.

He hurried after the Mistress. As he walked past where Quenthel had been standing, he caught sight of
asmall red arachnid that looked very similar to that which Quenthel had squashed.

Had she only pretended to squash it?

He could not be certain, but her words to Danifae sounded in his head: Killing things that pretend they
are more than they are is consistent with Lolth's will.

Who is pretending? he wondered.

He pushed the question from his mind and followed after.

While Larikal and Geremis led the search for the lichdrow's phylactery, Y asraena decided that she
would attempt to buy her House peace, or failing that, time.

She sat on the stone throne of her reception hall—a locale that Triel Baenre could easily pinpoint with a
spell—and hoped that the Matron Mother of the First House would respond.

She gathered her thoughts, held her holy symbol in hand, and spoke the words to a sending. The spell
would allow her to speak and send to Triel Baenre a statement of not more than twenty-five words.
Defensive wards had no effect on a sending, mostly because the spell did nothing other than transmit the
speech of the caster. It could carry no spells or words of power.

When she finished the casting, she spoke Triel's name to denote the recipient and recited her message.

"Matron Mother Baenre, Matron Mother Agrach Dyrr wishesto discuss situation. | amin Dyrr



reception hall. Scrying wards are lowered. Do same. Mutual clairaudience.”

With that, Y asraena spoke the triggering word to lower the anti-scrying ward in the reception hall, and
contacted Anival telepathically through the magical amulet at her breast.

Matron Mother? Anival answered.

Send one of the House wizards to my throne room, one skilled in divinations. Now.

Yes, Matron Mother, Anival answered, and the connection went silent.

While Y asraena waited from the House wizard to attend her, she cradled her holy symbol in her hand
and recited the words to a minor spell that allowed her to see scrying effects. If and when Triel's House
wizard placed a clairaudience sensor in Y asraenas throne room, Y asraena would know.

In less than afifty-count, one of the House wizards, Ooraen, arecent graduate of Sorcere, entered
through the far archway of the reception hall. He made obeisance and hurried down the aise to the throne.

"How may | serve you, Matron Mother?"'

"Y ou know how to cast aclairaudience divination, | presume?" she asked.

The wizard nodded.

"For the time, stand beside my throne and be silent. When | command it, you will cast the spell at the
location | designate and leave me."

The male bowed and stepped beside the throne.

Y asraena drummed her fingers along the haft of her tentacle rod and waited. And waited. Nearly an
hour passed, and she grew increasingly impatient.

A small magical sensor materialized in the throne room, afist-sized, red globe that would have been
invisible but for Y asraena's augmented eyes.

"I seeit, Matron Mother Baenre," Y asraena said to the sensor.

At the mention of Tridl'stitle, Ooraen gave avisible start. Y asraena turned to him and said, "Cast your
clairaudience spell in the reception hall of House Baenre."

Y asraena knew that Ooraen had never seen the inside of House Baenre but that did not matter. An
adequate verbal description of the desired location would serve.

After only amoment's hesitation, Ooraen removed atiny metal horn from his cloak, held it to his ear,
and recited the words to his spell. When he completed the divination, Y asraena heard Triel's voice through
the sensor: "Greetings, Y asraena.”

That Triel had called her by her given name rather than her title was an intentional slight, but Y asraena
gulped down her anger. She waved Ooraen from the chamber, and the wizard fled down the aidle.

"Greetings, Matron Mother Baenre," Y asragnareplied.

"How fares House Agrach Dyrr?" Triel asked, and Y asraena heard the sarcastic smile in the voice.

"Well," Y asraena answered, defiant. "House Agrach Dyrr fares well."

Triel'slaughter carried through the sensor.

Y asraenaignored it and said, "Matron Mother, | sought this communication so we might discuss a
Settlement.”

"Indeed?’ Triel answered.

"Indeed," Y asraenareplied and wasted no further time with conversational niceties. "House Agrach
Dyrr's aliance with the forces besieging M enzoberranzan was undertaken in secret by the lichdrow. By the
time | learned of it, the plot already was in motion. Since then, | have endeavored to quietly undermine the
lichdrow's plots at every turn. Now that his body is destroyed—"

"Now that your ambition has proven far too large for your capabilities," Triel interrupted, "you wish to
sue for peace. Isthat not so, Y asraena?’

Y asraena could not keep anger from her own voice. "Y ou mistake me, Matron Mother Baenre. 1—"

"No," Tridl interjected. "Y ou mistake me. Y ou seek to save your House by blaming your own failings on
the lichdrow. Even if what you said was true, it smply demonstrates your own incompetence to rule."

Y asraena gripped the tentacle rod so tightly in her hand that her fingers ached. Anger burned in her, and
she almost exploded at Triel. Almost.

Instead, she calmed herself and answered. " Perhaps you speak some truth,” she said, dlightly
emphasizing the word 'some.’ "Which iswhy | wish to make you an offer."

Silence. Then, "Speak it."

"House Agrach Dyrr is made a vassal House to House Baenre for five hundred years, the arrangement
to be ratified by the Ruling Council. My House will be removed from the Council—" temporarily, Y asraena
added to herself—"and in the meanwhile will be under Baenre rule and protection during that
half-millennium period. | and it will be at your disposal, Matron Mother."

Y asraena knew the offer to be a bold one. It had been long since any of the city's Houses had been



made aformal vassal to another. But it was not unheard of, and she had few other options.

A long silence followed, during which Y asraena held her breath. No doubt Triel was mulling the
possihilities.

At lagt, Triel said, "Y our offer has some small potential, Y asraena.”

Y asraena exhaled.

Trie continued, "To show me your sincerity, you will destroy the lichdrow's phylactery.”

Y asraena had expected nothing less. "Of course, Matron Mother. | am in the process of locating it but
the siege makesit difficult. As doeswhat | presume to be the inevitable assay of the Archmage.
Temporarily halt the siege and restrain your brother. When | have the phylactery, | will contact you again
and provide evidence of its destruction.”

Triel laughed. "Do not be foolish, Yasraena," she said. "Y ou will demonstrate your worthinessto be a
vassal House to House Baenre by finding and destroying the phylactery even while House Agrach Dyrr is
under siege by the Xorlarrin. And if the Archmage decides to try your defenses, then you will abide that
too. Or you will not. And if not, then destruction is what your House warrants.”

Y asraena bit back the angry words that flew to her lips. She had little choice but to accept.

"Y our terms are reasonable," she said through gritted teeth.

"I'm pleased you find them so0," Triel answered. "Do not contact me again, Y asraena, unlessitisto
provide evidence of the lichdrow's destruction.”

With that, the connection went quiet. A heartbeat later, the sensor in Y asraend's reception hall
dematerialized.

Y asraena sat in her throne and thought, her mind racing. She had made her play but was not sure how it
would unfold. If she did in fact locate the phylactery, she was undecided whether she would honor the
terms of the deal or instead safeguard it until the lichdrow could reincorporate. A part of her very much
desired the permanent destruction of the meddling undead wizard, but the pragmatist in her knew that she
weakened her House, if not her own personal position withinit, by destroying the lichdrow. But to throw
herself on the mercy of House Baenre. . . .

Y asraena shook her head. She had no decision to make if her House fell to the Xorlarrin or Gromph
Baenre found the phylactery before her. She rose and went searching the halls for Larikal.

Silence reigned for the next several leagues of travel as Pharaun and his cohorts picked their way
through the towers of stone and the blasted ground. The entire plane, the very air, felt restive and stretched,
as though about to explode.

Over the hours, the wind grew steadily more forceful, with intermittent gusts so strong that Pharaun had
to lean forward to avoid being blown off his feet. The gusts howled between the towers of stone, set the
songspider webs to screeching, and stirred up a blizzard of spiders, dirt, webs, and loose scree. Jeggred
protected Danifae from the living hail with his hulking body. Pharaun shielded himself with his magical
piwafwi. Quenthel merely smiled into the storm and held her arms outstretched to provide a haven for any
spiders that blew onto her. After atime, spiders teemed in her hair and on her piwafwi.

She was home, Pharaun realized, and pulled the hood of his magical cloak lower to protect his face.
The Yor'thae was returning home.

The gusts grew more frequent and still more intense with each passing hour. An increasingly powerful
hail of pebbles, webs, and spiders pelted them, like ablizzard of dling bullets. The keening webs sounded
more and more like the agonized wail of a creature in pain. Pharaun had little experience with surface
weather patterns, but even he could smell a storm on the wind.

"Perhaps we should find shelter,” he said above the shrieking winds.

"Faith is our shelter, mage,” Quenthel answered back, the wind whipping her hair around her face. A
small black spider crawled over her eyelid, down her nose, and over her lips. She only smiled.

Danifae put back her cloak hood and cocked her head as though she heard something. Red spiders
thronged her hair too, and her face.

"Can you not hear it in the keening, mage?' Danifae shouted. "The Spider Queen calls us onward. We
continue."

Pharaun squinted into the wind, looked from one priestess to the other, and said nothing. He heard
nothing in the wind but the abominable screech of the webs. And as for faith providing a shelter? He knew
better than that. He had seen Lolth's faithful trapped in aweb atop ator, waiting to be fed upon. That was
the shelter provided by faith in the Spider Queen.

Still, he bit his tongue and trudged forward, bent against the wind and hurtling debris. Time passed;
fatigue dulled his mind and body.



The storm and winds continued to build as the hours dragged on.

When the sky to hisleft lightened enough to afford a better view of the landscape, he decided to call that
direction "east." Despite Quenthel's assurance to Jeggred that the sun would not harm them, Pharaun found
himself squinting, bracing for itsimpact.

To the west, perhaps another five or six days of foot travel away, were mountains. The great triangular
peaks soared high into the sky, forming awall of dark stone with sides as sharp, sheer, and craggy as fangs.
Caps of red ice crowned them. So too did storm clouds, an expanding bank of black asthick and as dark as
demon's blood—a storm the likes of which Pharaun could never have imagined.

And it was moving toward them. The cutting wind and screaming webs were its prophets.

Theline of souls, unbothered by the swirling wind and gathering storm, poured toward the base of one of
the mountains. There, they congregated at a dark point, perhaps a valley or a pass, between two of the
largest peaks.

"Lolth'sweb and city sits on the other side those mountains,” Quenthel said above the wind, above the
screeching of the webs.

Danifae held her hair back from her face and looked to the far horizon. The distant ook in her eyes
reminded Pharaun of a mad prophet he had once seen in Menzoberranzan's bazaar.

"All the souls are massing in that gorge at the base of the mountains," Pharaun said, not certain everyone
had seen it.

"Itisnot agorge,”" Quenthel answered, her voice barely audible over the wind.

She offered nothing more, and Pharaun didn't like the haunted look in her eyes.

"The sun rises,”" said Jeggred, shielding his eyes with one of his huge fighting hands.

Pharaun turned to see the lip of atiny red orb creep diffidently over the eastern horizon. It cast little
more light than the silvery nighttime satellite of the World Above when it was full. Thelight from Lolth's
sun formed a clear line on the landscape, a border between darkness and light, that oozed toward them as
the orb rose higher. Just as Quenthel had said, the light caused only minor discomfort.

Pharaun lowered his hand from his eyes and watched the first sunrise of his lifetime.

To his surprise and alarm, where the dim light touched, movement occurred. At first, Pharaun thought
the sunlight was causing the earth to ripple, but then he realized what was actually occurring.

The plane was birthing spiders. Millions of spiders.

Crawling, scuttling, clambering, they moved from the darkness of their fissures and caves and into the
light, summoned by the dawn. All had eight legs, eight eyes, and fangs, but there the similarities ended.
Some were the size of rats, some were the size of rothe, and afew that clambered forth out of largest
fissures had bloated bodies as large as giants. Some leaped, some phased in and out of reality, some pulled
their bloated forms along on overlarge pedipalps or swordlike legs, others tumbled or flew on the gusting
wind.

Asthe sun'slight moved across the landscape, the pits, tunnels, and holesthat it lit vomited forth their
arachnid denizens. A ponderous but visible wave traveled across the earth as the sun slowly trekked higher
into the sky. The ground was acrawl.

The light was moving toward them. They watched in awed silence.

Pharaun had lived with and amongst spiders his entire life but he had never before seen anything like the
seething, roiling mass of arachnids that was beginning to blanket the surface of the plane. They coated
everywhere the light touched, a seething blanket of legs, eyes, and hairy bodies.

At first, little occurred other than the birthing. The spiders that emerged from their holes seemed content
to sit in the light as the birthing line moved across the world. But soon, first one, then another, then a
hundred, then amillion of the spiders attacked the others and fed upon the fallen. A daughter trailed the
birthing line by afew hundred paces, and there the surface of the plane erupted into aroiling, chaotic mass
of fangs, pedipalps, and pincers, al biting, cutting, and tearing. Hisses, screeches, clicks, and the sound of
ripping bodies filled the air, awave of sound that followed hard after the sunlight. Severed legs dotted the
rocks; huge carcasses flailed and bled; ichor stained the earth.

It was purposel ess slaughter, madness made flesh, chaos given substance.

Lolth must have been smiling.

Pharaun could see plainly that anything caught in the midst of the bloody tumult would be fortunate to
survive. He spared a glance under his feet, and saw pits and holes gaping like open mouths all around them.
Even above the wind he could hear the scrabbling of feet coming from within them, the eager clicking of
fangs, the tapping of legs on stone. In his mind's eye, he pictured another million arachnids lurking just inside
the darkness of the holes, waiting for the touch of the dim sun to set them free of their underground prisons.
Pharaun had no idea how such an ecology could sustain itself and did not care. Though born in a city where



slaughter was commonplace, even he found the level of violence repulsive.

And soon they would be in the midst of it. The sun wasrising. The light was coming.

"Goddess be praised,” Quenthel said, arapturous look on her face.

The wind gusted, pasting his robes to his body. The webs keened in answer. Pharaun thought the
Baenre priestess must have lost her mind.

Danifae emerged out from under her hood to greet the sun, not unlike the spiders emerging from their
caves. Pharaun counted not less than seven tiny red spiders crawling in her hair,

"Do weintend to simply stand here and wait?' he asked above the noise.

Neither priestess replied, and he decided that was answer enough.

"Afraid?' Jeggred asked, smirking.

Pharaun ignored the draegloth and mentally activated the power of hisring of flight. With asilent
command, he surreptitiously lifted his feet half a handspan off the earth. If the priestesses had a plan, that
was well. If not, he saw no need to remain earthbound in the face of the madness.

Together, the four of them watched as the light and violence churned its way toward them. Asit grew
closer, the clicking and screeching from the caves and pits around them grew louder, more eager, hungrier.
The arachnids within sensed the approach of the light.

Jeggred answered those sounds with alow rumble in his chest. He stepped before Danifae and assumed
afighting crouch. The priestesses did not even look at the ground around them. They had eyes only for the
approaching daughter.

Pharaun decided to try again. "Mistress," he said to Quenthel, "would it not be wise to take shelter?”’

Quenthel looked at him sidelong and said, "No, mage. We must stand in the midst of this and bear
witness."

From around her neck, she removed her holy symbol of Lolth—ajet disk inlaid with amethysts arranged
to look like a spider. The serpents of her whip stood upright and watched the wave of spiders approach.
Quenthel chanted a prayer, the words in alanguage even Pharaun could not understand.

Pharaun bit back the cutting reply that came to his mind, content that he could take flight if and when the
need arose.

Danifae put her hand on Jeggred's fur-covered back.

"It isthe Teeming," she said to no onein particular, recalling the words of the soul-eating creature
Pharaun had taken prisoner. Awe colored her tone.

Pharaun didn't care what it was called. He knew only that soon the sunlight would reach them, light the
pits around them, and . . .

Heimagined his body buried under amountain of bloated bodies, jointed legs, mandibles, and unforgiving
eyes.

Quenthel and Danifae both appeared lost in rapture, temporarily mad perhaps. Each held her holy
symbol in her hands; each wore the wild but assured expression of an ecstatic.

Pharaun knew that ordinary spiders answered the priestesses commands, but he did not know whether
the arachnids native to the Pits would. Besides, the priestesses powers were limited. They could not
command millions of spiders, could they?

Pharaun liked the situation less and less. He reached into his piwafwi, removed aball of sulfur-soaked
bat guano, and held it between thumb and forefinger—just in case. Ordinarily, he would not have
considered offering violence to Lolth's children, at least not in the presence of her priestesses, but if it came
to killing spiders or dying himself under a heap of hairy bodies, the choice would be an easy one.

Asready as he would get, he waited.

The sunlight slid across the rockscape, birthing more spiders, closer, closer . . .

When it reached them, motion exploded all around. Thousands of spiders boiled from their holeslike
steam from a heated beaker, hissing and clicking. From alarge tunnel to Pharaun's right, rothe-sized masses
of hairy spider legs issued forth—five, ten, a score. His heart hammered between his ribs. The creatures
had no bodies as such, no heads. They were nothing more than a clumped, disgusting, squirming mass of
legs, each of which was longer than Pharaun was tall, and eight of which ended in a pointed claw of chitin
aslong as hisforearm.

"Chwidencha," Pharaun said. "Two score or more."

Chwidencha—he'd heard them called "leg horrors'—had once been drow, or perhaps drow souls, but
they had failed Lolth, and as punishment had been transformed by the Spider Queen into that twisted form.
The Demonweb Pits did not appear to Pharaun to be a paradise for the Spider Queen's faithful. It looked
more like a prison for her failures.

The chwidencha's rapid, undul ating movement was enough to cause Pharaun a wave of nausea.



Impossible clusters of long, jointed legs, like a nest of vipers, squirmed a greeting to the red light of the
dawn.

Though they had no eyes that he could see, the chwidenchaimmediately noticed the companions. Forty
or more mouths offered muffled hisses from orifices buried under nests of legs.

"| see them, Master Mizzrym," Quenthel said, turning around, but her voice lacked the same confidence
it had held a moment before.

The thousands of spiders boiling from the holes around them did not come near the chwidencha and left
the companions unmolested, a small island of sanity amidst the chaos.

Lolth's damned appeared to command a certain respect, or fear.

With alarming speed and coordination, the chwidencha pack encircled them at a distance of perhapsten
paces.

The four drow closed ranks a few steps, a reflexive action. Pharaun called to mind the words to his
fireball spell but held off casting. He shared alook with Quenthel but could not read her face. Jeggred's
chest rose and fell heavily, and his fighting claws flexed. The draegloth interposed himself as best he could
between the arachnids and Danifae but it was little use. They were surrounded. His growls answered their
hisses and tapping claws.

Outside the ring of Lolth's damned, the spiders that had boiled forth stood still for a moment, like arena
fighters gathering their strength. Then the urge to slaughter reached them, and they erupted into violence.
Thousands upon thousands of spiders engaged in an orgy of dismemberment and feeding. Squeals,
screeches, and hisses rang through the morning air. The ground vibrated under the volume of violence.

Within the ring, the tension grew. The chwidenchas' legs churned sickeningly, as though they were
agitated or somehow communicating. Though he could see no eyes, it was clear to Pharaun that the
chwidenchawere regarding them. He felt the weight of their looks, the heaviness of their malice, the depth
of their hate.

"Well—" he started to say.

At the sound of his voice, the chwidencha pack hissed as one. The smaller legs sprouting from what
would have been their faces writhed, squirmed, and parted to reveal fanged mouths larger around than
Pharaun's head. Finger-length fangs dripped a thick, yellow venom.

To al of them, Quenthel said, "We will not harm any of Lolth's children.”

Pharaun could see that Quenthel was sweating as badly as he was, though her voice was calm.

"These are more like stepchildren,” he answered and ran through the inventory of spellsin his mind.

"They are neither," Danifae said, raising her holy symbol—a red spider encased in amber—before her.
"These are her damned."

At the sight of Lolth's brandished symbol, the chwidencha pack emitted a high-pitched screech that
made the hair on the nape of Pharaun's neck stand on end. As one, they spasmed in anger, legs churning
and squirming. The claws on the ends of their legs cracked rock, and Pharaun could not help but imagine
what they could do to flesh.

"They do not appear to be the religious type, Mistress Danifae," Pharaun said.

Danifae did not lower her symbol.

The wind gusted, set the songspider webs to screeching, a sound that temporarily rose above even the
cacophony of the Teeming.

This entire plane of existence is mad, Pharaun decided. The priestesses are mad. | am mad.

The chwidencha answered the song of the webs with another screech of their own. Pharaun didn't care
for the look of their open, fanged mouths.

"Mistress," he said to Quenthel, " perhaps you could discourage further discussion with these creatures? |
find them poor conversationalists. Mistress Danifae?"

For that, Quenthel turned to look at him just long enough to stare daggers. Danifae smirked.

Quenthel raised her jet symbol at the chwidencha, mirroring Danifag's gesture and eliciting asimilar
response.

Venom dripped to pool on the ground. Hisses answered their movements.

Quenthel pronounced, "L eave us now, damned of Lolth! We are servants of the Spider Queen about her
will. You will not impede us."

"Back to your holes!" Danifae commanded, offering her own symbol.

A papable wave of divine power went forth from both the priestesses.

Pharaun expected to see the chwidencha turn and flee into their tunnels but the leg horrors did not move,
at least not away from them. More hisses answered the priestesses command; legs squirmed and writhed.
As one, the chwidenchatook a slow step forward, and the circle of safety shrank.



While Danifae wore an inexplicable smile, Quenthel's uncertain expression told Pharaun everything he
needed to know.



Chapter Six

As she stepped through the portal, Halisstra felt spread across a distance vast and deep. Inonly a
fraction of a heartbeat, the portal moved her from the relatively calm gray nothingness of the Astral to—

Shefound hersdlf in mid-air, falling.

Before she could activate the levitation power of her brooch, she dropped five paces and hit the ground
with agrunt. She managed to keep her feet and found herself standing under adim sun on blasted ground in
the midst of anightmare.

Spiders surrounded her, swarmed her, engulfed her, from hand-sized arachnids scurrying underfoot to
horrid monsters twice her height. The creatures tore each other to pieces al around her. Hisses, clicks, and
squealsfilled her ears; black, brown, and red ichor stained the ground and splattered her face.

Halisstra was aswim in an ocean of Lolth's maddened children. The Spider Queen must have caused
Halisstrato arrive in the midst of the chaos as penance for her apostasy.

She steadied her stance, brandished the Crescent Blade, and took in her environment with only asingle
glance. She stood on a bleak, pit-ridden rockscape in the shadow of aslim spire of unusual looking rock, a
tor of black stone that looked as though it should have toppled of its own weight in the gusting wind. The
whirlpools of Lolth's reawakened power dotted the cloudy sky. She had been g ected from one such and
thanked the goddess that it had not been higher off the ground. A line of souls streamed through the
heavens, all of them floating in the direction of adistant mountain range, drawn there by the lodestone of
Lolth's power.

An eerie keening rang in her ears, the sound of songspider webs whistling in the blustery wind, like some
obscene attempt to mimic the sound made by Seyll's songsword. In it, she heard the echo of the word she
had heard on the Astral, the word that made the hair on the nape of her neck stand on end:

Yor'thae.

She had no time to consider the sound further. The spiders around her noticed her. A sea of frenzied
fangs, pincers, legs, and hairy bodies broke around her. Arachnids scuttled over rocks, over each other,
over her. She dlashed and cut but there were too many. They bit and tore indiscriminately, killing and
devouring anything in their path. Spider bodies thumped into her; fangstried to bite through her mail; claws
sent her spinning, knocked her to her knees.

She refused to die on her knees.

"Goddess! she screamed and swung the glowing Crescent Blade in awide arc.

Asif in answer, Feliane and Uluyara appeared in the air through a short-lived gate that appeared
perhaps twenty pacesto her right and five paces high in the air. They fell to the ground, and she saw them
for only an instant more—both wore expressions of surprise and horror—before they too were buried under
amass of writhing, leaping spiders.

From her knees, Halisstra swung blindly, hitting spider flesh with every pass. Ichor sprayed, splattered
her face and hands. Hissing and clicking filled her ears; squeals of pain.

She fought her way back to her feet, impaling alarge blue spider on the end of her blade. She dipped in
its gushing fluids and nearly fell. A huge, black, hairy arachnid leaped on her back and sank its fangsinto
her shoulder, but her mail withstood the attack. She flung it from her and stomped its thorax to mush as
another huge spider reared before her, lunged forward, and bit at her legs. She dodged backward and
fended it off with the Crescent Blade. She felt as though she were up to her waist in the creatures; with
each step, she crushed half a dozen small spiders under her boots. She saw no way out, no way she would
ever get free. She would die under their fangs, and her body would be left a desiccated husk blowing in the
screaming wind.

"Goddess!" she cried again, hacking wildly with the Crescent Blade.

The enchanted stedl killed where it struck, dlicing arachnid flesh easily, but there were thousands of
them. Eilistraee had no particular power over the creatures, and in her desperation Halisstra almost fell
back into her old habit of channeling Lolth's power to command spiders. It would be so easy to simply order
them back to—

Uluyards horn rang, and Halisstra latched onto the sound with the desperation of the drowning. She
remembered the first time she had heard its clear call, on the World Above under the silver light of the
moon. She centered herself, at least for atime, and with effort resisted Lolth's pull.

If shewereto live, she would have to save herself with the tools that Eilistraee, and only Eilistraee, had
put into her hands.

Holding the Crescent Blade in both hands, Halisstra slashed about her with an abandon born of



hopel essness, sending legs and spider flesh flying. Her small shield made her two-handed grip on the
Crescent Blade a bit awkward, but she managed. She wanted the extra force to her swings.

Fangs clamped on her arm, her leg, and pierced her mail and flesh. Agony raced through her body, and
warm poison throbbed into her veins. She grabbed the hairy blob on her forearm and squeezed it until it
popped. She stabbed downward at another spider, impaling it, cross cut to her right, and took the mandible
from another. She found it strange that killing Lolth's creatures did not elicit the same elation she had felt
back in the forest of the World Above when she had killed the phase spider in the name of Eilistraee.

Instead, she felt out of balance, dirty, guilty.

"I'm sorry," she murmured as she killed but was not sure what she meant. The words just seemed to fit.
Spider blood splattered her hands, her cloak, her face. "I'm sorry."

Despite her words, she hacked her way through the roiling mass of bodies, legs, mandibles, and ichor
toward where she had last seen her fellow priestesses. To her relief, she saw that both Feliane and Uluyara
had found their feet and their blades. They dodged nimbly amidst the chaos, slashing and stabbing. They
looked as though they were dancing—they leaped, spun, twirled, and tumbled, serving the Lady of the
Dance even while they slaughtered. Both sported cuts and bites, and Feliane had a dark puncture on her
bare forearm. Still, Halisstra thought them beautiful. Their blades whistled through the air, an answer and a
challenge to the strange keening. Halisstra caught Feliane's eye as both cut their way through the
never-ending tide of spiders.

"Halisstral" Feliane called. Cutting, chopping, her round face was splattered with blood and ichor.

Uluyarawhirled a circle beside the elf priestess, her blade a blur, and met Halisstra's eyes for a
moment.

"Here!" Halisstra answered.

Without stopping, she opened the abdomen of a spider, then another and another. She was fifteen paces
from her sisters.

From out of the maelstrom of bodies a brown sword spider leaped high above the fray. Time slowed for
Halisstra

Easily aslarge as a pack lizard, the creature's eight arms ended in claws that looked like short swords
and killed just as effectively. Halisstra's breath caught as the creature reached the apex of itsleap. She had
seen sword spiders fight in the basement arena of House Melarn, cutting down out-of-favor male warriors
with bloody, brutal efficiency.

Asthe sword spider descended toward Feliane, it clustered its swordlike claws together to form asingle
impaling blade, pointing downward at the dight elf priestess.

"Above!" Halisstra shouted but could not be sure that Feliane heard her. "Feliane!™

A large spider appeared before Halisstra, and she hacked off two of its legs with the Crescent Blade.

The shadow of the descending sword spider must have blotted out the dim red light of the sun. Feliane
looked up, saw it, slipped to the side, and tried to raise her blade defensively. She was a heartbest too slow.
The sword spider crashed down on her, knocking her blade aside and driving her to the ground, flat on her
back. Its clustered legs sheared through her armored shoulder and sank into her flesh. She screamed in
pain, and blood spouted. Her sword fell from her hand, skittered away, and was lost under athrong of
arachnids.

The sword spider straddled her small form, caging her in its bloody legs. She struggled beneath it,
punching with her good arm, kicking, but she was aready growing weak from blood loss. The blows
crunched into the spider's huge body but seemed to have little effect other than to elicit an angry hiss.

A pack of giant tarantulas drove Uluyara from Feliane's side, and Halisstralost sight of the High
Priestess.

Halisstra shouted again and cut her way toward her sisters, hacking mercilessly at anything in her path.
Sheleft atrail of severed legs and pedipalpsin her wake. Fourteen paces, twelve, ten. She killed with every
step. Ichor covered her; soaked her. Small arachnids teemed over her exposed skin, her face, and her hair.
She devoured those that got near her mouth and spat the pieces to the ground.

She knew that she would not reach Feliane in time.

The swords of its claws still glistening red with the elf's blood, the sword spider pinned the dying Feliane
with three of itslegs and raised its forelegs high in a strike that would lay open her chest and pierce her
heart.

Uluyara materialized out of the madness to the sword spider's right, blade held high. The High Priestess
charged forward, calling on the Dark Maiden, and swung her blade in a crosscut designed to split the sword
spider's abdomen from head to spinneret.

But the spider saw her coming. It shifted slightly atop the wounded Feliane, parried Uluyara's blow with



one of its claws, and lashed out with another. The blow hit Uluyara squarely in the chest, sent mail links
flying, and drove her backward. She stumbled, tripped on the carcass of alarge spider behind her, and was
instantly swamped with smaller arachnids.

The sword spider returned its attention toward Feliane. The arachnid again raised its forelegs high and
drove them into Feliane's chest. They split mail links, broke bones, and drove into the organs and flesh
beneath. Feliane's back arched with the agony, and blood pooled around her.

"Feliane!" Halisstra cried and cut down another spider and another.

She was five paces from the elf. Too far.

The elf's eyes were still open but glassy. Blood poured from her chest and dribbled from the corner of
her mouth. The sword spider bared fangs as long as knives and sank them into Feliane's flesh. Her head
sagged to the side. The spider made as though to pick the elf up and carry her back to its lair.

Halisstra had no time to think, so she did the only thing she could. She forced back the spiders near her
with aflurry of vicious slashes, reached back over her head—a difficult maneuver with a shield slung on
her arm—and flung the Crescent Blade with both hands at the sword spider.

The blade flew true, point first, and sank halfway to its hilt into the thorax of the huge arachnid. The
creature uttered a hiss of agony, and its entire body spasmed. It withdrew blood-slicked fangs and claws
from the elf's flesh and started to turn toward Halisstra. The Crescent Blade stuck out of itsflesh like a
pennon. Another spasm wracked its body, another hiss escaped its fanged mouth, and it collapsed atop
Feliane, dead.

Feliane did not move.

Using her shield, Halisstra bashed another spider in itsface asit lunged for her. She jerked Seyll's
songsword from the scabbard on her back. With its fluted hilt whistling a counter melody to the eerie sound
of the wind, she slashed another spider, another, and rushed to Feliane's side.

She kneeled, and blew a sigh of relief when she saw that Feliane was unconscious but alive—barely.
Halisstra had no time to take alonger look. She whirled around and beat back atrio of giant widows,
opening along slash in one. Afterward, she turned, bent, and heaved the sword spider carcass off of the
ef.

Unmolested for the moment by any spiders, Halisstra flipped her grip on Seyll's sword and put the hilt to
her lips. Placing one hand on Feliane's wounded chest while till trying to keep an eye on the arachnids
around her, she blew a single, soothing note. The sound served as afocus for her bae'geshel heding
magic.

The punctures in Feliane's chest closed to pink dots, and her breath came easier, though she did not
regain consciousness. Halisstra could not risk another spell amidst the swarming spiders. She took the hilt in
her hands as three spiders the size of rats landed on her back. Their fangs could not penetrate her mail, and
she pulled them from her as she rose and stabbed each in turn.

Standing over Feliane, she scanned the madness for Uluyara.

The High Priestess fought nearby against ared and black spider as large as arothe. Already she had
severed two of itslegs.

"Uluyaral" Halisstra screamed. "Here!"

Uluyara spared her a glance, and nodded. The High Priestess unleashed an overhead cut at the spider,
drove it backward a step, turned, and raced for Halisstra. The creature bounded after her with astonishing
Speed.

Halisstrareversed her grip, put the hilt of the songsword to her lips, and blew a series of dissonant notes.
The bae'geshel sent awave of sound over Uluyara's head and blasted the spider with its discordance. The
power of the spell flattened the enormous arachnid, opened its exoskeleton, and a host of smaller spiders
leaped upon it to feed.

Uluyarawove and danced her way through still more arachnids until she reached Halisstra's side. She
looked at Feliane, concernin her eyes.

"She'salive," Halisstra said, breathing heavily, "but we must get out of here now!"

Uluyara smiled fiercely, put a hand to Halisstra's shoulder, and said, " Give me a moment's protection.”

Halisstra nodded agreement, and while the high priestess chanted a prayer beside her, Halisstra used
Seyll's songsword and shield to slice and smash any arachnids that came near. The violence of the
daughter nauseated her. Spider parts lay everywhere, and blood stained the ground dark.

When Uluyara finished her prayer to the Lady, aring of silvery blades took shape around them.
Thousands of magical blades, all of them spinning and buzzing, formed aring ten paces high. Two spiders
caught in the wall as it materialized were dashed to gory ribbons.

"The Lady's spells serve us well even in the Demonweb Pits," Uluyara said, her voice and eyes hard.



Halisstra nodded, though only then did she realize that it had not occurred to her during the combat to
cast one of the spells granted her by Eilistraee. She wondered why but feared the answer too much to
consider the question overlong.

Perhaps two dozen spiders remained within Uluyara's ring of blades. Halisstra knew a spell that would
finish them, but an unexpected reluctance caused her to hesitate.

"We should go," she said.

"First, these," Uluyara answered, stepping forward. "Eilistraee has put them in our hands. We must finish
them.”

Uluyara brandished her weapon, but Halisstra caught her arm and stopped her advance. She eyed the
hairy wolf spiders prowling within the circle of blades.

"I'll doit," she said.

Uluyara hesitated but finally nodded and said, "Y ou bear the Crescent Blade."

With effort, Halisstra pushed through her reluctance, put her fingertips to the symbol of Eilistraee on her
chest, and prayed. She had aterrifying moment when the words momentarily escaped her, but she recalled
them presently and her voice grew in strength. When she finished the incantation, an invisible, circular wave
of power went forth from her. It hit all of the spiders and drove them, scrabbling and hissing, backward into
thewall of blades. All two dozen of them vanished in a spray of legs and slashed flesh.

Halisstrafelt sick and elated all at once.

Sheturned to find Uluyaralooking at her, head cocked. The high priestess seemed to want to say
something but instead gave Halisstra a nod of approval and kneeled beside Feliane. She took the elf's face
in her hands and whispered healing words. After afew moments, Feliane's remaining wounds closed
completely, color returned to her face, and her eyes fluttered open. Uluyara helped her to her feet and held
her steady.

"The Lady watches her faithful," Uluyara said to the elf, and Feliane nodded.

The dlight elf warrior-priestess eyed the carcass of the sword spider. She looked thanks at Halisstra.

Halisstra gave her an absent half smile but found her gaze reaching out, beyond the wall of blades.
There, the daughter went on unabated. Spiders bit, clawed, tore, and devoured one another in a nonstop
orgy of violence. From time to time, one ventured or was carried by the combat into Uluyara's wall of
blades, where it vanished in a spray of gore.

In away that made her sick to admit, Halisstra found the slaughter somehow rational. The strong would
devour the weak and become stronger still.

She knew that she was |ooking upon the pith of Lolth's doctrine made flesh, a metaphor for the Spider
Queen's entire creed.

"This has to end sometime,” she said. "We should hole up until it does."

Feliane, recovering her blade from the ground, asked, "Where will we go?'

"There," Halisstrareplied, and nodded at the spire of stone looming over them. Few spiders prowled its
sheer, strangely angled heights. They would be able to hold their ground atop it until the madness came to
its bloody end. "Well fly."

Seeing agreement in the eyes of Uluyara and Feliane, she again touched the medallion affixed to the
chest of her mail and whispered a prayer to Eilistraee.

"Halisstra," Uluyarainterrupted, her voice low and urgent. "The Crescent Blade."

The words to the prayer died on Halisstra's lips, and she felt her cheeks burn. She had |eft Eilistraee's
blade in the carcass of the sword spider.

She had forgotten it.

"Of course," she said, in apoor attempt to cover her neglect.

Without meeting Uluyara's or Feliane's eyes, she sheathed Seyll's songsword in the scabbard over her
back, walked over to the dead sword spider, and withdrew the Crescent Blade. She cleaned it on the
spider's carcass before putting it back in the scabbard at her waist.

When she turned, she saw the doubt in Uluyara's eyes and the embarrassment in Feliane's. She chose to
ignore them both.

"Y ou're wounded,” Uluyara said, and pointed at the seeping wounds in Halisstra's legs and the holes in
her arm.

Halisstra had forgotten them too. She was certain she had been poisoned by the bites. The magical ring
she wore alowed her to sense as much, and yet she showed no ill effects. She didn't want to acknowledge
why that might be.

"It's nothing," she said and began her spell anew.

When she completed the prayer, her body and gear and those of her fellow priestesses metamorphosed



into an insubstantial gray vapor. She could still see, though her field of vision seemed to swell, contract, and
roll. She could somehow still feel her body, or at least a body, though it felt thin and stretched, not unlike her
soul.

The gusting wind tugged at her but she resisted its pull and willed herself into the air. Feliane and
Uluyara, both appearing as vaguely humanoid clouds of vapor beside her, followed after.

Free of her flesh for at least afew moments, Halisstra felt free of her doubt, of her inner struggle. She
felt unburdened by the world, aslight as one of Lolth's souls streaming through the sky high above. She
wished she could feel that way forever.

Flying up the sheer, rocky side of the black, twisted outcropping, she looked for alikely place to wait out
the slaughter. She was pleased to see no webs anywhere on the spire—though other tors had many—and
the gusting wind seemed to keep the spiders from reaching its heights.

At itstop, the spire looked as though it had been sheared off by a keen blade, forming around,
featurel ess plateau twenty pacesin diameter. The wind would whip at them there, but they would be
sheltered from the violence below.

Halisstradit on the plateau, waited for Feliane and Uluyarato follow, and dispelled the magic. As one,
the three priestesses regained their normal forms. Halisstra's doubt returned with her flesh. The gusting
wind nearly lifted her from her feet.

"We'll need shelter," Halisstra said above the wind.

Even there, the keening webs called to her. Yor'thae, they whispered.

In the distance, she could see ominous clouds forming over a distant mountain range and moving rapidly
in their direction—a storm was coming.

"Gather here," Uluyara said, pulling Halisstraand Feliane into acircle.

Wrapped in the arms of her fellow priestesses, Halisstra felt a sense of sisterhood that reassured her, at
least for the moment.

"We will form a sanctuary together," Uluyara said above the wind. "A place of safety in the midst of this
obscenity."

Feliane and Halisstra nodded, though Halisstra did not understand exactly what she meant.

Uluyara stepped back from their circle, removed her silver medallion from under her mail, and spoke a
prayer to Eilistraee. The wind swallowed her words, but when she was done, she joined her hands, pointed
them at the stone of the tor as through they were a knife, and parted them.

The stone answered her gesture. Her magic turned the rock malleable, and she shaped it as though it
were clay in her hands. Moving with precision, she used the spell to raise two walls from the flathess of the
plateau. They met at aright angle and shielded them from the wind. She stepped forward and shaped them
more carefully with her touch, smoothing them as best she could with her palms.

"Now you," Uluyara said to Feliane.

The elf smiled, nodded, and mirrored Uluyara's casting. She raised athird wall, and afourth, leaving a
narrow archway in the middle of one to serve as the doorway.

"And you," Feliane said to Halisstra.

Halisstra spoke the prayer that allowed her to shape stone to her will. When she finished, her hands felt
charged, as though they were attached to the earth. She moved them gently, as if she was a potter, thinning
the walls and drawing the excess up into aflat roof to form acrude, boxlike shelter.

She felt pleasure in working so closely with her fellow priestesses. They were creating. When
priestesses of Lolth worked together, it was always to destroy, though Halisstra knew that sometimes—
sometimes—destruction too brought pleasure.

When she finished her work, she and her fellow priestesses shared a smile. The wind whipped their hair
into halos.

Inspired, Halisstra unsheathed the Crescent Blade and with itstip etched Eilistraee's symbol into the
still-malleable stone above the open doorway.

"A templeto the Lady in the heart of Lolth's domain," Uluyara said, her voice defiant above the howling
wind. "Wl done, HalisstraMelarn.”

Halisstra saw that the doubt that previously had clouded the expressions of her sisters was gone. Under
their accepting gazes, the doubt in her own soul shrank until it was little more than atiny seed in the center
of her being, barely noticed.

At that exact instant, aknife stab of pain raced up Halisstra's leg. Her vision blurred. She grimaced and
would have fallen had she not caught herself on Eilistraee's temple.

The spider poison.

Uluyara and Feliane crowded around her, concern in their expressions. Uluyara examined Halisstra's



wounds, found the blackened holesin her leg.

"Poison,” Uluyara concluded.

"Let me," Feliane said and took Halisstra's hands in her own.

Feliane sang to the Dancing Goddess above the howl! of the wind, and her song purged the poison from
Halisstrasveins.

Halisstrafelt as though something else might have been purged from her veins too. She thanked Feliane,
who hugged her.

Afterward, the three priestesses of Eilistraee entered the temple they had raised. Uluyara quickly
walked the interior, holding her holy symbol medallion and chanting the while.

When she was finished she looked at her two companions and said, "This is hallowed ground now,
reclaimed from Lolth in the name of the Dark Maiden. At least for atime.”

Halisstra could not help but smile. The interior of the temple did feel different, cleaner, purer. Within its
rough walls, she felt sure of herself for the first timein days.

All three priestesses sank to the floor, spent, their backs to the wall, their legs extended. Exhaustion
showed in both Uluyara's and Feliane's expressions. But elation too. They had reached the Demonweb Pits
and survived the attack of a spider swarm.

After afew moments respite, Uluyara healed them all of their minor cuts, scrapes, and bites. Feliane
conjured ameal of vegetable stew and fresh water into some small bowls she carried in her pack.

After the repast, Halisstra said to them, "We should take watch in shifts, just to be safe, while we wait. |
doubt the spiders will dare the top of this spirein the wind, but we cannot be sure. When things grow
calmer below, we can continue on. I'll take first watch."

Uluyara nodded, shifted against the wall, and closed her eyes. She vented a sigh and soon wasin
Reverie. Feliane followed her quickly.

Both were seasoned warriors, Halisstra realized, taking rest wherever and whenever they could.

Halisstra quietly positioned herself near the open door. She drew the Crescent Blade, laid it across her
thighs, and settled in for her watch.

Outside, the wind railed against the temple for the effrontery it was. In its angry wails, Halisstra still
heard it calling to Lolth's Chosen, but she knew—or at |east she thought that she knew—that it was no
longer cdlling to her.

"I'm coming for you," she softly promised. " Soon."

Being little more than nests of legs, the chwidencha charged forward with alarming rapidity. Pharaun
willed himself into the air asthey closed and his ring answered. In one hand, he still held the ball of guano;
with the other, he pulled a bit of flakefungus from a cloak pocket and shouted the words to a spell. Ashe
uttered the last word to the incantation, he crushed the flakefungus in his hand and cast the powder in the
direction of one of the charging chwidenchas. It uttered a squeal of agony as the magic engulfed it, flensed
it of flesh, stripped it of its carapace, and left nothing more than a shapeless pile of gore.

Therest of the pack did not so much as slow.

Jeggred bounded forward in front of Danifae and met three onrushing chwidenchas with a charge of his
own. He caught the first of them in mid-jump, plucking it from the air in his powerful fighting arms and
tearing off its legs by the bunch while the creature squealed and slammed its remaining claws against the
draegloth's flesh, leaving bloody welts. Ichor sprayed, coating the draegloth, mixing with his own blood. In
three heartbeats, the draegloth had disarticulated the creature, leaving only around lump of hair and flesh.

Two other chwidenchas leaped atop Jeggred, one on his back and one on his side. Their weight knocked
him to the ground and the three fell in a snarling tangle of legs and claws. Jeggred still clutched a handful of
the legs from the first chwidencha he had killed. Chwidencha claws rose and fell like miners' picks,
churning earth and flesh. Fanged mouths tried to penetrate the iron of the draegloth's flesh. Jeggred roared
and answered with his own claws. Pieces of chwidencha flew high into the air.

The rest of the pack continued forward and swarmed the priestesses. Danifae barely had time to pocket
her holy symbol and free her morningstar before the chwidenchas were upon her. She careened backward
and struck one with the spiked weapon, snapping some of itslegs. She spun away from a claw swipe from
another and slammed the head of the weapon into another chwidencha's front, but a third leaped high and
landed atop her. She tried to utter a spell, but the creature wrapped its legs around her as tightly as a cloak
and tried to drive her to the ground. Sheturned acircle, itsweight causing her to stumble, al the while
offering amuffled chant. Finally she went down, and five chwidencha swarmed over her. Pharaun could
barely see the priestess under the squirming mass of legs and claws. Claws pounded into her mail, her
flesh.



To hissurprise and to her credit, Danifae did not stop fighting. She pulled a dagger from a belt sheath
and fought from the ground, kicking, stabbing, screaming, driving the dagger repeatedly into the flesh of
chwidenchas that coated her. Pharaun figured her for dead and put her out of his mind.

Below and to Pharaun's right, Quenthel’'s whip cracked. All five serpents extended to twice their
ordinary length and clamped their fanged mouths onto the legs of a chwidencha. AImost instantly, the
creature'slegs went rigid, and it fell over dead from the whip's venom. Unperturbed, its fellows trampled
over it. Chwidenchas closed on Quenthel from all sides.

Quenthel uttered a hasty prayer to Lolth and instantly grew to half again her size. A violet glow suffused
her flesh, the power of Lolth made manifest. Using her magical buckler as aweapon, and driven by her
spell-enhanced strength, she smashed its steel face into the front of a chwidencha, snapping a mass of legs
like twigs. Three claws from a chwidenchato her right slammed into her in rapid succession, driving her
backward but seemingly doing no real harm. Her whip struck again, driving back one of the creatures. She
caught another chwidenchain her buckler hand, gripping two thick legsin her fist, and threw the creature
across the battlefield.

Before Pharaun could shout a warning, another two chwidenchas |eaped onto Quenthel from behind.
She bore the weight better than Danifag, tried to throw them over her back, but six others rushed forward.
Claws thumped against her armor and tore gashes in her exposed flesh. Her serpents lashed out but
missed. Sheféll, buried under a pile of seething, churning legs and claws.

Pharaun heard Danifae shout awarning, he turned in mid-air—

And saw only acurtain of legs, claws, coarse hair, and an open, fang-filled mouth before the creature
was upon him. A chwidencha had leaped high enough into the air to reach him. It hit him full forcein the
chest and wrapped its legs around him. The impact drove him backward and down, despite the power of his
ring of flying. He hit the earth in a heap, entwined with the creature, his breath gone. The chwidencha
wrapped him up with some of itsinnumerable legs, while it bit with its dripping fangs and flailed with its free
claws like a mad thing. Blows slashed against Pharaun's sides, his arms, his face, into the earth around him.

Only Pharaun's enchanted piwafwi prevented the claws from disemboweling him, but he still felt blood
flowing down historso, and the impactsto his head nearly knocked him senseless.

He tried to fend off the blows with his hands and feet and roll out from under the chwidencha, but it was
too heavy and too determined to hang on. Unable to fly, he mentally summoned his rapier from hisring,
remembering too late that he had lost the ring to Belshazu. The chwidenchas fangs ground against his
magically armored cloak again and again, trying but failing to penetrate the garment and open his gut.

Pharaun struggled to regather his senses and his breath.

The chwidencharaised one of its claws high and drove it toward Pharaun's face. He tried to squirm
aside, failed, and the claw hit him with enough force to split rock. His protective enchantments prevented
his face and skull from splitting open but the impact till exploded his nose and drove his head hard against
the rocky ground. For a horrifying moment, consciousness started to slip from him. He grabbed at it and
reeled it in with the entire force of hiswill.

Dazed and increasingly angry, he realized that he still clutched in hisright hand the ball of bat guano.

"Here'satreat," he mumbled through a blood-filled mouth.

He mouthed the words to a spell that would turn the chwidencha and the entire areainto cinders. He
swallowed down the blood leaking into his mouth from his ruined nose and spoke the words clearly. He
would have to hope that the inherent drow resistance to magic would shield him and his companions; that,
or he would have to hope they could take more punishment than the chwidencha.

Just as he was about to utter the final syllables of the spell, the creature's fangs penetrated his piwafwi
and sank into the skin of his chest. A bolt of pain caused his body to spasm but Pharaun did not lose the
cadence of his spell. He had trained in Sorcere, cast spells as an apprentice while his Masters had held
candle flamesto his bare flesh. A bite from one of Lolth's failures could not break hisiron concentration.

He finished the spell as the chwidencha reared back to take another bite of his flesh. Gritting his teeth,
Pharaun closed hisfist around the tiny ball of guano and shoved it into the chwidencha's open maw.

Reflexively, it clamped down on his hand.

Pharaun closed his eyesjust as his universe exploded in orange light and searing heat. He felt some of
his hair melt, felt the flesh of his arm, chest, and face char. He could not contain a scream.

Theforce of the blast blew apart the chwidencha atop him, reducing it instantly to ash. Hisses, growls,
and screams sounded all around him, audible above the explosion. He smelled the stink of burning flesh. His
own, no doubt.

It was over in one agonizing heartbeat.

He opened his eyes and found himself staring up into the dark sky above. For amoment, he had the



absurd thought that his spell had charred the clouds, but then he realized that the storm was gathering above
them.

Blinking, dazed, he shook the charred chwidencha pieces from his body—they were little more than
chunks of seared flesh—and slowly sat up. He wiped the blackened blood from his face and nose and
blinked until his blurry vision cleared. His hand was a blackened, seared piece of meat. It did not yet pain
him, but it soon would.

He looked around and saw that the fireball had wrought a perfect sphere of devastation. A circular
swath of blackened and partially melted rock denoted its boundaries. He had not burned the sky, but he had
nicely burned the earth. He took a professional's pride in the damage it had done.

Within the circle, Jeggred sat on his four hands and knees, chest heaving, eyes blinking. A seared
chwidencha corpse lay in pieces under his claws, and chwidenchalegs dangled from his mouth. Bleeding
but only mildly burned, the draegloth eyed Pharaun coldly as he spat the legs to the ground and climbed to
his feet.

"Y ou'll need to do better than fire, mage," the draegloth said, his voice raspy.

To Pharaun's surprise, Danifae and Quenthel both had survived too. They were burned and smoking,
and minor cuts and bruises covered them both, but they lived. Quenthel stood on the far side of the blast
radius, returned to normal size. Her serpents, covered in ash, hissed at Pharaun. He frowned, wishing he
had at least put them down.

Danifae stood on the other side of the blast, leaning on her morningstar for support. She must have
regained her feet and her weapon during the combat.

A score or so chwidencha carcasses, charred, smoking, and stinking, lay scattered about the battlefield.

"What in the Abyss did you do?' Danifae demanded, then she coughed. Claw scratches crisscrossed the
fireball-pinked flesh of her face.

Saved your hide, unfortunately, Pharaun thought but did not say.

Instead, hereplied, "A spell went awry, Mistress Danifae."

"Awry?" Quenthel asked. Much of her hair was singed, but she otherwise looked to have avoided most
of the effect of the fireball. "Indeed." She coughed. "If your spell went awry, mage, then you merit no credit
for ending the combat."

Pharaun smirked through his broken nose and bowed as best as his wounded body allowed. The bite
wound in his stomach throbbed, and his hand wasin agony.

Danifae glared at him and added, "Next time, male, you are to provide a warning before another of your
spells. .. goes awry."

Pharaun snorted with disdainful laughter and instantly regretted it. Blood shot from his nose, and pain
wracked his face.

At that, Jeggred offered a snort of his own.

Through his pain, Pharaun said to Danifae, "And you might have warned me a bit earlier than—"

A scrabbling from outside the circle drew Pharaun's eye, and he trailed off.

All of them followed his gaze.

The Teeming continued around them but that was not what concerned him.

Nearly ascore of chwidenchas rose smoking from the rocks outside the blast radius. All had twisted
legs and melted flesh and hair, but they too had survived the blast. They hissed, raised their front claws, and
started tentatively forward.

"Perhaps the combat isn't ended, after all," Pharaun observed and took some satisfaction in the acid look
Quenthel shot him.

Quenthel cracked her whip, and the serpents offered a hiss at the chwidenchas. Danifae brandished her
morningstar and stepped near Jeggred. The draegloth threw back his head and uttered a roar that shook
stones.

Pharaun let his companions dangle for amoment before he said, "But then again, perhapsit is over."
He'd had hisfill of chwidenchas for the day. "Draw near," he said to them, and looked directly at Danifae.
"You are hereby warned."

His companions shared alook and hurriedly backed near him as the chwidenchas slowly scuttled
forward. Pharaun took a pinch of phosphorous powder from the inventory he kept organized in his
piwafwi's pockets, cast it in the air, and spoke the words to a spell. When he finished, a semi-opague
curtain of green fire whooshed into being, aring of flames twenty pacestall that burned between them and
the chwidenchas. It danced merrily, casting them al in asickly green light.

"That should keep them awhile," he said.

His companions offered no thanks, but he took some satisfaction when even the whip-serpents sagged



with relief.

With nothing else to be done for the moment, Pharaun said, "Pardon me, all," before he pushed one
nostril closed with afinger, blew out a gob of blood and snot, then did the same for the other side.

He was a bit embarrassed by it all—it was something Jeggred might do—but he had little choice. He
could hardly breathe. Pharaun shook his throbbing head to help clear it and drew a handkerchief from an
inner pocket and wiped off his face as best he could. The white silk came back black with ash and red with
blood.

Through the ring of flames, Pharaun saw the chwidencha circling, watching them through the breaksin
the fire. Beyond the chwidencha, he still caught glimpses of the violence of the Teeming.

"How long, mage?' Quenthel asked.

"Not long enough, unfortunately,” he answered. " Perhaps a quarter hour. How long does this Teeming
last?'

Quenthel belted her whip and shook her head. Pharaun wasn't sure if that meant she didn't know or
simply didn't want to answer.

"It lasts aslong as Lolth willsit," Danifae offered, belting her own weapon. She ran her fingers over the
scratches on her face, checking their depth.

"Hardly helpful, Mistress Danifage," Pharaun said. "And how convenient for us that her will caused it to
occur just after we arrived here."

"Tread carefully, mage," Quenthel warned.

"Indeed," Danifae said, eyeing him.

Pharaun was tempted to ask then and there why the chwidencha had answered neither Quenthel's nor
Danifae's commands, but one look at Quenthel's whip made him think better of it.

Instead, he said, "I think it ill-advised to travel overland while this continues. Chwidencha may prove the
least of our concerns. It appears the Spider Queen has decided to make the Teeming part of her test."

The priestesses said nothing but looked out through the curtain of green fire, their expressions distant
and unreadable. Perhaps they too were wondering why the chwidencha had not responded to their power.

Finally, Danifae said, "We should take shelter for atime, let the Teeming run its course. Then we can
travel overland again.”

Jeggred eyed the chwidenchawith hungry eyes. "The wizard said the wall of fire will last only a quarter
hour. What shelter will we find in so short atime?'

"The caves,” Pharaun said.

All of them looked first to Pharaun, then at the ground, to the holes that surrounded them.

"Why not atop one of the tors?"' Danifae asked, pointing at one of the innumerable spires of black stone
that dotted the plane. " Few spiders seem able or willing to scale their heights.”

"Look to the sky, Mistress Danifag,” Pharaun answered. Already the sun was invisible behind awall of
black storm clouds. "I think it would be safer and more comfortable, underground.”

Besides, Pharaun had already encountered one horror atop a spire. He had no desire to encounter
another.

"The caves," Quenthel said, hodding.

"Yes, Mistress," hissed one of the femal e heads of her whip. "The caves will be safer."

"Silence, Zinda," Quenthd gently admonished her whip.

"Safer?" Jeggred said and sneered. " Safety is the concern of cowards, timid priestesses, and weak
mages." He eyed Quenthel and Pharaun meaningfully in turn.

Pharaun smiled at the draegloth, turned his gaze to Quenthel, and said, "1 would remind your nephew
that it was Mistress Danifae who suggested that we seek shelter to avoid the danger of the Teeming. Does
that mean you think her timid, Jeggred?'

Pharaun took a moment to enjoy the look of consternation on Jeggred's face before he said, "Perhaps
not, then. But in any event, it appears you would prefer to linger on the surface until we return. | think it an
excellent idea. Thank you, Jeggred. Y our bravery will be remembered in song."

He offered the draegloth an insincere bow, and Jeggred snarled and bared his fangs.

Pharaun ignored the oaf—showing a dolt to be a dolt brought him only small satisfaction—and eyed the
open mouth of the chwidenchas' hole.

To Quenthel, he said, "l can seal the cave opening behind us with a spell, and we can wait for aslong as
need be. When the storm passes and the violence ends, | can get us back through, and we can travel then."

Quenthel nodded, and said, "An excellent idea, Master Mizzrym."

Jeggred snorted with contempt, and Quenthel fixed him with a stare that could have frozen afire
elemental. The serpent heads of her whip rose up and offered the draegloth a stare of their own.



"Nephew?"' she said and made the word sound like an insult. "Y ou wish to say something more,
perhaps?’

Jeggred opened his mouth, but Danifae's hand on his arm stopped him from saying whatever words he
had thought to offer.

Instead, Danifae smiled her disarming smile and looked to Pharaun.

"Master Mizzrym has offered sage counsel," she said, as though to Jeggred but really to Quenthel. "And
Mistress Quenthel iswiseto heed it." She let that sit a moment before she cocked her pretty head and
frowned. "Though, |'ve never before seen a male demonstrate such persuasion over a priestess of Lolth."

Pharaun almost laughed aloud at the transparency of the play. Danifae hoped to weaken the relationship
between Pharaun and Quenthel by intimating that the high priestess relied to an unseemly degree upon
Pharaun.

"Hardly persuasion,” hereplied. "But perhapsif she were not the only priestessin thislittle band to have
demonstrated wisdom, she would not have to rely on the paltry suggestions of amere male."

Jeggred glared at him, fangs bare. Pharaun stared back at the oaf.

Danifae showed no sign that she had heard Pharaun. She had eyes only for Quenthel.

The Baenre priestess met Danifa€e's stare with one of her own, gave atight smile, and said, "Some
mal es serve a purpose, battle-captive." Shetoo let that sit amoment before adding, "Of course, one must be
careful in choosing which males best suit the purpose at hand.” Then she let her gaze settle contemptuously
on Jeggred. "A priestess with a poor eye for choosing her male servantsis often a dead priestess. Perhaps
your draegloth has some sage counsel of his own to offer on the matter?”

"Counsel?' Jeggred snarled. "Here's my counsel, you—"

"Jeggred,” Danifae interrupted and patted one of the draegloth's fighting arms. "Be silent."

The draegloth said no more.

"Y our dog iswell-trained," Pharaun said, and Jeggred started to lunge at him.

Danifae caught his mane, and he halted in mid-stride. Pharaun held his ground and smiled.

Again, Danifae did not acknowledge Pharaun, instead saying to Quenthel, "No, Jeggred has nothing to
say at the moment. He isamale and offers his counsel only when solicited by me."

Pharaun could see the anger brewing behind Quenthel's eyes. She walked up to Danifae—not even
Jeggred dared get in her way, though he did stay beside the battle-captive—and stared down at the smaller
female.

"My nephew has never been known for hisintellect," she said.

Danifae smiled and stroked the draegloth's arm. "No, Mistress Quenthel," she replied. "Just hisloyalty."

Quenthel's expression hardened. She gave Danifae one last glare before turning to Pharaun and saying,
"And I rely on only Lolth, male."

When he heard those words, Pharaun knew that Danifae had accomplished exactly what she had
hoped.

"Of course, Mistress,”" he said, and nothing more, for there was nothing more to say. The damage was
aready done.

Behind Quenthel, Danifae offered him a knowing smile through the cuts on her face. Jeggred offered
him a snarl of undisguised hate.

He ignored them both and said to Quenthel, "The cave, Mistress?'

She nodded and replied, "The cave. But first. . . ."

The high priestess withdrew from an inner pocket of her piwafwi the wand of healing that she had
stolen from HalisstraMelarn back in Ched Nasad. She touched it to herself and whispered the command
word. The cuts on her face closed, the burns diminished, and her breathing grew easier. Afterward, she
walked over, and without asking permission, touched it to Pharaun and repeated the process. Much to his
relief, his nose healed, the charred mess of his hand regenerated, and the innumerable cuts and scratches
on historso closed.

"Thank you, Mistress," he said with a bow.

Quenthel did not acknowledge his gratitude. She put the wand back in her cloak, turned to Danifae, and
said, "No doubt, you will tend to yourself and your loyal draegloth.”

Pharaun offered Danifae a sneer. Likely, Danifae could tend to no one. Though Lolth had reawakened
and both priestesses had spells at their command, it was rare for a priestess of Lolth to store many healing
spellsin her mind. Priestesses of Lolth destroyed, they did not heal. Quenthel could heal herself and
Pharaun fully only because she had Halisstra's wand.

To his surprise, Danifae smiled at Quenthel and said, "Lolth will tend to us. As aways."

"Quite so," Quenthel replied with a cunning look.



Pharaun straightened his robes. At his feet, the cave mouth yawned. It sank almost vertically into the
rock. Webs lined itswalls, and stink leaked from it.

"After you, Mistress Danifae," he said and gestured down at the cave, all the while thinking, After al,
there might be something dangerous down there.

Danifae twisted her beautiful face into a sneer and said, "Come, Jeggred, Master Mizzrym remains
timid."

The draegloth took her curvaceous body in hisinner, smaller arms and lifted her from her feet.

"How quaint," Pharaun observed.

The draegloth stared holesinto the mage.

One of Danifae's legs escaped her cloak. She wore tight-fitting breeches, and the curve of her thigh and
hip drew Pharaun's eye, despite himself. She caught him eyeing her and did not cover her leg.

"Descend," she said to Jeggred, all the while smiling seductively at Pharaun.

Jeggred touched his House Baenre brooch and levitated down into the cave mouth.

For Quenthel's benefit, Pharaun signed after Danifae, Whore.

He looked up to find Quenthel staring at him, her expression unreadable. She drew her whip and stepped
to the cave opening.

"Seal it behind us, mage," she said.

She touched her own brooch and followed Danifae and her nephew down, whip bare and ready in the
event of an ambush.

Pharaun stood a moment at the edge, watching the top of Quenthel's head sink into the darkness.
Quenthel had said to Danifae that some males served a purpose—he needed to make certain that she
continued to think him one such.

For amoment, for a single tempting heartbeat, he considered abandoning her, abandoning the quest, but
quickly dismissed theidea asill-advised. Lolth was awake, and her priestesses again wielded the power of
their goddess; things were returning to normal. Besides, Pharaun would be answerable to Gromph and
House Baenre upon his return to Menzoberranzan for any direct or indirect harm he caused Quenthel.

With nothing else for it, he touched his House Mizzrym brooch and stepped out over the cave mouth.
For amoment, he hovered there, listening to the darkness below, wondering whether Danifae and Jeggred
would actually dare an ambush. He heard nothing and so descended until he floated just below the cave
mouth. There, he withdrew from his pocket a round piece of polished granite, a stone he had purchased
from acurio vendor in Menzoberranzan's bazaar, long ago. He cradled it against his palm with his thumb,
flattened his hands palms downward, and recited a series of arcane words.

When he finished the incantation, the magic formed awall of stone over the cave mouth. Its borders
melded with and into the surrounding rock, blocking the light from Lolth's sun. The brewing storm and the
seething Teeming disappeared behind the wall. The cave fell into welcome darkness, to which his eyes
quickly adjusted.

He put the granite back in its place and descended the rest of the way down the shaft. It wove a bit
here and there, but moved ever downward. He heard no sounds coming from below and assumed that
nothing dangerous lurked there—other than his companions. To be prudent, he pulled another chip of
flakefungus from his pocket and readied himself quickly to cast the flesh-flensing spell. He thought of an
ancient drow adage: Keep allies within reach of your sword, but keep enemies within reach of your knife.
He saw the wisdom of it. Pharaun never felt more uncomfortable than when Jeggred and Danifae were out
of hissight.

It was clear to him that Danifae was trying to undermine Quenthel's claim that she was the Yor'thae.
Perhaps she thought to take that title for herself? As absurd as it sounded, Pharaun thought it to be true.

For his part, he was beginning to think that neither priestess was or would be Lolth's Chosen.



Chapter Seven

Amidst the smoking ruins of Ched Nasad, Nimor stood on the cracked balcony of a once luxurious noble
manse. The house's structural wards had saved much of it from destruction when it had fallen to the bottom
of the chasm, but it still lay broken and askew on the rocky floor.

Most of Ched Nasad rested in ruins around him. Heaps of rubble and chunks of stone lay scattered and
broken about the chasm's bottom like the grave markers for arace of titans. Once, the city had hung over
the chasm on thick calcified webs. Then the duergar had come, the webs had burned under the gray
dwarves' stonefire bombs, and the city had fallen.

Nimor smiled at the destruction. He had returned from Chaulssin to look once more upon what his
people had wrought.

High above him hung those few of the city's webs that had survived the duergars' attacks bombs. A
number of intact buildings dangled in the broken, calcified strands like trapped caveflies, twisting helplessly
over the abyss. A handful of minor noble houses, built into the chasm's walls rather than on the webs that
once had spanned the abyss, remained largely intact.

Nimor knew that the Jaezred Chaulssin had begun to rebuild the city in their image. Drow in service to
the Jaezred Chaulssin worked at the bottom of the chasm, along its walls, and in the surviving webs near
the top. The beat of shadow dragon wings whispered in the cavern's depths, and many of the ruined
buildings that lay at the bottom of the chasm had already been melded into the Shadow Fringe. Qily,
impenetrable clouds of darkness shrouded the areas that existed simultaneously in both planes.

The transformation would go on for decades, Nimor knew, centuries perhaps. But when it was
complete, Ched Nasad would be another Chaulssin. The resurrected Ched Nasad would be one drow city
that contained nothing of the Spider Queen or her servants.

Nimor smiled, but softly. The sting of hisfailure lingered still, overwhelming whatever satisfaction he
otherwise would have felt. He had hoped to see not only Ched Nasad transformed but also
Menzoberranzan.

He eyed the magical ring of shadow on hisfingers, aband of liquid black that wrapped his digit like a
tiny asp. Of his many magic items, only his ring and his House brooch had retained their enchantments after
Gromph Baenre had cast his spell of digoining during their combat over Menzoberranzan's bazaar. Nimor
had not yet replaced any of hislost items. He regarded his penury as penance for hisfailure.

Menzoberranzan. He saw the city in his mind's eye, imagined it lying in ruin about him like Ched Nasad.

He shook the image from his head. Menzoberranzan stood, and Lolth had returned. Nimor had failed,
and he was no longer the Anointed Blade.

He sighed, fingering hisring.

Patron Grandfather Tomphael had ordered Nimor to return to Ched Nasad and Menzoberranzan one
final time, to look alternatively upon the scene of the Jaezred Chaulssin's success and the scene of their
failure. Nimor, of course, would obey the patron grandfather.

Besides, certain matters in Menzoberranzan—a certain bald matter and a certain half-devil
matter—required his attention.

"Hereis success," Nimor said to himsdlf, taking one final ook around. "Now, on to failure." Without
further ado, Nimor called upon the power of his shadow ring to remove him to the Fringe. When the magic
took effect, ruined Ched Nasad vanished, replaced by a shadowy ghost of itself. Only those portions of the
city that had been removed to the Plane of Shadow appeared substantive.

Nimor willed open a path along the Fringe to Menzoberranzan, and it opened before him. He stepped
onto it, beat hiswings, and took to the air. Unbound by the physical rules of the Prime Material Plane, the
Shadow Fringe allowed rapid travel. Swirling ribbons of shadow surged past and through Nimor. The power
of the ring and the nature of the Fringe turned ajourney of daysinto ajourney of lessthan an hour.

Presently, he found himself within the shadow correspondent of Menzoberranzan, a ghostly, dead image
of spires, towers, and stalagmite structures. With an effort of will, he pierced the veil between the Fringe
and the Prime and found himself hovering in darkness near the top of Menzoberranzan's cavern. Darkness
enshrouded him, rendering him invisible even to the otherwise discerning eyes of any drow who might look
up. He gazed down on hisfailure.

The Jaezred Chaulssin had scried the city, to keep tabs on events even after Nimor had fled. He knew
what those scryings had shown: The forces that he had so meticulously marshaled to conquer
Menzoberranzan were falling into disarray.



Vhok and his Scourged Legion were beginning to withdraw, fighting retreating actions through the
caverns east of the fungus gardens. No doubt the tanarukks would flee back to their warrens under
Hellgate Keep with their hides, if not their dignity, intact. Horgar and his ridicul ous duergar forces would not
be so fortunate. The duergar had left the rock of Tier Breche a pockmarked, melted, blackened waste, but
they had failed to break through—Melee-Magthere, Arach-Tinilith, and Sorcere all remained in the handsin
the Menzoberranyr. The battle there continued still. Explosions and blasts of magical energy denoted the
ferocity of the ongoing fight. Nimor knew it to be futile. Lolth had reawakened; the opportunity to conquer
the city had passed. The Spider Queen once again answered the prayers of her priestesses, and when
Arach-Tinilith spat out her daughters and they bolstered the Menzoberranyr forces with their newly
regained spells, the duergar would be routed. Few of them would ever leave Menzoberranzan. Unlike
Vhok, Horgar was too blind or too stupid to seeit.

Nimor let his eyeslinger long on the high plateau of Tier Breche, in particular on the soaring spires of
Sorcere. Somewhere within, he knew, was Gromph Baenre. Thinking of the Archmage caused Nimor's
blood to seethe. Gromph had destroyed the lichdrow Dyrr— the bazaar was still a smoking ruin from their
spell battle—and had been instrumental in thwarting the entire invasion. Nimor both hated and respected
him.

Nimor beat his wings and looked to hisright, to the great spire of Narbondel. Its base glowed red in the
darkness, a defiant beacon proclaiming to the whole of the Underdark that M enzoberranzan remained
standing. Nimor wondered if Gromph Baenre himself had lit the beacon's fires.

With startling suddenness, Nimor's emotional control dipped. An unbearable wave of frustration washed
over him. He clenched hisfists and swallowed down the roar that threatened to escape his throat.

He had fought well, schemed his best, and nearly—uwithin arothe's hair—conquered the most powerful
drow city in the Underdark. The trophy of Ched Nasad would have paled in comparison to the jewel of a
conquered Menzoberranzan.

Of course, he knew that nearly wasinsufficient, almost a paltry substitute for success, both for him and
for the Jaezred Chaulssin. Nearly won him nothing. Nearly had lost him his place of honor as the Anointed
Blade of the Jaezred Chaulssin.

That was the lesson the patron grandfather had wanted him to learn in returning—Nimor was to taste of
failure, to gag on its flavor so much that he would never dlow it to happen again. A tiny amount of humility
took root in him and tempered his habitual arrogance.

You promised to cleanse Menzoberranzan of the stench of Lolth, Patron Grandfather Mauzzkyl had
said to him. Have you done that?

Nimor had answered truthfully—he had not doneit. He had only nearly doneit, and the bitter taste of
nearly had all but choked him.

There will be other opportunities, Patron Father Tomphael had promised. If you learn wisdom.

Lesson learned, Tomphael, Nimor thought.

He fixed his gaze on Tier Breche, where the battle till raged, on the quiet Donigarten, where drow
soldiers prowled amongst the giant mushrooms. He thought of Horgar, of the little princeling'sfailings. . . .

Nimor had alesson of his own to teach. Horgar would be his student.

With his mind made up, he looked down upon Menzoberranzan afinal time. He stared at the soaring,
elegant spires, thetall towers, the twisting architecture of the great manor houses—all of it asilent
testimony to the unbearable arrogance of the Menzoberranyr. Perhaps they too had learned to temper their
arrogance with humility.

Or perhaps not.

Nimor looked down on the city and offered it a grudging nod of respect.

It had beaten him.

Thistime,

With aminor exercise of will, he moved into the bleakness of the Shadow Fringe.

The chwidencha shaft dropped down a spearcast before ending in a round chamber from which awide
horizontal tunnel extended. Old webs covered the walls, and the dried husks of dismembered spiders lay
cast about here and there, no doubt the remains of the chwidenchas meals. Jeggred kicked at them
absently. The dry air stank of must and decay.

Pharaun lowered himself to the ground beside Quenthel. Her whip flicked its tongues at him.

Danifae and Jeggred stood apart, eyeing them. Danifae ran her fingers over her holy symbol.

Pharaun could not help but think that not all of them would be returning to the surface. As a precaution,
he till held the piece of flakefungus hiddenin his palm.



To Quenthel, he said, "The tunnel is sealed above us, Mistress."

She nodded, looked down the horizontal tunnel, and said, "We will continue on for abit longer. Find a
more suitable spot to rest.”

No one protested, and Quenthel started down the tunnel. The rest of them fell in beside her. The cavern
was wide enough to accommodate the four of them walking abreast, and they did exactly that. None
wanted to show their backs to the others.

Here and there, smaller tunnels branched off of the main corridor and extended away into the darkness.
Pharaun wondered if al of Lolth's plane was hollowed out with tunnels, possessed of an Underdark of its
own. He thought they might have escaped the chwidencha and the Teeming only to find themselves facing
something worse in the depths.

Nothing for it now, he thought, but he kept his hearing attuned for sound from ahead.

He heard nothing other than Jeggred's respiration and the scrape of their boots over the rock. The
draegloth shouldered aside any carcasses in their way, but they encountered nothing alive. With the
chwidencha pack on the surface, it appeared that at least the main horizontal tunnel was empty.

After ashort time, they came to another roughly round chamber, one littered with more desiccated
spider husks and the hollowed out molt shells of the chwidencha. The shells, each as thin as fine parchment,
looked like dozens of chwidencha ghosts. Jeggred clutched one of them by its leg, and the entire shell
crumbled away in his grasp.

A few small pools of green acid dotted the chamber and bubbled smoke and stink into the air. It vented
through cracks in the low ceiling. A natural archway in the far side of the chamber opened onto another
large tunnel.

"Perhaps here, Mistress?' Pharaun ventured. "We are not vulnerable to attack from behind"'—at least
not from the chwidencha, he thought—"and can set awatch in the tunnel ahead. A rest would allow me
time to study my spellbooks and replace those spells|'ve cast."

He knew that it would also allow the priestesses, after a brief Reverie, to refresh their own spells from
Lolth. He could use the benefit of one or two of Quenthel's healing spells.

Quenthel eyed him with cool disdain, obvioudy displeased that he had offered yet another "suggestion.”
Still, she said, "Hereis as good a place as any. We will eat, rest, and pray to Lolth."

Hearing no protests, Pharaun found a choice rock and collapsed atop it.

"Jeggred will take the first watch,” Quenthel said.

The draegloth, crumbling yet ancther chwidencha molt, looked to Danifae, who nodded.

"Very well," Jeggred said to Quenthel and stalked across the chamber to take a position at the mouth of
the tunnel before them.

Quenthel watched him go with anger in her eyes. When he seemed situated, she said, "Not there,
nephew. Up the tunnel aways. It does me no good to learn of danger after it is already upon us."

Jeggred offered her an irritated growl and looked again to Danifae. The former battle-captive hesitated.

"Are you concerned to be alone with me?' Quenthel asked Danifae, letting contempt drip from her tone.

Danifae looked at Quenthel with achallenge in her startling gray eyes. "'l have yet to see areason why |
should be," shereplied.

Quenthel smiled. Still holding Danifag's attention, she waved dismissively at Jeggred and said, "Be off,
nephew."

Jeggred held his ground until Danifae gestured him up the tunnel with aflick of her fingers.

"I will not befar," Jeggred warned, for the benefit of everyone.

Even after the draegloth had prowled up the tunnel, Quenthel continued to stare at Danifae. The former
battle-captive studiously ignored Quenthel, examined her wounds, shook out her gear, and stripped down to
atight-fitting tunic and breeches. Scratches, cuts, and bruises from the battle marred her skin but did
nothing to diminish her attractiveness.

Pharaun again was struck by the sheer physicality of the woman. Men had fought and died for things
much less beautiful than Danifae's form.

It was unfortunate she would have to die. Hopefully, soon.

After atime, Quenthel too began to tend to her gear while her serpents eyed Danifae. Pharaun took that
asatruce and settled in himself.

Each of the three rested as far from the others as the chamber allowed, their backs pressed against the
web-covered tunnel wall. They ate in silence from the stores Vaas Hune had procured for them long ago
and brooded in silence amongst the chwidencha molts.

To occupy himself, Pharaun inventoried and organized his spell components in the many pockets of his
piwafwi. Afterward he took one of his traveling spellbooks from the extradimensional space contained in



his pack and replaced the spells he had cast by committing to memory the arcane words to new spells.
Thinking that he might have to use his magic against Jeggred and Danifae, he chose his spells with care.

By the time he had finished, both priestesses had closed their eyes and entered Reverie. Pharaun
assumed that both had surreptitiously cast alarm spells around them to warn of anyone approaching too
near. He activated the power of his Sorcere ring and saw the soft red glow of award spell in the area
around both priestesses. He smiled.

For creatures of chaos, he thought, drow certainly were predictable.

Unlike their mistress, Quenthel's whip serpents remained awake and alert. Two of them—K'Sothra and
Y ngoth, Pharaun believed—extended outward and kept their eyes on the tunnel in which Jeggred hulked.
Two others kept their eyes on Danifae, while one of them, the female Qorra, kept her eyes on Pharaun.

Vaguely offended that he warranted only one watch-serpent, Pharaun stuck his tongue out at Qorra.
She flicked her own in answer.

Pharaun ignored it, stretched out hislegs, and settled more comfortably on hisrock. He was tired but not
yet ready to enter Reverie. For awhile, he watched the rise and fall of Danifag's breasts. He did not allow
himself to fantasize about her overmuch—he knew how well she played male lust to her advantage.
Besides, it was only amatter of time before Quenthel disposed of her.

Pharaun finally decided that he too should spend an hour or two in Reverie. But first, he would cast a
ward on his person similar to that which the priestesses had cast. It would aert him should any creature get
closer than five paces.

Just as he began to whisper the arcane words to the spell, Pharaun felt afamiliar tinglein hismind. He
recognized it immediately, and a more pronounced tingle coursed through his flesh. He aborted the casting,
delighted that the alu-fiend had tracked them down again.

Well met, Master Mizzrym, Aliisza purred, her mental voice like velvet in his brain.

Despite himself, Pharaun grinned like afirst-year apprentice at the gentle touch of her mind on his.
While he knew she had her own reasons for tracking him and his companions, he could not deny that he
enjoyed her attentions.

Aliisza, my dear, he projected back. We do meet in the strangest locales.

The times are strange, dearest, Aliiszareplied. And strange times make for strange bedfellows.

One can only hope, he answered, and grinned still more widely.

Quenthel's watch serpent hissed at his smile. Pharaun let it fade from his face, turned, and looked past
the serpent.

Up the forward tunnel a stone's throw, he saw the outline of Jeggred's muscular form. The draegloth sat
in acrouch, watching up the tunnel, his broad back to Pharaun and rising and falling with each stinking
breath. Pharaun could not tell whether the draegloth was awake or asleep. Unlike the drow, Jeggred
required actual sleep.

Quenthel and Danifae both were in Reverie, though both wore scowls. Pharaun was pleased. He would
have only to deal with Quenthel's whip serpents.

The priestesses you accompany rest ill at ease, Aliiszasaid.

Itisaracial trait, he answered, sarcastic as always.

They simply need a little something to tire them out first, she said.

A little something? Pharaun answered, playing at being offended.

Aliiszalaughed.

What isthe Y or'thae? she asked.

The question gave Pharaun a start, but long practice kept it from his face and his surface thoughts. How
did Aliisza know anything of the Yor'thae?

Apparently sensing his agitation, the serpent watching Pharaun uttered a soft hiss. Pharaun pretended
not to have heard it and settled more comfortably onto his rock.

How do you know that word? he asked.

She let her mental fingers caress his brain playfully. The Lower Planes resound with it. It'sin the
wind, the screams of tortured souls, the rush of boiling water. What is it, dear heart?

Pharaun heard none but the usual guile in her tone so he answered her truthfully: The Yor'thae is Lolth's
Chosen.

Oooh, Aliiszasaid. Which is it, the pretty one or the big one with the whip?

Pharaun could only shake his head.

Maybe it's neither, Aliiszasaid.

To that Pharaun made no comment, though her statement disquieted him. Her words too closely echoed
his own recent thoughts. He decided to change the subject.



Where are you? he asked.

| aminvisible. Look around and find me, she answered with amental smile. If you do, you'll win a
prize.

With asimple exercise of hiswill, Pharaun attuned his vision to see invisible objects and creatures—an
effect that he had made permanent to his person. Casually, so as not to alarm the whip serpent whose eyes
still glared at him, he looked down the tunnel opposite the onein which Jeggred sat, back the way they had
come. There, he saw her.

You win, she said.

Aliiszaleaned suggestively against the tunnel wall, back arched, arms back, batlike wings furled so asto
reveal her lean body—the sensuous curve of her small breasts, the length of her legs, the turn of her sleek
hips. Her long ebony tresses flowed down her back. She was looking at him and smiling. Pharaun found her
small fangs more alluring than he cared to admit.

Greetings, lady, hesaid. I'll just be a moment.

It is ungentlemanly to make a lady wait, she said, asmilein her voice. You will have to make it up to
me.

Again, Aliisza, he answered, one can only hope.

Her giggle managed to sound both girlish and sexually provocative al at once. He found it thrilling. He
looked at the serpent that was eyeing him. It flicked itstongue again.

He leaned back on hisrock and closed his eyes as though preparing for Reverie. Fortunately, he knew
an illusion that required no material component.

Moving only hisfingers and whispering under his bresth, he cast a sophisticated glamour. The spell
affected the entire areain which he reclined. To the serpent, it would appear that Pharaun remained on his
rock deep in Reverie, while the real Pharaun could do whatever he wished in the affected area under cover
of theillusion.

After completing the spell, he looked at the serpent—Qorra showed no sign of noticing anything
amiss—and climbed silently to his feet. The serpent's gaze remained fixed on theillusion, on the false
Pharaun.

Smiling, Pharaun pulled from his pocket a strip of fleece and whispered the words to a spell that
rendered him invisible—a necessary precaution, because when he left the affected area of his spell, the
illusionary image would no longer screen him. He knew that Aliisza's demon blood allowed her to see
invisible creatures so she would have no problem seeing him.

In his mind, Aliisza giggled again, and the sound sent a charge through him. Strange that the presence of
ademon, abeit a beautiful one, brought him such pleasure.

Clever, dearest, she said.

He started quietly down the tunnel toward her, leaving behind him an image of himself reclined on a
rock, lost in Reverie.

My, but you look horrid! she said as he drew near.

He knew. He had been through the Shadow Deep, the Abyss, and the Demonweb Pits, all without
bathing. He had used cantrips to mitigate his stink and keep his clothes mended, but the minor spells could
do only so much.

The journey has been a hard one, hereplied. Perhaps you would enjoy an illusory Pharaun
more? Hejerked histhumb back up the corridor.

No, dearest, she said and stretched languidly, to show her body to best effect. Her green eyes danced
over him suggestively. She held out her arms. I'll take the real thing.

The moment he got within arm's reach, he took her in his arms. Her wings unfurled and enfolded them,
her perfume intoxicated him, and her skin and curves stirred him. He allowed himself a moment of pleasure,
greedily ran his hands over the smooth skin of her body, then—with great effort—pushed her to arm's
length.

How did you find us? he asked. Why are you back?

She pouted and her wings fluttered. Such questions, Master Mizzrym! | found you by looking. You
are not hard to locate. Asfor why I'm back . . . Her face grew serious and she looked directly into his
eyes. | wanted to say good-bye.

To Pharaun's surprise, a pit opened in his stomach. Good-bye? He let hisfingertip trace aline along her
hip.

She looked away for amoment. | fear we will not see each other again, dear heart, and | needed to
look on you one last time.

He did not believe aword of that last, though he very much wanted to.



You've finished your charge and now return to Vhok's embrace? Is that it? He was surprised by
the bitterness that leaked into his tone. His hands on her body grew less gentle.

She smiled, reached up, and ran along-nailed finger down his jaw-line. You are so jealous, my mage.
No, I will not return to Kaanyr. | have told him all that | was charged to tell, and now | am done with
him. At least for now. | have grown interested in a different kind of man.

Pharaun ignored the implicit compliment. What did you tell him of us? he asked.

Everything, shereplied. That was my charge.

Pharaun had expected nothing different, but the answer still pained him distantly.

If you will not return to him and your charge is complete, why would we not see each other
again? he asked her. The question betrayed a certain weakness, and he hated himself for asking it, but he
could not help himself.

She smiled, and her eyes grew as sad as her demonic blood allowed. Because | do not think you will
survive what is coming, she answered.

For amoment, he could think of nothing to say. Her candor surprised him. Finally he managed a smile.

What is coming?

She shook her head and said, | don't know. But this plane is dangerous and stinks of. . . something.

He dropped his hands from her. You are mistaken, he said.

She looked at him in away she had not done before. Perhaps | am. | can always hope. But if | am
not, may | have something to remember you by? A token of my gallant drow mage?

Pharaun wondered if atoken freely given was what Aliiszarealy was after. He knew what a skilled
spellcaster could do with such aprize. A part of him wished it were otherwise, but he had seen through her.

Before that, tell me what is happening in Menzoberranzan, he demanded.

Aliisza frowned, as though the fate of Pharaun's city was an afterthought. It stands, shereplied. Lolth's
power has returned to the priestesses. Kaanyr isin retreat, and the duergar soon will be.

Pharaun felt a surge of relief at the news. Menzoberranzan still stood.

Odd, he thought, that he felt such attachment to a place when he felt no such attachment to any of the
personsin it.

Distantly, he wondered if Gromph had survived the siege. If not, "Archmage Pharaun Mizzrym" sounded
pleasing. And since House Baenre would be selecting Gromph's replacement, he had al the more reason to
aly himsdf closely with Quenthel.

A memento? Aliisza prodded. Something small. A lock of your hair?

Pharaun smiled at her, ahard smile. No, Aliisza. No token. | think I'll keep all of me to me.

She took his meaning; her brow furrowed in genuine anger.

You misunderstand, she protested. |— She looked over his shoulder and behind him. It seems your
absence has been noted. Farewell, beloved.

With that, Aliisza kissed him as though she never would again and vanished, teleporting away without a
sound and leaving him staring at the wall. The smell of her perfume and the remembrance of her last word
lingered intheair.

Before Pharaun could do anything further, hisinvisible flesh erupted in purple flames. Faeriefire. A
flutter went through his gut.

The stench of rotting meat overwhelmed the last lingering aroma of Aliisza—Jeggred's breath. Pharaun
quickly rehearsed an excuse in his mind, even while he thought through the incantation that would trigger
one of his more powerful spells, aspell that required the utterance of only a single word.

Grabbing two fingers full of web from thewall, he dispelled hisinvisibility spell, turned, and found that
his nose nearly touched Jeggred's heaving chest. The draegloth had moved behind him with the silence of
an assassin.

With breathtaking speed, Jeggred grabbed him by the throat with one of his fighting claws and lifted him
from the ground until they were face to face. Pharaun gagged—partially from his proximity to the
draegloth's breath, partially from the clawed hand squeezing his windpipe.

"A spell to cover your absence?' the draegloth asked, nodding back at the chamber where the illusory
Pharaun still reclined. Jeggred sniffed the air thoughtfully. "What is it you're doing down here, mage?' His
red eyes narrowed. He extended his arm and slammed Pharaun against the cave wall.

Pharaun's magical piwafwi and rings prevented the impact from cracking hisribs, prevented even
Jeggred's incredible strength from closing histhroat, but only just.

"Release . . . me," Pharaun demanded.

His anger wasrising, partialy at Jeggred, partially at the fact that he feared he might have mistaken



Aliiszas motives. Still, he considered it beneath his dignity to flail about, so he remained till.

Jeggred squeezed Pharaun's throat harder and held his other fighting claw before Pharaun's face. With
hisinner, human hands, the draegloth took hold of Pharaun's arms by the wrists, presumably to prevent him
from casting any spell that might require gestures to complete. Pharaun tested their strength for a moment
and found them more than amatch for his own. Scraps of old meat hung between Jeggred's yellow fangs.

"She is manipulating you," Pharaun croaked, and both of them knew he meant Danifae.

"No," Jeggred said and sneered. " She's manipulating you. And my aunt." He spat the last word as
though it tasted foul.

"You'reafool, Jeggred,” Pharaun managed. "And time will show it."

The draegloth exhaled a cloud of vilenessinto hisface and said, "If so, you will not be diveto seeit,
because you, wizard, are out of time. This has been long in coming.”

Jeggred looked back up the cavern to see if either Danifae or Quenthel had stirred. Neither had.
Pharaun'sillusionary image sat on itsrock in blissful Reverie.

To Pharaun's surprise, the serpents of Quenthel's whip—all of them—stared silently down the tunnel,
watching the confrontation.

Pharaun understood it then. If the serpents were watching the confrontation, then Quenthel was
watching it too, at least indirectly. She wanted to see what Pharaun would do when confronted with her
nephew. Another test. He was growing tired of tests.

Jeggred, of course, saw nothing other than the opportunity to kill an irritating rival. With an unexplainable
illusion of Pharaun sitting in the campsite, the draegloth probably believed that he could concoct any story
he wanted about Pharaun's treachery.

Jeggred leaned in close and his rancid breath made Pharaun wince.

"Y ou see it now, don't you?"' the draegloth asked. " Go ahead and scream. Y ou'll be dead before they
awaken. I'll explain it asthe execution of atraitor and feed on your heart. My aunt will shout, but she'll dare
nothing more."

Pharaun could not help but smirk. Jeggred truly was adolt. He had all the subtlety of a warhammer. It
surprised Pharaun that the draegloth possessed any drow blood at al, so inept was he at scheming. Of
course, having met and killed Belshazu, Pharaun knew that Jeggred's demon bloodline was something less
than spectacular.

"Y our death amuses you?" Jeggred whispered, leaning in close.

Pharaun twisted his head to the side so he could more easily speak.

"No, you do."

With that, he whispered a single word of power, one of the most powerful he knew.

The arcane force in the word hit Jeggred like atitan's maul. Foul breath blew from the draegloth’s lungs,
and he released Pharaun—who managed to keep his feet when he hit the ground—staggered, uttered a
spit-fouled stutter, and sank to his knees.

Pharaun knew the word of stunning would leave the draegloth incapacitated for only a short time. He
knew too that the spell likely would not ordinarily affect Jeggred at al, but the draegloth's battle with the
chwidencha had left him weakened and vulnerable.

Of course, Jeggred knew no more of that than he did of Quenthel's tacit permission to Pharaun to teach
the oaf alesson.

With exaggerated dignity, Pharaun smoothed his piwafwi and straightened the stiff collar of his shirt.
When he noticed that Jeggred's claw had torn a slash into the chest of his shirt, his anger burned hotter still.

"Oaf," he said and cuffed Jeggred in the head. It felt good. He cuffed him twice more.

The draegloth sat on his knees before him, drooling, moaning softly.

Pharaun looked up the tunnel to see ten ditted eyes still watching in silence. He knelt down to look into
Jeggred's slack face.

Pharaun thought of offering the draegloth the excuse he had prepared—I was gathering material
components. Theillusion was to avoid alarming anyone who might stir in their deep and find me gone. The
invisibility is one of my ordinary precautions when acting alone—but decided against it. Quenthel wanted to
test Pharaun and at the same time teach alesson to Jeggred. Pharaun would push it as far as the high
priestess wanted it to go.

He took Jeggred's slack face in his hand and said, "Remember this moment, demonspawn. Thisis me
doing better than fire, not so? If | desired it, | could drag you to one of these acid pools and dip your head
in. Imagine that, dolt. The spell | used to incapacitate you was of middling power. If | wished you dead, |
could strip the flesh from your bones in an instant, or stop your heart with aword." He punched the
draegloth in the face again, more angry at himself over Aliiszathan at Jeggred. He decided that he would



burn out Jeggred's eyes before killing him. He started to cast—

But the crack of awhip froze him.

"Master Mizzrym!" Quenthel called, her voice sharp.

With effort, Pharaun controlled his anger. He leaned in close to Jeggred's vile face and said, " Serve your
mistress and I'll serve mine. We'll see who hasthe right of it at the end of this. Meanwhile, I'll place a
contingency spell on my person. Perhaps you do not know what ‘contingency' means? It means that if you
put one of your stinking hands on me again—"

"Mage!" Quenthel called again. Pharaun licked hislips, looked back up the tunnel, and slowly stood.
Lesson learned, apparently. He wondered if he had passed her test.

Quenthel stood over theillusionary Pharaun, looking down the tunnel at the confrontation between the
real mage and Jeggred. Danifae stood behind and beside her.

"Explain yoursalf," Quenthel ordered.

Pharaun held up the webs and recited the lie without hesitation: "I was gathering material components,
Mistress. | used an illusion of myself to avoid alarming your serpents, lest they disturb your deep.”

At that, the serpents hissed, and Qorradrifted up near Quenthel's ear and hissed something. The high
priestess cocked her head and nodded.

Danifae's hooded gaze went from Quenthel, to the stunned and drooling Jeggred, to Pharaun. Despite
her obvious vulnerability at that moment, she showed no fear. The Master of Sorcere wondered if Quenthel
would take the opportunity to kill the former battle-captive.

"Not this," the Baenre priestess said. She passed her hand through the illusion, which vanished, then she
pointed the haft of her whip at Jeggred. "Explain that.”

Pharaun looked down on the draegloth, who seemed at |ast to be recovering from the effects of the
word of power. All four of his hands reflexively clenched and unclenched. His moans grew louder, and his
drool pooled on the tunnel floor.

"Ah, that," Pharaun said, and aimed a smile at Danifae. "Without the two of you available to mediate,
your nephew and | found ourselves engaged in a... doctrinal dispute. I'm afraid the force of my arguments
has left him stunned." He patted the draegloth's head the way he might a pet lizard. "My apologies, Jeggred.
All isforgiven now though, not so? We'll smply agree to disagree.”

Jeggred managed a growl, and his fighting hands pawed at the hem Pharaun's piwafwi.

"Yes, well ... ahem," Pharaun said, and backed up a step. "There we haveit. Friends again."

He walked back up the tunnel and bowed before Quenthel.

"Forgive me for disturbing your Reverie, Mistress," he said.

Quenthel stood silent for amoment before saying, "Y ou did not disturb me, Master Mizzrym."

Hearing those words, Pharaun understood that he had passed her test. He smirked at Danifae and called
to mind another spell as he watched Jeggred come back to himself. Just in case.

The effect of the word of power vanished quickly. Jeggred's breath came hard, and his hands dug
furrowsinto the stone. He climbed to his feet, shook his head to clear it, and fixed his baleful stare on
Pharaun.

"I will tear your head from your shoulders!" he roared as he stalked up the tunnel.

"Stop," Quenthel commanded but to no effect.

It was Danifag's raised hand and soft word that halted Jeggred's charge. He stood in the tunnel, staring
hate and rage into Pharaun.

"All thingsin duetime," Danifae said and offered the mage a smirk of her own.

"Indeed," Quenthel answered, eyeing her nephew coldly.

Pharaun forced a smile, just to irk the draegloth, though when he looked at Quenthel and Danifae, he
heard Aliiszas troubling words in his mind. Maybe neither of them was the Yor'thae.

Nimor found Crown Prince Horgar at hisfield headquarters—a large, rough-walled, stalagmite-dotted
cavern in the Dark Dominion not far from the battle lines at Tier Breche. The chamber stank of sweat,
blood and the thick smoke from stonefire bombs. Nimor hung near the ceiling of the cavernin his
half-dragon form, invisible by virtue of one of his spdlls.

Squads of duergar streamed in and out of the cavern, coming and going from the battle, their blocky
armor ringing, their dusky skin smoke-blackened and bloody. Some were still enlarged—duergar possessed
an innate magical ability to double their size—so Nimor presumed they had just come from the battle.

They spoke to each other in their inelegant language, their voices deep and gravelly. In the
conversations, Nimor caught the ripple of afaint undercurrent of fear. Perhaps the duergar forces at last
had encountered the spells of a priestess of Lolth. If so, even thetiny intellects encased in their small bald



heads must have understood the implications.

Two elderly clerics, each as bent and twisted as a demon'’s heart, tended the wounded. Nimor didn't
know the name of the deity they served and did not care. Occasiona explosionsin the distance—stonefire
bombs and spells, no doubt—occasionally shook the cavern and rained rock dust on the inhabitants.

Prince Horgar stood to one side of the table, bent over alow stone table, looking at a makeshift map of
the approaches to Tier Breche and issuing orders to two of his commanders who stood to either side of
him. After afew moments of exchanged words, nods, and gestures at the map, the two bald commanders
offered agreement with whatever Horgar said, gave him a salute—by thumping their pick hafts against the
cavern floor—and stalked off.

Horgar stood alone over the table. He stroked his chin, staring at the map, lost in thought.

Horgar's scarred bodyguard stood near the Prince. He held a bare warhammer, but his slack stance
indicated that he expected no thresat to hislord. Nimor smiled without mirth and flexed his claws. With the
keen senses gifted him through his dragon heritage, Nimor studied the chamber. Duergar also possessed an
innate ability to turn invisible. Nimor wanted no surprises.

As he had expected, he sensed no one in the cavern other than those duergar he could already see.

Horgar stood upright and stared at the cavern wall, no doubt still wrestling with some problem or
strategy that plagued his pathetic little mind. He put a hand to his axe haft and rubbed the back of his bald
head.

Calling upon the power of his brooch, Nimor levitated down until he stood directly behind the
unsuspecting Horgar. The little dwarf was muttering in his awkward tongue.

L esser races, Nimor thought with contempt.

Nimor might have said something to Horgar before killing him, might have shown himself, might have
evoked fear, but he did none of those things. He was the former Anointed Blade, an n without peer.
When hekilled, he did so without fanfare.

Moving with arapidity and ease born of long practice, he reached around Horgar and tore open the
dwarf's throat. He turned visible the moment he struck.

The hole in the prince's throat sprayed blood across the map, across the cavern wall. Horgar gagged and
fell across the table, his muttering becoming afading, wet gurgle. The prince tried to turn to see his
attacker, but Nimor had split histhroat so thoroughly that the muscles of the gray dwarf's neck would not
function.

Nimor grabbed Horgar by the top of his head and jerked his face around, partially to let Horgar see who
had killed him and partially to ensure that the crown prince was beyond the ability of the duergar clericsto
help. Horgar's eyes went wide, and Nimor satisfied himself that the gaze had flashed recognition even as
the duergar's life blood pumped from the gash in his throat. The prince's gnarled body began to spasmin its
death throes. The clerics would be unable to save him.

Shouts of surprise and rage erupted around Nimor—the stomping of boots, the clank of armor, the ring
of weapons. He looked up to see duergar charging him from all sides, rushing to their fallen prince. Some
were enlarging as they charged, growing taller and broader with each step. Others called upon their innate
ability to turn invisible and vanished from his sight.

No matter, Nimor smiled, swallowed, triggered areaction in his lungs, and exhaled a cloud of billowing,
viscous shadows that nearly filled the whole of the cavern. He poured al of his pent up frustration, anger,
and shame into the exhalation. The cloud of darkness engulfed the onrushing duergar and siphoned energy
from their souls. Nimor heard them shouting in pain, cursing, shrieking. He stood unharmed in the midst of
the cloud, grinning at the death around him.

The shadows dissipated quickly. Duergar lay scattered around the cavern, some of them dead, some of
them dying, some of them weakened so much that they could no longer stand. A few, perhaps, would live.

Unless adrow patrol happened upon them.

Nimor located Horgar's scarred bodyguard. The duergar lay to Nimor'sright, still holding his
warhammer. The gray dwarf's eyes were unfocused, and drool dripped from the corner of his mouth.
Nimor stepped to him, knelt, and looked him in the face.

"Y ou should have chosen your master with more care,”" he said and dlit the guard's throat.

He found the death pleasingly cathartic. It always did him good to kill.

Without another word, Nimor rose, shifted back into the Shadow Fringe, and left the cavern of dead and
dying duergar behind him. He wanted to see Kaanyr Vhok before he returned to Chaulssin.

Inthracis walked the flesh-lined lower halls of Corpsehaven. The walls squirmed in his wake. Nisviim,
his jackal-headed arcanaloth lieutenant, walked beside him.



The screams of mortal souls sounded in the distance, audible through the walls. No doubt some of his
mezzol oths were feeding soul larvae to his canoloth pets.

"Shall | sound the muster for the Regiment, Lord?" Nisviim asked.

Despite the arcanal oth's muzzle and overlarge canines, his voice and diction were impeccable. His
heavy robes swooshed with each step. He toyed with one of the two magical rings on his hairy fingers as
he spoke.

"Soon, Nisviim," Inthracis answered, "but first we must attend to a small matter in my laboratory."

The arcanal oth cocked his head with curiosity but kept his questions to himself.

"Very well, Lord," he said.

Nisviim was as skilled an enchanter as Inthracis was a necromancer. Ordinarily, an arcanaloth of
Nisviim's power would not have been content to serve as a second to Inthracis, but Inthracis had long ago
learned Nisviim's true name. With it, he kept Nisviim obedient and subservient. The only alternative to
service for Nisviim was pain.

They approached the flesh-and-bone door that led to one of Inthracis's alchemical laboratories. Two
hulking, round-bodied, four-armed derghol oths stood silent guard outside the door, both of them dead, both
of them animated by Inthracis's spells. Recognizing their master, the guardian dergholoths made no move to
stop Inthracis's advance.

Inthracis tel epathically projected the password to suspend the wards on his door. The doors flared green
as the wards dispelled. Decaying hands reached from the jambs to swing the portal open. The stink of rot,
pleasant to Inthracis, wafted into the hallway.

Inthracis and Nisviim walked through the dergholoths and entered. Corpsehaven's dead pulled the door
closed behind them.

Animated hands, arms, and claws crawled the floor of the laboratory—the aftereffects of some of
Inthracis's experiments. All of them scrabbled out of the ultroloth's path. Several immobilized and magically
silenced barbed devilslay on tables, all of them partially dissected. Beakers and braziers covered the
multitude of bone workbenches. The handkerchief with which Inthracis had daubed V haeraun's blood
soaked in an enchanted beaker filled with shadow essence. A bound fire mephit chained to the beaker held
histiny, flaming hand under the glass. Inthracis hoped to turn the blood into a distillate strongly resistant to
Shadow Magic.

"Follow, Nisviim," he said.

They crossed the laboratory to the opposite wall, where Inthracis spoke aword of power. The corpses
in the wall rearranged themselves at its utterance, squirmed wetly aside, and formed an archway. A small,
secret, heavily warded chamber lay beyond. With a mentally projected series of words, Inthracis
temporarily deactivated the wards.

The ultroloth walked through, as did his lieutenant.

The arcanaloth believed that he had never before seen the chamber, but Inthracis knew better. Nisviim
had been in the chamber many times, but he remembered none of them.

Within the room, reclined in a clear case of glassteel, was Inthraciss body. Or at |east one of them. As
amatter of prudence, he kept at all times at least one clone of himself in temporal stasis. Were his current
body to die, his soul, and his memories and knowledge, would immediately inhabit the clone. Upon being
released from stasis, the clone would live; Inthracis would live.

He had been through three cloned bodies aready, and the process had served him well. He'd died under
devil claws before Dis's gates in battle with the forces of Dispater, and he'd been consumed by a caustic
ooze on the fungus-filled thirty-fourth layer of the Abyss.

"A clone, Lord," Nisviim observed.

Inthracis pushed aside the memories of his earlier deaths and nodded. The time had come.

Without preamble, he spoke aloud Nisviim's true name: "Heed me, Gorgalisin."

Instantly, Nisviim's body went slack, his eyes vacant. The arcanal oth stood perfectly still, as much an
animated corpse as the dergholoths outside the laboratory. At that moment, Inthracis could have
commanded Nisviim to do anything and the arcanal oth would have done it without question. Indeed, had he
desired it, Inthracis could have used the invocation of Nisviim's true name to wrack the arcanaoth's soul or
stop his heart.

He did not desireit, of course. A bound, named arcanal oth was too valuable an asset to waste with an
amusing dezath.

Instead, Inthracis said, "In the event that you gain knowledge of my death or if | do not return to
Corpsehaven within afortnight of this day, you will enter this chamber—" and Inthracis telepathically
projected into Nisviim's mind the words to bypass the wards of his laboratory and the secret clone



chamber—"and dispel the stasis on this body. Thereafter, you will return to your quarters and forget that
any of thisever occurred. Nod if you understand.”

Nisviim nodded.

"Return now to your quarters,” Inthracis said, "and let slip from your consciousness all that has
transpired during the last hour. Thereafter, sound the muster and summon the regiment to the Assembly
Hal."

Nisviim nodded, turned, and walked dlowly from the chamber.

Inthracis watched him go, content that even if he died in combat with the drow priestesses, or if
Vhaeraun betrayed and murdered him, he would live again.

In athoughtful mood, he studied his hand, compared it to that of the clonein stasis. He wondered for a
few heartbeats asto the nature of identity. Was the vivified clone still him? Was Nisviim gtill Nisviim when
commanded by his truename?

For amoment, Inthracis felt as much a construct as Corpsehaven, no moretruly alive than the dead who
prowled its hdls.



Chapter Eight

The storm railed against the temple for hours. Feliane and Uluyara sat in peaceful Reverie throughout,
untroubled by the angry scream of the wind and the blistering patter of the smoking, acidic rain. Halisstra
allowed them their rest.

Within only afew hours, the storm abated, as though the plane itself wastoo exhausted to continue its
tirade. Even the ever-present wind died down somewhat. Halisstra offered a prayer of thanks to Eilistraee,
rose quietly, and exited the makeshift temple.

She stepped forth into the fall of night. Lolth'stiny sun wasjust vanishing behind the distant horizon,
casting its last spiteful rays of blood-red light over the landscape. The violence below too had abated, and
Halisstratook a moment to enjoy the silence—no storm, no keening webs, no whispered, "Yor'thae."

She felt free of Lolth, entirely free. She closed her eyes for amoment and breathed deeply, a clean
breath.

Sheturned and saw that the walls of the temple were pitted from the rain, but that the symbol of
Eilistraee over the door remained intact, untouched by the storm.

Our goddessis stubborn, Halisstra realized with asmile.

High above her, the river of souls flowed on toward their eternal fate. Looking at them, she felt a pang
for Ryld. She hoped he had found at least some peace.

The souls flowed as one toward a range of craggy mountains that soared so high they looked like awall
between worlds. Halisstra noticed that while vortices of power still churned in the sky, there were fewer
than before.

She felt as though events were settling down, consolidating before the final resolution. Unfortunately,
shedid not know just what the final resolution would be. She pressed the flat of the Crescent Blade against
her palm and tried to keep her heart calm.

Feeling small but still determined, she walked to the edge of the tor and looked out and down on the
Demonweb Pits.

The sight nauseated her.

Evidence of the destructive violence had survived the storm. Legs, torn carcasses, and pedipalps lay
strewn across the broken land for as far as she could see. |chor stained the rocks, even after the rain.
Gorges, holes, and pits marred the surface of the landscape; webs spanned every opening; lakes of acid
steamed poison into the air.

Soon, she knew, the wind would return and with it, the keening of the songspider webs and the call to
Lolth's Yor'thae.

Why did Lolth need this Yor'thae, Halisstra wondered? What was the Chosen supposed to do?

With effort, she pushed the questions from her mind. Lolth's schemes no longer concerned Halisstra.

She touched the symbol of the Dark Maiden embossed on her breastplate and smiled. She felt that she
had stepped on a new path, that L olth's voice would no longer pull at her soul. She was free of the Spider
Queen.

For now, said a stubborn voice from the depths of her brain, but she pushed it back down.

The sun sank behind the mountains and its light faded entirely. Halisstra felt a painful itch between her
shoulder blades, as though she had been poked with needles. She turned and saw, through a convenient hole
in the clouds, eight red stars rising into the sky. Seven were bright, one dim. Clustered like a spider's eyes,
the stars looked down on Halisstra with pal pable malevolence.

She answered their gaze with a defiant stare and araised blade.

Gromph sat behind the enormous, polished dragonbone desk in his office in Sorcere. A dim green
glowball cast the room in viridian and threw long shadows on the walls. Various trinkets, weapons,
sculptures, and paintings decorated the office, the magical flotsam Gromph had gathered over the course of
hislong life.

His magical ring had aimost fully regenerated his flesh. The burns were entirely gone; the blisters
healed. He tapped his fingertips on the desk—the skin was still dightly tender and tingly-—and thought
about his next steps.

Though he'd had little time to spare, he had managed a quick meal of spiced mushrooms and cured rothe
meat while he and Nauzhror had awaited Prath's arrival. Gromph had not taken the time to bathe or change
his attire, so the stink of filth and smoke still oozed from him. More conscious of the smell in the close
confines of his office, he crinkled his nose, spoke the words to a cantrip, and used the minor magical power



to mend his clothes and clean himself up, at least a bit.

A knock sounded on the zurkhwood door that opened onto the hallway.

"It is Prath, Archmage," the apprentice called.

With aflick of hisfinger, Gromph temporarily suspended the wards on his door.

"Enter," he commanded, and Prath did.

The wards reengaged when the door shut.

Prath nodded to Nauzhror, who sat in one of the two cushioned chairs opposite Gromph's desk, and
crossed the room.

"Sit, apprentice," Gromph said and indicated the second chair.

Prath sank into it, saying nothing.

Gromph studied the two wizards, thinking the apprentice overly muscular and fidgety, the Master overly
fat and ambitious. Neither yet understood exactly what Gromph proposed to do.

Gromph's personal office was perhaps the most secure location in the city, the haven from which he
could begin in secret his assault on House Agrach Dyrr. A series of wards—far more than those that
simply prevented entry through the doorway—sheathed the room to prevent not only physical intrusion but
scrying and other magical surveillance. Gromph perceived the wardsin the room around him as atickle on
the newly regrown hairs of hisarms, adight chargein theair.

Of al the mages in Menzoberranzan, only the lichdrow would have had a chance to penetrate Gromph's
ward scheme, and only maybe.

Of course, the lichdrow was no more than dust at the moment. Gromph intended to ensure that he
stayed that way.

A half-full chalice of fortified mushroom wine sat on the smooth, white desktop beside the remains of
Gromph's meal. Near the chalice and silver plate sat one of Gromph's two personal scrying crystals. Unlike
his crystal ball, unlike the great lens in Sorcere's scrying chamber, the crystal on his desk was not smooth
surfaced, but rather was a head-sized, irregularly-shaped piece of brown, black, and red banded
chrysoberyl. Those in the World Above called it "cat's eye,” and its properties as a scrying medium were
highly vaued.

Unfortunately, a chrysoberyl scrying crystal typically did not have the range of most other types of
crystals. Still, for close work, there was nothing better. And Gromph's crystal had an added benefit: He
could cast certain types of spellsthroughiit.

The crystal sat cradled in atriangular stand of unusually-textured gray stone. An eye motif decorated
the stand. Gromph had sculpted it from the spheroid body of an eye tyrant that he had petrified in battle long
ago.

"An unusual scrying crystal,” Nauzhror observed. "l have never seenitslike."

"It is of my own making," Gromph replied. "And | have never recorded the process of its creation."

Nauzhror only nodded, eyeing the crystal.

Gromph took a sip from the mushroom wine. The bitter taste |eft a pleasant tang on histongue. The
wine fortified hiswill. He put his fingertips to the faceted surface of the crystal. It felt cool, though the
magic within it sent a charge through his hands. He moved his fingers over its surface, tracing its edges,
attuning it to hiswill.

Nauzhror and Prath watched in expectant silence.

Gromph closed his eyes and let his mind see the lines of power that flowed within the chrysoberyl. He
waited for the connection between the stone and his mind to coalesce.

There.

He smiled, feeling the crystal as an extension of his own mind, his own senses. He opened his eyes, still
connected to the crystal, and gave a satisfied nod. The bands of color in the crystal had bled together to
turn the crystal black. As he watched, the black gave way to a misty gray.

"Itisready," he said, as much to himself asto Nauzhror and Prath.

"Indeed," said Nauzhror. "Are we to be of assistance, Archmage?"

"Yes," Gromph answered. "But not with this. Be patient, Nauzhror."

Prath leaned forward in his chair, elbows on his knees. He eyed the swirling gray mistsin the crystal,
and asked, "Archmage, | presume you will scry House Agrach Dyrr. Why not use the Scrying Chamber for
thistask? The crystal thereis—"

Before Gromph could answer, Nauzhror answered in the same tone he might use with a particularly
dense student, "Because only Baenre are to know of this. There may be spies other than Vorion within
Sorcereswalls.”

Gromph cocked an eyebrow. Nauzhror's analysis impressed him; the Master wizard saw much. Soon,



Gromph would have either to move him up Sorcere'sranks or, if his ambition proved too great, kill him.

"Master Nauzhror offers one reason among several," Gromph said, giving the Master of Sorcere alook
of reserved approval. "Another isthat | know my offices to be shielded from Y asraena's scrying. | cannot
be as certain regarding the wards around the scrying chamber without first performing a thorough check.
We do not have time for that. Still athird reason isthat | will need you both here, in my office, to further my
deception.”

"Deception?" asked Prath.

"Need?' Nauzhror asked.

Gromph regretted his word choice the moment it exited his mouth. Nauzhror's expression showed an
ill-concealed eagerness at Gromph's declaration of "need.” Even Prath looked mildly taken aback.

Gromph sealed the breach.

He stared coldly into Nauzhror's pudgy face and said, "My need is one of convenience, Nauzhror.
Nothing more. Any Baenre mage will do. Perhaps another would be better suited than you. Do you wish to
be dismissed?'

The multitude of possible meanings for which "dismissed" might be a euphemism hung in the air between
them.

Nauzhror shook his head so rapidly that his paunch shook. "No, Archmage,”" he replied. "Not at all. | am
honored to be of any small assistance in these weighty matters. | merely want to understand what it is you
are planning."

"And you will," Gromph replied. "In time and only in part."

Gromph eyed Prath, whose expression showed no challenge whatever. Gromph was mildly disappointed.

"I am pleased to be of service too, Archmage," said the apprentice unnecessarily.

"I know," Gromph replied. Hours before, Prath had shaved off his own flesh to supply Gromph with a
needed material component. He still bore adivot in his finger from the wound.

Prath was loyal, but Gromph had little love for loyalty. It was too fickle a sentiment, easily shattered,
easily manipulated. Gromph demanded not loyalty but obedience, and he ensured it through fear of his
power. He decided that he would have to keep a close eye on Prath going forward, though the apprentice
would be useful over the next few hours.

"WEell enough, then," Gromph said. "Let usfirst determine the nature of the challenge.”

He concentrated on the crystal, and whorls of color began to swirl within the gray mist. Prath and
Nauzhror watched intently. Both pulled their chairs closer to Gromph's desk.

"The lichdrow's phylactery must be within House Agrach Dyrr," Gromph said, speaking his thoughts and
his hopes aloud. "Or at least it must be accessible through House Dyrr."

" A reasonable supposition, Archmage." Nauzhror scratched his cheek and said, "But even if the
phylactery isin the House, will it not be too heavily warded for divinationsto locate it?"

Gromph replied, "It will."

Gromph pictured House Agrach Dyrr in his mind—the moat, the bridge, the wall of stalagmites and
adamantine, and the adamantine keep within. He had been within House Agrach Dyrr many timesin the
past. He called upon those memoriesto focus hisvision.

"Then how do you propose to find it?' Nauzhror asked.

Gromph smiled through his concentration and said, "I'm not going to find it." He let his underlings share a
confused look before he added, "1'm going to find everything but it."

Confusion stayed written in Prath's expression, but Nauzhror's face showed dawning realization.

"Cunning, Archmage," Nauzhror said, and Gromph heard genuine admiration in his voice.

Gromph did not acknowledge the compliment but instead let his mind sink farther into the crystal, let his
consciousness float on its many facets.

"What is he going to do?' Prath whispered to Nauzhror.

He need not have kept his voice to awhisper. Gromph could maintain concentration while holding a
conversation or while burning in the Hdlls fires.

"Excluding the possibilities,” the Master of Sorcere answered. "Watch and learn, Prath Baenre."

Prath seemed to want to ask another question but held his tongue.

The mistsin the crystal parted, and House Agrach Dyrr took shape in the facets. Nauzhror and Prath
leaned farther forward, put their elbows on Gromph's desk.

Gromph forced the crystal to change perspective and saw the House as though from the ceiling of
Menzoberranzan's cavern.

House Agrach Dyrr was built in a series of concentric circles, with adomed temple of Lolth centermost.
A wide moat in adeep chasm surrounded the complex. The chasm ended at the very edge of ahigh,



worked wall of nine stalagmites, each asthick around as agiant's waist and astall as atitan. Walls of
adamantine stretched between the stalagmites. A second, lower adamantine wall ringed several inner
structures.

Gromph moved the scrying eye downward, near the moat chasm, and saw that bodies floated face down
in the water, burned, bloated, or cut down. Many were drow, some were orc and ogre, some were
unrecognizable.

"Xorlarrin casualties," Nauzhror observed.

Gromph nodded agreement. "And perhaps a few Dyrr dead too," he said.

The moat was useful primarily as away to channel an attacker's forces. Skilled mages could span it
with amagica construction or fly over it, but it would be difficult to attack the wallsin more than afew
places at once without expending substantial magical resources. And even after crossing the chasm, an
attacker would be faced with the foreboding outer wall of House Agrach Dyrr.

Atop that outer wall of stone and metal the Dyrr forces massed—drow soldiers, ogres, trolls, mages, a
few of Y asraena's priestesses. They gazed down at the besieging Xorlarrin forces through narrow gapsin
the stone parapets. To Gromph, they looked like insects crawling about their hive.

A single adamantine bridge, a narrow slab of metal without guardrails and wide enough for only two or
three men abreast, spanned the moat. Gromph presumed the bridge was designed to be dropped into the
chasm, if the need arose. At the bridge's end stood the massive adamantine and mithral doors that provided
the only access through the stalagmite wall. A group of eight ogreslay in burned piecesin the shadow of
the doors. The metal battering ram they had carried lay askew across the bridge. Gromph knew the doors
would not show even a scratch from the ram. Like all drow noble manors, the doors, walls, bridge, moat,
and the structure of House Agrach Dyrr itself would be warded with a series of protective spells and
enchantments, al of them cast by the lichdrow and along line of powerful Matron Mothers.

House Agrach Dyrr would stand for as long as the wards remained. Gromph knew that the wizards of
House Xorlarrin, despite their deserved fame, would be hard pressed to dispel award put in place by the
lichdrow. Until those wards were dispelled, Xorlarrin spells would harm the walls of House Agrach Dyrr
about as well as a candle flame would harm afire elemental.

"The siege will belong and bloody," Nauzhror said.

The Master of Sorcere and Prath leaned out over Gromph's desk so far that their heads almost touched
Gromph's.

"Longer and bloodier till if the lichdrow returns," Gromph said, and the lesser mages shared alook.

"How long do we have, Archmage?"' asked Prath.

"I am uncertain” Gromph admitted. "But not aslong as | would like."

Prath's brow wrinkled, and he sagged back into his chair.

Gromph returned his focus to the scrying and saw that the bulk of the Xorlarrin forces massed on the far
side of the bridge, just out of easy crossbow and spell range.

There, Gromph saw spider cavalry, drow infantry, a score or more of the robed Xorlarrin mages, a
handful of priestesses, and a multitude of the soldiery of lesser races. The siege seemed to have quieted for
the moment, as though House Xorlarrin was planning a new strategy.

Gromph moved the image over the stalagmite wall and drew in closer. Within the walls stood the squat,
interconnected buildings that made up House Agrach Dyrr itself. The temple of Lolth dominated, a domed
tabernacle set in the center of a complex that looked from above like the silhouette of a spider.

"Let us see what we have," Gromph said and whispered the words to a spell that allowed him to see
magical emanations, their strength and type. He could have simply activated the permanent dweomer on his
person that allowed him to see such emanations, but he wanted his underlings to see the wards as well.

When he finished and the spell took effect, Nauzhror drew in a sharp breath.

"Lolth'seight legs," Prath swore, and Gromph forgave him the heretical oath.

Layer upon layer of protective wards sheathed the structure of the house, the bridge, and the moat.
More even than Gromph had expected. Gromph's divination translated the wards as a network of glowing
lines, amatrix of veinsthat ran along and within the stone of the fortress, pulsing with power. The magica
energy flowing through the walls, floors, and ceilings of House Agrach Dyrr nearly matched that of
Gromph's own chambers. The lichdrow and the Dyrr priestesses had been busy over the centuries.

Some of the wards glowed ochre and viridian, some a deep blue, and some glowed a hot crimson. Most
of them were designed to prevent physical entry, to bolster the structural strength of the House, or to
dampen or negate magical effects, but many were designed to prevent scrying within the walls. It was
those that Gromph was most interested in, at least at the moment.

Interspersed among all of the various types of wards were a series of spell traps, killing spells, and



alarms that would be triggered by the disruption of award.

"One step at atime,” Gromph said, both to himself and his undermages.

He whispered a series of arcane words and modified his divination dightly so that it showed him only the
glowing blue lines of the anti-scrying wards. They made a complex network that surrounded the fortress.
Various sub-networks covered only certain buildings or rooms within buildings.

"It's as fine as a smallfish fisherman's net," Prath observed.

"True," said Nauzhror. "There are dlarms, but | see no killing spell traps set amongst the scrying wards."

"Nor do|," said Gromph and was pleased.

The spell traps set in the anti-scrying wards that surrounded his own offices, if triggered, would trap the
soul of the would-be scryer or drive him mad. House Agrach Dyrr had not been as thorough.

Gromph took along moment to study the structure of the wards, searching for a backdoor.
Unfortunately, he saw none. He settled in for along assault.

He took a calming breath and said, "L et us begin."

The Scourged Legion wasin full retreat, Nimor saw. Already it had entirely withdrawn from the fungus
fields of the Donigarten, and only atoken force held the tunnelsto the east of the city. Within those tunnels,
Shobalar spider cavalry prowled and infantry from House Barrison Del'Armgo and House Hunzrin massed.

Invisible once more, and also using the shadows and darkness as cover, Nimor avoided detection by the
drow forces as he moved through their lines. He could see they were preparing for a counterattack against
the tanarukks. He was tempted to kill afew as he passed, just out of spite, but decided against it. His
business with the Menzoberranyr was finished.

The counterattack that the drow were so carefully planning likely would find no enemies. Before
Narbondel climbed another hour, the Scourged L egion would have vanished into the Underdark and be
scuttling its way back to the warrens under Hellgate Keep. The war-weary drow were unlikely to pursue,
Nimor thought, especially with the duergar still battling at Tier Breche. Nimor found it ironic and amusing
that Vhok had shown more effectivenessin retreat than he had in attack.

After flying over and through the drow lines, Nimor moved through along series of mostly empty
tunnel's, encountering only an occasional stealthy drow scout. To judge from the marksin the stone, much of
the combat between the Scourged Legion and the Menzoberranyr had occurred within those tunnels. The
passage of many hobnailed boots had scored the floor; blood stained the stone here and there; severed body
parts and spider carcasses dotted afew of the rooms; broken weapons, shields, and links of armor littered
the floors; and burn marks from magical energies blackened walls.

Nimor saw no actual bodies until. . . .

A winding, narrow, tertiary tunnel opened onto alarge cavern in which lay the bloody corpses of forty or
so duergar footmen. They looked as though they had formed against the far, dead-end wall and fought to
the last. Broken weapons, dented armor, and cloven shields littered the cavern'sfloor. Blood slicked the
floor, still tacky to the touch. The duergar had been hacked to bits—the work of tanarukk axes and swords,
not elegant drow blades.

"Well done, Kaanyr," Nimor said.

It seemed that Vhok, like Nimor, had decided to clean up his duergar association before retreating. It
seemed that Vhok no more left ends untied than did Nimor.

Vhok had planned his escape well. He would flee the siege of Menzoberranzan with hardly a scratch,
and if it mattered, scavengers would strip the cavern clean of duergar bodies within atenday. Meat, dead or
aive, never went unconsumed in the Underdark. No evidence of Kaanyr's betrayal of the duergar would be
found by anyone but Nimor.

Nimor left the dead duergar behind and continued hisinvisible flight through the caverns. After atime,
he began to encounter pockets of the withdrawing tanarukk forces. Squads of scaled and horned
tanarukks—creatures with the savagery of orcs and the cunning of demons—trooped through the winding
tunnel's, weapons bare, bloodshot eyes intermittently checking behind them for pursuit. The ring of their
boots, weapons, and armor resounded off the stone. Nimor moved over and through them like a specter,
and only the breeze from his beating wings betrayed his passage.

For perhaps half an hour, Nimor trailed the retreating tanarukk forces through the tunnels. The
demon-orcs moved with a purpose, probably toward a pre-determined mustering point, and Nimor hopped
from one group to the next. He knew he would eventually happen upon Vhok.

Nimor heard the cambion before he saw him—coarse voices, the thump of dozens of boots, and the ring
of heavy armor sounded from ahead, as did the occasional barked order by Kaanyr Vhok. Nimor beat his
wings, sped forward, and spotted the cambion at the front of alarge column of torch-bearing tanarukks.



Vhok's close aid Rorgak, a tusked tanarukk broad-shouldered by even the standards of his own kind, stood
at his side as they marched. Vhok had apparently retreated ahead of even the token force that he had | eft
behind in Menzoberranzan.

Nimor smiled at the light that shined into V hok's character—the cambion was aloud bully but ever a
quiet coward.

Still, he commanded an army and had his uses and might yet again. And cowards were easy to
manipulate, if not to rely upon.

Nimor swooped in front of the column, alit on the tunnd floor, and allowed himself to become visible.

Snarls and shouts of surprise ran through the tanarukk ranks, alow, dangerous rumble. The column
surged to a halt. Vhok and Rorgak had their blades in their hands within a heartbeat.

Rorgak, greatsword in hand, lunged toward Nimor. Several of the tanarukks behind Vhok moved
forward, blood in their eyes.

Vhok halted all of them with an upraised hand and a barked order.

"Hold," the cambion commanded, and they did. Even Rorgak.

Dozens of red eyes fixed on Nimor, hungry eyes.

Nimor held up his hands to show that he bore only a smile, though he knew his wings and fangs must
have appeared disconcerting. Vhok and his tanarukks had never before seen him in his half-dragon form. If
it proved necessary, Nimor could quickly flee into the Shadow Fringe.

"Nimor," Vhok said and raised his pointed eyebrows. "I hardly recognized you. Y ou look different than
last we met." He sheathed his rune inscribed blade and offered Nimor a hard look. "Y ou take a chance
showing alone drow face to my men and me."

The tanarukks near Vhok growled agreement. Rorgak continued to stare at Nimor, his blade still bare.

Nimor flapped hiswings and let shadowstuff leak from his nostrils. "As you can see, Kaanyr, I'm no
more drow than you are human or they orcs."

At that, Vhok smiled and tipped his head to acknowledge the point. A few of the tanarukks chuckled.

"What then?' the cambion asked. "Do you have yet another wondrous scheme to offer me?* He
gestured at his battle scarred, retreating column. "Y ou see the result of your last.”

Vhok's men laughed at that, but it was forced laughter. No doubt their retreat shamed them.

Nimor kept his smile, though it was difficult.

"Perhaps," he said. "But | would speak of it privately. Y our tent?"

Nimor knew that Vhok's command tent was a magical structure that formed and collapsed into a
fist-sized ball of cloth upon command, so it was always a convenient bit of private space.

Vhok studied Nimor's face for amoment before he said, "Very well." To Rorgak, Vhok said, "Have the
legion take ameal. | will not be long."

Vhok added something elsein alow tone, speaking to his lieutenant in Infernal. Though Nimor could not
understand the language, he understood the meaning. Vhok was instructing Rorgak to stand ready in case
Nimor attacked Vhok in the tent.

Nimor merely stared at Rorgak as the big, red-scaled lieutenant nodded to VVhok then headed back into
the ranks, barking out orders. The tanarukk column broke ranks for ameal, but many bloodshot gazes
stayed on Nimor.

Vhok pulled the magical wad of clath from his pack, picked aslevel a spot as he could find on the tunnel
floor, and cast it to the ground, uttering a command word in a harsh, forgotten language.

The cloth unfolded itself time and again until finally it sprung up into the pennoned, red-and-gold
command tent that Nimor knew well. Vhok gestured him in, his breastplate shining in the torchlight. He kept
one hand on his blade.

Nimor furled hiswings and entered. Within, he found the tent fully furnished with afine wooden table, a
luxurious divan, and a plush couch. The decanter of what Nimor assumed to be brandy—one of Vhok's
indulgences—sat on the table with two empty glasses beside it.

"Furnished and stocked," Nimor said, turning acircle. "An excellent magic item, Kaanyr. Y ou need only
dancing girls. Speaking of which, whereisyour little winged sweetmeat?”

Vhok snorted derisively, but Nimor heard the affectation in it.

"Gone," Vhok said. "At least for now."

"Ah, fickle women," Nimor said, and decided not to press further. "May | sit?' he asked.

Vhok indicated the couch. Nimor crossed the tent and collapsed onto it.

"We did not haveto lose thisfight, Kaanyr," he said.

"Only one of us actually fought thisfight," Vhok answered. "The other fled when things got difficult.”

Nimor struggled to retain his smile.



From outside the tent, near the flap, Nimor's keen hearing betrayed the quiet scrape of a boot on
stone—Rorgak, no doubit.

Only when he had full control of histone of voice did Nimor say, "Lolth's return alone saved
Menzoberranzan. That and an unfortunate choicein alies."

Vhok looked at him sharply.

"Not you," Nimor said. "The duergar.”

Vhok's expression relaxed and he nodded. "True, that," he said.

To Nimor's surprise, the cambion poured two small chalices of the liquor from the decanter and offered
oneto Nimor.

Nimor took it, but he did not drink. Vhok remained standing.

"Our little princeling isdead,” Nimor said, swirling the brandy in his goblet.

Vhok raised an eyebrow. "Y ou?'

Nimor nodded. When Vhok sipped from his brandy, Nimor did the same. The liquor had traveled well.

"Servesthelittle fool right,” the cambion said. "Duergar are useless creatures.”

"We are in agreement on that at least, Kaanyr," Nimor said. "The gray dwarves are a race of
imbeciles." After a pause, he added, "I tracked you down to thank you for warning me of Lolth's return
during my battle with the Archmage."

Vhok smiled around his goblet and said, "We were dlies.”

"Indeed. And asfar as I'm concerned, we still are.”

When Vhok did not reply, Nimor filled the silence by raising his glassin atoast and saying, "To grand
undertakings."

Vhok raised his own glass half-heartedly and took a sip, eyeing Nimor over the rim. Afterward, he
asked, "lIs there something else, drowling? Or did you return only to express your gratitude and drink my
brandy?'

Nimor decided to take Vhok's obnoxiousness as ajest and laughed it off.

He leaned forward to refill his chalice. As he poured, he said,

"There will be other battles, Kaanyr. Perhaps not tomorrow or the next day, but someday. As| said, |
still regard you as an ally. We were effective together and would have triumphed but for some
unanticipated contingencies.”

" 'Unanticipated contingencies?' Vhok said with a snort. "That's what you call Lolth's return?”

Nimor shrugged, sat back, and took ancther gulp of brandy. "Call it what you will," he answered. "Do
you deny that we made an effective team?"

Vhok considered it while he drank.

"I don't deny it," said the cambion, "but at this moment, | wish we'd never met and that I'd never seen
that cursed drow hive."

Nimor nodded as though in understanding.

"But feelings change with time and distance," Vhok said. "And | am always open to afuture opportunity.
Provided it involves no duergar.”

He laughed and Nimor joined him.

That was the answer Nimor had wanted to hear. Vhok could be avaluable aly in his quest to regain his
status as Anointed Blade.

"I know how to find you," Nimor said.

Vhok set down his chalice and stared at Nimor, his smile hard.

"A threat?' Vhok asked.

Again the shuffle from outside the tent.

"An observation,” Nimor replied. "Well see each other again, Vhok. | have no doubt of it."

With that, Nimor activated hisring, slipped back into the Shadow Fringe, and left Menzoberranzan and
itsenvirons far behind.

Prath and Nauzhror watched, their eyes fixed on the image in the scrying crystal as Gromph began his
attack on the wards of House Agrach Dyrr.

Gromph whispered the incantations to a few preparatory spells meant to augment his magical sight, then
began.

Hefound it surprisingly easy to breach the outer network of wards that surrounded the fortress. Without
disrupting the grid, without breaking any of the interconnected lines of power, he gently bent afew aside,
created a conceptual opening in the layers of the net, and slipped his scrying eye through.

"Well done, Archmage," said Nauzhror, exhaling loudly. Prath only smiled.



A second layer of interconnected wards awaited him—stiffer magic that he couldn't bend without
triggering alarms. After afew moments of study, he opted for a different approach. But he would need to
work quickly.

Conscious that he was sweating, Gromph cast two spells in such rapid succession that they might as
well have been a single incantation. First, he sealed off atiny section of the network. With his next breath,
he rapidly dispelled the sealed section, opening a hole in the net, and sent the scrying eye through. He
turned his perspective and held his breath as he released his first spell.

He watched in alarm as the entire network quivered, the interconnected flow of magic momentarily
disrupted by the tiny hole he had fashioned.

He alowed himself to exhale slowly as the magic redirected itself around the hole and flowed anew. It
had self-corrected. Gromph had succeeded. He was in.

"Daring," Nauzhror breathed.

Gromph moved the scrying eye to ground level, within the walls of House Agrach Dyrr. He took a
moment to gather himself.

He knew that he would face only pockets of wards of varying power, sub-networks guarding this or that
room or building. Most of them were unconnected to the larger grid of defenses.

He held onto the image while he took one hand from the crystal and drained the rest of his mushroom
wine. Prath looked around the office, found the bottle on a nearby table. He retrieved it, returned, and
refilled the chalice.

Gromph moved through and around each of the wardsin turn. He could have dispelled them easily
enough, but eventually that would have been discovered. For those he could not work through, he dispelled
them, but after examining the building or room to his satisfaction, he replaced the ward with a similar one of
his own casting.

"No tracks," Prath said.

"No tracks," Gromph agreed. Not yet, anyway.

Presumably, the magic shielding the lichdrow's phylactery was masked from his scrying eye. He would
"see" it only when he bumped up against it. Accordingly, he could locate the phylactery only through the
process of elimination—eventually, he would attempt to view an area that appeared open to scrying but
which he would not, in fact, be able to scry. That would be where the phylactery was located.

Of course it was also possible that the phylactery was not in the stalagmite fortress at al. If so, Gromph
would never locate it before the lichdrow reincorporated. The thought gave him pause. He put it out of his
mind.

Methodically, he moved his scrying eye through each of the buildings of House Agrach Dyrr, one room
at atime.

Nauzhror crowded his head closer over the image until alook from Gromph backed him off.

"Apologies, Archmage," Nauzhror muttered.

Gromph moved the image through dining halls, shrines, training rooms, bedrooms, laboratories, dave
guarters, kitchens, amphitheatres, always seeking an invisible wall that would block his scrying eye. Troops,
mages, and priestesses hurried through the halls. He could not hear them, though their expressions showed
their agitation. He did not let his scrying eye linger long on any one person, lest they sense the divination.

Sweat from his forehead dripped onto the scrying crystal, blurring the image. Prath wiped it away with
the sleeve of his piwafwi.

Gromph moved the image down another hallway, past another group of—

"Larika," he said, recognizing the short-haired, uncomely Third Daughter of House Agrach Dyrr. She
led a group of three male mages that Gromph recognized as graduates of Sorcere. He let the image linger
on the group for atime. His spell showed that each of them bore a variety of magical items: wands, rings,
cloak pins, brooches, astaff in Larikal's hand.

"Geremis, Viis, and Araag," Nauzhror said, naming the wizards. " Sub par students, the lot of them."

Gromph nodded and kept the scrying eye with them, keeping amental count in his head; he moved the
image off of each person before he reached twenty.

Larikal barked orders, but Gromph could not read their lips. The mages moved from room to room,
hallway to hallway, casting spells and concentrating for atime. Gromph kept the scrying eye just above and
behind them, each in turn. Though he could not hear the words uttered by the mages, he studied their
gestures.

"What are they doing?' Prath asked.

"Casting divinations," Gromph said, afraction of a heartbeat before Nauzhror said the same thing.

"Powerful divinations," Nauzhror added, watching as Geremis finished his gesticulating and put ahand to



his brow in concentration.

Redlization struck Gromph. "They are looking for the phylactery,” he said. "They must be."

All of them understood the implication: Y asraena did not have the phylactery in her possession, and she
too thought it was hidden somewhere in the House.

"A good sign," Nauzhror said.

Gromph nodded. He needed to hurry.

Seeing nothing else of import, he moved the scrying eye away from Larikal and her pet wizards and
continued to move through the Agrach Dyrr complex. The process was time-consuming but he endured. He
took the time to study each room with care, to cast additional divinations designed to root out the lichdrow's
masking spells. Again and again he found nothing, nothing but a desperate drow House under siege and
fighting for itslife.

"Could the phylactery not be in the fortress?' Nauzhror finally asked, after hours of fruitless searching.

Gromph didn't even bother to look up. "Silence," he commanded.

It had to be there. The lichdrow would not have allowed the phylactery to be far from him. The risk was
too great.

Gromph continued the search. He scoured each building thoroughly. In an isolated portion of the
complex, he found the lichdrow's alchemical laboratory, library, and quarters. Shimmering gem golems
carved in the shape of drow wizards stood rigid guard at every door.

"Hislaboratory,” Prath said, eyeing the uncountable number of beakers, braziers, chemicals, and
components. The room was disordered, as though someone had searched it roughly.

Thinking that the lichdrow's |aboratory or quarters were alikely hiding place for the phylactery, Gromph
moved carefully through the lichdrow's wards and pored over the rooms. His frustration mounted when he
found nothing. He went over it again, certain that somewhere was the telltale spoor of a masking spell.
Again he found nothing.

He was exhausting his spells, exhausting his body. Between his spell duel with the lichdrow and his
scrying of the fortress, he had spent fully half of hisrepertory. If he did not find the phylactery soon, he
would have to rest, restudy his spellbooks, re-memorize the incantations that dipped from his fatigued mind
one by one as he cast them. By then, Y asraena might have located the phylactery herself.

He sighed, mopped his forehead, and moved on. He had only the temple to Lolth and afew other
structures remaining.

Thetemplefirst.

With minimal effort, he dipped past the elaborate wards that protected the temple of Lolth. No doubt
Y asraena herself had cast them. Gromph thought her spellcraft paltry. Her wards were no match for him.

The interior of the temple appeared much the same as the temples to Lolth maintained by other great
Houses. A sacrificial altar, limned in violet faerie fire and dotted with candles, sat in the apse at one end of
the large, oval nave. Behind the altar towered the enormous scul pture of a spider, carved in lifelike detail
from smooth basalt or perhaps jet.

Gromph knew it to be a guardian golem that would animate should anyone enter the temple without
authorization.

High-backed, ornate stone benches lined the nave, facing the apse. Transparent gossamer curtains,
made to look like spiderwebs, hung across the templ€'s faerie fire limned windows. Spider motifs appeared
on everything, from the black altar cloth to the carved door jambs to the armrests of the benches.
Spiderwebs hung in every corner, the silvery threads and their small black creators regarded as blessings
from Lolth.

A depiction of the Spider Queen in her hybrid form—a beautiful drow female head and torso jutting
from the bloated body of a giant black widow—decorated the underside of the temple's domed ceiling.
Gromph wondered in passing whether Lolth appeared the same since her return, whether Lolth was the
same.

Almost the whole of the temple glowed in Gromph's sight, alight with enhancements and protections cast
by Lolth's priestesses. Otherwise, the nave was empty.

Gromph blew out afrustrated sigh and prepared to move on, but something rankled him. He kept the
scrying eye on the temple, looking, thinking.

"What isit, Archmage?' asked Prath, excitement in his voice. "Have you found it?"

"Silence," Nauzhror admonished the apprentice, though the Master's voice too betrayed a certain
eagerness.

Gromph shook his head. He saw nothing out of the ordinary, but. . .

The spider golem!



His scrying eye did not show it as magical, yet it should have detected as such—strongly—unless the
Agrach Dyrr priestesses had replaced the former golem with a normal statue. He deemed that unlikely.

An excited charge ran through him. He caused the scrying eye to draw nearer to the golem until its
image filled the viewing crystal. He pored over it, inch by inch. Wasit standing atop a secret panel in the
floor? He cast another series of divinations, attempting to get even an inkling of whether or not the golem's
magic was being masked.

At first he met with no success, but he persisted.

Finally, and for only an instant, he caught aflash of afaint red glow, like light squeezed from under a
closed door. In that single instant, the golem flared in his sight, as befitted the latent magic that would
animate it, but a still brighter glow flared from within the golem.

Nauzhror smiled, Prath gasped, and Gromph could not contain a chuckle.

"The golem," Nauzhror breathed.

The Master of Sorcere sounded as exhausted as Gromph, though he had done nothing other than
observe.

"The golem is masked," Gromph said, nodding. He could not believe the lichdrow's temerity.

"The golem isthe phylactery?' Prath asked.

Gromph studied the construct for awhile longer, confirming his suspicion with a series of spells.

When he finished, he said, "No, but the phylactery is embedded within it."

Despite the evidence they had seen in the crystal, Prath and Nauzhror's faces showed disbelief.

"Within the temple's guardian golem?' Prath said. "It is heresy."

"It isingenious,”" Nauzhror countered.

Gromph agreed. The lichdrow, amale, had not only hidden his phylactery within House Dyrr's temple of
Lolth, he had hidden it within the body of the temple's most powerful guardian. Gromph had located it only
because he had known the spider scul pture to be a golem that should have glowed in his magic-detecting
sight. That it had not had caused him to look more closdly, and he still had almost missed it.

With a dight exertion of will, Gromph let the image in the scrying crystal fade. It moved to gray, then to
black.

The archmage leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms over his head. His entire body ached, his
temples pounded, and sweat soaked him. Unfortunately, he could not take time to recover. Getting through
the anti-scrying wards and finding the phylactery had been the easier of histwo tasks. Next he had to get
himself physically into House Agrach Dyrr, into Lolth's temple, and destroy first the golem, then the
phylactery.

"Y ou should rest first, Archmage," Nauzhror said, reading his expression and knowing what would come
next.

Gromph picked up his chalice and gulped another mouthful of wine. Enough. He did not want a light
head when he assaulted House Agrach Dyrr.

"Thereisnotime," he said. "Y asraena or her daughters may happen upon the phylactery. It will be
easier to take out of the golem than it will be to take from Matron Mother Dyrr's hands.”

Nauzhror could not help but nod agreement with that. He asked, "When, then?"

"Within the hour," Gromph replied and blew out atired sigh.

Prath and Nauzhror digested that. Gromph closed his eyes and tried to still the pounding in his head.

"The wardswill be challenging,” Prath said at |ast.

Nauzhror backhanded Prath across his mouth and snapped, " The archmage is aware of the challenges,
apprentice.”

The rebuke drew blood. Prath sank back in his chair, daubing his broken lip. His eyes burned, but he said
nothing. Gromph was pleased to see the anger in Prath’'s face.

Gromph was aware of the challenges. He had just seen them; they all had.

Anintricate network of wards, an altogether different layer of protections at least as complex as those
he had just bypassed, would attempt to prevent his physical entrance into the fortress. The combined power
of al of the mages of House Xorlarrin had so far been unable to breach those wards. Gromph was no mere
Xorlarrin wizard, of course, but neither was the second layer of wards likely to prove as easy to bypass as
the anti-scrying protections.

And triggering award while he was physically present put him at risk for injury and death, not merely
detection. He remembered well the glaring red glow of the spell traps.

"Shall | accompany you, Archmage?' asked Nauzhror.

"No," Gromph replied, and massaged histemples. "l have other plans for you two. Y ou, Nauzhror, are to
stay within my offices and help me attempt to scry House Agrach Dyrr."



Nauzhror's fat face pinched in aquestion. "Help you scry? Y ou did exactly that. What do you mean?”

Gromph eyed Prath, who also looked confused.

"I mean,” Gromph said, "that | will be in two places at once, Master Nauzhror."

Gromph let hiswords hang in the air without further explanation.

After only amoment, realization showed on Nauzhror's face.

"Prath will remain herein your guise," the Master of Sorcere said.

"Yes," Gromph affirmed. "And | in his, at least for atime. Y ou will remain here too, Nauzhror, as though
assisting me with my divinations."

Prath's expression showed understanding but also a question. "Why the ruse, Archmage?" he asked.

"Y asraena and her mages cannot scry into your office. No one can.”

"No," Gromph agreed, "but no doubt she istrying. She knows | must move against her House, and she
will want to know when | am coming. We will mislead her. Y ou and | will change forms to appear asthe
other. | will decrease the power of the wards around my office enough to allow Y asraena and her wizards
to finally get through. When she does, she will see Gromph and Nauzhror attempting to scry House Agrach
Dyrr, asthough in preparation for an attack yet to come. The actua attack, however, will already have
begun.”

Nauzhror smiled.

"Very clever, Archmage,” he said. "Might it not be easier, however, for me to take your form?'

Gromph had expected as much from Nauzhror. He eyed the master coolly and said, "I think not. And be
careful, Nauzhror, lest | find your eagernessto sit in my chair unseemly.”

Nauzhror's eyes found the floor. "1 meant no presumption, Archmage,” he explained. "I merely thought
that | might be better able to mimic you than would an apprentice.”

Gromph decided to let the matter rest. He had made his point to Nauzhror. "Prath will serve. Besides,
having you, a Master of Sorcere, assisting me will further the deception.”

Nauzhror accepted that with a submissive nod.

The archmage rose from his chair and said, "Time is short. Let us begin.”

With that, Gromph removed his magical robes and the most well-known of his magical trinkets, including
the ring worn only by the Archmage of Menzoberranzan. Nauzhror watched the ring slip from Gromph's
finger with poorly disguised hunger.

Prath too rose and stripped himself of clothes and gear.

Presently, Gromph stood in the overlarge piwafwi, robes, and other accoutrements of an apprentice
wizard, and Prath was in those of the Archmage of Menzoberranzan.

"They may fit you someday," he said to Prath.

The apprentice blanched. "Mine do not fit you," he said, embarrassed.

Gromph almost laughed, thinking of how he must look. He had not been so humbly attired in centuries.

He looked to Nauzhror, indicated Prath, and said, "Master Nauzhror."

Nauzhror nodded and spoke the words to a minor glamor. When he finished the incantation, an
illusionary image of Prath took shape beside the actual apprentice, amagical portrait to serve as a frame of
reference.

"An excellent likeness," Prath observed.

Gromph agreed. He opened alower drawer of his desk and withdrew a scroll scribed with one of his
most powerful spells. To Prath, he said, "Apprentice, should you err in the casting of this spell, it could have
most unfortunate results.”

The archmage would have cast the spell on Prath himself, but the magic could affect only the caster.
Prath would have to do it himself.

Gromph continued, "After completing the incantation, look upon me and will yourself to take my form.
The spell will do the rest.”

Prath took the scroll in ahand that, to his credit, did not shake. He unfurled the parchment, studied the
words, looked once more at Gromph and Nauzhror, and at their nods, began to cast.

Gromph listened with care to the apprentice's pronunciation of the words. To Gromph's satisfaction,
Prath read with confidence. When Prath pronounced the last word, the scroll crumbled in his grasp and his
body started to change.

"The sensation is not painful," Prath said, his voice aready changing.

Prath's body thinned, his eyes sank deeper into their orbits, his hair grew longer, and his eyes changed
from his own crimson to Gromph's blood red. Prath studied Gromph's features as the magic wrought its
change, mentally shaping the transmutation. The magic of the spell filled in the necessary details and after
only ten heartbeats, Gromph was looking upon his double.



"Well done," Gromph said to Prath.

The apprentice beamed.

"In my uppermost right inner pocket isajade circlet,” Gromph said to Prath, nodding at hisrobe. "Give it
tome."

Gromph would need the component to cast the same spell on himself, not from a scroll, but from his
memory.

Prath reached into the pocket of the archmage's robes, found the circlet, and handed it to Gromph.

Gromph placed it on his head, and spoke the words and made the gestures that would allow him to
assume any form he wished. When the magic took effect, atingle ran through his flesh. His skin grew
malleable and at the same time somehow thickened, like wax.

Using theillusionary image of Prath as amodel, Gromph caused the magic to morph his body and
features into those of Prath. Gromph felt no pain throughout, merely a strange sense of his flesh flowing.
When he felt his body solidify, he knew the transformation was complete. The spell's magic would continue
for several hours, during which Gromph could call upon the spell to transform him into virtually any shape
he desired.

"It isdone, Archmage," Nauzhror said, studying him. "The likenessis nearly exact."

Nauzhror dispelled theillusory image of Prath.

Gromph nodded. To Prath, he said, "The remainder of my components, apprentice.”

Prath mumbled acquiescence, reached into the magical pockets of Gromph's robe, pulled esoterica out
of the extra-dimensional spaces in the pockets of Gromph's robes, and set it al on the desktop. Among the
items was the soul-stealing duergar axe. Shadows swirled along its head, suggesting faces, implying
screams.

Gromph took the multitude of components and secreted them in his robes. He took the axe too, and hung
it from his belt. It felt heavy at hiswaist, but he had no extradimensional pocket in Prath's robes in which to
carry itsweight.

He reached into another drawer in his desk and withdrew several potions, a scroll, and a milky-colored
ocular on asilver chain—looking through the ocular would allow Gromph to see through certain types of
illusions. He also removed several wands, al of them of bone, all of them capped with the petrified eye of a
keen-eyed slave. Having cast so many of his own spells, he would need the ocular's and the wands' powers
to supplement his repertory.

When he had everything he needed and had organized it to his satisfaction, he looked to Prath and
gestured at his high-backed, bone chair.

"Take your seat, ur—Archmage," he said with asmile.

With obvious reluctance, Prath stepped around the desk and sank into Gromph's chair.

"No hesitation, and no reluctance,” Gromph admonished him. "Y asraenawill seeit. Until | return, you
are the Archmage of Menzoberranzan."

Prath looked Gromph in the face, set his jaw, and nodded.

Gromph then had only one thing more to do.

Though Nauzhror and Prath were both Baenre, Gromph knew better than to rely on familial tiesto
assure obedience. He needed to instill fear. Once he entered House Agrach Dyrr, he would be vulnerable
to an easy betrayal. Nauzhror, and perhaps even Prath, would be tempted to do so unless Gromph made the
cost of failure higher than the benefit of success. A simple lie would do.

"Other than you two, | have shared this plan via a sending with only Master Mizzrym," Gromph said. "In
the event that | fail, | have ensured that Pharaun will alert Matron Mother Triel and investigate the causes
of thefailure very carefully."

Neither Nauzhror nor Prath uttered a word. Gromph's message was clear—betrayal would be punished,
and harshly, even if Gromph was dead.

Nauzhror said, "Y asraenawill never be aware of the deception.”

"Good fortune, Archmage," Prath said.

"Maintain the illusion until | return or you know meto have failed,” Gromph ordered.

Both nodded.

Satisfied, Gromph spoke words of power and used them to weaken the more powerful wards that
surrounded his office. Y asraena's wizards soon would find their way in.

Swallowing his pride, he bowed to his "superiors’ aswould any young apprentice.

"Masters,” he said and backed out of the office.

The shapechanging spell would continue in effect for only about two hours. He would have to do
everything that needed done within that time.



The real work was about to begin.



Chapter Nine

Still in the shape of Prath, Gromph exited his offices and moved through the vaulted halls of Sorcere.
The tapestry-festooned corridors stood mostly empty. Almost all of Sorcere's masters and apprentices were
occupied in finishing off the surprisingly stubborn duergar forcesin the northern tunnels. Gromph did
encounter one master, Havel Duskryn.

As he passed, Gromph bowed and said, "Master Duskryn."

"Prath Baenre," the tall, thin Master replied, rubbing hisweak jaw and obvioudly too involved in
whatever troubled him to query "Prath" about his business.

Gromph hurried through hallways lined with paintings, sculpture, and framed magical writings until he
reached the apprentices’ wing of the complex. There, he encountered two of the new class of apprentices
searching for atome in the apprentices library. Neither spoke to Gromph, and he made his way to Prath's
austere quarters.

Like all apprentices, Prath lived alone out of a stone-walled room five paces on aside. His sparse
furnishings consisted of an uncomfortable looking sleeping pallet and a small zurkhwood desk and chair.
Books, papers, ink, aglowball, and three inkrods were neatly organized upon the desktop. Prath was
surprisingly fastidious. Gromph's own chambers as an apprentice had always been in disarray.

Gromph walked through Prath's doorway and pulled the door closed behind him. The moment the latch
caught, a magic mouth whispered, "Welcome back, Master Prath."

Gromph smiled. An apprentice could be flogged for casting spells frivoloudly, though the masters usually
turned a blind eye to the practice. In truth, using spells for pranks and entertainment made an apprentice's
otherwise harsh existence a bit more bearable. It also encouraged cresative thinking in the use of spells.
When Gromph had been an apprentice, he had kept an invisible wine service in a corner of his quarters,
complete with an unseen servant to pour it at his command. Smuggling the wine into Sorcere had been a
difficult challenge. Prath's violation looked minor compared to Gromph's.

Gromph dlid into the chair behind the desk and |eafed through Prath's papers. He saw from the notes
and formulae written there that the apprentice was in the process of learning a series of progressively more
complicated augmenting transmutations. Gromph spent a moment reading over Prath's observations.

He decided first that Prath had potential; he decided second that it was time to get on with hiswork. He
had several preparatory spellsto cast. He pushed the papers aside.

Gromph's own magical robe had extradimensional pockets that organized their contents according to his
mental urgings. Prath’s robe contained no such enchantment, and Gromph found sorting through his spell
components an unfamiliar chore. Still, he took it in good spirit, found the various items he would require, and
cast.

He first sprinkled a pinch of diamond dust over his head and whispered the words to a protective spell
that would ward his person from detection. The spell was not as powerful a shield against scrying asa
stationary screen, but it would serve to defeat most scrying attempts.

Next, in preparation for the spell traps he would encounter in the fortress of House Agrach Dyrr, he
cast a series of wards that protected his flesh for several hours against negative energy, fire, lightning, cold,
and acid. If the spell traps did more damage than his wards could absorb, his magical ring eventually would
regenerateit, provided the damage did not kill him outright. Not even his ring could bring back the dead.

Third, he withdrew from his pocket atiny vial of glassteel containing a dollop of quicksilver. After
pricking the tip of hisfinger on the edge of the duergar axe at his belt, he squeezed a few drops of his blood
into the vial. He then smeared the tips of his fingers with the admixture and incanted the words to one of his
most powerful spells, adweomer that would whisk him back to his offices should certain
contingencies—contingencies that he would have to articul ate as part of the casting—occur.

Hisfingerstraced glowing linesin the air as he recited the incantation. Presently, the spell was
completed but for the articulation of the contingent triggers. The magic of the spell sizzled around him,
awaiting his words. He thought for a moment about the nature of the spell traps he would face then
whispered the triggers al oud:

"Should my body be rendered involuntarily immobile or be materially consumed by magical energy of any
kind, should my soul be trapped or otherwise imprisoned, should my mind become enfeebled or otherwise
unable to function."

The spell soaked into him, there to await atriggering event. Gromph had only another step or two to take
before he moved against House Agrach Dyrr.

Moving his hands through another intricate gesture, he spoke the words to a spell that rendered him



invisible. With another whisper, he modified the magic to cause the invisibility effect to last afull day rather
than its normal duration of but an hour or two.

Finally, he called upon the ongoing transmutation that allowed him to change his shape and mentally
selected the form of an incorporeal, undead creature; aliteral shadow. The magic seized him, and his body
grew dark, shadowy, and insubstantial. His flesh grew light but his soul grew heavy. He was suffused with
dark energies. Prath disappeared; aliving shadow replaced him.

Gromph felt his existence stretched across multiple redities. He felt solid to himself, asdid al of his
equipment, but his "flesh" tingled, and most of his sensesfelt dull. He could not hear or smell and the |oss of
sensation disconcerted him. Too, he could not touch anything on the physical world, at least not in the way
he was used to. He was solid; the world was shadow. He perceived the touch of physical objects more asa
distant pressure change than a tactile sensation. He "sat" in Prath's chair only as matter of will, not because
of the physical properties of the chair. He could have passed through it had he wished. The archmage
perceived no colors—only varying shades of gray—but his visual acuity grew sharper. Solid objects looked
solid, the lines between them as sharp as arazor. He knew that he could walk on the air as easily as on the
ground. He knew too that he could still cast spellsin his shadow form. His egquipment and components had
transformed with him, so they were solid to him.

He was ready.

Literally sheathed in an armor of protective magic, Gromph floated up from Prath's chair and rose
through the stone ceiling above him. Passing through the solid stone of the ceiling blinded him while he was
within it, but he ssimply kept willing himself upward until he passed through it. The wards in Sorcere's
structure did not impede his progress. Gromph had cast most of them and knew the gestures and
words—his voice sounded hollow when he spoke—to bypass them safely.

Soon, hewasin the air above the school, with a breathtaking view of all of Tier Breche: the
spider-shaped, curving walls of Arach-Tinilith, the stout pyramid of Melee-Magthere, the soaring spires of
Sorcere. Smoke rose from the tunnels to the north and explosions, and shouts till rang through the area. He
took only amoment to enjoy the view before he turned and flew south along the cavern's ceiling, moving
amidst the stalactite spear points that hung from the cavern's roof.

He passed over the bazaar, where he had fought the lichdrow, over the Braeryn, and headed directly
toward Qu'dllarz'orl and besieged House Agrach Dyrr.

On her knees before the altar of Lolth in the otherwise empty temple, Y asraena prayed to the Spicier
Queen, not for deliverance—L olth despised such weakness—but for opportunity. She knew that unless
something changed, and soon, the siege of her House must eventually succeed. She needed to locate the
phylactery and decide whether she would honor her bargain with Triel. The damned thing could have been
under her very feet and she would not have known it. She cursed the lichdrow for the thousandth time, and
cursed herself for alowing her House to pursue schemes concocted by amale.

She looked up to the altar, hoping for asign of Lolth's favor. Nothing. The light from asingle holy candle
flickered on the polished body of the majestic widow sculpture that stood behind the altar—in redlity, a
guardian golem. The statue stared down at her with eight emotionless eyes.

In the distance, Y asraena heard an occasional shout from the forces arrayed atop her fortressswalls.
Hours before, thunderous explosions had shaken the complex, booming along the walls. Y asraena found the
relative quiet ominous. She knew the Xorlarrin forces had pulled back well beyond the moat bridgeto plot a
strategy for another assault. Tension sat thick in the air. She saw it in the eyes of her troops, her mages, her
daughters. The next Xorlarrin attack would be more forceful than the last. She was confident that House
Agrach Dyrr would hold it off, but what of the one after that or after that? What would occur when a
second House joined Xorlarrin? A third?

Her House had only days l€eft to live, unless she found the phylactery and arranged a peace. Or returned
the lichdrow to life and thus bolstered, demanded a peace.

So far, Larikal and the huffing oaf Geremis had been unable to locate the phylactery, yet Y asraenawas
convinced that it was within the stalagmite fortress. The lichdrow had seldom moved outside its walls. He
would not have secreted the vessel for his soul anywhere but within the manor.

She called upon the power of the amulet at her breast and projected to Larikal, My patience grows
thin.

She sensed her daughter's anger through the connection afforded by their amulets.

The search continues, Matron Mother. The lichdrow was no mere conjurer. He has hidden his
treasure well.

Y asraenalet venom leak into her mental voice. Do not offer me excuses, she said. Offer me the



phylactery or | will offer your life to the Spider Queen.

Yes, Matron Mother, answered Larikal, and the connection went quiet.

Y asraends threat was sincere. She had killed progeny before to make a point. She would do so again, if
necessary.

From behind, she heard the beat of footsteps on the temple's portico. She rose and turned just as Esvena
sprinted through the open double doors and into the temple. The links of her adamantine mail tinkled like
save's bells. She held her helm in her hand, and her face was flushed.

A hundred possibilities flew through Y asraena's mind, none of them good. Her grip on her tentacle rod
tightened.

"Esvena?' she asked, and her voice echoed through in the vaulted temple.

"Matron Mother," Esvena huffed and ran up the aisle between the pews. She offered a hurried
supplication to Lolth before broaching the apse and bowing before Y asraena.

Esvena's otherwise plain face was as animated as Y asraena had ever seen it.

"We have him, Mother!" she said and stood, smiling.

Esvena did not need to say whom she meant by "him." A thrill went through Y asraena, and she grabbed
her taller daughter by the shoulders.

"Lolth has answered our prayers," she said. "Show me."

Together, mother and daughter hurried from the temple, past exhausted troops and sunken-eyed wizards,
though empty halls and chambers, until they reached the vaulted scrying chamber and its stone basin.

The two homely male wizards, both in dark piwafwis, awaited them there. One of them—the one
Y asraena previously had choked for smiling—greeted them with a bowed head and lowered eyes. He did
not smile, instead eyeing Y asraend's tentacle rod with dread. The other male stood over the scrying basin,
his furrowed brow covered in sweat, his hands held over the still water, palms downward.

Without acknowledging the male, Y asraena pushed past her daughter and hurried to the edge of the
waist-high basin. Esvenafollowed in her wake.

A wavering image showed itself in the waters. Gromph Baenre sat at a huge desk of bone, his gaze
fixed intently on an unusual crystal set before him. Y asraena took the crystal to be a scrying device, though
it showed only agray mist at the moment.

Across from the archmage sat another wizard, afat Master of Sorcere whose name Y asraena did not
know. From time to time, they exchanged words. They appeared frustrated and tired.

"Thisisvery good," Y asraena said to the room. "Very good, indeed."

She knew that she still had time to locate the lichdrow's phylactery. The archmage remained at Sorcere.
Perhaps his spell duel with the lichdrow had drained him so much that he would not make an attempt on the
Houseat all.

"The work was long, Matron Mother," said the male she had choked. "The archmage's wards were
powerful. But we persisted.”

"Y ou saved yourself a painful death,” Y asraena said. After a pause, she added, "Well done."

The male almost smiled, but one look at Y asraena's tentacle rod kept the corners of his mouth from
risng.

The wizard went on, "Notice the gray mist present in the archmage's scrying crystal, Matron Mother. If
the archmage is attempting to scry House Agrach Dyrr through that crystal, as we suppose, the mistiness
indicates that he has not yet breached our anti-scrying wards."

She nodded. The lichdrow had well warded the fortress, better, apparently, than the archmage had
warded his own chambers.

Y asraena saw that the archmage and the Master of Sorcere were speaking intently. From their body
language, Y asraena thought that Gromph too easily tolerated impudencein hisinferiors.

"Why can we not hear what they are they saying?" she asked the room.

Silence answered her. She looked up, and Esvena barked, "Answer the Matron Mother!"

The male Y asraena had choked cleared his throat and said, "Matron Mother, the basin does not allow
for the transmission of sounds. | humbly apologize."

Y asraena stared at the top of the male's head for a moment before turning back to the image. The vision
wavered too much for lip readers to be of much use. She would have to rely on observation to keep her
apprised of Gromph's plans.

She eyed the sweating male wizard who leaned over the basin, maintaining the image. He would not be
able to hold the image for much longer. She looked to Esvena.

"Rotate our mages so that thisimage is constant. It isimperative that we know what Gromph Baenreis
doing a dl times."



Esvena nodded.

Y asraena was beginning to think that the temporary Xorlarrin withdrawal was part of some larger ploy
by the archwizard. Perhaps he would time his own assault with that of the Xorlarrin, hoping to sneak in
under cover of the battle.

We've got you, Baenre, she thought, eyeing Gromph through the basin. With the Dyrr wizards' scrying
eye on him, the archmage would not be able to surprise them. If he came, they would be ready.

Y asraenatook a deep, satisfied breath. She had asked the Spider Queen for an opportunity. She had
been given more time, and that was opportunity enough.

Conscious of his companions eyes upon him, Pharaun pulled a swatch of bat fur from his piwafwi,
positioned hisfingersin acircle, and spoke a couplet.

Anincorporeal, silvery orb took shape before him. With an exercise of hiswill, he saw through the ball
asthough it were his own eyes. At his mental command, the ball sped back through the chwidenchatunnel,
up the vertical shaft, and through the wall of stone that Pharaun had created to cap the tunnel.

Through the eye, Pharaun saw the surface.

It was night. And raining. Spider carcasses and limbs dotted the landscape. The chwidencha bodies they
had left behind lay torn in pieces. Pharaun saw no movement, no spiders. He ceased concentration on the
orb, leaving it where it was, and returned his vision to his own eyes.

Quenthel stood near him, waiting. Danifae stood a few steps behind her, her expression veiled. Jeggred
hulked over the battle-captive, staring at Pharaun with undisguised hunger.

"It isnight, Mistress," Pharaun said to Quenthel. "And raining lightly. The Teeming appearsto have
abated.”

Quenthel nodded as though she had expected nothing less.

"Then we go," she said. "Open the way."

Pharaun nodded. A simple spell would suffice to move them.

He visualized the surface and spoke a magical word that opened a dimensional portal between where
they stood and the surface. A curtain of green energy formed in the air.

Pharaun reached out a hand for Quenthel, and her whip serpents reared up with a hiss. Even the snakes
were more tense than usual. Pharaun's confrontation with Jeggred had thrown fuel on the fire of the
priestesses war of nerve. Pharaun reminded himself not to get caught in the conflagration when it
inevitably blew.

"I must touch you if you are to use the portal," he said to Quenthel.

She nodded and quieted her serpents. He put his hand gently to her shoulder. Ashe did, heraised his
eyebrows and looked a question at her.

The high priestess's expression showed that she took his meaning. They could leave Jeggred and
Danifae behind, trapped underground.

Danifae shifted on her feet, as though she sensed the exchange.

Quenthel seemed to consider it before surreptitiously signing, All go.

Pharaun did not let his disappointment reach his face. He looked past Quenthel to Danifae and said,
"Mistress Danifae?"

At her nod, he walked over and put his hand on hers, letting it linger for a moment on her smooth skin.
Her flesh felt hot to the touch.

"Jeggred too," she said with a seductive, predatory smile.

Pharaun eyed the draegloth, who offered him afanged smile and a cloud of foul breath.

"Of course," Pharaun said, wincing at the stink. He stepped to the draegloth, who slavered at his
approach.

True to his promise to Jeggred, Pharaun had put a contingency spell on his person that would
automatically cast another spell should the trigger be met. Pharaun had cast the spell such that if Jeggred
attacked him, even if Pharaun was incapacitated or otherwise made unable to speak or cast, the draegloth
would instantly be attacked by a giant, crushing hand of force. The hand was bigger than the draegloth,
stronger, and would sgueeze him until his bones broke.

"Gently, mage," Danifae warned.

Pharaun said over his shoulder, "Jeggred already knows how gentle is my touch. | won't hurt him,
Mistress Danifae."

"Of that | have no doubt,” she answered.

In whispered Infernal, the tongue of demons, Jeggred said, "Only her command keeps me from
ripping your head from your shoulders, contingency or not."



Pharaun understood the demonic tongue, as he did many other languages, and he answered in kind,
"Should you even attempt to do so, your end will be rapid and painful. In fact, | wish you would.”

He stared a challenge into the draegloth's face. Jeggred's lips peeled back from his yellow fangs, but he
did nothing else.

"Enough,” Quenthel commanded.

Without another word, Pharaun slammed his fist into the draegloth's shoulder—hard. He might as well
have been punching awall of iron.

Jeggred only smiled

"Mistress," Pharaun said, backing away from Jeggred. "Y our nephew remains, as always, an excellent
conversationalist." He looked to Quenthel and added, "I believe we're all ready, now."

He stepped near Quenthel, and she took him by the arm.

"Us, first," she said.

"Of course," Pharaun answered.

Together they stepped through the dimensional portal.

They materialized instantly on the surface. All was quiet, and pieces of spider were everywhere. After
the chaos of the Teeming, the surface felt eerily still. Eight bright stars like the eyes of a spider beat down
on them from the otherwise jet black sky. A light rain pattered against the rocks.

Pharaun hissed, "Do you not think Danifae would look better dead, Mistress? And your nephew would
be afine trophy for—"

Quenthel silenced him with an upraised hand. Her whip serpents hissed.

"Of course shewould," said the high priestess, "but she will look better till as a sacrifice. The insolent
bitch dieswhen | will it, mage. And my nephew, for al of his stupidity, remains a Baenre and the matron
mother's son."

Before Pharaun could reply, Danifae and Jeggred appeared beside them, both in afighting crouch.
Seeing no ambush awaited them, they relaxed their stances. Jeggred snorted with contempt, as though
disappointed that his aunt had not attacked.

Quenthel didn't bother to disguise her own sneer. She held her whip in her hand and nodded at
something one of the serpents, Y ngoth, whispered in her ear. She looked up to the line of soulsin the sky
and followed them with her eyesin the direction of the distant mountains. Their darkvision did not extend
far enough, and the jagged peaks were lost to the night.

Quenthel said, "Lolth bids us to hurry onward.”

The wind gusted; songspider webs sang above the falling rain. Quenthel nodded absently as though the
webs had spoken to her.

Pharaun perked up at Quenthel's statement. He asked, "Mistress, if Lolth bids us hurry, perhapsit is
time that we make our way across this unfortunate landscape via magical means?"

He was more than alittle tired of walking Lolth's wasteland.

"Indeed it istime, Master Mizzrym," answered Quenthel.

Mentally, Pharaun checked through his spells. "With all of the stray energies present here—" he
gestured at the vortices of power that still dotted the sky—"1 would not recommend tel eportation. But |
have other spells that might—"

Quenthel held up a hand to silence him and stared at Danifae.

"Call what aid you can, priestess,” Quenthel said, "if you would accompany me. Lolth demands the quick
arrival of her Yor'thae."

"Isthat the reason, Mistress Quenthel 7' Danifae asked with a cryptic smile. She threw back her hood.
Spiders crawled along her hair, her brow, her lips. "Or are you concerned that Lolth's mind might change
over the course of alonger journey?"

Anger brewed behind Quenthel's eyes. Her whip serpents lunged at Danifae but did not bite. All five of
them hissed into the battle-captive's gorgeous face.

"Impudent whore!" said one of the females, K'Sothra.

Jeggred snatched at the heads with an inner arm, missed as they retracted. The draegloth growled.
Pharaun couldn't remember ever having heard the serpents speak aloud.

Danifae only smiled innocently and said, "I intended no offense with my question.”

"Of course you didn't," Quenthel said, and her whips swirled around her head.

Jeggred growled, as though he could he hear the serpents mental projections to their mistress.

Pharaun felt very tired all of sudden. He just wanted the whole affair completed. If Lolth wanted it done
quickly, al the better.

"Mistress," he said to Quenthel. "I have spells that—"



"Silence!" Quenthel ordered, without removing her gaze from Danifae. "Use what spell you will to follow
me, Master Mizzrym, but you are to transport only yourself. Do you understand?”

For emphasis, her whip serpents turned their gaze from Danifae, stared at Pharaun, and flicked their
tongues. Pharaun bowed his head in acquiescence.

To Danifae, Quenthel repeated, "1 said, summon what aid you can, priestess, if you wish to accompany
me further."

Pharaun saw it then and was not sure what to make of it.

Quenthel was taking Danifae's measure, testing her abilities as a priestess. That was why she had
ordered Pharaun to transport only himself. All in the group had at least a sense of Quenthel's personal
power. No one knew the scope of Danifae's except Danifae. Quenthel meant to find out before sacrificing
the battle-captive.

The two priestesses stared at one another for amoment longer, Quenthel's challenge hanging between
them. Thewind blew. Therain fell. The webs sang.

"Very well, Mistress Quenthel," Danifae said, and she inclined her head dightly.

Jeggred stared at Pharaun and said to Danifae, "I could remove the ring of flying from the wizard's
corpse and—"

Danifae held up her hand for silence, and the draegloth trailed off.

Pharaun answered Jeggred's stare with what he knew to be an annoying smirk. He held up his hand and
waggled hisfingers to show the draegloth the ring.

Quenthel turned her back on the junior priestess and her nephew and prepared a summoning. She
moved away a bit and used her jet disk holy symbol to trace a circle on the blasted rocks—not a binding
circle but asummoning circle. Power trailed behind her movements, leaving adistortion in the air.
Throughout, she softly chanted a prayer, which Pharaun recognized asthe initial wordsto a spell that would
reach into the Abyss.

Quenthel was calling a demon to transport her.

Danifae watched Quenthel's back for atime, listening to her spell. Perhaps Danifae understood
Quenthel's play and was attempting to determine an appropriate response. Presently, she began her own
spell.

Holding her holy symbol to her breast, Danifae used her heel to trace a second summoning circle into
the dirt, away from Quenthel's. She too chanted the while.

Pharaun and Jeggred stood afew paces apart between the dueling priestesses, doing nothing. Pharaun
moved afew steps farther from the draegloth. The wind was carrying his stink to Pharaun, and the damp
only magnified itsfoulness.

The voices of the priestesses mingled with the call of the wind and the patter of the rain. Quenthel's
voice rose as she began the actual summoning. Danifag's voice, till in the midst of a preparatory chant,
rose in answer.

The wind gusted hard and for a moment sang above them both, favoring neither.

Pharaun spared a glance at Jeggred, expecting to see the drooling oaf trying to threaten him with his
glare, but the draegloth had eyes only for Danifae. He looked rapt. Pharaun could only shake his head at
the simpleton.

Power gathered. Quenthel had started her casting first, and she would finish it first.

Orange sparks flared within Quenthel's summoning circle, little mirrors of the vortices that still littered
the sky.

Danifae completed her preparations and started the final stages of her summoning.

Quenthel, sweating, chest heaving, stood at the edge of her circle, pronounced the final phrase of her
spell, and shouted aname: "Zerevimed! "

Pharaun didn't recognize the name, but it hung suspended in the air like fog, afoul echo reverberating in
Pharaun's ears. A final shower of sparks sizzled in the center of Quenthel's summoning circle and left in its
wake aglowing line of orange. The line expanded, and grew into atall oval. A very tall oval.

A portal.

Through the portal, Pharaun caught a glimpse of night on another world, another plane.

A lush jungle of twisted trees, grasses, and bushes waited beyond the gate, growing from a soil the color
of blood. Y ellowed bones of al types and sizes jutted from the earth, as though the whole plane was a
graveyard. Turgid rivers covered in a brown foam squirmed their circuitous way through the befouled
landscape. Thin, twisted forms moved furtively in the shadows, mortal souls trying desperately to hide from
something. Pharaun could see the terror in their eyes, and it made him vaguely uneasy.

A blast of humid air escaped the portal. It smelled like a charnel house, as though tens of thousands of



corpses lay rotting in the jungle heat. It bore groans with it, the soft susurration of agonized souls.

"Zerevimed, come forth!" Quenthel shouted.

The view in the portal changed as its perspective whipped across the landscape, passing ruined cities of
crimson stone, lakes of watery sludge, huge, twisted things prowling the jungle in pursuit of the souls.

A form took shapein the portal, atowering muscular form that dwarfed even Jeggred and blotted out
Pharaun’s view of the demon'’s home plane.

Nalfeshnee, Pharaun recognized from the silhouette. Quenthel had summoned afairly powerful demon.
Not as powerful as she could have but powerful nevertheless.

Pharaun readied to mind a spell that would shroud the demon in lightning should Quenthel not be able to
convince it with her offer. He knew that demons, even powerful ones, were vulnerable to lightning.

The huge demon stepped through the portal and solidified fully in Quenthel's circle, naked and dlicked in
something sticky and red. The creature smelled sickly-sweet, like half-cooked meat.

Behind them, Danifae continued her own summoning, her voice rising. She would complete her own
spell soon, but for the moment, Pharaun ignored her and focused on Quenthel's demon.

Huge tusks erupted from the nalfeshnee's muzzle. Burning red eyes dominated its bestial face. With
each breath the demon's huge chest, covered in dark, coarse fur, rose and fell like abellows. Two
ridiculously small feathered wings sprouted from its back. Clawed hands at the end of muscular arms
clenched and unclenched reflexively. The demon inhaled deeply, nostrils flaring, and wrinkled its snout.

"The Pits of the Spider Bitch," he spat, his voice deep and resonant. "It is bad enough that her stink
infests all of the Lower Planes, but now | must abideit directly?' He fixed his eyes on Quenthel, who stood
before him, seeming small and insignificant. "Y ou will pay for this, drow priestess. | was swimming in the
gore pits of —"

Quenthel's whip cracked, and five sets of fangs sank into the sensitive flesh of the demon'sthigh, very
near its genitals. The blow was meant to be more a painful threat than injurious.

The nalfeshnee roared and grabbed at the whip heads but was too slow.

Quenthel spokein alow tone. " Speak another heresy, demon, and I'll offer your manhood to Lolth as
penance."

Zerevimedl's burning red eyes narrowed. He looked around for the first time, as though to evaluate his
situation. His eyes moved to Pharaun, to Jeggred (at whom he sneered in contempt), to Danifae, who was
findizing her own spell.

Pharaun felt the tingle of divination magic against his skin. The demon was attempting to measure their
power, to get a sense of their souls. Pharaun did not contest the spell, though he could have easily enough.

Gently, as though expecting a backlash, Zerevimed! tested the boundaries of the summoning circle. He
seemed surprised when it did not hold him within its confines.

He smiled, dripping huge droplets of saliva, and said, "Y ou have left me unbound, drow whore."

He stepped out of the scribing on hoofed legs, towering over Quenthel. Pharaun readied his lightning
spell, but the Baenre priestess gave no ground.

"My spell wasacaling, dolt," she said. "Not a binding. Are males such fools even among demons?’

All five of her whip serpents stared up at the nalfeshnee, hissing with laughter.

The demon regarded her with the arrogance endemic to hiskind and said, "Y ou are either a great fool or
have much to offer."

"Neither," Quenthel replied. She brandished her holy symbol, stared up at the towering demon, and said,
"You just cast your divination. Y ou know the scope of my power. The Spider Queen once again answers
the prayers of her faithful, and | can destroy you at my whim. Y ou can perform willingly, or | can shred
your body and summon another of your kind."

The demon rumbled low in his deep chest, a sound reminiscent of Jeggred, but did not dispute Quenthel's
clam.

The high priestess went on, "If you accept willingly, you will be recompensed fairly in souls, upon my
return to Menzoberranzan."

"If you return,” the demon said, and his face twisted in an expression that Pharaun took to be a tusked
grin. The creature looked skyward and for the first time seemed to notice the line of soulsfloating high
above them. He eyed them with a predatory gaze and licked histhick lips.

"Souls, you say," he said, returning his gaze to Quenthel.

Quenthel cracked her whip and said, " Souls, yes. But not those. Those belong to Lolth. Y ou will be paid
with others, after you have flown me to the base of the mountains thence, to the Pass of the Reaver."

She pointed her whip in the direction of the far mountains, still hidden by night.

Pharaun cocked his head. He had never before heard Quenthel mention the name of their destination at



the base of the mountains, though he had long suspected she knew what they would find there.

"Y ou cannot attempt the pass and live," the demon said.

Quenthel put her hands on her hips and said, "1 can and will. Aswill those who accompany me."

The demon licked hislips, seeming to consider his options. Finally, he said, "I am not a beast of burden,
drowess."

"No," Quenthel replied, "but you will bear Lolth's Chosen and be honored to do so."

The demon's lips peeled back from oversized, yellowed canines. He turned his head to the side and spat
aglab of stinking spittle onto the dirt. He crossed his arms over his huge chest and said, "Perhaps you are
the Chosen, priestess, but perhaps you are not. In either case, let the Reaver claim you in his pass. But for
the indignity you ask, my price shall be sixty-six souls.”

Pharaun raised his eyebrows. Sixty-six souls was a very modest demand. Quenthel had cowed the
demon effectively.

"Done," Quenthel agreed. "Attempt to betray me and you die."

"No betrayal, priestess,” said the demon in alow voice. "I am looking forward to the feel of your soft
flesh againgt mine. And when | return again to the blood pools of my home, | will think fondly of your soul
being devoured by the Reaver."

Quenthel sneered and her whips laughed.

"Let usleave now, priestess,” the demon said. "I wish to return to the familiar gore of my home."

"Not yet," Quenthel said. She turned her back to the demon—a show of supreme confidence—and
watched as Danifae finally finished her own calling.

Danifae stood before her summoning circle, her arms outstretched, and called out a name: "Vakuul!"

Power flared in Danifae's circle. The air tore open. A circular portal, outlined in blue light, took shape.
Through it, Pharaun could see only a swirling, thick blue mist. Some of the mist leaked from the portal and
brought with it acloying stink reminiscent of rotting mushrooms.

"Charistral," observed the Nalfeshnee with unconceal ed contempt.

Pharaun assumed the word to be the name of the Abyssal plane viewable through the portal.

"Vakuul!" Danifae called again.

A buzzing sounded. It grew louder, louder . . .

"Chasme," said Zerevimeel and somehow managed still more contempt.

Pharaun saw that Quenthel was smiling. The flylike chasme demons were arelatively weak type,
weaker than the nalfeshnee. Either Danifae had deliberately underutilized her abilities or she smply could
summon nothing more powerful.

A winged, insectoid form filled the portal. The blue mist vanished, and the portal closed, leaving a
buzzing chasme demon within the summoning circle.

Quenthel's smile vanished when she saw the creature. Pharaun drew in a sharp breath.

The chasme Danifae had summoned was the largest of the type that Pharaun had ever seen, fully as
large as four pack lizards.

"Big one," Zerevimed said.

"Silence," Quenthel ordered, and her whips hissed at the demon. To Danifae, she called, "Is caling the
dregs from the bottom of the Abyss what passes for a summoning spell in Eryndlyn?”

Danifae did not turn to reply, but Pharaun read anger in her bunched back.

The chasme ignored Quenthel's taunt, and its compound eyes, each as big as Pharaun's two fists, swept
the surroundings, lingering for amoment on Jeggred and the nalfeshnee. I1ts wings buzzed in agitation.

"Why have you disturbed Vakuul ?' the chasme demanded of Danifae. Unlike Zerevimesd!'s baritone, the
chasme's voice was high-pitched, interspersed with vibrations and buzzing.

In appearance, Vakuul reminded Pharaun of a giant black cavefly, the kind that troubled rothe and
whose bite resulted in pus-filled wounds. The demon stood on six legs. The rear four looked insectoid, with
hooks and hairs sprouting from the upper segments, while the front two resembled oversized drow arms,
both of which ended in hands that jerked and clenched spasmodically. A huge double pair of wings, much
larger than those of the nalfeshnee's, sprouted from the chasme's back and buzzed at intervals. Each time
they did, a breeze that smelled of corpses wafted over Pharaun. The chasme's head and face sprouted like
atumor from its thorax, and its face combined the features of a fly and a human to form a grotesgue
profile. Bony black ridges filled its otherwise toothless mouth, and along horn jutted from where its nose
should have been. Thickets of short, coarse black hair stuck out of the demon’s body in irregular bunches.

Danifae stood before the demon and said, "Y ou are to bear me to the far mountains there and the pass
at their base."

The demon turned a circle, its movements jerking and insectoid, and looked in the direction Danifae



indicated.

It turned back to her and said, "This is the Demonweb Pits."

Itswings buzzed again in agitation.

"And | am apriestess of Lolth," Danifae said, holding forth her holy symbal.

Jeggred stepped up beside Danifag, his eyes boring holes into the fly-demon. Big as it was, the chasme's
wings twittered. It rubbed its human hands together, the same way a fly sometimes rubbed together its front
two legs.

"Y ou ask for a service but make no mention of payment," Vakuul said. "What isto be Vakuul's payment,
priestess of Lolth?"

Quenthel watched intently, as did Pharaun. That would be atrue indication of Danifae's power. The
offer and acceptance of payment was a formality inherent to the casting, but the particulars of the bargain
reflected the relative power of summoner and summoned. The higher the cost paid, the weaker the
summoned believed the summoner to be. Could Danifae compel afavorable offer through threat, as had
Quenthel?

Danifae eyed Quenthel before she took a step toward the chasme.

She entered the summoning circle, reached up, and ran her fingertips along the horn of the chasme's
nose. The demon's wings buzzed uncontrollably. His mouth fell open, showing along, hollow tongue, wet
with stinking sdiva.

"I believe we will be ableto cometo some. . . amicable arrangement,” Danifae purred.

A thick, dark fluid leaked from the chasme's mouth. The demon shifted his gaze past Danifae to
Jeggred—himself the spawn of a drow-demon coupling—buzzed his wings, and leered at Danifae.
Something long, thin, and dripping dipped out of histhorax.

Pharaun found the scene grotesque but fascinating.

Danifae only smiled, wrapped her hand around the demon's horn, and said, "l trust you find my offer
appedling?”

"Most appealing, priestess,” the chasme answered. With his thick, yellow tongue, Vakuul licked the
ridgesthat served as histeeth. "I will carry you within my arms, carry you close. And afterward," hiswings
buzzed with excitement, "closer still."

Danifae released the demon's horn and said, "My draegloth must accompany us."

The chasme's wings beat in agitation. His voice rose still higher. "No, priestess, no. Heistoo big, his
smell too foul. Just you."

Jeggred said nothing, merely stared.

Pharaun found it mildly amusing that a giant fly-demon found Jeggred too foul for transport. A cutting
quip seemed in order, but he restrained himself.

Danifae smiled and put her hand on Vakuul's head. The chasme's wings beat fast as she ran her fingers
along the bristles of the demon's hair.

"Y ou cannot begin to comprehend what | am prepared to do for you," she said, low and husky, "if you
but do thisfor me and my servant.”

The thing protruding from the creature's thorax managed to squirm out just alittle farther.

"Both then," the chasme said, drooling from his open mouth. "Come. Come, now."

Danifae turned and gestured Jeggred forward.

"Come, Jeggred,” she said, even while signing to the draegloth:

When we arrive at the mountains, tear off anything that is sticking out of it, then kill it.

Jeggred smiled at the demon and stalked forward.

When Danifae turned back around to face the chasme, she again wore a seductive smile.

Pharaun could not help but admire her. The woman was not as powerful as Quenthel—that was
clear—but she was as skilled a manipulator as Pharaun had ever encountered. Pharaun thought back to his
encounter with Jeggred in the chwidenchatunnel. Pharaun had said that Danifae was manipulating the
draegloth; Jeggred had answered that Danifae was instead manipulating Pharaun and Quenthel.

Pharaun began to suspect that both were likely true. Where Quenthel was raw power, Danifae was
skillful subtlety. Both women were dangerous. He was coming to believe that either could be the Yor'thae,
or perhaps neither. In truth, he did not care, aslong as he came out of it with hislife and his position.

Danifae looked back to Quenthel and Pharaun and said, "To the mountains then, Mistress Quenthel ?*

Quenthel nodded, her face amask of impassivity that poorly hid her anger.

Jeggred took the smiling Danifae in his arms, and the chasme wrapped both of them in hislegs. Vakuul's
wings beat so fast that they became abarely visible blur.

"Heavy," the demon said, in his whining voice but managed to get off the ground. " So heavy."



Quenthel turned to the nalfeshnee and allowed him to scoop her up in his huge arms. Hiswings too
began to beat, and somehow those absurd little appendages bore his huge bulk aloft.

"Follow, wizard," Quenthel called.

Pharaun sighed, called on the power of hisring, and took flight behind them.

They soared high over the Demonweb PFits, flying into the teeth of the wind. They stayed below the
souls but above the highest of the tors. The nalfeshnee cradled Quenthel against his mammoth chest. Her
hair whipped in the wind. The chasme held Jeggred and Danifae close.

The creature pawed at Danifae as best he could while they flew.

Despite their respective loads, the demons moved at speed, and Pharaun struggled to keep up. He could
hear nothing over the roar of the wind other than the muted buzz of the chasme's wings. Rain pelted his
face.

Taking flight allowed them to avoid the difficulties of the harsh terrain, and they devoured the leagues
quickly. On foot, they would have had afive or six day trek to the mountains. Flying at the rate they were,
Pharaun expected to reach the mountains around daybreak, perhaps a bit after.

He surveyed the plane below him as he flew. From above, the surface of the Pits looked like diseased
skin—blistered, scarred, pockmarked. Lakes of acid dotted the ground, spider carcasses lay everywhere,
and great crevasses split the landscape like scars.

He looked ahead toward the mountains but they remained invisible in the darkness. He could see the
glowing souls, though, flying toward the mountains base, toward the Pass of the Reaver.

He replayed the demon's words in hismind: You cannot attempt the pass and live, Zerevimeel had
said. Then, | will think fondly of your soul being devoured by the Reaver.

Pharaun decided that he would rather keep his soul than not, but he till flew on.



Chapter Ten

The night was hours old, and still Halisstra had not disturbed her sisters Reverie. She knew she should.
They ought to have used the night to travel, in case the dlaughter renewed with the dawn, but Halisstra
knew her sisters needed rest. They would have little opportunity for it after they left their makeshift temple
atop the tor. Besides, Halisstra wanted them to have afew more hours of peace, aone with her faith. They
soon would have little opportunity for that too.

She sat near the edge of the tor praying to the Dark Maiden for the strength to face the challenges
ahead.

Above her, swirling vortices of colored energy still dotted the sky. With each passing moment, one or
another of the vortices g ected a glowing soul into the air. With each moment, a worshiper of the Spider
Queen died somewhere in the multiverse and the soul found its way to the Demonweb Pits. The process
was as regular as a clockwork. Halisstra watched it happen time and again, and each time the newly
arrived soul fell into the never-ending line of spirits floating toward their dark goddess, their eternal fate.

It would go on that way until the multiverse ended.

Unless Lolth died.

She watched the souls moving methodically toward their doom and wondered if Danifae was among
them. With the Binding between them severed, Halisstra would not have sensed Danifag's death. She
fervently hoped that her former battle-captive till lived.

Thinking of Danifae sent a surge of hope and fear through Halisstra. Danifae had told her once, as they
stood together in some ruins in the World Above, that she had felt Eilistraee's call. The battle-captive had
spoken those words when she had come to warn Halisstra that Quenthel had sent Jeggred to kill Ryld.

Danifae had warned her.

There was a kinship between them, Halisstra knew, something born in the Binding that once had joined
them as master and slave. She knew that Danifae could be redeemed. And since Halisstra had given
herself fully to the Lady of the Dance, she would be able to help Danifae along the path of redemption—as
long as she wasn't already dead.

An overwhelming sense of regret tightened Halisstral's chest, regret for alifeill-spent inflicting pain and
engaging in petty tyrannies. She had wasted centuries on hate. Tears threatened, but she fought them back
with a stubborn shake of her head.

The wind gusted, dliced through her prayer, cut through the song-spider webs, and called out for the
Yor'thae.

The word no longer held any magic for Halisstra. She felt no pull.

She looked up at the eight stars that seemed so much like the eyes of Lolth and vowed, "No one will
answer your call."

Halisstradidn't know what Lolth intended for her Yor'thae, and she didn't care. She guessed that killing
the Yor'thae would hurt Lolth, possibly weaken her. And she knew that Lolth's Chosen could be only one
person: Quenthel Baenre.

"I'll kill your Chosen, then | will kill you," she whispered.

The wind died down again, as though quieted by her promise.

Halisstralooked out over the blasted landscape of Lolth's realm, over the piles of torn spider parts and
carcasses. She wondered where Quenthel was at that moment. She suspected that the Baenre priestess
was already in the Demonweb Pits, making her way to Lolth, just another of the damned drawn to the
Spider Queen.

"I'm right behind you, Baenre," she whispered.

She sat for atime in silence, aone with her goddess, staring up at the infinite stream of spirits floating to
Lolth. After awhile, shetook out Seyll's songsword, put its flute-hilt to her lips, and played a soft dirge, an
honorarium for the lost souls above her. The notes carried over the barren landscape, beautiful to her ears.

If the souls heard her, they made no sign.

The wind rose, as though to overwhelm her song, but Halisstra played on. Though she knew it was not
possible, she hoped that somewhere, somehow, Seyll heard her song and understood.

When she finished, she sheathed Seyll's blade and stood. L ooking into the sky, she held forth her hand,
palm up, and curled her fingers—making the symbol of a dead spider, blasphemous to Lolth.

She could not help but smile.

"Thisisfor you too," she said.

On impulse, she shed her armor and shield, drew the Crescent Blade, and danced. High atop a ruined tor



on Lolth's blasted plane, Halisstra Melarn whirled, spun, stabbed, and |eaped. Except for the wail of the
wind, there was no sound to which she could move, so she danced to a rhythm that pounded only in her
head. Joy filled her, more and more with each step, with each turn. She became one with the weapon, one
with Eilistraee. She was sweating Lolth from her skin, shedding her own past with each gasping, joyous
breath.

Her hair whipped behind and around her. She could not stop grinning. The Crescent Blade felt no
heavier in her grasp than a blade of grass, the tiny green plant that covered much of the World Above. The
weapon whistled through the air, creating its own tune, playing its own song.

Halisstra danced until sweat soaked her and her breath came hard. When she finally finished, exhausted
and elated, she collapsed, the ground on her back. Grace filled her. She felt she'd been purified, worthy at
last to wield the Crescent Blade.

Thank you, Lady, she thought to Eilistraee and smiled when a cloud temporarily blotted out Lolth's eight
stars.

She lay there for atime, doing nothing more than reveling in her freedom.

Sometime later she rose, walked back near the edge of the tor, and re-donned her armor. As she was
strapping Seyll's blade to her back, a hand closed on her shoulder, momentarily giving her a start.

"Feliane," she said, turning to face the kind, almond eyes of the surface elf.

Feliane smiled warmly. "Y ou did not wake me for awatch. | slept through the day. How late into the
nightisit?"

"The night is severa hours old," Halisstra said, securing Seyll's blade in its scabbard. "We should awaken
Uluyara."

Feliane nodded. She said, "It was your laughter that awakened me."

"I'm sorry," Halisstra replied. She was not aware that she had been laughing aloud.

"Don't be," Feliane replied. "It allowed me to watch you dance."

To her surprise, Halisstrafelt no embarrassment.

"It was beautiful," Feliane said with asmile. "l saw the Lady init, asclearly as|'ve ever seen her in
anything."

Halisstradidn't know how to reply, so she dropped her eyes and said only, "Thank you."

"Y ou have come far in only a short while," Feliane said, stepping past her to look down on the tor.

Halisstra nodded. She had indeed.

"May | ask you something?' Feliane asked.

"Of course," Halisstra said, and something in Feliane's tone caused Halisstra's heart to race.

Feliane asked, "What drew you to the worship of Lolth in thefirst place? Thefaithis ... hateful, ugly.
But | can see that you are none of those things."

Halisstra's heart thumped in her chest. She wasn't sure why the question affected her so. A tiny seed in
the center of her being stirred, but no immediate answer came to her.

She thought for amoment and finally answered, "Y ou give me too much credit, Feliane. | was hateful.
And ugly. Nothing drew me to Lolth. Nothing had to. | was raised to worship her, and | enjoyed the
benefits associated with my station. | was petty and small, so awash in spite that it never occurred to me
that there might be another way. Until | met you and Uluyara and saw the sun. | owe you both much for
that. | owe the Lady much for that."

Feliane nodded, took her hand, and squeezed it. The elf said, "May | ask something el se?*

Halisstra nodded. She would hold nothing back from her sister in faith.

Feliane took a breath before asking, "Did you ever think that what you did in her namewas. . . evil?"

Halisstra consciously decided not to hear an accusation in the question. Feliane's face held no judgment,
merely curiosity. Halisstra struggled to articulate a response.

"No," she answered at last. "I'm ashamed now to say it, but no. Faith in the Spider Queen brought
power, Feliane. In Ched Nasad, power was the difference between those who ruled and those who served,
those who lived and those who died. It's not an excuse,”" she said, seeing Feliane's expression grow clouded,
"just an explanation. What | did then, what | was, it shames me now."

Staring thoughtfully into the darkness, Feliane nodded. The silence stretched.

Finally, the elf said, "Thank you for sharing yourself with me, Halisstra. And do not be ashamed of what
you were. We are made anew each moment. It is never too late to change.”

Halisstrasmiled. "I like that very much, Feliane. It gives me hope that someone else | know might be
redeemed.”

Feliane smiled back.

They stood quietly for amoment, listening to the wind.



"We should awaken Uluyara and start moving," Halisstra said.

Feliane nodded but did not turn to go. Instead, she said, "I'm afraid.”

The words surprised Halisstra. She had never before heard such an admission from another female.

After amoment, she put her arm around Feliane, drew her close, and said, "I am too. But we'll find
strength in our fear. All right?'

"All right,” Feliane replied.

Halisstra turned to her, held her at arms length, and said, "The Lady iswith us. And | have aplan.”

Feliane raised her thin eyebrows. "A plan?'

"Let'sawaken Uluyara," Halisstra said.

Feliane nodded, and they walked back toward the temple. Before they reached it, Uluyara emerged.

"Thereyou are," said the high priestess. "Is everything well?

"Itis," Feliane said with a smile. "Halisstra has a plan.”

Uluyarafrowned. "A plan?'

Halisstra wasted no words. "I believe | know why Eilistraee put the Crescent Blade into my hands.”

Uluyara's brow furrowed, and she said, "We aready know why, Halisstra. Y ou are to use the blade to
kill the Queen of the Demonweb Pits."

Halisstra nodded. "Y es, but we've been thinking that | would use the blade only against Lolth herself.
But | think Lolth would be weakened if her Chosen never answered her call. | need to deny her her
Yor'thae. | need to kill Quenthel Baenre."

Her sisterslooked at her, confused.

Halisstrasaid, "Don't you see? | was meant to meet Quenthel Baenre during the fall of Ched Nasad. |
was meant to learn of her quest to awaken Lolth. Eilistraeeshand isin all of this. | see it now. Quenthel
BaenreisLolth's Yor'thae. If | kill her .. ."

Then maybe | can kill Lolth, she thought but did not say.

"Then Lolth will be vulnerable," Uluyara said, nodding.

"Arewe certain?' Feliane ventured. " The prophecy of the Crescent Blade did not speak of the Spider
Queen's Chosen."

"l am as certain as| can be," Halisstrareplied, knowing that she was not certain at all.

Feliane did not hesitate. She said, "Then | am convinced.”

Uluyaralooked from Feliane to Halisstra. After amoment she blew out a sigh, touched the holy symbol
of Eilistraee she wore around her neck, and said, "Then | am also convinced. How will we find Quenthel
Baenre?'

Halisstra wanted to hug the high priestess.

"Sheis here, somewhere in the Demonweb Pits,” Halisstra said, "trying to reach Lolth. | am certain of
that too."

"Then we must find her before she reaches the Spider Queen," Feliane said. "But how? Follow the
souls?' She indicated the damned souls streaming high above them.

"No," Halisstra said. "We must |ocate her more precisdly."

Uluyara understood Halisstra's meaning, and said, " The Baenre will be warded. A scrying spell will not
work."

"She will be warded," Halisstra conceded, "but she bears an item that once was mine, a healing wand
that she took from me after the fall of Ched Nasad. That will aid the spell.” She looked her sistersin the
face. "It will work, and that it doeswill be asign from the Maiden."

"She may sense the scrying,” Uluyara said.

Halisstra nodded and replied, "She might. Let ustrust in the Lady, High Priestess. Timeis short."
Halisstrafelt the moments dlipping from her.

"I am with you, HalisstraMelarn," Uluyara said with a smile. "But to scry, we must have abasin of holy
waeter."

Halisstra scanned the top of the tor, looking for any standing pool of water left over from the rain.
Uluyara and Feliane spread out to help search.

"Herel" Feliane called after only afew moments.

Halisstra and Uluyara hurried over and found Feliane standing over a small puddle of foul water that had
pooled in adeclivity in the rock.

"That will do," Halisstra said.

"I will hdlow it," Uluyara said, taking out her holy symbol.

She held the medallion over the water and offered a prayer of consecration to Eilistraee. As she chanted
the imprecation, she took a small pearl from her cloak and dropped it into the water. The pearl dissolved as



if it was salt, the rime of filth vanished, and the water cleared. Uluyara ended the prayer and stepped back
from the puddle.

"Itisready,” she sad.

Halisstra could not help but smile. Between the raising of the temple and the consecration of a holy
water font, the three priestesses had carved off alittle piece of Lolth's planein Eilistraee's name. It felt
good; it felt defiant. She wondered how long the temple and font would last before the evil of the Pits
reclaimed them.

It will stand forever once Lolth is dead, she thought.

With renewed determination, she knelt before the font and saw her dim reflection in its clear waters.
Lolth's eight stars, though they hung directly above her, did not show in the reflection. Halisstrawas
pleased. Even on her own plane, the Spider Queen could not befoul Eilistraee's font.

Touching her holy symbol, Halisstra sang the song of scrying.

Asthe magic took shape, she conjured an image of Quenthel Baenre in her mind—her tall stature, her
angry eyes and harsh mouth, the long white hair, the whip of serpents, the wand she had stolen from
Halisstra. . .

The clear water darkened. Halisstra felt her consciousness expand. She continued the musical prayer,
her voice growing more confident. Though she was not an especialy skilled diviner, the words of the
scrying spell poured easily from her lips. She knew that Quenthel's wards could protect the Baenre
priestess, but she knew with a certainty born of her faith that they would not. Eilistraee's will would be
done; Halisstrawould be the Dark Maiden's instrument.

An image formed in the font, wavering at first but clearer with each note that Halisstra sang. There was
no sound, but when the image came fully into view it was as clear as a portrait. Uluyara and Feliane
crowded close to see.

The image showed Quenthel Baenre in the air, clutched to the chest of an enormous creature covered in
muscle and short, coarse fur. The rest of the monster's body was not visible. Halisstra's spell conveyed an
image of only Quenthel and her immediate surroundings. Anything beyond that appeared as an
indistinguishable gray blur.

Quenthel 1ooked forward, atight smile on her face, her intense eyes burning. Her long hair streamed
behind her in the wind. Her mouth moved as if she was shouting something to the creature that held her.

Uluyarasaid, "She rides in the grasp of ademon. Look at the size of it, the six fingered hands and claws
... itisanafeshnee."

Halisstra nodded. Quenthel must have summoned and bound the nalfeshnee to her will.

The demon suddenly wheeled higher—Halisstra caused the scrying sensor to follow—into the midst of a
swarm of drow souls. The spirits wheeled all around the image, flitting in and out of the spell's "eye."

"Theriver of souls!" Feliane exclaimed and looked skyward to the shades flowing through the sky. "She
is here in the Demonweb Pits, at least.”

Halisstra nodded but maintained her concentration, keeping the image focused on Quenthel. The high
priestess of Lolth barked something at the demon and freed a hand to brandish her serpent-headed whip.
The demon decreased its atitude, and the souls disappeared from the image.

"Where are her companions?' Uluyara said.

Halisstra shook her head. "Possibly just out of view," she said, though she felt a stab of fear for Danifae.

Halisstra had no doubt that Quenthel would kill anyone or anything if it served her purposes. She bit her
lip in frustration. Her spell was not revealing enough. They knew Quenthel was flying with ademon
somewhere in the Demonweb Pits but nothing more.

"Uluyara,”" she said through her concentration. "Y ou must help me. We need more information.”

Uluyara nodded. "Now that | have seen Quenthel Baenre, thereisaspell | can useto aid us. It will take
some time to cast. Hold the image another moment. Let me fix the Baenre's appearance in my mind."

The high priestess studied the image for atime then rose.

"Enough," she said. "Release it, Halisstra, before she senses the scrying. There is hothing more to see.
Other divinations will serve us now."

With agasp, Halisstralet the spell dissipate. The image vanished, and the water once more grew clear.
She stood, but her knees trembled.

Uluyara touched Halisstra's shoulder with affection and said, "Well done, priestess. Y ou have started us
on the path. My own spell can learn how far the Baenre priestess is from here but little else. We will need
that and more. While | discern her location, you two shall commune with the Lady and ask her for
guidance."

Words failed Halisstra. Her heart raced. Commune with the Lady! When she had been a priestess of



Lolth, she sometimes had communed with the Spider Queen as part of her temple's bloody rites, but the
experience had never been pleasant. A mortal mind was easily overwhelmed by the divine. She found the
thought of communing with Eilistraee both terrifying and exhilarating.

She shared alook with Feliane and saw acceptance in the elf's fair-skinned face. Both nodded at
Uluyara.

"Good," said the high priestess. "Let us hurry. Asyou said, Halisstra, timeis short."

"Not here. In thetemple," Halisstra offered.

Uluyara nodded and smiled. "Yes. In the temple. Very good."

Under Lolth's sky, the three priestesses hurried back to the hallowed ground of their makeshift temple.
There, they cast their spells.

Uluyara sat cross-legged on the floor, her holy symbol cradled in her lap. She closed her eyes, steadied
herself, and dipped quickly into a meditative trance. Whispered prayers slipped from her lips, snippets of
songs in alanguage both beautiful and alien to Halisstra

Halisstra and Feliane sat away from Uluyara, facing each other and holding hands to form a circle.
Halisstra's larger hands engulfed those of the elf priestess. Both of their palms were clammy. Feliane
placed her holy symbol medallion on the floor between them.

"Ready?"' Feliane asked and retook Halisstra's hands.

"Ready," Halisstra acknowledged. She knew the spell they were to cast would create a short-lived
connection to Eilistraee. The answers to the questions they would ask would be short and possibly cryptic.
Such was the nature of direct communication between gods and mortals.

"I will offer the questions,” Halisstra said, and Feliane nodded without hesitation.

With that, they closed their eyes and began the spell. The spell required a prayer offered in song.
Halisstra opened, Feliane joined, and soon they sang in time with one another, their voices as one. Power
gathered, and windows opened between redlities.

Propelled by the spell, their minds reached up and out, through the planes, to the otherworldly home of
their goddess.

In the no-place created by the spell, Halisstra could not see, but she could feel—and feel with avibrancy
unlike anything she had previously experienced. Despite herself, she mentally cringed as she awaited
contact with the mind of her goddess. She felt Feliane with her, also waiting.

A presence suffused the no-place, and Halisstra braced herself. When the contact came, when
Halisstra's mind met that of her goddess in a place-between-places, it was not at all what she had expected.
Rather than the overwhelming spite and judgment she had felt when communing with Lolth, she instead felt
a sense of overwhelming comfort, love, and acceptance. It was as if she wasimmersed in awarm, soothing
bath.

Ask, daughters, said avoicein her mind.

The grace in the voice, the gentle love, brought tears to Halisstra's eyes.

Lady, projected Halisstra. You know our purpose. Please tell us what Quenthel Baenre seeks and
to where the nalfeshnee bears her.

Halisstra sensed approval of the question.

She seeks to become the vessel of my mother's resurrection, replied the goddess. Without the
Yor'thae, Lolth's rebirth will be stillborn.

Asthe weight of that statement settled on Halisstra's shoulders, Eilistraee continued, The demon
carries Quenthel Baenre to the Pass of the Soulreaver beneath of the Mountains of Eyes. My mother
waits on the other side.

An image of high peaks formed in Halisstra's mind, dark spires that rose until they reached the roof of
the sky. She had seen the mountains in the distance when first she had materialized on the Demonweb Pits.
At the mountains' base stood a dark opening, the sole means of passing through the range—the Pass of the
Soulreaver. The name of the pass triggered some old memory in her, as though she had once read of it
during her studiesin House Melarn, but the particulars escaped her.

How long before she reaches the pass, Lady? asked Halisstra.

A pause, then, She will reach them before the tired sun of my mother rises anew.

The connection grew tenuous. The spell was soon to expire. Halisstrafelt her goddess moving away
from her. She tried to grab on, but Eilistraee dipped through her fingers.

Before the spell dissipated entirely, she mentaly blurted, Does Danifae Yauntyrr still accompany
Quenthel Baenre?

She sensed a hesitation and instantly regretted asking such a selfish question. Still, Eilistraee offered an
answer, as though from far away, and the words gave Halisstra hope.



Yes. A pause, then, Doubt is her weapon, daughter.

The connection went quiet. Halisstra opened her eyes, found herself again clad in her cumbersome
flesh, sitting across from Feliane. The elf's eyes too were rimed with tears.

"The Lady favored us," Feliane whispered.

"She did," Halisstraanswered. "She did, indeed. If Lolth hasno Chosen . . ."

"Then shewill die," Feliane finished.

Halisstra could only nod.

Spontaneously and at the same moment, the two sistersin faith stretched out their arms and embraced,
lit with the afterglow of contact with the divine.

"Wewill succeed,” Feliane said, and to Halisstra it sounded more question than statement.

"We will," Halisstra affirmed, though Eilistraee's last words troubled her. For whom was doubt a
weapon? Whose doubt? She had no answers.

In short order, Uluyara emerged from her trance, and Halisstra and Feliane related the substance of
their communion.

Uluyaratook it in with anod, then said, "The Baenre is three leagues from here. Her route follows the
souls. Welll track her, find her, and kill her."

"Her route leads to the mountains," Feliane said. "To the Pass of the Soulreaver."

"Then that is where we are going too," said Halisstra. "We must reach it before the sun rises.”

They would once more ride the foul wind of the Demonweb Pits. Halisstra knew they would catch
Quenthel and Danifae before they reached the Pass.

"We should assume that Baenre is accompanied by more than the nalfeshnee and Danifae," Uluyara
said. "The wizard, the draegloth, and the mercenary you told us about may yet travel with her."

"Agreed," Halisstrasaid.

Asthey prepared to set off, Halisstra thought of Danifae, hesitated, then said to Uluyara, "Danifae
Y auntyrr said to me once that she had been called by Eilistraee. | would . . ." Shetrailed off. " She saved
me once, from the draegloth. | would like to give her another chance to answer the Lady."

Uluyara's face showed incredulity. "Is not accompanying Quenthel Baenre answer enough?' she asked.
Her face softened at Halisstra's frown, and she reached out a hand as though to touch Halisstra, though she
did not. "Halisstra Melarn, your guilt over your life before Eilistraee is affecting your judgment. | know the
feeling well. But no one called by the Lady would travel with a priestess of Lolth. If Danifae iswith the
Baenre, then sheis with the Baenre."

Halisstra heard sense in Uluyara's words, but she did not want to throw Danifae away so quickly.

"Y ou may be mistaken," Halisstra said. "Let us see what events bring. If sheisto be a servant of the
Lady, she will show it when she sees me."

Feliane's gaze shifted anxioudly between them.

Uluyaras brow furrowed. She started to speak, stopped, and finally said, "L et us not argue about this,
not now. Asyou say, we will see what we will see. | will be pleased to be wrong."

Halisstra stared at the high priestess a moment longer and decided to let the matter rest.

"Gather near me," Halisstra said.

She sang the prayer that would again change them all to mist and let them ride the wind. When she
finished the spdll, their bodies metamorphosed into vapor. Asit had before, Halisstra's field of vision swelled
and contracted in away that made judging distances difficult. Still, she felt in control of her body. They rose
from the spire, heading skyward toward the souls high above.

Asthey ascended into the cloud-roofed sky, Halisstra spared a glance back at the temple, on the tor
they had claimed in Eilistraee's name. She knew she would never seeit again.

The three priestesses fell in amongst the souls, just three more insubstantial forms amidst the thousands.
At Halisstra's mental command, they increased their speed until they were streaking through the air faster
than any of the shades, as fast as a bolt fired from a crossbow.

We have you, Quenthel Baenre, she thought. And we're coming.

Deep in the bowels of Corpsehaven, Inthracis stood in an anteroom off to the side of his assembly hall,
separated from the finest regiment of his army by ornate double doors. Like the rest of his keep, he had
fashioned the doors from carved bone and sheets of flesh. Beyond them stood the five hundred mezzol oths
and nycaloths of his elite Black Horn Regiment, all veterans of the Blood Wars. Nisviim had sounded the
muster and the Regiment had answered. The nycaloth |eaders had aready briefed the troops on their
assignment and worked them into akilling frenzy with promises of glory and payment of twenty soul-larvae
each.



The troops beat the hafts of their glaives, tridents, and poleaxes against the floor, sending shivers through
the walls and floors, giving Corpsehaven a pulse that temporarily overwhelmed the wind's incessant howl.
In time with the thumping, the troops shouted aloud for their general, turning his name into an incantation.

"Inthracis! Inthracis! Inthracis!"

Inthracis smiled and let the excitement build.

Even through the tumult Inthracis could hear the roars of the nycaloth sergeants. He pictured the
assembly in his mind—row upon row of armed and armored yugol oths—and reveled in their adoration.

Y ugoloths were mercenaries to their core, and Inthracis had treated his army well over the millennia,
rewarding them with glory, souls, treasure, and flesh. He had augmented their loyalty with subtle binding
spells, quietly cast. He had built his army with care over the centuries, and its fearsome strength and
unswerving loyalty had elevated him nearly to the top of the Blood Rift's hierarchy. He had only to unseat
Kexxon the Oinoloth and he would sit atop Calaas's spire.

Vhaeraun had commanded Inthracisto bring an army to the Ereilir Vor, the Plains of Soulfire, in Lolth's
Demonweb Pits. Inthracis could not muster his entire army without |eaving Corpsehaven unguarded, but he
could do the next best thing—hbring the Black Horn Regiment, and lead them himself. He would leave
Nisviim, his arcana oth lieutenant, in charge of the fortress until his return. Inthracis knew the bound
arcanal oth would not betray him.

Besides, he was certain the Black Horn regiment would be enough—more than enough—to slaughter
the three drow priestesses and whomever or whatever might accompany them. And when the three
priestesses were dead, V haeraun might actually reward him.

"Inthracig! Inthracis!"

The rhythmic beat of weapon hafts on the floor grew louder, faster, building toward a crescendo. Beside
Inthracis, snarling and drooling, stood Carnage and Slaughter, his canoloth pets. The rising volume of the
chanting agitated the four-legged, houndlike yugol oths—both were dumb but quite powerful, quite
loyal—and their long, barbed tongues lolled from the fanged sphincters of their mouths. Their claws dug into
the floor, and both uttered low growls.

Inthracis reached up to pat them each on their huge, armored flanks.

"Beat ease," he said and let arcane power creep into his voice.

The power of his magic eased their tension. The canoloths uttered satisfied murmurs and visibly relaxed.

For the sake of appearances, Inthracis had armored Carnage and Slaughter in their war gear—spiked
plate barding covered the coarse, black fur of their wide backs and broad chests. He had even armored
himself, though he would consider it a persona failing to be forced to engage in melee combat.

Still, the troops enjoyed seeing their general outfitted for war.

His light, magic-absorbing mail shirt and helm, both forged in one of Caaas's furnaces from a
magic-soaked ore unique to the Blood Rift, glimmered in the light of the anteroom's yellow glowball. His
spellblade, Arcane Razor, through which he could cast his spells and cut through the spells of others, hung
at his belt from a scabbard made of barbed devil hide. An arsenal of metallic wands and three bone rods
hung from a quiver at histhigh.

"Inthracis! Inthracis!"

Asit had with the canoloths, the noise agitated the stacked corpses in the walls of Corpsehaven. Limbs
squirmed, wide eyes stared, and flesh oozed. Hands reached from the walls as though to touch him, either
out of excitement or perhaps out of aneed for reassurance.

Carnage turned his huge head, casually ripped a grasping forearm from the wall, and devoured it, bone
and all. Seeing his sibling feasting, Slaughter eyed the wall-corpsesto see if another such tidbit might be
forthcoming.

None were. Hands and arms retreated into the wall. Eyes stared out in semi-sentient fear.

Inthracis smiled at his pets, even as he ran his plan through his mind. He had been unable to scry any of
the three priestesses—he did not know why—and Vhaeraun's avatar had not shown himself again. Still, he
dared not disobey the Masked L ord's command.

Inthracis would use a simple spell to show the Black Horn Regiment where it was to go—the fiery,
blasted heath of the Plains of Soulfire, in the shadow of Lolth's city and the Infinite Web—and go they
would. Inthracis knew the plains to be uninhabited but for the tortured souls that burned in the sky above
them—and perhaps afew of Lolth's eight-legged pets.

"Inthracis! Inthracis!"

The time had come.

Without another word, he threw open the doors and strode forward onto the high balcony that
overlooked the assembly hall. The cheer that greeted him from below sent flakes of skin raining from the



ceiling, shook the walls of Corpsehaven like one of the Blood Rift's frequent earthquakes.

He looked down on the regiment. Rows of squat, beetle-like mezzol oths looked up at him with their red,
compound eyes. They stood on two legs, using the other four to wield their polearms. Plates of armor
draped their black carapaces. Their mandibles offered soft clicks. The larger nycal oths moved amongst
them, calling for quiet.

Muscles rippled under the green scales of the gargoylish nycaloths as they moved. Huge axes hung from
their backs. Four clawed hands erupted from their muscular chests, and their sleek heads sported two
horns, limned black, of course.

Inthracis raised his hands, and the multitude fell silent. Only the howl of the wind outside disturbed the
moment. In its shriek, Inthracis still heard the echo of Lolth's cal, but softer: "Yor'thae."

Inthracisignored it, except to hope that the diminishment of the call indicated the diminishment of Lolth.

Hewilled a spell to amplify his voice. When he spoke, his softly uttered words sounded as loud and clear
in the ears of histroops asif he had stood beside them.

"There are drow priestesses that we must kill," he said. "And we must do it under the eyes of the Spider
Queen hersdf."

A ripple ran through the lines. All knew that something had been happening recently with Lolth.

Inthracis spoke the words to his spell and called up atowering image of the Ereilir Vor. A green mist
hung over a pockmarked landscape. Pools of caustic fluid bubbled their stink into the air. Glowing souls
burned in arcane firein the sky.

Beyond the plains, Lolth's city loomed, a great, crawling citadel of iron set among the Infinite Web.
Millions of arachnids scurried along its strands.

Another ripple ran through the lines. No doubt some recognized the locale.

"That iswhere we will do battle," he called. "And hereis our prey."

Drawing upon the mental image placed in his mind by Vhaeraun, he spoke aloud the words to another
spell and caused an image of the three priestesses to take shape before the regiment.

"All three must die," he said, "and an extra twenty-five souls from my cache to those who strike the
killing blow."

A roar answered him and he nodded.

The Black Horn Regiment was ready. If VVhaeraun was right, and one of the three drow priestesses
was or was to be Lolth's Yor'thae, then the Spider Queen's Chasen would never reach her goddess's side.



Chapter Eleven

Day was drawing near. The nalfeshnee and chasme flew on. The mountains grew larger and larger in
Pharaun's sight. Though perhaps aleague away, they stood so tall they looked like awall of black rock that
never ended. He knew that no one could ever go over them. There was only one way through—the Pass of
the Soulreaver.

Souls streamed overhead, angling downward and flowing toward the base of the mountains. The
nalfeshnee eyed the glowing souls hungrily as they passed, but his fear of Quenthel kept him from doing
anything other than looking. The chasme continued to whine at the heaviness of hisload.

As the mountains loomed closer and closer, Pharaun caught Quenthel looking back, not at him but at the
horizon line. Pharaun turned to watch it too, expecting to see the light of the rising sun once again summon
forth Lolth's children for the Teeming.

The sun peeked over the edge of the world, casting its dim red light across the landscape. To Pharaun's
surprise, nothing happened.

The light oozed over the rocks, holes, and pits, but no spiders came forth to greet it.

It appeared that the Teeming was over. Strange, that so great a degree of violence could erupt and end
with such suddenness. Pharaun had a peculiar sense that the Demonweb Pits was holding its breath,
waiting for something.

When he turned back around, he found Quenthel staring at him. With exaggerated gestures, she signed,
Be prepared when we land. But do nothing except at my command.

Pharaun nodded in understanding. The time for the confrontation had come at last.

Helet himsdlf lag a bit behind the chasme. There, he began surreptitiously to cast defensive spells that
had no outward visible effect—he did not want some aura or emanation to alert Danifae and Jeggred to
Quenthel's intent. He sprinkled diamond dust over his flesh and turned his skin as strong as stone. He
whispered sequential incantations that made his body resistant to fire, lightning, and acid.

The Master of Sorcere could not contain a smile as they flew. When they reached the mountains,
Quenthel would kill Danifae, and Pharaun would kill Jeggred.

It is about time, he thought.

Halisstra, Feliane, and Uluyara streaked through the air, riding the wind. They flew amidst the river of
souls, though Halisstradid not look any of the glowing spiritsin the face. She was afraid she might
encounter someone el se she had known.

The mountains were visible ahead, atitanic wall of sheer stone. They looked like the fangs of an
unimaginably huge beast. The flow of souls angled downward, heading toward the bottom of one of the
mountains.

Behind them, the sun rose over the horizon. Halisstra looked earthward, expecting to see another day of
violence, but it appeared asif the only violence that would happen on the Demonweb Pits that day would
happen between drow.

Far ahead, Halisstra caught sight of two large forms descending toward the base of the tallest of
mountains—demons, she saw.

Quenthel Baenre was there, she knew. So was Danifae.

Her heart began to race.

The souls swirled around the demons as they descended toward a hole in the mountains that could only
be the Pass of the Soulreaver.

Halisstra and her fellow priestesses sped onward, slowly gaining.

Flying in shadow form near Menzoberranzan's stal actite-dotted ceiling, Gromph reached House Agrach
Dyrr. Looking down, he saw that little had changed from when he had scried the fortress an hour or so
before.

Agrach Dyrr's defenders till paced the tall, stalagmite walls, peering down through their fortifications at
the attackers. The violet-plumed helms of the officers and the blades of the soldiers polearms and swords
bobbed along behind the crenellations. Banners with House Agrach Dyrr's heraldry festooned the walls,
charred but largely whole. Scores of orc and bugbear crossbowmen bolstered the drow forces.

Gromph could not smell the battlefield due to hisincorporeality, but he could see the clouds of black
smoke gathered near the cavern's roof and could imagine the stink.

On the plateau before the stalagmite castle gathered the massed forces of House Xorlarrin. The army



numbered perhaps eight hundred all told and encircled the complex at a distance of along crossbow shot
from the moat-filled chasm. Gromph noted the makeup of the Xorlarrin soldiery: half a score drow wizards,
afew hundred drow warriors, two score war-spiders, and numerous platoons of lesser creatures, all of
whom stood assembled and ready. Several siege engines fashioned of magically hardened crystal and iron
stood amidst the ranks.

All was quiet. The Xorlarrin appeared willing to wait for reinforcements before making another attempt
on Agrach Dyrr. Gromph was mildly surprised. He knew Matron Mother Zeerith to be as ambitious for her
House as any matron mother. He would have expected her to hoard the glory of Dyrr's capture all to
herself. Y asraena must have been mounting an impressive defense to so temper Xorlarrin ambition.

Gromph floated down and saw scores of bodies and body parts floating in the water-filled chasm that
surrounded the manse's walls. A few toothy reptiles—giant aquatic lizards, no doubt—swam in the moat
and fed on the remains. Gromph saw that the dead ogres and their battering ram, which he had seen while
scrying the House, no longer lay before the adamantine doors. No doubt some Agrach Dyrr necromancer
had animated their corpses and turned them back against the Xorlarrin.

Until he had evaluated the fortress's network of wards up close, Gromph dared go no closer than the line
delineated by the moat. With a minor effort of will, he activated the permanent dweomer on his eyes that
allowed him to see magical emanations.

House Agrach Dyrr lit up like the sun of the Green Fields, the ridiculous "halfling heaven” to where the
lichdrow had banished him during their spell duel. Gromph had expected as much, but seeing the wards of
House Agrach Dyrr through the muted lens of his scrying glass had been something different than seeing
the blazing spiderweb of defensesin person. Unlike the rest of the physical world, which appeared to his
transformed eyes only in shades of gray, the wards blazed red and blue. Their power reached across the
planes and would affect even incorporeal creatures.

More out of pride than necessity, Gromph decided that he would walk through the front doors, just to
spite Yasraena. In truth, it did not matter where he made his assault. The wards and defenses were shaped
as spheres, concentric circles of power, not walls. They covered every avenue of approach. He would face
everything that protected the House whether he attempted the adamantine doors or the lizard stable wall.

He sat cross-legged on alarge rock, near the far end of the adamantine bridge. He was perched almost
exactly halfway between House Agrach Dyrr and the besieging Xorlarrin army. He was pleased to see that
his presence went unnoted by both the Dyrr and Xorlarrin forces. He knew that the mages among them
would have various divinationsin effect, including some that would allow them to see invisible creatures.
Gromph's nondetection ward must have thwarted them. The victory still brought him only small pleasure.

As apreliminary measure, he withdrew his ocular and held the milky gem to his eye. Though
incorporeal, the magic of the ocular continued to work. Looking through the lens of the gem, Gromph saw
things as they truly were—undisguised by illusion, disguise, or shapeshifting magic. The ocular's power
could have been thwarted by spells like those which protected Gromph, but such protections were atypical.

He eyed the complex and saw nothing out of the ordinary except that two putative male drow officers
were actualy polymorphed demons. Gromph's magical lens showed their actual form, that of towering,
muscular, bipedal, vulturelike creatures with hateful red eyes and large feathered wings.

Vrocks, Gromph knew. Y asraena must have bought the services of a pair of the fiends.

Gromph pocketed the ocular and softly spoke the words to a spell that modified his magic sensing vision
so that it excluded from its effect the anti-scrying wards and the spells that offered House Dyrr structural
reinforcement. For his purposes, those spells were irrelevant. He was interested only in those wards that
would prevent his physical intrusion into the complex and those that would kill or capture him once he was
within.

When the modification took effect, perhaps half of the lines of power vanished, though the fortress still
glowed brightly, encased in anet of red lines. Spell traps lurked within the network, killing spellsthat would
be triggered by the breach or inartful dispelling of award. For atime, Gromph used a series of divining
spells to examine the intricate lattice of spells visible from where he sat. He wanted to understand the
interconnections between the wards before he tried to penetrate them.

Gromph would have to peel the wards back, spherical layer by layer, asthough flensing adaveto the
bone.

He pulled out his eye-capped wands and with their more pointed divining spells deepened his anaysis.
Among the multitude of spell traps set within the network he discovered the tell-tale traces of magical
symbols—one of pain, two of death. He confirmed the presence of glyphs that emitted fire and lightning,
forcecagesto trap him, contingency spellsto bind his soul, barriers that forbade passage in any physical or
incorporeal form.



And he saw something else. Knifing through the entire network was the thin, almost unnoticeable line of
award that tied all of the other wards together and that augmented them all—a master ward.

Gromph had no doubt that the lichdrow had cast it.

Essentially, Dyrr had tied a knot around a knot, lacing his master ward through the interstices of the
other wards until all of them were irretrievably intertwined. As aresult, the ordinary protections put in place
over the years by the various Agrach Dyrr matron mothers would, upon being triggered, become all the
more deadly from an influx of power from the lichdrow's spell.

Gromph studied the line of the master ward more closely. He pulled out another wand and used it to
carefully analyze the ward's dweomer. Its complexity suggested that it did more than simply augment the
other wards, but Gromph's spells could not divine anything more, at least not from where he sat. He would
have to get within the ward network itself before he could do a more detailed analysis from another angle.

He sheathed his wand and frowned. His ignorance of the master ward's full purpose gave him pause but
he knew there was nothing for it. He could not turn back, and delay was his enemy.

He floated to his feet and faced hisfirst challenge, a ssimple detection spell that would alert the caster if
anyone, in any form, crossed the adamantine bridge. Gromph looked aong the ward's bulky, glowing lines,
saw no spdll trap connected to it, and dispelled it with a whispered counterspell.

He flew across the adamantine bridge. Blood stained it in several places. From atop the walls, Dyrr
soldiers and the two demons looked through and past him. To them, he did not exist. He was alone with the
wards.

Hovering before the gate, he studied the lines of magic crisscrossing its surface. The lines not only
prevented physical passage, their pattern formed two magical symbols that would kill anyone whose flesh
touched the doors without first speaking the password, having the appropriate item on their person, or the
right blood in their veins. A further analysis with one of his wands showed Gromph that the symbols were
permanent. They did not vanish upon a single discharge. Instead, they would continue to reset and kill
unless they were eliminated.

He spoke the words to a counterspell and focused the magic of the spell into his forefinger. Gently, he
ran his shadowy fingertip over the lines of the first symbol. Though his finger was incorporeal, the magic
reached into the physical world. Where his finger touched, his spell erased the symbol. Soon, it was
effaced.

Gromph cast another counterspell and repeated the process with the second symbol. It proved more
stubborn than the first. Gromph's magic met the magic of the symbol and did nothing. His counterspell had
no effect. Biting back his frustration, he prepared another spell, a more powerful, focused version of the
counte.

Sudden motion from above drew his eye. A swarm of crossbow bolts rained down at something behind
him. Gromph turned to see a half-score of giant trolls charging across the bridge. They wore piecemedl
armor strapped haphazardly to their gray-green, warty hides. The smallest stood three times astall as
Gromph, with over-long limbs, a mouthful of fangs, finger length claws, and rippling muscles. In their huge
hands, the giant trolls held a mammoth stalagmite, shaped by magic into a fearsome battering ram.
Gromph's magic-detecting vision told him that the ram had been powerfully enspelled.

Green disks of magical energy hovered over the huge creatures—cast by distant Xorlarrin
wizards—protecting the trolls from the rain of boltsthat poured from the walls. In ten strides, the giant trolls
had crossed half the bridge.

From the Xorlarrin lines behind them, a platoon of orog crossbow-men and their shield bearersran up to
the edge of the moat-chasm and fired avolley of arrows at the defenders on the wall. An answering volley
streaked down at them. Fire and lightning fired from Dyrr wands exploded in the midst of the orogs, and
several of the bestial creatures burst into flames or exploded into pieces.

Drow soldiers stood lined and ready fifty paces behind the orogs, ready to charge forward should the
giant trolls penetrate the doors.

The huge creatures lumbered forward, the bridge vibrating under their weight. Fire exploded in their
midst but did not divert their charge.

A wall of conjured ice, taller than the giant trolls and an arm'’s span thick, formed before the creatures,
blocking their rush across the bridge. They did not even slow. In stride, they swung the magical stalagmite
ram into the wall, and the ice exploded in a blast of shards. They charged onward.

Cursing, Gromph started to fly upward. Though incorporeal, magical energies could still harm him, as
could appropriately enchanted weapons. He did not want to get caught in any crossfire.

A cloud of vapor—poisonous vapor, Gromph assumed—formed before the doors. The giant trolls gulped
clean air and charged in, swinging the huge ram as they did—right at Gromph.



He dodged aside but his incorporeal flight was cumbersome and slow. The magical ram clipped his
shoulder, and its enchantments reached through realities to affect his insubstantial body. Agony exploded in
his brain. The impact spun him in a circle and knocked him toward the gate and the killing symbol.

He struggled to right himself and contorted his body to avoid contact with the magically charged gates.
Gromph regained control a heartbeat before careening into the gate, and he flew upward and off to the side
of the bridge, hovering over the moat chasm. His entire right side flared with pain, but his ring began
immediately to repair the wound.

Still holding their breath, the giant trolls reared the ram back and sammed it again into the doors. Sparks
flew from itstip, flecks of stone showered the bridge, but the adamantine doors showed not even a scratch.
More and more crossbow bolts poured down on the trolls, some getting through the magical shields and
finding flesh. One of the creatures, struck in the cheek by a bolt, exclaimed in pain and inadvertently drew a
breath of poisonous air. He fell writhing to the bridge and was dead in moments.

Therest continued on, futilely battering the gates as bolts poured down. Gromph found the scene
surreal. He could hear nothing, smell nothing. He felt asif he was looking at the imperfect illusion of afirst
year apprentice.

Gromph assumed the giant troll assault to be only afeint, with the real attack occurring elsewhere, but
he had no way to confirm his guess. Apparently, he had been mistaken about Xorlarrin complacency.
Matron Mother Zeerith had not yet decided to surrender the glory of sacking House Dyrr. Either that or she
simply wanted to keep the Dyrr defenders off guard and force them to expend resources on fodder troops.

To their credit, the Dyrr defenders were using mostly mundane weapons to deal with the giant trolls.
They had wasted only two spells and afew discharges from their wands. Crossbows were doing most of
the work. Already four of thetrollslay dead. The remaining six continued to swing the ram, though with
lessforce.

Anideastruck Gromph.

Moving quickly, he wove his handsin an intricate gesture and spoke aloud the words to a spell. The
magic generated afield of force as an extension of Gromph's will. With it, he gripped one of the foremost
giant trolls—the creature's eyes went wide, though it did not shout for fear of inhaling the poisonous gas.

Gromph forced the giant troll to loose its grip on the ram and reach forth an arm to touch the doors. The
beast seemed to sense its danger and its great strength warred against Gromph's will—but the Archmage
of Menzoberranzan's will was the stronger. The giant troll held out a clawed hand, touched the gate, and
triggered the remaining symboal.

Gromph averted his gaze as the symbol flared. The magic entered the giant troll, and the creature
opened its mouth in ascream. It fell to the bridge, dead. Gromph gave it no further thought.

Therest of the giant trolls, seemingly stunned at the stupidity of their companion and unable to easily
manage the weight of the ram without him, broke. First one, then another loosed their grip, turned, and ran.
Crosshow bolts chased them back across the bridge. A sphere of magical darkness formed around the head
of one. Blinded, the creature ran off the side of the bridge and fell into the chasm.

Gromph studied the gate and saw with satisfaction that the symbol was gone. For a precious few
moments, it would remain so.

Moving quickly, Gromph hovered before the door, in the midst of the poisonous cloud, above the giant
troll corpses. With the delicate touch of a skilled chirurgeon, he bent aside the lines of the ward that
prevented physical passage and dlipped through. He did not like leaving the intact symbol behind him but
figured he would be able to leave House Agrach Dyrr much more easily than he would be able to enter it.
Wardstypically barred entry, not exit.

He flew through the adamantine doors and found himself standing in the gatehouse tunnel of House
Agrach Dyrr, in the midst of two score spear-armed, lizard-mounted drow cavalrymen. Many of their spear
tips glowed with magical power in Gromph's sight, power enough to harm Gromph, had they known of his
presence.

They stood in acluster around him, not seeing him. They must have been stationed there in the unlikely
event of a breach or perhapsin preparation for a counterattack.

Gromph could not hear their voices, but he could see the sweat on their faces, the determination in their
eyes. Some of the soldiers shifted their mounts and passed right through him. He flew into the air to the
tunnel's ceiling to avoid their touch. The negative energy associated with his shadow form might damage
one of them and alert them to his presence, or worse, one might inadvertently wound him with an enchanted
Spear.

Safely up against the ceiling, he allowed himself a smile. He had beaten the first challenge. Hewasiin.

Looking to the end of the gatehouse tunnel beyond the cavalry, he saw that another ward awaited him



there.

The glowing lines of the master ward charged the air around him, around the soldiers. Magic literaly
saturated the air around the Dyrr defenders, but they saw it no more than they saw him.

Having bypassed the first line of defense, Gromph had another perspective on the structure of the
master ward. He pulled out one of hiswands, triggered its dweomer, and examined the line of the master
ward.

The wand showed that it had many threads within it. He frowned.

One of the threads was a contingent dimensional lock. Its latent magic likely had been triggered by the
destruction of the lichdrow's physical form, to prevent easy entry into House Dyrr and consequent access
to the lichdrow's phylactery. The presence of the dimensional lock complicated matters.

A dimensional lock prevented all forms of magical transport. Even if Gromph disabled or dispelled all of
the ordinary wardsin House Dyrr, he would not be able to teleport out of the Dyrr complex unless he first
dispelled the master ward, or at least the dimensional lock that was part of it. Even the powerful contingent
evasion spell that Gromph had cast on himself would not work in the presence of adimensional lock.

Gromph could see that the master ward was too intricate for him to be able to dispel with any ease. It
would take hours, and he could not spare the time. He had to keep moving.

He floated over the Dyrr soldiers toward the far end of the gatehouse tunnel. A flash from behind him
turned him around, a defensive spell on hislips.

A violet pulse ran through the master ward and traveled to the area of the discharged symbol on the
adamantine doors. The magic circled the area, redrew the symbol, recharged it, and reset it.

To Gromph's surprise and admiration, the power in the master ward then circled the point where
Gromph had dispelled the first symbol and redrew it too, essentially recasting the spell. Gromph's dispelling
dweomer should have eradicated the symbol forever.

The lichdrow's spellcraft was masterful. It was unfortunate that such knowledge would be lost forever
when Gromph destroyed the lich's phylactery.

Without further waste of time, he turned and began his attack on the ward at the end of the tunnel.



Chapter Twelve

Up close, the mountains were among the most majestic things Pharaun had ever seen. Sheer and jagged,
they soared so high they appeared never to end, an infinite wall of rock gjected from the ground to reach
for the sky. Like the rest of the Demonweb Pits, cracks, jagged openings, and tunnels dotted the face of the
peaks. Spiders scuttled in and out of the holes, preying on each other. Lolth's sun gave the otherwise dark
rock a peculiar reddish cast, as though the mountains were dusted with rust, or perhaps blood.

Souls streaked around Pharaun, near enough that he could have reached out and touched a dozen as
they flew past. He hoped soon to add Jeggred's spirit to their number.

The nalfeshnee and chasme eyed the souls with hungry eyes as they passed. Only the barked orders of
Quenthel and Danifae kept the demons from feasting on Lolth's dead.

The stream of souls flowed toward and into ajagged black hole at the base of the tallest peak. Pharaun
presumed the opening to be the Pass of the Soulreaver, though it was less pass than tunnel. To Pharaun, it
looked like arough tear in the mountain, a malformed mouth open in a scream.

The pass's opening was as dark and impenetrable as pitch. The light of Lolth's sun did not touch it, let
alone enter it. The hole was aliteral wall of black.

A creeping realization struck Pharaun: the Pass of the Soulreaver was on the Demonweb Pits but not of
the Demonweb Pits. To enter it would be to enter something . . . other.

Untroubled by Pharaun's realization, the souls poured into the hole and vanished the moment they
broached the entryway, as though they had been extinguished, swallowed by the mountain.

Pharaun licked hislips.

Quenthel pointed downward with the handle of her whip and shouted an order to Zerevimedl. The
nalfeshnee headed lower. So too did the chasme bearing Danifae and Jeggred. Pharaun followed.

Zerevimed set down fifteen or so paces to the right of the pass. Pharaun landed beside the towering
nalfeshnee. Danifae steered the chasme down perhaps ten paces to the left of the tunnel. The river of souls
flowed between them, and the Pass of the Soulreaver devoured them all.

Quenthel straightened her robes and stared through the line of ghosts at Danifae. Pharaun could see the
calculation in Quenthel's eyes.

The nalfeshnee, hisfeeble little wings till beating, bent down to Quenthel's ear and said, so softly that
Pharaun could hardly hear, "I could be of assistance to you for the right price. The draegloth would be an
enjoyablekill."

Pharaun could not have agreed more.

Out of the side of her mouth, still staring at Danifae, Quenthel said, "I require no assistance, creature.
And thisisto be decided by priestesses. Y ou are dismissed. Begone."

The demon hissed in anger. His muzzle peeled back from his fangs, and he reared up to hisfull height.
Pharaun put his hand to the iron wand of lightning at his belt, just in case. He need not have worried. The
demon had no desire to challenge Quenthel Baenre.

Pharaun wondered if Danifae till did.

"Remember our bargain, priestess," the nalfeshnee said. "Y ou owe me sixty-six souls. | will expect
payment when next we meet."

Quenthel waved a hand dismissively. The nalfeshnee's eyes narrowed, but he gave no further
expression to hisirritation. He triggered the innate ability of hiskind to teleport and disappeared in ablink.

A short distance away, Danifae and Jeggred stood near the chasme. The fly demon beat its wings and
turned acircle in excitement.

"Perhaps my payment now, lovely priestess?' the demon said, and along tongue emerged from a
toothless mouth. Something else long and dripping emerged from his thorax.

Danifae smiled sweetly at the chasme, and he beat his wings harder. The charnel reek from the wings
caused Pharaun to wrinkle his nose.

Danifae sidled a step closer to the demon. She licked her lips and said, "Kill thiswretch, Jeggred.”

At first, the words did not seem to register with the demon. Hiswings beat in agitation, and his
malformed brow creased in confusion.

"What did you say, priestess?"

Jeggred bounded forward, and the demon at last understood his peril. He flew into the air but Jeggred
leaped up and grabbed him by his human forelegs.

The chasme squealed in pain.

"You lied!" he screamed at Danifae, trying to shake Jeggred free.



Danifae laughed and said, "Of course."

Jeggred, partialy lifted into the air by the chasme, grunted and yanked at the demon’'s arms. The chasme
squealed and whined; Jeggred roared and tore.

With awet ripping sound, the draegloth pulled the chasme's forelegs from its body. Jeggred fell to the
ground in a crouch, clutching the two gory sticks of the chasme's arms.

The chasme wailed with agony, and the sound was so ridiculous Pharaun almost smiled. The demon
buzzed in circles overhead, showering them all with gore from the bleeding stumps of its front shoulders.

"You will pay, lying drow bitch!" the demon screamed through its pain. "Y ou will pay. Vakuul does not
forget!"

Jeggred threw one of the demon's arms at it, but the chasme whined indignantly and wheeled aside. The
bloody limb landed at Pharaun's feet.

With one final glare at Danifae, the chasme disappeared, teleporting back to whatever layer of the
Abyssit called home.

Jeggred sniffed the other arm, wrinkled his nose, and tossed it away.

Still smiling, Danifae looked through the river of soulsto Quenthel. The priestesses stared at one another
for along moment before Quenthel said, "Lolth awaits her Yor'thae beyond the Pass of the Soulreaver."

Jeggred must have sensed something in the air. He stepped in front of Danifae, his eyesfixed on his
aunt. Pharaun drew nearer to Quenthel.

"Mistress Quenthel states the obvious,” Danifae said.

Her small hand was on Jeggred's back. It took Pharaun a moment to realize that she was signing against
his skin, telling him something.

"Mistress. . ." Pharaun began, but Quenthel cut him off.

"| state the obvious, battle-captive, because the obvious has escaped you since first we set foot on
Lolth'sdomain." She punctuated her point with a crack of her whip.

Jeggred's breath came faster. Danifae removed her hand from his back. She had told him whatever it
was she had wanted him to know—or wanted him to do.

Tension sat asthick as mist. Pharaun brought to mind the words to a spell. Quenthel had told him to
attack only at her command so he stood ready and waited.

Jeggred stared through the souls and aternately eyed him and Quenthel with undisguised hunger. His
battle with the chasme had only whetted his appetite, no doubt.

Danifae touched her holy symbol and said, "And what obvious point have | overlooked, Mistress
Quenthd?!

Quenthel's serpents hissed hate at Danifae.

"Just this," Quenthd said. "That Lolth requires a sacrifice before her Yor'thae enters the pass.”

She reached back with her whip as though to strike but Jeggred moved faster. Before Quenthel could
move, before Pharaun could cast a spell, the draegloth charged Quenthel.

He covered the distance in four bounding strides.

"Do not!" Danifae shouted, but her words did not match the pleased expression on her face.

Taken aback, Quenthel managed a weak swing with her whip but Jeggred caught the serpentsin a
fighting claw and held them away from him. He shouldered Quenthel's shield aside and lashed out with a
vicious claw strike at her chest.

Armor links flew. The impact knocked Quenthel back two steps.

Jeggred followed up with savage speed, till clutching the hissing whip serpents, which tried futilely to
sink their fangs into hisiron-hard flesh. Roaring, the draegloth slashed with his free claw. Quenthel
recovered herself and batted it aside with her shield, reversed her parry, and struck the draegloth in the
face with her shield rim. Severa of Jeggred's teeth flew. The strength of the blow momentarily stunned
him.

Taking advantage of the respite, Quenthel yanked the whip serpents free of Jeggred's grasp with a
grunt. Pharaun marveled at the strength granted her by her magical belt. She leaped back a step, spun the
serpents over her head, and lashed them at the draegloth. Propelled by the force of her strength, the
serpents struck home. Bloody furrows opened along Jeggred's ribcage. He roared in pain and dived aside,
coming to hisfeet in alow crouch.

Growling, spraying spit, Jeggred pounced forward and unleashed aflurry of blows against Quenthel,
blows that would have shredded arock wall. Quenthel's shield answered, and there was her armor, but the
force of the blows drove her backward. Her whip snapped again, and fangs sank into the draegloth's flesh.

Pharaun realized that he had been watching the combat too long. He quickly pulled asmall leather glove
from his piwafwi, moved his closed fists through an elaborate gesticulation, and spoke aloud the words to a



spell.

When he finished, a gray disembodied fist aslarge as atitan's formed before him. At his mental
command it flew at Jeggred. The draegloth never saw it coming, and it struck him on his flank with force
enough to crack stone.

The impact cut short Jeggred's roar and sent him flying through the air. He landed in aroll ten paces
from Quenthel, amidst the souls. He found his feet and clawed at the passing spirits to no effect.

With aroar, he charged Pharaun, but the Master of Sorcere interposed the magical fist.

"I'll kill you, mage!" Jeggred shouted and rent the construct with his claws. "I'll kill you both!*

"Jeggred!" Danifae said, and for the first time in Pharaun's memory her words did not get through.

Battle mad, the draegloth continued to claw at the fist.

Pharaun smiled and readied the fist to deliver another blow.

"Jeggred, stop!" Danifae shouted.

That registered.

Jeggred stopped in mid-rampage, looked to Danifae, then back to the fist. His chest rose and fell, his
eyes glared, and slobber dripped from his fangs. He fixed his gaze on Quenthel, on Pharaun, on the magical
fist of force Pharaun had summoned.

"She was going to attack us, Mistress," Jeggred hissed to Danifae.

Pharaun inched the magical fist closer to the draegloth. He could strike Jeggred again anytime he
wished, but he was enjoying the draegloth's growing frustration.

"Y ou underestimate your aunt,” Danifae said, smiling sweetly at Quenthel.

Pharaun said, " She ordered Jeggred to attack, Mistress."

The Baenre priestess, only mildly winded from her exchange with Jeggred, smiled and said, "Y ou
overestimate our battle-captive, Master Mizzrym."

Pharaun thought not but said nothing.

Jeggred, voice low and dangerous, said to Danifae, "Mistress, | should be allowed to kill—"

"Silence, male," Danifae snapped.

The draegloth fell silent. Pharaun admired the obedience she had ingtilled in the dolt.

Quenthel examined the small hole in her armor caused by Jeggred, then said to the draegloth, "Nephew,
you have just named yourself as a sacrifice to Lolth."

Jeggred spat aglob of yellow salivain Quenthel's direction. It spattered on the magical fist and dangled
there before falling to the rocky ground.

"Are you certain that my mother would approve, aunt?' he said.

That hit home. Jeggred was the son of Matron Mother Baenre. Perhaps Quenthel would risk Triel's
wrath by sacrificing him, but perhaps she would not. Pharaun had his answer with Quenthel's next words.

"I shall enjoy administering your punishment, nephew," she said.

Disappointed, Pharaun decided that changing Quenthel's mind was worth another try.

In the most cavalier tone of voice he could summon, he said "This shaggy dolt has repeatedly disobeyed
your instructions, has sided with aminor priestess—" he nodded with contempt at Danifae—"and has
shown himself unworthy of the Baenre name. Hisfolly is exceeded only by his stink. If you will not
sacrifice him, please allow meto kill him. It would be afavor to intelligent life in the multiverse.”

Jeggred glared hate.

Quenthel didn't look at Pharaun but answered, "Y ou will do nothing unless | alow it, Master Mizzrym."

"Mistress. . ." Pharaun began.

"Only if | dlow it, male," Quenthel snapped, and her serpents fixed Pharaun with a stare.

The mage ground his teeth in frustration but managed a halfhearted bow.

"The mage's insolence and the influence of that cursed whip is what shows your weakness, aunt,"
Jeggred growled.

Pharaun brought the magical fist to hisside.

"Enough," Danifae said. She looked to Quenthel and withdrew her holy symbol.

Quenthel did the same. They stared at one another for a moment.

"Perhaps some protective spells before we attempt the pass?' Danifae said.

Quenthel nodded.

Both began to cast, eyeing the other the while.

Pharaun saw the look in each of their eyes and was not certain that defensive spells were what either
had in mind.

Gromph moved methodically through the unending series of wards. Sometimes he used brute magical



force, dispelling or destroying them; sometimes he used subtlety and misdirection, bending or warping the
magical defenses for atime while he dipped past.

He focused entirely on House Agrach Dyrr's arcane defenses, barely noticing the passing Dyrr soldiers
or the second foiled attack on the bridge by the Xorlarrin.

With each ward he overcame, he moved nearer to Lolth's temple, nearer to the golem and the
phylactery.

The wards and spell traps cast in days or years past by Y asraena or a previous matron mother provided
little challenge for Gromph's counterspells. Only those cast by the lichdrow proved difficult to bypass or
dispel, but dways Gromph prevailed.

And always the lichdrow's master ward, the thread that strung all of the others together, reactivated
those that Gromph deactivated. Gromph opened and unlocked two score magica "doors' on hisway in, only
to watch the master ward close and relock them behind him. He did not fully understand the lichdrow's
purpose and had no timeto think on it more.

Time passed, but Gromph had no way to measure it. He assumed he had been at the wards an hour and
ahalf or more. Soon, the spell that allowed him to change shape—the spell that had allowed Prath to take
his form and him to take that of the shadow—would expire. He would no longer be incorporeal. Prath
would no longer look like Gromph.

At that point, Y asraena would surely recognize the deception, assume that Gromph was within the
complex, and muster all of the resources at her disposal to find him.

He put that possibility out of his mind and focused on the next defense, a spell trap that would imprison
him in a cage of force if he attempted to bypass the ward's outer border. The forcecage could hold him
even in incorporeal form.

Just as he prepared to dispel it, he noticed a subtle twist to the ward.

It was not one ward but two, the second cleverly masked by the first.

The hidden ward would be triggered by dispelling the first and held a latent spell that caused a few
moments of agonizing pain before stopping the target's heart.

Gromph admonished himself for his carelessness. He was mentally exhausted, and fatigue was making
him sloppy. He had almost made a fatal mistake.

He took a moment to refocus before dispelling the wards in the proper sequence. As he passed through
the area, the master ward reactivated them both behind him.

Gromph continued on.

The temple doors, themselves heavily warded, stood tantalizing near. He moved rapidly through the two
wards that stood between him and the temple as Dyrr soldiers hurried past.

Constructed of finished stone, the temple sported a domed ceiling and a stone-flagged portico with a
colonnade. A pair of open bronze double doors, darkened with age and inlaid with electrum spider motifs
and prayersto Lolth, opened onto the nave.

Within, Gromph could see stone benches lining either side of the center aisle, which led up to the apse
and the altar. He could not quite make out the golem, though he knew it to be positioned behind the altar.

The templ e appeared unoccupied. The House was too busy defending itself to spend time in worship.

Several powerful wards and spell traps shielded the doors. The master ward twisted through all of them
and extended into the temple, straight up the center aide, presumably right into the spider golem.

Gromph floated before the lines of power and cast several spellsthat enabled him to analyze the wards
natures. He removed one of his divining wands and stared through its tip while he cast.

He saw that the wards on the doors were heavily intertwined, heavily interdependent. He was not sure
he could unravel them.

Frustration made his pulse pound. He tried to calm himself, but then he sensed something behind him and
turned around.

A drow female, Y asraena's daughter Larikal, walked toward the open doors of the temple. Her mesh
armor hid her overlarge frame. A large mace hung from her belt. Her bland, unattractive face wore an
angry scowl.

A balding, portly male walked beside her, his hands stuffed in the pockets of his black robe—Geremis,
Gromph remembered, and thought that he looked much like Nauzhror.

Both Larikal and the wizard glowed various huesin Gromph's sight. Personal protective spells sheathed
both of them. Magical trinkets and weapons adorned each. Gromph read their lips as they walked.

"I will not tolerate your failure much longer, male," Larikal said.

Like all drow males, Geremis had the good sense to accept the admonishment without comment.

"The phylactery is within the fortress," the priestess continued. "Y ou and your undermages must find it



within the hour. Or the next time you enter this temple with me, it will be as a sacrifice to Lolth."

"Yes, Mistress Larikal," Geremis replied.

Larikal and the mage walked right through Gromph'sincorporeal form—it felt to Gromph asthough a
breeze passed through him—and stepped through the temple's open doorway. The wards on the doors
shimmered at their passage, briefly encapsulating each in crimson light as they walked across the threshold.
Neither had spoken a command word or made any sign so Gromph reasoned that the wards must be
attuned to something they wore or perhapsto their very bodies.

Just beyond the doorway, Geremis stopped. He turned, a curious ook on his round face, and looked
back at the space Gromph occupied.

Gromph cursed and froze. Fearing that the mage had sensed him somehow, he prepared a spell that
would immolate Geremis, assuming it could get through the mage's personal wards.

Gromph relaxed when Geremis turned away and hurried up the center aisle after the Dyrr daughter.
Gromph shifted his position so that he could better see within the temple.

The priestess walked up the aisle, crossed into the apse, and kneeled before the black altar. Her manner
suitably reverent, she used atinder-twig to light the single candle atop it. Shadows leaped up around the
temple. Spiders, some as large as Gromph's fist, crawled over the altar.

In the candlelight, Gromph could see the silhouette of the golem. It was huge.

Geremis maintained a discreet distance from Larikal; males were forbidden to enter the apse of a
temple of Lolth. He took a seat in the front bench and bowed his head.

Without preamble, Larikal lowered herself to her knees, likewise bowed her head, and prayed. Gromph
could not hear the words but he could imagine her murmuring voice carrying through the temple.

The candlelight danced across the smooth finish of the spider golem. The huge creature loomed over the
atar, over Larikal. She was less than five paces from the subject of her prayers and did not realize it.
Gromph almost smiled through his exhaustion. The Spider Queen certainly had a sense of humor.

Gromph turned back to the wards. He had to—

Anideastruck him, and finally he did smile.

He did not have to unravel the wards after all.

Quenthel held her holy symbol in her shield hand and hurried through the words to a spell. When she
finished, she grew to nearly twice her size, asdid her whip, armor, and shield. A violet glow suffused her
and leaked from her eyes—the divine favor of Lolth made manifest.

Danifae completed her own spell, and a gray shield of magical force surrounded her entire body—her
faith in physical form.

The priestesses eyed one another across the broken ground while Lolth's dead streamed between them
and into the Pass.

Those are not defensive spells, Pharaun thought as he prepared again to send his magical fist against
Jeggred.

Quenthel's whip hissed. Danifae shifted on her feet, her hands near the haft of her morningstar.

"An interesting choice of spell, Mistress Quenthel," Danifae said.

Quenthel sneered.

Pharaun thought open combat inevitable at that point, but no. Both priestesses held their ground and
began again to cast.

Though he knew arcane magic far better than that granted by the gods, Pharaun had seen enough spells
cast by clerics such that he would be able to identify most of the invocations that were being performed.

Danifae finished her spell first. The magic had no visible manifestation, but Pharaun determined from
her gestures and words that the spell had augmented her physical strength.

Pharaun appreciated Danifae's subtlety. Quenthel's first spell had made her large and strong but
obvioudy so. Danifae had made herself stronger too but without it being apparent.

Quenthel finished her own prayer, and afaint, green glow formed around her skin.

Resistance to spells, Pharaun recognized.

With that, the two priestesses eyed each other anew.

"The pass?' Danifae asked but took a threatening step toward Quenthel. "Or . . . something else?"

Quenthel smiled, took a step toward Danifae, and said, "Something else.”

Pharaun too smiled. If Quenthel and Danifae came to blows, he would take the opportunity to kill
Jeggred, Baenre or no.

Halisstra's heart caught in her throat. Ahead, at the base of the mountains, Danifae and Quenthel



Baenre stood facing each other. A shimmering shield of gray force surrounded Danifae, while Quenthel
Baenre stood twice her normal size.

They were doing battle, or about to.

The draegloth Jeggred, watched from one side, and the wizard Pharaun, with some kind of conjured fist
before him, watched from another. The souls of Lolth's dead streamed around and between the
combatants, flowing into the jagged opening at the base of one of the tall mountains—the Pass of the
Soulreaver.

Halisstra had to move quickly. She flew down behind arock outcropping thirty paces from the scene.
Feliane and Uluyarafollowed. With an exercise of will, Halisstra ended the spell that had transformed them
to vapor. She crouched behind the rocks and spoke with urgency.

"Y ou see?’ she said to Uluyara. "Danifae is fighting Quenthel Baenre. The Baenre priestess must have
learned of her allegiance to Eilistraee."

Sheturned to go, but Uluyara grabbed her by the shoulder and turned her around.

"Halisstra, they do not appear yet to be fighting. We should prepare defensive spells. The Baenre
priestessis not atrifling opponent.”

"Thereisnotime," Halisstra said, pushing Uluyara's hand away. If Danifae had finally heeded
Eilistraee's call, Halisstradid not want to leave her to face Quenthel alone. "We will use our spellsin
combat. It will be enough.”

She looked her sistersin their eyes, demanding with her gaze that they obey her.

"The draegloth and wizard?' Feliane said. "What of them?"

Halisstra drew the Crescent Blade.

"Quenthel Baenreis our enemy,” she said. "Assume the draegloth and wizard are too, unless they give
you reason to believe otherwise."

"And what of Danifae?" Feliane asked.

"Leave her to me," Halisstrasaid.

With that, she turned and charged toward the combat. Uluyaras horn rang out behind her.



Chapter Thirteen

From somewhere behind Pharaun, the bray of a battle horn sounded.

For a moment, the tension between Quenthel and Danifae subsided. Both turned in the direction of the
clarion.

At first Pharaun thought it atrick of his eyes, but Quenthel's words dispelled his misconception.

"Méelarn," Quenthel said, her voice low. The whip serpents hissed and writhed in agitation.

Pharaun spared a glance behind him to see Danifae open her mouth as though to speak, but she said
nothing. Shock showed in her expression, but she recovered quickly.

"It appears Lolth has provided a different victim for the sacrifice," she said.

Pharaun turned back to see Halisstra Melarn, accompanied by another drow female and afemale
surface elf, charging toward them across the rocky ground. Each wore armor and bore swords. The symbol
on Halisstra's shield drew Pharaun's eye—an upright silver sword, around which swirled a silver ribbon.

He knew it to be the symbol of Eilistraee. He needed to see nothing else. Somehow, Halisstra had
tracked them through the Demonweb Pits. And she had brought two allies with her, presumably also
priestesses of the same cursed goddess.

"She bears the symbol of Eilistraee, Mistress," Pharaun said, even as he called upon the power of his
ring and took to the air.

"I am not blind, male," Quenthd barked.

"She thinks me her aly," Danifae said to Quenthel and backed off several paces. "I will cause her to
doubt."

With that, Danifae shouted, "Mistress Melarn! To me! We will stop Quenthel Baenre together. In the
Lady's name, to me!”

Quenthel frowned. The heads of her serpent whip alternated between looking at Danifae and looking at
Halisstra.

In response to Danifae's words, Halisstra smiled and whirled a glowing blade above her head. The other
drow priestess sounded her horn again.

Jeggred answered with aroar.

Pharaun was as confused as the serpents. He did not know for certain whether Danifae was
manipulating Halisstra or Quenthel or both. Like the pragmatist he was, he decided to err on the side of
prudence and treat them al as his enemies.

With his mind made up, he chose his course quickly. Halisstra and Danifae might have been dangerous,
but Jeggred was perhaps the most deadly opponent on the field.

Halisstra and the two other priestesses headed toward Quenthel. Jeggred charged in Quenthel's
direction too, but whether to attack his aunt or the priestesses, Pharaun could not be sure.

With amental command, Pharaun flew the fist of force at Jeggred. The draegloth saw it coming and
tried to dodge aside, but the fist caught him full force in the head and chest. The impact knocked the huge
draegloth into a headlong tumble, and he lay on the earth unmoving, apparently stunned.

Pharaun grinned. Sometimes his mastery of spellcraft surprised even him.

Danifae shot aglare up at Pharaun and backed farther away from Quenthel.

"Here, Halisstral" Danifae said brandishing her morningstar.

Asthe three Eilistraeens charged, they called aloud to their goddess. Their prayers were as much song
as chant.

Halisstra finished her prayer, and a black ray shot from her fingertips at Quenthel. The Baenre priestess
Sidestepped it, and it dammed into the rocks.

The other drow priestess completed her prayer, and arosy aura surrounded her. The elf priestess
targeted Pharaun with her spell. She pointed her finger, and a sphere of light blazed into being around him.

He gasped and threw his forearm over his face. The sudden illumination sent needles of pain into his
eyes. Without opening them, he gritted out the words to a counterspell, and the welcome dimness of day in
the Demonweb Pits returned.

He opened his eyes and saw only spots for a moment. Tears poured from his eyes, but he blinked them
away. When he could again see, he located his magical fist—hovering over the stunned Jeggred—and sent
it speeding for the elf priestess.

All three priestesses spread out as they ran. The fist moved to intercept the elf.

The elf aborted her charge and braced her tiny shield for the fist's impact.

But Pharaun did not causeit to strike her.



At his mental goading, the fist stopped before her, opened its fingers, and made to grab her. She was
fast, and her blade slashed into the conjuration, but the hand was inexorable.

Its huge fingers wrapped her up. Only her head was visible. Before she could scream for aid, Pharaun
caused the hand to squeeze.

The elf's mouth opened in a scream but she had no breath with which to utter it. Instead, she suffered in
slence.

Pharaun turned to see Halisstra veer toward Quenthel.

"Aid us, Danifag," Halisstra shouted.

Danifae said, "Of course, Mistress," but made no move to help.

The other drow priestess, wielding along bladed sword in two hands, came at Quenthel from the side
opposite that of Halisstra, but she stopped when she glanced back and saw her comrade trapped in
Pharaun's magical fist.

"Feliane!" she shouted.

The drow priestess located Pharaun in the air and sang a spell.

Pharaun flew toward her, drawing hiswand of lightning and voicing his own spell.

She finished first.

A sword of magical force formed in the air to Pharaun's right, flying along beside him. It attacked the
moment it appeared, striking at the mage's head.

He spun away fromit, but it doggedly pursued, stabbing and slashing. He rolled in the air, spun, twirled,
but the damned thing kept pace with him. Twice the blade managed to penetrate his magical protections
and opened the skin of his shoulder, hisforearm. He lost the thread of his own spell and cursed a oud.

He spun a series of circles, opened a bit of space between him and the sword, and quickly uttered the
words to a counterspell, pitting his magic against the priestess's.

His prevailed. The sword of force winked out. He touched his shoulder and found the wound to be more
bloody than deep.

Pharaun looked down and saw the drow priestess advancing on Quenthel from one side, while Halisstra
advanced from the other. The Baenre priestess stood her ground, serpents hissing, whip cracking.

Pharaun pulled a piece of quartz from his piwafwi, formed a dome with his hand, and rattled through the
words to a spell that would even the odds.

When he completed the conjuration, a hemisphere of armspan thick, semi-opague ice materiaized out of
nothing, taking shape over and around Halisstra, imprisoning her.

He could see the Melarn traitor moving frantically within it, hammering at it with her weapons. It would
not hold her long, Pharaun knew, but it would buy Quenthel time.

Seeing the opportunity, Quenthel took it. She charged the other drow priestess and swung her whipina
wide arc.

The priestess of Eilistraee, still surrounded in arosy hue, did not retreat or hesitate. Instead, she danced
and spun between the serpents of Quenthel's whip, at the same time unleashing a backhand slash that sliced
open Quenthel's armor across the chest. Quenthel, still enlarged from her spell, countered with ashield
bash, but the Eilistraeen sidestepped it, and stabbed her blade at Quenthel's stomach.

The Baenre priestess leaped back to avoid the blow, but the Eilistraeen followed hard after, spinning,
whirling, her blade a blur.

"Danifae Yauntyrr!" the Eilistraeen called. "Answer the Lady and aid me."

But Danifae did not answer, Pharaun saw. She stood apart, seemingly content to watch the conflict,
perhaps to await a weakened winner whom she could then finish.

Breathing hard and bleeding, Quenthel swung her whip in aflurry of vicious attacks. A glancing blow
knocked the Eilistraeen off balance, and Quenthel managed to put her shield into the Eilistraeean's chest.

Quenthel's strength and size sent the Eilistraeen careening, but she somehow managed to turn the
stagger into a graceful recovery. She found her feet and raced at the Baenre priestess, her blade stabbing
and dashing.

Spinning her whip high, Quenthel lashed at the Eilistraeen. The priestess dodged right, |eft, ducked,
opened a gash in Quenthel's arm, and—

One of the serpents sank its fangs into the Eilistraeean’'s arm. She grunted with pain, and the Mistress of
Arach-Tinilith took the opportunity to follow up with another shield bash. The Eilistraeen priestessrolled
with the impact, but the strength of the blow drove her back five paces. The wound in her arm was already
beginning to blacken.

"It'sover," Quenthel said.

The high priestess advanced, her whip serpents hissing and whirling.



The Eilistraeen danced backward, still spinning. She reached for her holy symbol and sang a spell.

A beam of silver light flew from her outstretched palm, penetrated Quenthel’s protective spell, and
struck Quenthel in the chest. Groaning, the Baenre priestess staggered back.

"Hardly," answered the Eilistraeen, and she charged Quenthel.

Before the priestess reached her, Quenthel held her whip a oft and demanded, " Speed."

The whip serpents whirled around and echoed, " Speed.”

The adamantine handle of the whip flashed violet, and the high priestess's movements became faster.
Her whip was ablur inthe air.

The Eilistraeen priestess darted in, blade low. Quenthel deftly slipped aside, drove the priestess's blade
into the ground with her whip handle, spun, and lashed the priestess across her back with al five serpent
heads.

Grunting, staggering, the Eilistraeen still managed to keep her feet. She whirled aside from afollow-up
lash that would have torn her head from her shoulders.

The priestess of Eilistraee began to cast again, but Quenthel was too fast. The whip cracked once more,
found flesh through the Eilistraeean's armor, and her scream of pain ruined her spell.

Pharaun could see that the combat was over. The Eilistraeen was no match for Quenthel Baenre.

Halisstra must have seen it too, through the ice wall. Her muffled shout carried through the barrier:
"Uluyaral Danifae, help her!"

But Danifae did nothing, declared her allegiance to no one.

Desperate, the priestess of the Dark Maiden rushed Quenthel, spinning, slashing, and stabbing. Quenthel
parried the blows and answered with a shield smash that sent the Eilistraeen reeling.

Moving with her whip-enhanced speed, Quenthel withdrew from an inner pocket of her piwafwi a
silvery rod of metal aslong as her forearm. She pointed it at the prone Eilistragen, and it discharged a mass
of some kind of sticky, semiliquid substance. The stuff soaked the priestess and quickly hardened. The
Eilistraeen struggled against it for amoment but could not move.

Quenthel grinned and walked over to the prone, immabilized priestess.

Pharaun, pleased that things had gone so easily, took a moment to survey the field. Jeggred remained
stunned, though one of his hands was spasming. The elf priestess remained immobilized and squeezed in
Pharaun's magical hand. Halisstra was temporarily trapped in a hemisphere of ice, though Pharaun could
hear her weapon working at breaking through—and she would soon succeed.

Quenthel belted her whip and took from her robes a small, adamantine knife with a stylized spider hilt.

A sacrificial knife, Pharaun knew.

She maneuvered behind the prone priestess so that Halisstra Melarn would have a clear view.

"I am not afraid,” the immobilized Eilistragen said, though Pharaun could not tell whether she meant the
words for Halisstra or Quenthel.

"Of courseyou are," Quenthel said as she raised the blade high.

Halisstra's blade poked through the ice wall. "No!" she shouted.

Pharaun incanted a quick spell and sent five darts of magical energy from his fingertips and through the
small hole Halisstra had opened in the ice. They dammed into the Melarn priestess, and she exclaimed with
pain.

Meanwhile, Quenthel offered a quick prayer to Lolth and dlit the priestess's throat open. The
Eilistraeean's blood poured onto the rocky ground of the Demonweb Pits, and she died gurgling.

"Nol!" shouted Halisstra.

Quenthel rose, smiled at Halisstra, then at Danifae, and called up to Pharaun,

"Come, Master Mizzrym. The Pass of the Soulreaver awaits. My sacrifice to the Spider Queenis
complete.”

Pharaun caught Danifae absently signing, And mine soon will be.

The mage spared alast look back at the elf priestess, still clutched helplesdly in the magical hand. His
spell would expire soon. Perhaps she would be dead by then, perhaps not. Pharaun did not care. The
Eilistraeeans were no match for them.

He flew down to Quenthel's side. He did not so much as a glance at the sacrificed Eilistraeen. Together,
the two of them strode toward the pass.

Behind him, Halisstra finally chopped alarge enough hole through the globe of ice that the rest of the
barrier collapsed around her.

Too, Jeggred uttered a soft growl. Apparently, he was returning to sensibility, at least inasmuch as he
was ever sensible.

"Turn and face me, Baenre bitch," Halisstra challenged from behind.



Spellcasting sounded from behind—it was Halisstra. Pharaun listened to the words and nodded—a strike
of flame.

Almost absentmindedly, he voiced the words to a counterspell and foiled her casting.

He could imagine Halisstra's consternation.

"Stop, Baenre!" Halisstraroared her voice desperate, angry. "Face us and let's see which goddess is the
stronger.”

Quenthel ignored her. She and Pharaun reached the very threshold of the Pass of the Soulreaver. The
hole in the rock was as black and impenetrable up close as it had been from afar. Souls entered it and
vanished one by one.

Halisstra sped after them, her boots crunching against the rock.

From behind, Quenthel seemed almost in atrance. To Pharaun she said, "The Reaver exists at the
sufferance of Lolth. It is bound within and does her bidding."

Pharaun eyed the tunnel entrance as the souls continued to stream into it.

"What is her bidding?" he asked.

Quenthel did not look at him when shereplied, "Asit dwaysis, male. To test those she wishesto test.
Some souls pass through unchallenged. Some do not."

She turned to look him in the face, though her eyes remained unfocused.

"l will be tested," she continued, then nodded back at Danifae. "And if she dares enter, so too will she.
Asfor you and my nephew, the challenge of the passis not for you. Though | expect the Reaver will take
histithe nevertheless."

"Mistress, why don't we simply kill her?' Pharaun asked, meaning Danifae. "And your nephew?"

Quenthel's eyes were distant, her mind already on the challenge of the pass.

"They no longer matter," she said.

Before Pharaun could ask anything more, Quenthel stepped into the black hole. The darkness swallowed
her utterly. Souls continued to stream around him and enter the pass. They too vanished.

Halisstrawas closing, ten strides away, eight.

"Face us, coward!" Halisstra challenged.

Pharaun stood there for a moment, staring into the darkness, undecided. Finally he took a breath and
stepped into the Pass of the Soulreaver. He felt a slight resistance as he broached it, as diaphanous as a
spiderweb.

Halisstra watched as first Quenthel then Pharaun stepped into the tunnel and vanished. She ground her
teeth in anger, clutching the Crescent Blade in a white-knuckled hand.

She halted her charge and stared at the hole in the mountain. She could see nothing beyond the
darkness.

Breathing heavily, she exhaled rage and frustration with each breath.

Souls streamed around her, Lolth's dead.

Quenthel and Pharaun had escaped. Uluyara was dead, sacrificed. Feliane was—

Feliane!

She whirled around and saw to her relief that the magical hand had disappeared. Feliane walked a
weaving line toward her, cradling her ribs.

Danifae had walked over to Uluyara, and crouched over her, concern in her eyes. She met Halisstra's
gaze.

"I could not save her, Mistress," she said.

Halisstra could only nod.

"I tried to assist you, Mistress," Danifae said and walked to Halisstra's side. "But the wizard twice
countered my spells. Next time, | will better serve you."

Halisstra was too tired to speak.

A scrabbling from her right drew her eye. The draegloth was climbing to his feet. His red eyes burned
with anger, and Feliane watched him warily.

The draegloth eyed Danifae then the dlight elf, and growled.

Halisstralooked the fell creature in the face and said, ™Y our mistress has abandoned you for the wizard.
She has|left you to me. And I'll have your heart for killing Ryld Argith."

The draegloth smiled amouthful of daggers, looked at Halisstra, and said, "My mistress has not
abandoned me, heretic."

Before Halisstra could answer, Danifae lammed the head of her morningstar into Halisstra's back. Ribs
cracked, and flesh punctured. Her breath went out in a whoosh. Blood poured down her back. She



stumbled forward and fell.

Halisstraunderstood it all then.

Danifae had manipulated her, feigned a calling by Eilistraee. Danifae had simply wanted Halisstra to kill
Quenthel for her. And Danifae had arranged for the draegloth to kill Ryld.

Halisstra had been blind, seeing what she had wanted to see.

Now she would suffer the consequences.

"Halisstral" exclaimed Feliane and ran toward her.

Standing over Halisstra, Danifae said, "Jeggred, kill that tiny €f bitch."

The draegloth roared and charged at Feliane, cutting her off before she reached Halisstra.

Wracked with pain, weighed down by the burden of her own stupidity, Halisstra neverthel ess managed
to get to her hands and knees. In her mind, a series of words kept repeating, words aimed at Eilistraee:

You could have warned me. You could have warned me.

Halisstralooked up as the draegloth tore into Feliane, his claws slashing and stabbing. Feliane answered
with her own blade but Halisstra saw the fear in the small elf's eyes.

"Don't," shetried to say to Danifae, but the word barely made a sound. She had no breath in her lungs.

Danifae again dammed her morningstar into Halisstra's back. Her armor absorbed much of the blow,
but pain still knifed through her, and she fdll back to the ground.

Her former battle-captive grabbed Halisstra by her hair and jerked her head back. Halisstra tried to
bring the Crescent Blade to bear, but Danifae tore it from her grasp and cast it aside.

"Y ou have something to say, Mistress Melarn?' Danifae hissed into her ear. "No? Then watch," she
commanded.

Halisstra closed her eyes and shook her head.

"Watch!" Danifae ordered and shook her head by the hair.

Halisstra opened her eyes as the draegloth tore a claw across Feliane's face. The elf staggered back but
spun away from the draegloth's follow up strike. The elf's blade opened a gash on the half-demon's
stomach, but it did little damage.

Roaring so loud it hurt Halisstra's ears, the draegloth rushed Feliane. She answered valiantly, but she
was too small, too slow, too weak. The draegloth tore a gash in her chest, nearly jerked an arm from its
socket, and finally knocked her to the ground.

Feliane lay there, breathing heavily but stunned, unmoving.

Halisstra suddenly remembered Feliane's words to her atop the tor: 1'm afraid.

The draegloth loomed over her. Without preamble, he pinned her arms to the ground and began to feed.
Her screams of pain were lost in the half-demon's hungry snorts.

Halisstra bowed her head. Tears leaked from her eyes, angry tears, tears of regret. She could not find
her breath.

Danifae saw them and mocked her. "Tears, Halisstra? For the weakling little elf?"

She slammed her fist into Halisstra's temple. Sparks exploded in her head. Unconsciousness threatened
but did not come.

Danifae kicked Halisstra over onto her back. She lay there on the ground of Lolth's Demonweb Pits,
bleeding, gasping, her former battle-captive standing over her.

Danifae spat on Halisstra's breastplate, fouling Eilistraee's holy symbol. Halisstra did not care. Eilistraee
had fouled her own symbol by failing to warn Halisstra. Her priestesses had been no match for the servants
of Lolth.

Eilistraee was weak. And Halisstrawas foolish to have followed aweak goddess. She looked up at the
blurry image of Danifae above her.

"Why?' she mouthed.

Danifae's mouth curled with contempt. "Why?" She reached under her cloak and withdrew a chunk of
amber in which was encased a spider—her holy symbol of Lolth. She held it before Halisstra's face.

"Thisiswhy, Mearn. Y ou were always weak. It'sfitting that you served aweak goddessintheend. I,
however, do not."

Halisstra stared hate at Danifae and managed, "Y ou are still a Housel ess battle-captive.”

Danifae sneered, stepped back, and raised her morningstar for akilling blow. When it came, Halisstra
summoned al of her strength and rolled aside.

The head of the weapon smashed into the rocks.

Halisstrafound her knees and scrabbled after the Crescent Blade. She couldn't see clearly, and the pain
in her ribs sent stabs through her.

The morningstar slammed into Halisstra's ribs and sent her sprawling to the rock. The pain was nearly



unbearable.

Danifae loomed over her again, holding her morningstar high.

Sickening sounds came from behind Halisstra—the draegloth feeding on Feliane, lapping her blood,
chewing her flesh.

"Why do you toy so with your food, Jeggred?' Danifae said, smiling. "The Pass of the Soulreaver and
the vintage blood of Quenthel Baenre await."

At that moment, Halisstra wanted death, wanted it more than anything. She closed her eyes and waited
forit.

Eilistraee had failed her.

Halisstra had killed them dll.

"Good-bye, Halisstra," Danifae said, and smashed her morningstar down on her former mistress's face.

Halisstrafelt aflash of pain then nothing.

Danifae stared down at the bloody body of her former mistress. She had made her sacrifice, and so she
could enter the pass.

"Praise Lolth," she said, and gave Halisstra afinal kick. She looked to Jeggred, who was feeding on the
df priestess's flesh. The elf's hand closed, opened. Soft moans escaped her. Danifae smiled at the pain she
must have been enduring.

"Come, Jeggred,” she said. "It istimeto follow after your aunt."

The draegloth looked up from his feast. Blood soaked his muzzle. Shreds of flesh hung from his teeth.

"Yes, Mistress," he said.

Herose and loped to her side, obvioudly reluctant to leave off his still living medl.

"How long before you kill her?' Jeggred asked. "Her and the mage?"

"In due time," Danifae answered.

Together, they walked into the Pass of the Soulreaver.



Chapter Fourteen

Gromph stood on the portico outside the temple's doors and used a divination to analyze Geremis's
personal protections. One after another, Gromph moved gently through the mage's protective spells:
elemental wards, a spell that made the Dyrr wizard's flesh as hard as stone, a death ward, and ... a
feedback ward. Gromph raised his eyebrows at that last. The archmage rarely saw feedback wards; the
lichdrow must have taught it to Geremis himself.

The feedback ward would turn back on Gromph the effect of any directly offensive spell he cast on the
Dyrr wizard. The archmage would have to get rid of it.

Unfortunately, casting a spell on Geremis would cause Gromph to become visible—afoible of the
invisibility spell—so he moved off to the side of the doors, amidst shadows that would camouflage him
when the magic was terminated. From there, he quietly whispered the words to a dispelling dweomer,
targeting only the feedback ward.

When the magic took effect, Gromph felt atingle over his skin as he became visible. Safely hidden in
darkness, a shadow within shadow, Gromph guided his magic against Geremis's feedback ward.

Asdelicately as a cutpurse lifting a coin pouch, the archmage assaulted Geremis's ward. Gromph's
counterspell met the magic of the Dyrr wizard and oozed over it.

In the span of only two breaths, Gromph's magic prevailed. Geremis's ward winked out.

| have you, the archmage thought.

While drow were inherently spell resistant, amost no dark elf in Menzoberranzan could resist the power
of Gromph's spells without augmentation to their natural resistance. He had detected no such augmentation
on Geremis. The Dyrr mage was vulnerable.

Geremis raised his bowed head and spared another glance behind him. Though he looked over and past
Gromph, suspicion was writ clear on his face. He reached into his pocket to search for something, no doubt
a spell component.

Gromph prepared to cast his own spell but cursed when he realized that he would need a pinch of dust
to cast it. He didn't make it a habit to carry mere dust as a component because it was always readily
available—at least when he could touch the corporea world.

With nothing else for it, Gromph called upon the power of the shapechanging spell and transformed
himself into the form of a drow male, though not his own form. His flesh hardened, his body grew heavy,
and soon he felt hisfeet on the floor. Sound and smell returned to him. The stink of stale incense wafted
through the temple doors. Larikal voiced her prayersto Lolth in alow tone.

Gromph crouched low in the shadows outside the temple's doors, and Prath's piwafwi hid him amost as
well as his shadow form.

Moving slowly, he removed a small lodestone from his robe, gathered a pinch of rock dust from the
templ€e's portico, and quietly recited the words to a powerful spell. He infused a bit of additional Weave
energy into the casting, to make it more difficult for Geremisto resist.

The Dyrr wizard pulled a clear lens from his pocket and raised it to his eye. He looked at the temple
doors, right at Gromph, and the lensfell from his hand.

"M-mistress!" he sputtered, stumbling to his feet and beginning to cast. "We are not alo—"

Gromph finished his spell. A green beam shot from his finger and hit Geremis in the chest. The mage's
warning died on hislips as the spell engulfed him in a green outline and reduced him to dust. Larikal stood
and whirled just in time to see Geremis obliterated. She already had her mace in hand.

To her credit, she did not cry out for aid. Instead, she put her off-hand to the platinum spider holy symbol
at her neck and started to cast. The symbol glowed briefly at her touch, as did her eyes. As she chanted
her spell, she scanned the doorway with her obviously enhanced vision and fixed her gaze on Gromph.

She saw him. She could not recognize him as the Archmage of Menzoberranzan, of course, but she
knew him to be an enemy. She probably thought him a Xorlarrin mage.

With no time to sift through his pockets for the gem he ordinarily would have used as a component,
Gromph snatched the ocular from hisinner pocket—it was ready to hand—and uttered the words to a spell.

Larikal charged down the aisle, mace at the ready, while continuing to cast a spell that Gromph
recognized. It would charge her hand with death-dealing energy. She would have but to touch him with it
and he would likely die.

He held his ground and hurried through his own spell.

Larikal finished first. A globe of sizzling black energy formed around her off hand, and she closed on
him.



He backstepped away from the doors and finished his own spell just as she lunged through the threshold
and reached forward to touch him.

The magic of Gromph's spell transferred his soul into the gem at the end of the ocular's chain just as
Larikal closed her hand over hiswrist.

With his essence in the gem that had become a magic jar not unlike the lichdrow's phylactery, the death
spell could not affect him. His soulless body would appear dead, though, so Larikal would surely believe
sheld dain him.

Her guard would be down.

Within the gem, Gromph possessed only one sense—a visceral ability to detect nearby life-forces. He
sensed Larikal near him, no doubt bending over his apparently dead body.

The magic of the spell allowed him to attempt, through sheer force of will, to displace a soul in a nearby
living body and forceit to take his place in the gem. He had taken arisk in casting it, but he needed to get
through the wards quickly.

Extending his consciousness, the archmage reached out for Larikal and sought her soul.

He caught her by surprise. He sensed her alarm. She resisted his attempt, but he pressed, and pressed,
fought through the resistance, and at last. . .

Sensation returned to him. He was looking down at the body of a drow male—his transformed
body—and in his hand he clutched the ocular, which sparkled softly, alight with Larikal's soul.

"Thank you, priestess," he said to the gem and was surprised to hear the femininellilt in hisvoice.

The spell allowed only the caster to displace other souls. Larikal could do nothing but stew inside the
gem. She would be trapped until Gromph allowed her to escape.

While occupying yet another new form—especially afemale one—was disconcerting, Gromph retained
all of hismental faculties, including his spellcasting ability. And he had full use of Larikal's stronger
physique. That pleased him. It would assist him when he faced the golem.

He spared a glance around and saw no one. The nearby Dyrr structures appeared empty. No doubt
most of the House was occupied with the defense of the walls.

His smile of satisfaction vanished when the spell that had allowed him to change shape expired. His
soulless body reverted back to its normal form. He was looking at his own face through Larikal Dyrr's eyes,
staring at the vacant, stolen eyes of a Dyrr son.

Gromph cursed. Prath too would have reverted back to his normal form, or soon would.

Y asraenawould be searching for him, if she wasn't already. He had little time.

Moving quickly, he took the duergar axe from his belt and removed his robe, loaded with his spell
components, and hisring of regeneration. He donned the robe, the ring, belted the axe, and cast two spells
on his soulless body. Thefirst spell shrank his body to the size of his hand. The second turned it invisible to
normal sight, though he could till see it through his magically enhanced vision. Gromph dared not carry his
body, which still held the tiny ocular gem, through the warded doorway for fear of triggering the wards with
his Baenre flesh. Instead, he hid it off to the side of the door, in a crack in the stone of the portico. He
would have to hope that it was overlooked.

He turned and—

The amulet on Larikal's body—on his body—caught his attention. He held it in his hand—it was
electrum, with amethystsinset in a spiral. He knew it for what it was—a telepathic amulet.

He took a moment to attune his consciousness to it. He knew he had succeeded when avoice he
recognized sounded in hisbrain: Larikal! Larikal!

Gromph smiled. Larikal had not called out for aid because she had done so telepathically.

Larikal, answer!

Gromph knew he should have said nothing but he could not resist.

Your daughter currently is indisposed, Yasraena, he projected.

He felt consternation through the amulet.

Gromph Baenre? Y asraena asked.

You do not sound pleased to learn of my visit, hereplied.

The matron mother's mental voice leaked something akin to panic. Listen to me, Archmage. | know
why you have come. But | have entered into a bargain with Triel. | am to destroy the phylactery
myself.

Gromph thought the words a paor lie. But even if they were true, the archmage was unbound by any
such bargain. Triel had never mentioned it to him.

But you do not know its location, Matron Mother. And even if you did, | would be concerned that
the impul se to see the lichdrow reincorporated would be too strong for even one of your iron will. |



will be pleased to destroy it in your hame.

With that, Gromph terminated the connection. He knew Y asraena would be coming, so he took a deep
breath and stepped across the heavily warded temple threshold. The wards did not trigger. Gromph would
never know whether it was something Larikal wore or her very blood, but he did not care. He wasin.

From the dome above, Lolth stared down. The center aisle extended toward the apse, toward the black
altar, behind which loomed the forbidding body of the spider.

The golem was waiting.

Y asraena rushed through the halls for the scrying chamber, heedless of the indignity of her pace. She
dared not communicate through the telepathic amulet for fear that Gromph Baenre would eavesdrop.

In her mind, Esvenas voice sounded, Matron Mother! We are deceived. The image in the basin is
not what it appeared to be. Gromph Baenre—

Isin our house, Yasraenafinished for her. She sent her next projection to all of her daughters and
sisters, Cease using the amulets immediately. The archmage is in the complex and wears Larikal's
amulet. He can hear me even now.

The connection fell silent, and for the first time since the siege began, real fear took hold in Y asraena. If
Gromph got to the phylactery before her, all waslost.

She had to get to him first.

When she reached the scrying chamber, no one dared look at her. The two male wizards stood near the
scrying basin, heads bowed. Esvena could not make eye contact.

To Esvena, Yasraenasaid, "Whereis Larikal?'

Esvena fumbled for an answer.

"Your sister!" Yasraena said. "Where was she last searching?'

One of the male wizards in the chamber offered, "Geremis last reported that they were to search the
temple, Matron Mother."

The temple. Y asraena could hardly believe her ears. Had the lichdrow secreted his phylactery within
the temple? She cursed him for the arrogant, scheming fool he was.

Y asraena clenched her fists, then her jaw. Her body shook. Anger and fear threatened to overwhelm
her.

Through gritted teeth, she said to Esvena, "Go to the walls and retrieve the vrocks and any House mages
you can find. Then meet us at the temple. Go, now."

Esvena streaked from the chamber.

Y asraena looked to the two males still with her and said, "Y ou two, accompany me to the temple. The
Archmage of Menzoberranzan awaits us.

When the shapechange spell expired on Prath, Nauzhror swore aoud. Prath studied his hands, saw them
grow larger, and looked wide-eyed across the desk at Nauzhror.

At that moment, the Dyrr wizards had learned of Gromph's deception.

For a heartbeat—but only a single heartbeat—Nauzhror wrestled with what action he should take.
Nauzhror coveted the archmage's position, but his fear of failing Gromph Baenre outweighed his ambition.
If Gromph succeeded and |earned that Nauzhror did nothing more after the shapechange spell expired,
Nauzhror knew he would suffer. If Gromph failed and died, he knew too that Triel Baenre would
investigate herself, and again, Nauzhror would suffer.

In the end, the Master of Sorcere knew that he could do nothing but play his part to the best of his
abilities and hope that Gromph succeeded.

To Prath, ill sitting in the archmage's chair, he said, "Get up, boy."

Prath leaped from the chair as though it was on fire. Nauzhror circled the desk and dlid into the chair.
With an expertise born of decades of training, he attuned Gromph's chrysoberyl scrying crystal and caused
it to show him the Xorlarrin forces gathered outside of House Agrach Dyrr. The soldiers and wizards were
massed but standing idle.

Nauzhror studied the locale for atime, fixed the image in hismind, and let the scrying crystal go inert.

"What should we do now, Master Nauzhror?' asked Prath. The apprentice's voice betrayed his
NErvousness.

Nauzhror replied, "Now, we assist the archmage's efforts by seeing to it that Y asraena will be faced at
the same time with enemies within and without.”

Without further explanation, he spoke aword of power and tel eported into the midst of the Xorlarrin
army.



Chapter Fifteen

Pharaun's mind fogged the moment he stepped onto the Pass of the Soulreaver. His equilibrium failed
him. He felt as though he were moving back and forth, up and down, all at once.

Staggering, he held out a hand until it touched the cool wall of the narrow pass. He stood still, leaning
against the stone and trying to recover himself.

The mage knew he wasn't moving but still felt a sensation of motion and perceived the rapid passage of
time. He stood at the center of the world asit streaked around and past him.

Pharaun closed his eyes, gritted his teeth, and clutched at the wall with a death grip.

Time and mation stopped so suddenly he almost fell forward.

He opened his eyes and saw no souls, no Quenthel, nothing but stone walls to either side of him rising
toward infinity. Darkness shrouded the pass, but ordinary darkness through which Pharaun could see. A
smooth, narrow path stretched before him, disappearing into the far distance. He turned around and saw the
same path extending backward to the limits of hisvision.

But he had taken only one step. Hadn't he?

Pharaun had teleported, gated, dimension doored, and shadowalked enough to understand that the Pass
of the Soulreaver was not a physical place with spatial dimensions so much as it was a metaphor, a symbol
for whatever bridged the time and distance between the ruined land he had just left behind and Lolth's
personal realm that lay ahead.

For adisconcerting instant, though, he wondered if the entirety of Lolth's plane was no more than
metaphor, if the minds of he and his companions had given form to something otherwise formless.

The thought disquieted him, and he pushed it from his brain.

"Quenthel," he called and did not like the quaver he heard in his voice. The word echoed off the stone,
and when it came back to him, the voice was not his own.

A scream of terror: "Quenthel!"

Hysterical laughter: "Quenthel "

A despairing mumble: " Quenthel ."

A wail of pain; "Quenthel!"

Pharaun's skin crawled. Sweat beaded his forehead. His skin was clammy. He kept his mouth shut and
walked down the path—slowly.

He saw nothing and heard nothing but the twisted echo of his own voice, but. . .

He was not alone.

And it was not Quenthel he sensed.

From ahead—or was it behind?—whispering began, hissings, the remnant of ancient screams. The
inarti culate mutterings soaked into his soul. He felt itchy, soiled. His breath came fast.

"Who isthere?' he called and cringed when the words rebounded to him, screaming in terror.

He reached into his robe and withdrew awand for each hand: the iron shaft that discharged lightning in
his right, the zurkhwood wand that fired bolts of magica energy in hisleft.

He walked on. The walls whispered and muttered in his ears.

"Reaver," they said.

He felt eyes on him from behind, boring into his being. He whirled around, both wands brandished,
certain something was there.

Nothing.

The whispers turned to hissing laughter.

Breathing heavily, he put his back to the wall and tried to gather himself. Ghostly hands as cold as a
grave reached through the wall and covered his mouth. Panic sent his heart hammering. He pulled himself
free, fell to the ground, turned and fired three magic missilesinto the wall.

There was nothing there.

He scrabbled to his feet.

What was happening? He was not himself. A spell was affecting him. Surely he—

A sudden shriek rang off the walls, a hopeless wail filled with despair and rage. Pharaun tensed, his
knuckles white on his wands.

Ahead of him, avast, spectral form flew out of the wall on one side of the pass and into the wall on the
other, like afish swimming through the waters of the Darklake. The form moved fast, but he caught a good
glimpse of it before it vanished into the stone—a vast, bloated, serpentine body of tranducent gray, within
which squirmed and screamed hundreds or thousands of glowing drow souls.



The Soulreaver.

Its black eyes were bottomless holes; its mouth a cavern. It dwarfed the nalfeshnee; it dwarfed ten
nalfeshnees.

It was aliving prison for failed souls.

Pharaun imagined his own soul trapped within it, and a pit formed in his stomach. Hetried to ignore the
shaking in his hands as he put one of the wands back in his robe and withdrew a pinch of powdered irtios, a
clear gem. He cast the sparkling powder into the air while speaking aloud the words to a powerful
evocation.

He maintained his concentration even when the arcane words echoed back at him aswails.

When he finished, the irtios powder swirled around him, formed a sphere about fifteen pacesin
diameter, and transformed into an invisible, impenetrable sphere of force that could keep out even
incorporeal creatures.

Pharaun prayed to Lolth that it would keep out the Soulreaver. Evenit if did, however, Pharaun knew
the solution was only atemporary one. The spell would not last overlong, and he could not move the sphere.
Still, he needed some time to gather himself. He was agitated, nervous.

The shriek of the Soulreaver repeated but sounded muffled, as though from deep in the ground.

Secure within his sphere, Pharaun tried to settle his racing heart and develop a plan.

The soles of his feet began to tingle. He looked down and saw a distortion in the floor of the pass. He
watched in horror as the rock turned translucent under him and the distortion took shape: an enormous open
mouth lined with teeth.

The Soulreaver was coming up through the floor directly under him, mouth open, wide enough to
swallow both Pharaun and the sphere.

Pharaun stared downward, wide-eyed with terror. He tried to find the words to a spell but failed,
stuttering incoherently.

Deep down in the Soulreaver's gullet, he saw the tiny forms of wriggling souls, their eyesfilled with a
terror that mirrored his own.

The walls of the inside of the Soulreaver's mouth rose around him, and he could do nothing but watch as
he was engulfed.

He did not even have time to scream before the jaws snapped shut and he joined the damned.

Quenthel stood alone on the Pass of the Soulreaver. She knew that anyone who would braveitstrias
must do so aone.

She knew too that the Soulreaver was the lone survivor from the mythology of along dead world. Lolth
allowed it to exist in the Demonweb Pits because it amused her, because it provided afinal test for some of
her petitioners.

The high priestess did not know why some petitioners were tested and others not. She attributed it to the
chaotic whim of Lolth. When Quenthel had died at the hands of arenegade malein the Y ear of Shadows,
her soul had passed into Lolth's city without test by the Reaver.

She knew she would not go untested a second time.

With her whip in hand, Quenthel stalked down the narrow pass. The wind whistled between the walls,
caling Lolth's Yor'thae. The heads of her whip rapidly flicked their tonguesin and out, listening, tasting the
ar.

It comes, Mistress, said Y ngoth.

Quenthel knew. Her skin went gooseflesh.

When she heard the Soulreaver's sinister hissings, sensed its maddening mumbles deep in some primitive
part of her brain, she had to fight to keep putting one foot in front of the other.

She was Lolth's Chosen, she reminded herself, and she would not be deterred.

The Soulreaver dithered up out of the floor ahead of her, passing through stone as though through air, a
sinuous, huge, trand ucent serpent. Souls squirmed within itslong body, trapped, desperate, tortured. The
Reaver was the final resting place and torture chamber for thousands upon thousands of failed souls.

Quenthel did not intend to add her own soul to their number.

Be wary, Mistress, said K'Sothra.

But Quenthel did not intend to be wary. That time was past. She would take what the Soulreaver
offered.

Gripping her holy symbol in her hand, speaking Lolth's praises from her lips, she charged forward toward
the apparition. It opened its mouth and hissed, showing her the squirming, twisted faces of innumerable
trapped souls lodged in its gullet. Without hesitation, Quenthel dived through its teeth and into its jaws.



Hate pulled Halisstra back to consciousness. Rage opened her eyes. She fought her way through the
pain and stared up into Lolth's sky. It was night, and she felt upon her the weight of the eight stars of Lolth.

Souls streaked above and past her, on their way to their dark mistress, heedless of her agony.

She fought through the pain and sat up.

Dizziness made her vision swirl, but she steadied herself with a hand on the ground until the feeling
passed.

Feliane lay in abloody pile not far from her, glistening in the dim light. Spiders crawled over the elf's
small body, tasting her flesh and blood. Uluyara's corpse lay not far from Feliane. The substance that had
held her immobile had dissolved. She lay on her back, facing the sky, and the slash in her throat gaped.
Arachnids crawled in and out of the hole.

To her surprise, Halisstrafelt no sympathy for her fallen sisters. She felt nothing but anger, awhite hot
flame of rage burning in her gut.

As she watched, Feliane's body spasmed, and she emitted awet gurgle. She was till alive.

Halisstrarode her rage to her feet and retrieved the Crescent Blade. Pain wracked her body. Crusted
blood coated her ruined face. Her jaw was cracked, innumerable ribs were broken, and she could not see
out of one eye. She could well imagine how she must appear.

The souls flew past her into the Pass of the Soulreaver, uncaring. Lolth's seven stars and their dim
eighth sister looked down from the cloudy sky, aso without a care.

Halisstra called to mind a prayer of healing but stopped before the words formed on her swollen lips.

She would not call on Eilistraee, not ever again. The Dark Maiden had failed her, had betrayed her.
Eilistraee was no better than Lolth. Worse, because she purported to be different.

"Y ou could have warned me," she managed, through the bloody mess of her lips.

Halisstrarealized then, fully and finally, that she had embraced the weakness of Eilistraee's faith out of
guilt. She had worshiped aweak goddess out of fear. She was pleased that she had |earned wisdom before
the end.

She was through with Eilistraee. The part of Halisstrathat had worshiped the Dark Maiden was dead.
The old Halisstra was resurrected.

"You areweak," she said to Eilistraee.

Gritting her teeth against the pain, she took her lyre from her pack and sang a bae'qeshel song of
healing through her torn lips. When the magic took effect, the pain in her face and head subsided, the
punctures closed. She sang a second song, athird, until her body was once more whole.

But the spells did nothing to close the emptinessin her soul. She knew how she could fill it, how she
would fill it—she felt Lolth's pull stronger than ever. Since Lolth's Silence first began, Halisstra's faith had
moved like a pendulum between the Dark Maiden and the Spider Queen. Like all pendulums, it must
ultimately cometo rest in its natural state.

She looked at the dark opening of the Pass of the Soulreaver. Souls flew in and vanished, swallowed by
the mountain. Halisstra knew what lay beyond it: Lolth.

And Danifae.

Shewas going to kill Danifae Y auntyrr, kill her without mercy. She pushed from her mind everything
that she had learned from Eilistraee. She had no more room in her soul for sympathy, understanding,
forgiveness, or love. She had room for only one thing: hate. And hate would give her strength.

It was enough.

She conscioudly gave herself over to the seed of her former self that had long lain dormant within her.
From that point on, she would behave as a drow should. From that point on, she would be as merciless a
predator as a spider.

Halisstralooked down at her breastplate and saw there the symbol of Eilistraee inset into the metal. She
used the Crescent Blade to pry it loose. It fell to the ground, and she crushed it under her boot as she
walked toward Feliane.

The f lay on the ground, abloody pile of torn skin. Her eyes were open and staring. Her mouth moved,
but no sound came forth save the labored wheeze of her failing breath. The draegloth had fed on the soft
parts of her flesh.

Halisstraknelt over her former fellow priestess. Feliane's almond eyes, glassy with pain, managed to
focus on her. The elf's hand moved, as though to reach up and touch Halisstra.

Halisstra felt nothing. She was a hole.

"We are made anew each moment," she said, recalling the elf's words to her atop one of Lolth'stors.

Feliane's body shook with asigh, asthough in resignation.



Without another word, Halisstra put her hands to Feliane's throat and strangled the €lf. It took only
moments.

Praise Lolth, Halisstraalmost said as she stood. Almost.

She walked toward the Pass of the Soulreaver amongst the flow of Lolth's dead, falling in with the rest
of the damned.

Still occupying Larikal's stout body, Gromph pulled closed the temple doors and stripped off the
priestess's chain mail hauberk, shield, and mace. They would interfere with his spellcasting.

Unencumbered, he channeled arcane power into his hands, placed them on the two door latches, and
sad, "Hold."

His magic passed into the bronze dabs. The spell would make the doors impossible to open without first
dispelling his dweomer, a difficult task for any of Y asraena's House wizards. And the lichdrow's
dimensional lock would prevent Y asraena and the Dyrr forces from using teleportation or similar magic to
get into the temple. They would have no choice but to enter through the doors—which Gromph had since
warded himself—or the windows.

The archmage turned, looked up, and examined the windows. Four of the half-ovals lined each wall of
the nave, about halfway up the stone walls. They were large enough that a drow could easily pass through
them. Gromph would have to seal them off.

From his robes, he withdrew a small piece of granite. With it in hand, he spoke the words to a spell and
summoned awall of stone. Its shape answered his mental command, and it formed up and melded with the
stone of the temple wall, filling in the window openingsin the process. He did the same with the windows
on the other side.

Thetemplefelt like atomb.

Thewall of stone would hold a skilled wizard or a determined attacker for only a short while, though, so
Gromph took from his robes another component, a pouch of diamond dust. Casting on first one side of the
temple then the other, he reinforced the walls of stone with invisible walls of force. Y asraena and her
wizards would have to bypass both to get in through awindow.

"That should give me enough time," he muttered in Larikal's voice and hoped he was right.

Gromph started up the aisle and stopped about halfway. The spider golem stood behind the altar, dark
and forbidding. The pulsing master ward extended through Gromph and into the golem's thorax like an
umbilical cord. They were connected, at least metaphorically.

Gromph knew golems. He had created several over the centuries. Mindless and composed of inorganic
material, even the most ordinary of them wereimmuneto virtually all forms of magical attack.

And the spider golem was no ordinary construct. Composed of smooth jet, it was the guardian of the
lichdrow's phylactery. Gromph had no doubt that the lichdrow had augmented its immunities to magic. He
knew that the spider golem could be destroyed only by physical attacks with enchanted weapons.

Unfortunately, Gromph was not a highly skilled fighter—his battle with Nimor had demonstrated that
amply—but he neverthel ess planned to chop the golem down with the duergar axe. He had spells that
would assist his strength, speed, stamina, and aim, but till. . . .

At least it was Larikal's body that would suffer, he thought, but the realization gave him only small
solace. He occupied the body, so he would feel the pain.

And he was growing weary of pain.

Gromph unbelted the axe and got comfortable with its heft. Eyeing the golem, he took a piece of cured
lizard hide from his robes and cast a spell that sheathed his body in afield of force—essentially a suit of
magical armor. Next, he spoke the words to a spell that caused eight illusionary duplicates of himself to
form around him. The images shifted and moved—it would be difficult for the golem to determine which
was the real Gromph and which anillusion. He followed that with a spell that formed a shield-sized field of
force before him that would deflect attacks. Anillusory shield appeared before all of the duplicates.

Almost ready, he thought.

He took a specially prepared root from his robe, chewed it—the taste was sour—and articulated the
words to aspell that sped his reflexes and movement.

He had one more spell to cast—one from his scroll—but after casting it, he would not be able to cast
another until it had run its course. Most mages were |loathe to use it. Gromph had no choice.

First, he had to awaken the golem.

He held the scroll ready in his hand, took awand from his pocket, aimed it at the spider golem, and
discharged a glowing green missile of magical energy. It struck the golem in its chest, bel ow the bulbous
head. While it did no harm, the attack animated the construct.



The huge stone creature stirred. Light animated its eight eyes. Its pedipal ps and legs stretched.

Gromph unrolled the scroll and read the words to one of the most powerful transmutations he knew. As
the words poured from him, the magic took effect, bringing with it an understanding of how to use the
duergar axe, an understanding of how to fight. Gromph felt his skin harden, his strength increase, his speed
increase still more. A vicious fury seized his mind.

By the time the spell had transformed him fully, Gromph felt nothing but a powerful compulsion to chop
the golem into bits. He reveled in the spell-induced ferocity. The knowledge imparted to him by the spell
crowded out his understanding of the Weave, but he did not care. He would not have cast spells even if he
could have. Spellcasting was for the weak.

The axe felt weightless in his hand. He crumbled the suddenly blank parchment in his fist and spun the
axe around him with one hand, so fast it whistled.

The golem fixed its emotionless gaze upon him and bounded over the atar. The creature moved with
alacrity and grace, unusual for a construct. Its weight caused the temple floor to shake.

Gromph brandished the axe, roared, and charged the rest of the way down the aidle.

Quenthel sat cross-legged on the floor of her room, praying by the light of a sanctified candle, asking for
some revelation that would explain this absurdity. She clutched her holy symbol in her hand and ran her
thumbs along its edges.

Lolth did not answer. The Spider Queen was as silent as she had been immediately before her rebirth.

Merely thinking of that obscenity caused Quenthel to shake with rage. The serpents of her whip, laying
by her side, sensed her anger and swirled around her in an attempt to comfort their mistress.

Sheignored them, rose, and took the whip and candle in her hand. Quenthel threw open her door, exited
her chambers, and stalked the great hall of House Baenre, seething. Her wrath went before her like awave
and cleared her path.

Servants saw her coming, bowed their heads, and scurried into side halls and off chambers. Her forceful
strides caused her mail to chime and the candle flame to dance.

How could Lolth have chosen another? Quenthel was—had been she reminded herself with heat—the
Mistress of Arach-Tinilith. Lolth had brought her back from the dead.

But the Spider Queen had chosen her, an upstart whore!

The serpents of her whip offered soothing words in her mind but she ignored their soft hissing.

You are still the First Sister of House Baenre, K'Sothra said.

True, Quenthel acknowledged. But she was no longer Mistress of Arach-Tinilith. She had seen to that.

Quenthel knew it was blasphemousto think ill of the Yor'thae, but she could not stop herself. Quenthel
would have preferred the dignity of a clean death to the shame of being removed from Arach-Tinilith. Triel
regarded her differently since her removal; everyone in the House did.

Why would Lolth have cast her so low? After al she had done and endured?

No one had been better suited to be Lolth's Yor'thae. No one. Especialy not her.

A cobweb caught Quenthel's eye. Her rage subsided, and she stopped in the middle of the hallway. She
saw nothing unusual about the web, but it seemed meaningful to her.

It hung in acorner, strung between two tapestry-covered walls, silvery in the candlelight. It was big.

A stonespider's web, Quenthel decided. She had seen stone spiders grow half aslarge as her hand.

A few desiccated caveflies hung from the strands like tiny marionettes.

She walked to the web, head cocked, and held the candl e a oft.

She studied the strands, thinking them beautiful in their intricacy. Every strand had areason to exist in
the web, every strand served a purpose.

Every strand.

The web made sense in away that her life, death, and resurrection did not.

She looked more closely at the web, moved the candle around it, but saw no spider. She lightly brushed it
with her finger, hoping the vibration would draw the creature out of hiding.

Nothing. The caveflies bounced on their strings.

For no reason that she could articulate, Quenthel hated the web. An impulse took her, and she could not
stop herself.

Shelifted the candle and held its flame to the strands. She knew it was blasphemy but she did it anyway,
unable to contain a crazed grin.

The strands curled and disintegrated, vanishing into fleeting streams of smoke. The cavefliesrained to
the floor. Warming to her work, Quenthel continued until she had obliterated al sign of the web. She
kneeled and burned each of the caveflies, one by one.



The serpents of her whip were too stunned even to hiss.
Mistress? K'Sothrafinally managed.
Quenthel ignored her and stalked off, her rage inexplicably abated.



Chapter Sixteen

Danifae lost track of Jeggred the moment she stepped onto the Pass of the Soulreaver. One moment he
was there; the next, gone.

She was alone.

A narrow passageway stretched before her, lined on each side by sheer walls of rock. A gray mist
crawled over the ground. Her skin went gooseflesh from the chill.

With nothing for it, she walked forward. She felt as though she was covering leagues with each step,
taking daysto draw each breath. She pressed on, waiting for the Reaver to show itself.

After only afew moments, whispers sounded in her head, then hisses, pained wails. She could not see
the source.

The hairs on the back of her neck rose. Her breath came fast.

It was behind her! She knew it with certainty.

She lowered her morningstar and turned around slowly.

A mere five paces away, the misty, serpentine form of the Soulreaver filled the passage. Its empty eyes
reduced her to insignificance. Its open mouth could have swallowed an ogre whole. Deep in its throat, in its
bowels, glowed innumerable souls, astiny as the dolls of a child, as desperate and pained as victims of a
torturemaster.

Danifae struggled to find herself, to show no fear. She knew she faced another test of her worthiness.

She touched her holy symbol, and the amber felt cool in her pam.

The Reaver was so immense, so ancient, so terrible. . . .

The screams of the soulsfilled her mind. She bore it, though she wanted to dig afurrow in her skull.

The Reaver opened its mouth wider, simultaneously beckoning and challenging her to come forward, to
test herself against what it would show her.

She started forward on leaden legs but stopped after only two steps.

Danifae gestured it toward her and said in her most seductive whisper, "Y ou cometo me."

It did not hesitate. Mouth agape, it streaked at her, terrifyingly fast. She held her ground as its maw
engulfed her.

A thousand muttering voices, terrified, hopel ess voices—the voices of the trapped souls—rang in her
ears, sounded in her being.

She answered their scream with one of her own.

Anival, First Daughter to the Matron Mother of House Agrach Dyrr, watched from high atop one of the
walls as the Xorlarrin forces shifted their ranks in preparation for an assault. She could seelittle.
Strategically placed spheres of magical darkness shielded much of the movement. Shouted commands and
the ring of metal carried across the moat chasm.

Standing beside her, Urgan, the scarred weapons master of House Agrach Dyrr, said, "They will attack
within the hour, Mistress Anival."

Anival nodded. She put her hands to the hafts of the two enchanted light maces that hung from her belt.
Each sported a head fashioned in the shape of a spider.

"Thetiming is not coincidental," she said but did not explain. She assumed the attack to be designed to
protect the archmage. His alies surely knew that the matron mother had learned of his deception.

Anival looked up and down the line, at walls of adamantine and stone. They had stood for millennia.
Surely they would not fall now?

Dyrr solders lined the battlements, and Anival could see from their hard expressions that all of them
sensed the impending attack. A tense rustle rippled through the ranks.

"Wewill hold,” Anival said, speaking to herself as much asto Urgan.

The weapons master said, "We will."

Anival thought she heard doubt in Urgan's tone but let it pass. She wondered whether she should hope
for her mother's success or failure in stopping the archmage. If the matron mother died and the lichdrow's
phylactery was destroyed, Anival might—might—be able to negotiate an end to the siege.

But first, she needed to hold her walls, and without either her vrocks, or her House wizards.

Xorlarrin war trumpets sounded.

"Here they come," Urgan said.

Each of the spider golem's forelegs ended in asharp claw of jet aslong as a short sword. Its mandibles



churned with fangs as long as Gromph's hand.

Gromph did not care. Transformed into a skilled warrior by the power of his spell, he charged straight at
the golem's front, axe held high in both hands.

The golem crouched at his approach, and two claws lashed out in rapid succession before Gromph got
within reach. Anticipating the move, Gromph spun aside and partially parried one blow with his axe. The
other claw struck at one of the mirror images, hit it, and caused it to vanish with a pop.

Using the force of his spin to add momentum to his swing, Gromph whirled in close, dashed with the
duergar axe, and cut awedge of jet from the construct's thorax. With his spell-augmented speed, he
followed up with another, cleaving afurrow in oneleg.

The spider leaped backward—crushing a bench under its weight—and struck at Gromph with one claw,
then another. Gromph ducked and dodged, trying again to get in close. Two more images vanished. The
construct moved with astounding rapidity, despite its weight.

For a moment, the two circled, afew paces apart. The golem stepped over the benches, cracking stone
asit moved, waving its pedipal ps hypnotically. Its clawed feet thumped into the floor with each step.

Gromph followed it with his eyes, light on the balls of hisfeet.

A boom against the temple doors turned Gromph's head. Someone was trying to get through his holding
spell. Yasraena had located him.

Seeing his distraction, the golem lunged at him, knocking over benches in its haste. Gromph dived aside
and rolled. Claws thumped into the ground around him—one, then another, and another—and three images
vanished in rapid succession. A claw nicked his shoulder, drawing blood. His ring began to heal the wound.

Gromph leaped to his feet and intercepted a decapitating claw strike with his axe. The parry severed
one of the golem's legs, and a shaft of jet as large as an ogre's arm crashed into a nearby bench.

Another boom againgt the door. His spell held but Gromph had little time.

Dodging first one blow, then another, he darted inside the golem'’s reach and struck at its head with his
axe. He cut adliver from it, but it backed off, toppling benches. Gromph pressed but the creature responded
by exhaling a cloud of black mist.

Acid, Gromph realized, but could not avoid it. The personal wards that would have protected his own
body did not protect Larikal's. Agony lit his skin. His nonmagical clothes disintegrated—which thankfully
didn't include the enchanted robe in which he carried his essential spell components—and his exposed flesh
burned and blistered as the mist sloughed away flesh. The stone of the floor and surrounding pews smoked
and pitted. An acrid stink filled the air as the cloud dissipated.

Gromph gritted his teeth against the pain, leaped over an acid-slicked pew, and struck another leg from
the golem. Another.

The golem answered with aflurry of claw strikes that drove Gromph backward and dispelled al of his
images.

Blood and pus leaked from Gromph's skin. His breath came fast and heavy. The pain was slowing him.
If the golem was like others of itskind, he knew it would be able to useits acid breath again after only a
short time. It had but to gather more of the caustic substance within its enchanted body, and the archmage
doubted he would survive a second coating of the stuff. Gromph had to destroy it first.

He parried another claw strike, reared his axe back and—

A blow from the golem hit him squarely in the chest. Only the magical shield of force and conjured
armor kept the impact from splitting him open. Still, the force of the blow sent him careening backward. He
stumbled, flailing, and tripped over the broken remnants of a bench. Gromph fell on his back.

The spider lurched at him, crushing the broken bench. Its mandibles opened wide. Its pedipal ps reached
for him. Gromph swung his axe furiously from his back, rolled, and tried to regain hisfeet. A claw
descended for his throat, but the shield of force turned it, though the force knocked him down again.

He scooted backward, found his feet, and swung his axe defensively. The golem pressed him, drew in
close and snapped its jaws. The bite snagged Gromph's cloak and pulled him off balance. A claw strike
knocked him to all fours, and he nearly dropped his axe.

Gromph reared up and struck a glancing blow on the golem's head, just above its eye cluster. Flecks of
jet flew and the golem backed off, pedipal ps waving menacingly. Gromph regained his feet and backed off
abit too.

Breathing heavily, Gromph knew that he could not waste time. Soon, the golem would be able to use its
acid breath again. Soon, Y asraena and her wizards would find away into the temple.

The vein of the master ward stuck out of the spider's abdomen like some grotesque entrail. At the end
of it, Gromph knew, within the golem's body, was the phylactery. He had to press the attack.

He backed off toward the altar, axe held defensively. The spider followed, clambering over broken and



acid-scarred pews.

Gromph feigned a stumble and the spider pounced. The archmage dived aside, regained hisfeet in an
instant, and unleashed a vicious downward slash that severed one of the golem'slegs at the shoulder.

The golem struck at Gromph with another leg asit tried to turn to face him—the blow opened the
archmage's thigh—but Gromph bounded between two of its remaining legs and chopped furiously. Chunks
of the golem flew into the air as it clambered around.

Another blow struck Gromph, cracking ribs and driving the breath from hislungs, but he dared not stop
his attack. His ankle caught under the golem and snapped.

Stars exploded in his vision. Agony raced up his leg. Shouting, spraying spit, he continued his onglaught.
His axe rose and fell, rose and fell. Pieces of the golem lay scattered about the temple like so much
Darklake flotsam.

After an indeterminate time, Gromph became aware that the spider golem was not moving. Fueled with
spell-induced ferocity, he chopped at it several more times before he was sated.

When he came back to himself, the pain nearly caused him to lose consciousness. The bulk of the golem
lay before him, cracked and broken. Its bulk pinned hisleg. Pieces of it lay all around, scattered amidst the
broken benches.

Another boom sounded against the templ€e's double doors, fairly shaking the whole of the structure.

Y asraena and her wizards had not yet been able to breach Gromph's holding spell. They would try the
windows next.

Gently, hissing at the pain, he pried up the golem's body with the duergar axe and dlid hisfoot free. Bone
ground against bone, and the pain caused Gromph to vomit the mushrooms he had eaten in his office earlier.
He did not look at the break. His ring was working to heal hiswounds, but too slowly. He reached into his
robe—its magic had protected it from the acidic breath of the golem—and extracted two healing potions,
both ordinarily serving as material componentsto his spells. He tore their seal with his teeth and drank the
warm fluid down, one after the other.

His ankle reknit and the gash in his thigh and shoulder closed. Even most of the acid burns healed.

He sighed, tested his ankle, found it fine, and climbed atop the golem's body. There, he found his footing
and straddled the point at which the rope of the master ward vanished into the golem's body. He raised the
axe high and started to chop.

With each swing he grew more and more eager and the light from the phylactery's dweomer grew
brighter and brighter in his sight.

After half-a-score swings, the axe blows revealed a hollow within the spider golem's thorax. Gromph
stopped, sweating, and stared.

There, floating in the air, intertwined with the vein of the master ward, was a shimmering, fist-sized
sphere of red.

The sphere turned yellow. Then green. Then violet.

Gromph watched the globe cycle through seven colors before beginning the sequence anew. In a distant
way, he knew the globe for what it was—a prismatic sphere. The colorslay atop each other, aternating
spheres within spheres, like the layers of aflakefungus. The lichdrow must have found away to make a
prismatic sphere permanent. He had placed his phylactery within it and placed the whole within a specialy
constructed golem.

Gromph knew how to bring down a prismatic sphere. Certain spells defeated certain colors. Touching
certain colors without dispelling them resulted in harm or death. He would have to defeat al of the colorsto
get at the phylactery within.

It would take time. Time he did not have. Besides, he had another problem.

The transformative spell that had turned him into awarrior had temporarily modified his mind, closing the
door on that part of him that interacted with and drew on the Weave. He knew that he could cast spells, but
the knowledge that allowed him to link with the Weave was gone, temporarily crowded out by the
knowledge imparted to him by the transmutation spell.

He could not end the spell early. It had to run its course. Only after it had would he be able to bring
down the sphere.

Above him, aportion of the conjured stone wall before one of the temple's windows shattered, destroyed
by some spell cast by one of Y asraena's wizards. The stone rained down on the temple floor.

Gromph had only the wall of force between him and the forces of House Dyrr.

He was amost out of time.

A scrabbling sound turned him around. What he saw caused a pit to form in his stomach.

Each of the pieces he had chopped from the golem—the legs, the chunk of thorax, the claw, the piece of



abdomen—cracked and split. Eight legs of jet sprouted from the cracks, a pair of mandibles. The
threescore chunks of golem that Gromph had left scattered around the temple had been reanimated as buds
of the main golem. The battle was not over.

For the tenth time in the last hour, Gromph cursed the lichdrow.

Danifae looked through the tiny, unglassed window of her garret in the Braeryn. Narbondel glowed red
two-thirds of the way up its shaft. It was late in the day.

Danifae had lost track of time. For her, one day seemed much like another, one hour bled into the next.

She found it easier to measure time not with Narbondel but with corpses. It had been thirty-seven
corpses since Lolth had selected her—Danifae could not so much asthink her name—as Yor'thae.

Though Danifae had never been to Menzoberranzan before Lolth had selected her Yor'thae, she had
come to know it well since. And to hateit.

To her right, far across Menzoberranzan's cavern Danifae eyed the mammoth steps of the great
stairway that led up to Tier Breche. She could seeit at such adistance only because of its enormous size
and the violet fagrie fires that illumined its steps. On the high plateau beyond the stairs—invisible to her at
that distance—stood Lolth's grandest temple, Arach-Tinilith, the heart of the Spider Queen's faith. Danifae
had never set foot within it and never would.

Within Arach-Tinilith presided the bitch, Lolth's Yor'thae.

Anger il boiled in Danifae, hate without end for the Yor'thae. She vented it on the males who came to
her.

Danifae had created her own temple to Lolth, her own Arach-Tinilith: atiny, stinking garret deep in the
Braeryn. There, she spun her web and fed on her prey in Lolth's name.

She leaned out of the window—nher holy symboal still dangled from her neck, the amber smudged with
grease and soot—and looked down to the street below. Addicts haunted the alleys like sunken-eyed, dazed
ghosts. Fellow whores loitered in the doorways below her, soliciting anyone and anything that passed them

by.

Groups of filthy orcs and bugbears leered at the fallen drow females. Danifae could see that the whores
had sold their dignity along with their flesh. Not her. She served the Spider Queen still and ever would,
despite the Yor'thae.

A thick sludge of sewage and trash coated the street. "The Stenchstreets,” they were called, and rightly.
Danifae could not but think of the whole of the Braeryn as an open sewer that she could not escape.

She would not let Danifae escape.

The odor of freshly emptied chamber pots carried up to the window and made Danifae wrinkle her
nose. The expression felt awkward around the stiff scars that marred the left side of her face. Thinking of
her disfigurement brought another flash of anger. She willed hate through the air and across the cavern to
Tier Breche.

She had long ago given up trying to hide her scars. They were part of her, as much as her faith, as much
as her hate.

After Lolth had made her choice, the Spider Queen's resurrection had been completed and the Yor'thae
had come to Menzoberranzan in triumph. She had promised to usher in a new age for the Spider Queen and
her worshipers.

But not for al of her worshipers.

The Yor'thae had punished Danifae for her presumption, forcing her to live ahouselesslife,
dispossessing her of almost al of her property, marring her features to make her ugly, denying her the
dignity of an execution.

Even Lolth herself appeared to have turned her back on Danifae.

The goddess no longer granted the former battle-captive spells and instead merely haunted her dreams.
When she dept, Danifae saw visions of eight spiders, eight sets of fangs, legs, eyes, and poison.

Despiteit al, Danifae refused to accept the label of apostate. She worshiped Lolth till, though she was
acongregation of one.

Poor and disfigured, she sold her body to males to earn enough coin to eat. Though the Yor'thae had
scarred her face, men still lusted for her body and were willing to pay for its use. Danifae abhorred their
touch, despised making them feel asthough she were subjugated to them, but nevertheless did what she had
to to survive—like any good spider.

The Yor'thae had laughed when she'd cast Danifae into squalor, thinking that alife of penury would
make Danifae weak. But Danifae was a survivor, like al spiders, and her trials were but another test in a
long line of tests. She had and would survive it. She would grow stronger. She could not be broken, not



ever.

If Danifae had learned but one tenet from Lolth's worship, from her life as adave to Halisstra Melarn, it
was that existence was atest. Always. The strong preyed on the weak and the weak suffered and died.
There was nothing more to know.

And though Danifae was not the Yor'thae, she refused to be weak.

She |eft off the window, turned, and looked upon her sparsely furnished garret. She preferred to think of
it as her web, an unassuming web, like that of the widow, within which lurked a predator.

A mushroom fiber pallet strewn with soiled blankets sat against the near wall. Every day, she carried the
sheets to the shores of the Darklake to launder them—the routine had long ago taken on the significance of
areligious ritual—but the smell of sweat and sex always lingered. She slept on the floor, refusing to take
rest in the same bed that she shared with amale. A clay oil lamp sat on a stool near her bed, itstiny flame
guttering in the stagnant air. In the corner stood a stone chair, upon which she hung the few articles of
clothing she owned. A chamber pot and washbasin sat on opposite walls.

Danifae owned nothing of significant value except her faith, her holy symbol, and the blackroot distillate
that she kept in avial at her sash. Sherefilled the vial every fourth tenday by giving her body to an old,
half-drow apothecary who worked out of the bazaar. She had made herself immune to the poison long ago
through slow exposure.

She had sunk far, she knew, much farther even than when she had been a battle-captive. But she
refused to surrender her faith. Most thought her nothing more than an insane whore or a cast-off hag
afflicted with grand delusions. But she was neither. She was a spider, and she was being tested, nothing
more and nothing less.

She had failed Lolth back in the Demonweb Pits—that was why she had not been chosen to be the
Yor'thae—but she would atone for that failure and someday again find favor in the Spider Queen's eight
eyes.

In the meantime, Danifae murdered in Lolth's name. Every eighth client that cameto her garret fell prey
to her. The Spider Queen might not have been answering Danifag's prayers, but Danifae offered sacrifices
nevertheless.

She disposed of the corpses by selling them to an elderly drow fungus farmer. Danifae's prey ended up
fertilizer in the mushroom fields of the Donigarten.

The weak fed the strong, she thought, and smiled through her scars.

A knock on her door turned her around.

" 'Fag," said adurred voice from behind the door. "Open up. | want to taste your flesh."

Danifae knew the voice. Heegan, the second son of afailed merchant, who always stank of pickled
mushrooms and mindwine.

"Hold amoment," Danifae said, and the male did as he was told.

Heegan was number eight.

Danifae pulled the vial of blackroot distillate from her pouch, daubed her finger, and coated her lips.
Donning asmile, she moved to the door and opened it.

There in the hallway stood Heegan, his white hair mussed, hisfilthy shirt partially unbuttoned. Danifae
stood two hands taller than the male. She looked at his watery, dull red eyes and thought, Y ou are one of
the weak.

"Well met, 'Fae," he said, leering at her breasts, covered only in her threadbare shift. "Aren't we a pretty
pair?'

He dangled a pouch of coins under her nose.

Danifae snatched the coins and slapped him across the face. He smiled through his bleeding lip, seized
her in hisarms, and pressed hislipsto her. His breath was foul, his excited grunts fouler. She abided,
knowing that with each kiss he became more ensnared in her web.

She allowed him to steer her toward the bed. He tried to lay her down but she used her superior strength
to turn him around and force him down instead. He grinned drunkenly, muttering some ridiculous
endearment.

She straddled him and he licked hislipsin excitement. His hands fumbled with her shift, her sash, and
she could tell from his movements that more than mindwine was clouding his mind. His hand passed over
the blackroot vial and never paused, so eager was he to get at her skin.

Smiling into hisface, she teased him for another thirty count—until his eager expression grew confused,
then alarmed.

"What's happening to me?' he said, his speech thick and sloppy. "What have you done to me, bitch?"

He tried to shove her off him but the drug had already taken hold. His strength was gone, and he



managed only to paw at her shoulders. In moments, he was fully paralyzed and could only stare up at her in
horror.

She eyed him coldly, ill smiling, and began her incantation. Her voice called upon Lolth, offering the
male's death for her amusement. When she finished her prayer, she put her hands on his throat and
throttled him.

He died with bulging eyes and awet gurgle.

"Y ou are the weak," she whispered in hisear. "And | am the spider.”



Chapter Seventeen

Halisstra stepped into the Pass of the Soulreaver and felt her body stretch through time and space. She
gritted her teeth and forced herself to keep moving forward. VVomit raced up her throat, but she fought it
down.

A narrow path stretched before her and behind her. Sheer walls rose to either side. A mist cloaked her
ankles.

The mist screamed at her and hissed.

She clutched the Crescent Blade. She was not alone and she knew it.

"Come out," she said, her voice low and dangerous.

Ahead, the mist swirled and formed into a vast serpent whose body stretched behind it to infinity. Black,
empty eyes stared into Halisstra's soul and pinioned her in place. The serpent opened its mouth and hissed.
The sound turned Halisstra's legs to water.

Deep within the serpent writhed the tiny, partially consumed essences of millions of failed souls. Their
screams, rich with despair, fat with terror, bombarded Halisstra. She struggled to stand her ground. She
saw her own fate in them—she too was a failed soul—but instead of causing her despair, it raised her
anger.

"Face me," she said and did not know whether she was talking to the creature or to someone else.

The serpent hissed again and dithered sinuously forward. The souls wailed their pain and terror with
each movement of the creature.

Halisstra stared at the glowing souls and wondered for amoment if Ryld was trapped within the
creature. She decided that she did not care and moved forward.

Sheroared, lifted the Crescent Blade, and charged, meeting the serpent's advance with one of her own.

The miniature golems swarmed forward at Gromph. The transmutation that allowed him to fight
prevented him from casting any spells to stop them, and he refused to abandon his station over the prismatic
sphere atop the main body of the golem.

The smaller constructs scrabbled and leaped up the body of the golem to get a Gromph, thirty of them,
forty. The archmage roared and brandished his axe.

A spider golem landed on his back, then another, and both bit into his flesh. Others clambered up hislegs
to beat at his chest. His armor spells deflected some but not all of their bites, and he grunted with pain over
and over again.

He grabbed one of the creatures by aleg, threw it atop the body of the golem, and chopped it with his
axe. He chopped another, and another, all the while waiting for the transformative spell to abate so that he
could focus on the real issue—the prismatic sphere.

To his horror, the miniature golems that he struck split into smaller fragments and within afive count
sprouted eight legs each and came at him again.

He cursed, swung at more of the spiders, again and again. Each time he struck, the small constructs
burst into pieces, and each piece itself became another, smaller spider golem. Killing one made five more.

He was surrounded by aroiling swarm of constructs. They came at him from all sides, a swarm of
fearless, remorseless killers. Eventually, he stopped chopping at them with his axe and instead tried to throw
or push them off of the main body of the golem. But he could do only so much and in moments was
covered in them, their weight so heavy that he could hardly move.

He tried to trigger the levitation power of his House Baenre brooch but the weight of the golems
crawling over him was too much. He could not get airborne.

Their fangs and claws ripped through his defensive spells and into his flesh. He screamed with rage,
pain, and frustration. His ring struggled to heal the wounds inflicted by the spiders, but there were too many.
For every spider that he jerked from his body or threw down from atop the golem, another three took its
place. He shook them from his hands, pried them from his face, pulled them from hislegs. Agony lit him.
He roared as he fought. If not for the regenerative magic of hisring, he would have been dead.

With the suddenness of awhipdagger strike, his transformative spell ended.

Knowledge returned to him in arush. Physical strength drained out of him, and he sagged under the
burden of the golems. His understanding of combat—swings, feints, and footwork—faded out of his
memory like a half-remembered dream. His normal understanding of the Weave—the necessary gestures,
component admixtures, the language of the arcane—refilled his mind.

Gromph was himself again, and he wasin agony. A hundred holes pockmarked his flesh. Blood soaked



his robe. In theory he could again cast spells, but the pain was too much.

Thinking fast, he did the only thing he could. He leaped from atop the golem and hit the ground in arall.
The impact jarred many of the spiders|oose. With fewer attached to him, he triggered the levitation magic
inherent in his brooch and went airborne.

He shook free the remaining spiders and hung in the air, gasping and breathing, dripping blood.

Below him, athousand eyes stared upward, tiny mandibles clicking, tiny pedipal ps waving. His broach
allowed him only vertical movement, so he took a feather—a spell component difficult for him to procurein
the Underdark—and spoke the words to a spell of flying. When he finished, he floated to his right.

Asone, the swarm of spiders followed him, eyes turned upward. An idea occurred to him—

A sizzling sound from above and behind turned Gromph around. Green veins of magical energy arced
along hiswall of force. The Dyrr wizards were attempting to dispel it but their first attempt had failed.

Gromph had to move fast. He flew farther to hisright, drawing the swarm of golems away from the
body of their destroyed parent. He took from his robe a finger-shaped | odestone, one end of which was
covered in iron shavings.

Hovering above the swarm of golems, he incanted the words to a powerful transmutation. When he
finished the casting, the shavings moved from one end of the lodestone to the other and within a cylindrical
areathat ran from floor to ceiling and included Gromph and all of the spider golems, up became down.

Under the effect of hisflying spell, Gromph ssimply adjusted his internal bearings, flipped over, and
remained hovering in the air. The golems, however, fell up toward the ceiling, just asif they had stepped off
acliff. Gromph dodged them as they fell past. Two latched onto him, but he shook them free, and they too
fell upward. All of them crashed into the ceiling, but it damaged them little.

With the entire swarm treating the ceiling as if it was the floor, Gromph spoke the words to another wall
of force and ringed the area of effect in which he had reversed gravity. The golems would not be ableto
walk out of the affected area of his spell and fall to the floor. They were hedged in.

Gromph allowed himself no time to enjoy hisvictory. He flew down, flipped again when he |eft the
affected area of his spell, landed atop the body of the parent golem, and looked down at the prismatic
sphere, at the twine of the master ward that fed into it. He could have used one of his more powerful spells
to digoin the magic but doing so would negate all magic within the temple, triggering the master ward,
freeing the golems, forcing his soul back into his body, and negating his walls of force.

Instead, he would cancel the sphere with the methodical application of specific spells. Each of the seven
colors of the sphere was negated by casting a certain spell on the sphere when the appropriately colored
layer appeared.

In his mind, Gromph thought through the spells he would need to eliminate the sphere's layers. Some of
them would require material components. He reached into his robes and withdrew the materials he would
need: atiny cone of glass, hislodestone, and a pinch of dried mushroom spores.

He stared at the prismatic sphere asit cycled through its colors. He had to down the colorsin sequence,
starting with red and moving to violet. The master ward complicated things potentially, but Gromph had no
more time to worry about it.

Hereadied his spells.

The sphere showed red. Gromph incanted a couplet, put the glass cone to hislips, and exhaled a cone of
freezing cold that dicked the floor inice. The prismatic sphere froze in the ice. Gromph tapped it with his
finger, and the red layer shattered and disappeared, revealing the orange layer.

Another assault on the wall of force. The angry clicking of the golem swarm from above. Gromph
ignored both.

He spoke another series of arcane words and summoned a powerful gust of wind. The magic of the
spell whipped his hair into his face and tore the orange layer from the sphere, where it dissipated into
nothingness. The yellow layer was revea ed.

He picked up his lodestone, gathered some of the dust from the floor, and spoke the words to the same
spell that he had used to disintegrate Geremis. The spell annihilated the yellow layer, exposing the green.

Gromph heard voices from outside the window. The screech of something powerful and predatory.

Y asraena must have brought the vrocks, he thought, recalling the shapechanged demons that had stood
on thewalls.

He picked up the mushroom spores and spoke aloud the words to a spell that ordinarily would have
opened a hole through solid walls. Instead, the magic opened atiny hole in the green layer, which rapidly
expanded until the layer was consumed. The blue layer lay open to him.

Almost there.

The vrocks screeched again.



He whispered the words to a simple evocation, pointed his finger, and discharged a bolt of magical
energy. It struck the blue layer and consumed it, revealing a scarlet layer.

He was nearly done.

Behind and above him, another assault on hiswall of force brought it down. A shower of sparks
announced itsfall. A victorious cry sounded from outside the window. Gromph could not halt his attack on
the sphere to erect another defense.

Looking at the next layer, he closed his eyes and pronounced the words to the next spell. When it took
effect, light as bright as the sun in the World Above illuminated the temple. Gromph's eyes watered even
through his closed lids.

Shouts of dismay sounded from outside the window. House Dyrr's forces no more liked light than did
Gromph.

Darkness spells quickly countered the light, but the spell's work was done. The light had burned away
the scarlet layer. Only one remained—violet.

Gromph uttered the words to the spell he had used so many times over recent hours, the spell that
dispelled other magic. When he pronounced the final syllable, the violet layer disappeared.

He held his breath.

There, exposed but for the twisting embrace of the master ward, lay the lichdrow's phylactery. It glowed
so brightly in his magic-attuned vision that he had to again blink away tears.

The phylactery looked like nothing more than a sparkling, fist-sized beljuril, a hard green gemstone. Tiny
runes covered it.

Within it, Gromph knew, was the lichdrow's essence.

Gromph hefted the duergar axe. Not only would a blow from the axe destroy the gem, it would drink the
lichdrow's soul, such asit was. The thought pleased Gromph.

Behind him, the vracks streaked through the window and into the temple. Gromph spared alook back.
The demons had assumed their natural form: that of muscular, giant, bipedal vultures. Vicious talons ended
their legs, and large, tearing beaks jutted from their twisted faces. The beat of their enormous wings carried
the stench of carrion.

"Sheisherel" they shouted back out the window, and Gromph heard exclamations of excitement from
outside thetemple.

Y asraena appeared in the window, levitating high and stepping onto the sill. For amoment, she stared
down with a confused expression at the ruined temple and Gromph—he still wore the body of her
daughter—but her expression quickly changed to one of rage.

She guessed who he was.

"Archmage!" she screamed.

Gromph shot her a smile and raised the axe high.

The vrocks flew toward him as fast as arrows, mouths open wide and shrieking. Y asraena voiced the
words to a spell.

"Good-bye, Dyrr," he said, and drove the axe into the beljuril.

The gem shattered into countless glittering fragments, emitting afoul puff of smoke. A vague, distant
how! sounded somewhere deep in Gromph's mind, and the axe shook in his hands. The lichdrow's soul
rushed into the metal. It glowed, vibrated, and displaced the previous souls that the axe had claimed. A
score or more spirits exploded from the axe head, exclaimed with joy at their freedom, and vanished into the
aether. Henceforth, the axe would house only the lichdrow.

"No!" Yasraena screamed and lost the thread of her spell.

The vein of the master ward turned a burning orange.

Before Gromph could reason out the meaning of the change in the master ward, before he could turn to
face the onrushing vrocks, atremor shook the temple, shook all of House Agrach Dyrr. The force of it
knocked Gromph off of the remains of the golem, and the vrocks shrieked past him overhead.

Speaking as quickly as he could, Gromph uttered the incantation to one of his most powerful spells.

Time stopped for everyone but Gromph.

Silence fell. Mation ceased.

The vrocks hung frozen in mid-air, mouths agape. Y asraena stood in the window, frozen in the middle of
another casting.

Gromph studied the vein of the master ward. A bubble of power distorted its otherwise straight line, just
where it passed through the temple doors.

It took Gromph a moment to determine what had happened. He cast a series of divinations to confirm
his suspicions. When he saw the results, he almost laughed.



The lichdrow's defenses never ended. And it appeared he would have his revenge, after all.

The master ward had reset the wards behind Gromph not to prevent a second intruder from entering but
to provide a power source for its real purpose. The destruction of the phylactery had triggered the
lichdrow's final spell, acyclic reaction that fed on the reset wards.

Power would race back along the vein of the master ward, absorbing the energy of all of the wardsin its
path. When it reached the start of the spell network, it would rebound back to its place of origin—the
location of the phylactery, the temple—bringing with it al of the pent-up power of the absorbed wards.

The explosion would be enormous, perhaps large enough to level the entire stalagmite fortress complex
of House Agrach Dyrr.

Gromph could not flee. The dimensional lock prevented magical travel, and he could never get out on
foot in time.

The lichdrow had ensured that he would not go alone into oblivion.

"Well done," Gromph said to the axe, though he knew the lichdrow could not hear him.

The archmage smiled at the symmetry. He had destroyed the lichdrow's body by breaking and exploding
his staff of power. The lichdrow would destroy Gromph's body by breaking and exploding all of House
Agrach Dyrr.

There was nothing else for it. Gromph's timestop spell was about to end. He decided that he would
rather diein his own body than that of some Dyrr priestess. He decided too that he would die amused. The
battle of spells and wits, of moves and countermoves, had been as good as any sava game he'd ever
played.

He spoke the words to a minor transmutation and transformed Larikal's body to look more like his
own—shorter, slimmer, with shorter hair and sharper features. The likeness was rough but probably good
enough.

Despite histimestop spell, he sensed the master ward collecting power.

With an exercise of will, he returned his soul to the ocular, forcing Larikal back into her own form. Once
inside the gem, he quickly moved back into his own shrunken, invisible body. He came back to himself
outside the temple, small and unseen, awaiting his death.

Y asraena blinked in surprise but managed to hold onto the thread of her spell. For a moment, Gromph
Baenre had appeared cloaked in an illusion as her daughter Larikal, but the illusion had expired, and the
Archmage of Menzoberranzan stood reveal ed.

The vrocks streaked in, biting with their beaks and tearing with their claws. The archmage appeared
disoriented, reaching for weapons at hiswaist that did not exist, lashing out with fists rather than spells. His
screams sounded like those of awoman. He found the axe he had used to destroy the lichdrow's phylactery
and swung it awkwardly at the circling vrocks.

Y asraena continued her spell. She would annihilate the archmage. A bottomless ocean of pent up anger
flowed into the casting, powering it—rage at Gromph for his deception, rage at the lichdrow for the foolish,
short-sighted plotting that had brought her House down.

Another tremor nearly shook her from the window perch, but still she continued the chant. Flecks of
stone rained from the temple dome. Glass cracked. The entirety of House Agrach Dyrr was shaking.

She saw it then.

With a sense of certainty that opened a hole in her stomach, she knew that House Agrach Dyrr was
destroyed. The archmage had destroyed the phylactery, and the fool lichdrow had triggered some retaliative
magic that would bring the entire complex down.

No matter, she thought. She would kill the archmage. Matron Mother Y asraenawould die with at least
that satisfaction.

The words poured out of her, and power gathered with every syllable. The vrocks continued to attack,
harrying Gromph from either side. He comported himself well with the axe. He fought back the vrocks and
looked up at Y asraena. His expression went wide-eyed.

He shouted something but she could not hear it over the shaking temple, over the boom of her own
voice.

She finished the spell, pointed her holy symbol at the archmage, and let its energy take root in his body.
She knew he would be warded, but she also knew his wards would fail him. She had put all of her power
into the spell. No one could resist it.

Still staring at her, the archmage began to shake. His entire body quaked as much as the temple and the
rest of the fortress. Sounds poured from his mouth but Y asraena could not understand them. The vrocks
backed off, unsure of what had occurred. Y asraena touched her House brooch and used its levitation magic



to lower herself to the shaking temple floor. She wanted to watch Gromph die up close.

"You are but amale, Archmage,” she said. "And | will watch you did before Lolth claims me."

The magic took deeper root. Gromph struggled to say something to her but could not control his body.
His tongue flopped between hislips. He gagged, bit down on his tongue, and sprayed spit and blood. A
horrible gargling noise escaped his lips as his body began to shrink in on itself.

For a moment, as the body collapsed, Y asraena saw Gromph's features contort to reveal. . .

"Larikal?' Y asraena rushed forward and took the archmage's imploding body in her hands. "Larikal!"

She could see the archmage—no, her daughter —trying to nod through her spasms. The quaking grew
more and more intense.

Y asraena could not stop the spell. It was too late.

Mother, Larikal croaked through the connection of their telepathic amulets.

Y asraena could not respond before her daughter's mental voice became a prolonged scream, then
turned into an incoherent, pain-riddled gobbling. With awet, tearing sound, her body folded in on itself over
and over and over again until it was nothing more than a densely packed ball of flesh at Y asraenas feet.

Y asraena stared down at her daughter's remains and clenched her fistsin rage. The archmage had
deceived her again.

Above her, the dome began to crack. She stared up and looked into Lolth's eyes.

Blood-spattered and gasping for breath, Halisstra stood on the landing outside the doors of Lolth's
pyramidal tabernacle. To her left and right lay the corpses of Danifae and Quenthel. Halisstra had killed
them both, cut them nearly to shreds with the Crescent Blade. In her rage, she had |eft Danifae little more
than apile of bloody, shapeless flesh.

She had stopped them both from entering the tabernacle. Neither would be Lolth's Yor'thae.

She unstrapped her shield and cast it to the stone landing. The rattle sounded loud in the silence. Except
for the occasional sigh of the violet fires on the Planes of Soulfire behind and below her, the entirety of the
Demonweb Pits seemed to be holding its breath. Even Lolth's wind had died down.

She looked up at the massive, pyramidal structure before her—L olth's tabernacle, composed of black
metal and acrawl with spiders. At its base, the towering double doors stood open and beckoning. Violet light
leaked from within. Halisstra saw arachnid silhouettesin the light—huge, predatory forms.

Now she would do what she had come to do.

She paused.

What had she come to do?

She shook her head—her thoughts were confused—and stepped across the threshold.

Webs covered the danting walls of the temple'sinterior, their collective pattern suggestive of something
disquieting but indiscernible. Spiders of all shapes and sizes skittered through the webs.

Columns dotted the structure, sender spires fashioned of hardened, twisted web strands. She could not
see the source of the violet light.

At the far end of the web-strewn temple, standing on araised dais of polished, black granite, stood the
eight bodies of the Spider Queen.

Seeing her former patron goddessin the flesh, Halisstra found it difficult to breathe.

Lolth wasin her arachnid forms and appeared as eight giant widows, graceful and deadly—one goddess,
eight aspects.

Seven of the widows crawled over each other, hissed at each other, as though fighting for position. But
al of them stood behind the eighth, the largest, who sat quiescent in her web. The eyes of the eighth
impaled her.

A yochlol stood to either side of the dais, their forms like melted wax, their waving arms like ropes.

Creatures that Halisstra had never before seen lined a processional directly between Halisstra and
Lolth. Their tall, graceful forms—nude drow females sprouting long spider legs from their torsos—loomed
over Halisstra. Halisstrafelt their eyes on her too, and the weight of their expectations. She marveled at the
grace of their forms.

"l am not the one!" she shouted, and the webs swallowed her voice.

The eighth spider stirred.

A rustle ran through the ranks of the temple.

Asone, the drow-spider creatures responded, "But you could be. The eighth awaits the Yor'thae."

"No!" she answered.

They hissed and bared their teeth, revealing a spider's fangs.

The eight bodies of Lolth clicked as one, and the widows fdl silent.



They cocked their beautiful heads, listening to their goddess.

Halisstra brandished the Crescent Blade, drew in a deep breath, and took another step into the temple.

The doors swung closed behind her with a boom. She stopped for a moment, uncertain, trapped, alone.
She looked down the aisle at Lolth and somehow found a reserve of courage.

"I will face you for what you have done to me," she said.

The widows rustled. The yochlols waved their ropy arms.

You have done it to yourself, Lolth answered in Halisstra's mind.

The goddess's voice—voices, for Halisstra heard seven distinct tones in the words—nearly drove
Halisstrato her knees.

Holding the Crescent Blade in both sweating hands, her knuckles white, Halisstra took another step, then
another. The blade shimmered in her grasp, its crimson fire a counterpoint to the temple's violet light.
Halisstra might have no longer served the Dark Maiden, but Eilistraee's sword still wanted to do the work
for which it was designed.

The strange drow-spiders eyed her as she walked between them but made no move to stop her. They
shifted uneasily with each step that she took nearer to Lolth's forms.

Halisstra was shaking, her legs felt leaden, but she kept moving.

Seven sets of mandibles churned as Halisstra got closer. The eighth body of Lolth stood still, waiting.
Halisstra stepped to the base of the dais, before the bodies of Lolth, and looked into the emotionless
eye-cluster of the eighth spider.

She saw herself reflected in those black orbs and did not care for how she appeared. Her heart pounded
in her breast, so hard it surely must burst.

Sweating, gritting her teeth, she lifted the Crescent Blade high.

Lolth's voices, soft, reasonable, and persuasive, sounded in Halisstra's mind.

Why have you come, daughter? Lolth asked.

I'm not your daughter, Halisstra answered. And |'ve come to kill you.

She tightened her grip on the Crescent Blade. Itslight shonein Lolth's eight eyes, reminding Halisstra of
the satellitesin the sky of the Demonweb Pits that had watched her from on high.

The yochlol to Lolth's sides slithered toward Halisstra, but Lolth's forms stopped them with awave of
their pedipalps.

You could not even if you willed it, Lolth said. But | see your heart, daughter, and | know that you
do not will it.

Halisstra hesitated, the Crimson Blade poised to strike.

It is not me that you wish to kill, child, said Lolth. | am what | am and you have always known
that. | kill, | feed, and in that killing and feeding | am made stronger. Why does your own nature
trouble you so? My daughter's worship ill-suited you. Why do you fear to admit what you want?

The Crescent Blade shook in Halisstra's hand. Tears welled in her eyes. She realized it then.

It was not Lolth that she wanted to kill. She wanted to kill the uncertainty, the dichotomy in her soul that
had spawned her weakness. She knew it lingered there till, a guilty, fearful hole. She had raised atemple
to Eilistraee in the Demonweb Pits, had slain countless spiders holy to Lolth, had wielded the Dark Maiden's
own blade. Her final rejection of Eilistraee was inadequate penance.

She loved Lolth, longed for the Spider Queen, or at least the power that Lolth brought. That was what
she wanted to kill—the longing—~but she could not, not without killing herself and who she was.

Embrace what you are, child, Lolth said in a chorus of seven voices.

But it was eight sets of mandibles that opened wide.



Chapter Eighteen

Billions of eye clusters burned holes into Inthracis's back. He felt their gazes through hisrobeslike a
thousandweight. The clicking of countless arachnid mandiblesrang in his ears.

He could sense the nervousnessin the regiment. The fiends shifted uneasily, stealing looks over their
shoulders. Souls or no souls, they had not expected this.

Stand your ground, he projected to the nycaloth leaders.

He kept his back to the Infinite Web and Lolth's mobile city. Inthracis did not want to look again upon
the unending abyss, the chaotic strands of the web that never ended, the grotesgue undulation and metallic
groans of Lolth's metropoalis.

And the eyes.

Millions upon millions of spiders and other arachnids—including thousands of abyssal widows and
hundreds of yochlols—thronged the far edge of the plains, looking toward the mountains, toward the Pass
of the Soulreaver, toward Inthracis and the regiment. Inthracis had never before seen a horde of such size,
not even during the Blood Wars. It seemed that every arachnid in the Demonweb Pits had gathered there,
in aline before their goddess's city.

Severa tense moments had passed before Inthracis felt certain that the throng would not attack.
Apparently, they had gathered not to fight but to bear witness.

Still, the realization caused Inthracis concern. It meant that Lolth had planned for, or at least foreseen,
Inthracis's involvement. He comforted himself with the reminder that Lolth was a demon, chaos embodied,
and that she would not—could not, by her very nature— accept a predetermined outcome. Matters were
still subject to chance.

Perhaps Inthracis's attack would facilitate the creation or emergence of the Yor'thae. Perhaps he would
kill al three priestesses and L olth herself would die. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps.

He considered reneging on his promise to Vhaeraun and returning to the Blood Rift, but he knew that
the Masked God's vengeance would be swift. Perhaps V haeraun was watching him even then.

Inthracis resigned himself to play his part. If Lolth was going to allow him to attack the priestesses, then
he would attack the priestesses. If she was not going to allow it, then he would not.

He showed none of his doubt to the regiment, of course. To them, he projected, If they were going to
attack, it would already have come. Remain steady. It will not be long.

He patted Carnage and Slaughter, and they growled softly in response. They too seemed restless. He
looked around and wondered how in all the planes he had allowed himself to become involved in the
workings of the gods.

The Plains of Soulfire spread out around him, a cracked, broken plateau of rock that bridged the
half-league between the mountains and the Infinite Web. Open tears in the rock spat sprays of arcane fire
and blasts of acid into the sky. A thin haze of green gas cloaked the terrain, not enough to be opague but
enough to create wrinkles in Inthracis's perception.

Before him, the plains ended at the mountains. Behind him, the plainsjust . . . stopped, as though wiped
clean. And where they stopped, an infinite abyss yawned, a black, empty hole in reality that never ended.
Spanning the abyss, and extending out to forever, was the Infinite Web of Lolth.

Inthracis did not turn, but he pictured the web in his mind: strands of silk, most of them fifty pacesin
diameter or more, stretched across the void forever.

Lolth's city sat amidst the strands, an architecturally chaotic metropolis that somehow appeared like an
enormous spider, on equally enormous legs, crawling along an even more enormous web. Its glacid,
groaning movement across the web vibrated even the hugest of the strands.

The city was a mammoth cluster of metal and webbing, with one web-cloaked structure piled on
another, and no order, reason, or uniformity to the layout. Only the position of Lolth's pyramidal tabernacle
made sense: it capped the city, glowing like a beacon with violet light. Transformed souls stalked the city's
walks, webs, and ways, damned insects in a hive. The glowing spirits of those not yet transformed into their
eternd flesh flitted around the metropolis like frustrated fireflies.

Billions of spiders prowled strands of the Infinite Web around the city. Some lived in holes, and tunnels
bored into the strands. Others skittered along the surface. All of them fed upon the others. Only the
strongest survived for very long.

Inthracis put the city out of his mind and focused on his task.

Before him rose the titanic peaks of jagged stone whose tops scraped the sky. Cracks and holes marred
the sheer mountainsides, and millions more spiders crawled in and out of the openings.



The Pass of the Soulreaver, like ablack mouth in the stone, parted its lips three spearcasts up the sheer
side of the tallest of the mountains. A ledge jutted from the mountainside at the pass's opening, and only a
single, twisting, rock-strewn path—a ramp, really—Iled down the steep mountainside.

The pass vomited souls. A steady line of glowing spirits streamed out of the opening and streaked into
the air for Lolth's city. Few made it unharmed.

Curtains of magical energy rase from the cracks in the broken rock of the plains and engulfed the souls
asthey soared over. The ghosts burned everywhere in the sky, so numerous they looked like sparks cast
off from ablazing fire. After squirming for a period of time that varied from afew heartbeatsto a
two-hundred count, the flames released the captive soul, and the spirit flew free toward Lolth's city.
Inthracis assumed that the burning served as some kind of purgation.

To his nycaloth sergeants, Inthracis sent, Order up the troops. When the drow priestesses emerge
from the Pass of the Soulreaver, we ambush them with spells as they exit. They will have no cover.
That should force them down, and we can finish them here.

If the priestesses survived the initid ondaught of spells, they would have to walk or fly down the narrow
path. Inthracis and his troops would attack them as they descended and be waiting for them if they reached
the Plains of Soulfire.

The nycaloths, flying above the assembled host of mezzoloths, growled orders, and the latter shifted into
formation. The regiment assembled into aroughly crescent moon shape at the base of the ramp leading
down from the Pass of the Soulreaver. The barbed tips of their glaives shone with magic. The nycaloth
commanders continued to circle the troops, eyeing the pass. Each bore a powerfully enchanted axe.

Inthracis stood near the rear of hisforces, rods at his belt, canoloths at his side.

Given the audience gathered behind him, Inthracis assumed the priestesses would soon cross from the
other side of the pass. He cast a series of defensive spells on his person and attuned his vision to see magic,
invisible creatures, even ethereal forms. Nothing on the mountainside could escape his sight.

Soon, the Pass of the Soulreaver would spit out Lolth's priestesses. And when it did, Inthracis would be
ready. He intended to give his audience something to watch.

Pharaun came back to himself on what he assumed to be the other side of the Pass of the Soulreaver.
The dark opening yawned behind him. Souls exited and flew over and past him. He thought of the Reaver,
of the souls that would never |eave the pass, and shuddered.

After being swallowed by the creature, he had felt nothing more, seen nothing more. He did not
remember moving through the pass at all. Moments or hours had been lost to him. He recalled a whispered
voice, vague screams, and agonizing pain, but the events were so distant in his memory that they might as
well have happened to someone else.

The challenge of the passis not for you, Quenthel had said. From you, the Reaver will take only atithe.

A tithe.

He did feel somehow diminished in away he could not quite articulate. He tried to conjure awitty
observation but came up with nothing. Perhaps that in itself was reflective of his diminishment.

In his mind's eye, he saw the Reaver's chasmal maw, itsinsidious whispers. He could not help but
wonder what Quenthel had experienced.

He lay on the rocky ground, on the other side of Lolth's mountains, facing the cloudy, gray sky. He saw
no sun, though dim light illuminated the land. He felt as though he had traveled through the mountains to find
himself on another world, another plane. He knew that where he lay at that moment was related to the land
he had left only in that Lolth ruled both, only in that the Pass of the Soulreaver connected them.

He put his hand to histemple and found that small spiders crawled over him. He heard asizzling, like
cooking meat. He could not pinpoint the source. A soul flew over him, then another.

He turned his head and saw that Quenthel lay to hisright, her eyes closed. Her face looked drawn. She
held her holy symbol in her hand. Her body had returned to normal size.

He swallowed but found his throat dry. Dusting off the spiders, he sat up and—

To hisleft, Jeggred and Danifae lay unconscious. He stared for a moment before the reality struck him.

How had they ended up there, at that moment? They must have entered the pass well after Pharaun and
Quenthel.

Hetoyed with the idea of quietly killing Jeggred but swallowed the impulse. Quenthel had alowed him to
live even after the draegloth had attacked her. Pharaun dared not act so presumptuously.

Frowning with frustration, he reached out and put a hand to Quenthel.

"Mistress," he hissed and shook her.

She frowned, mouthed something incomprehensible, but her eyes did not open.



Jeggred uttered a growl. The draegloth's fighting hands clenched into fists. Pharaun wondered for a
moment about what Jeggred might have seen in his journey through the Pass of the Soulreaver, then
decided that such things were better left unknown.

He climbed to his feet and stood on wobbly legs.

Fire exploded all around him, soaking the ledge in light and heat. His magical protections shielded him
from substantial damage from the flames, but the explosion blew the breath from his lungs, seared his
exposed skin, and knocked him flat.

He sat up, blinking, looked to Quenthel, and saw that she too had come through the fireball relatively
unharmed, partially because she had been prone. Unfortunately, Danifae and Jeggred too looked blackened
but dive.

Another explosion rocked the ledge, then another. The heat was melting the rock. Smoke made
Pharaun's eyes water. Crisped spiders fell from the heights like black snow.

What in the name of the Abyssis happening? he thought.

A lightning bolt ripped across the face of the ledge, shattering rock. Fragments of stone buried
themselves in Pharaun's face, in Quenthel's hands, in Jeggred's flesh.

Quenthel's serpents came hissing to life, followed by their mistress.

From Pharaun's | eft, Jeggred too awoke fully, hisinner hands brushing away the stone shards stuck in
his flesh. Danifae propped herself up on one of arm and looked around, dazed.

For along moment, the four of them stared at one another.

Another explosion rocked the mountainside.

"What's happening?' Jeggred growled, as he climbed to his feet.

Danifae stood and said to Quenthel, "It seems we've both passed the tria of the Soulreaver, Mistress
Quenthd "

Quenthel's serpents hissed at the former battle-captive.

"So it appears,” Quenthel acknowledged.

Pharaun started to crawl toward the lip of the ledge, but before he reached it, an impenetrable cloud of
white vapor cloaked the edge, and veins of superheated embers suffused it. Pharaun recognized the
spell—an incendiary cloud. The embers sank into Pharaun's skin, burning their way through his protective
spdlls.

Pharaun threw the hood of his enchanted piwafwi over his head. The embers till found his hands, and
he gritted his teeth against the pain.

The gtink of burning flesh and hair filled his nostrils.

Jeggred roared with pain. The priestesses grunted against the burning.

Pharaun could not see through the fiery mist more than an armspan in front of him.

A second lightning bolt split the fog, rocked the ledge, and sent Pharaun crashing into the mountainside.
The embers swirled in the explosion, rooting for exposed flesh.

"Digpel the cloud, Mistress!" Pharaun shouted and did not care which of the priestesses heeded him. "
will give us cover."

From hisleft and right he heard both Danifae and Quenthel chanting spells. Their voices sounded as one,
eerily disembodied in the burning cloud. Jeggred growled low, the pained, angry rumble of awounded
animd.

Pharaun waited until the priestesses were well into their spell before beginning his own. He took a pinch
of diamond dust from his piwafwi and rushed through the gestures and words to a spell that would raise a
sphere of magical force around them. He could not tell exactly where Quenthel stood—the explosions had
sent both of them careening about the ledge—so he worded the spell to make the sphere aslarge as
possible.

The priestesses finished their spells simultaneously, and one or both of the counterspells dispelled the
magical cloud. One moment the cloud was there, the next it was gone.

Both priestesses were brandishing their holy symbols on opposite sides of the ledge. Jeggred crouched in
ahuddle near Danifae, his arms encircling her protectively, his mane and skin still smoking.

The priestesses stared at each other, Danifae holding her chunk of amber, Quenthel her jet disc.

Pharaun had no way to know whose spell had successfully dispelled the cloud, and the uncertainty
troubled him. Everything about the recent past troubled him.

Still, he kept his concentration and finished his own spell. When he pronounced the final word, a
transparent sphere of magical force took shape around the ledge, covering all of them.

Another fireball and lightning bolt sammed up against the sphere and exploded in light, but neither
breached Pharaun's spell.



Jeggred stood to hisfull height, eyeing Quenthel. Dried blood caked his claws and ringed his mouth.
Pharaun imagined it to belong to one of the Eilistraeeans.

"Mistress," Pharaun said, "my spell will not hold long."

"Of courseit won't," Quenthel answered. "You areamale.”

Pharaun ignored the barb, crept forward the rest of the way, and looked out over the ledge. The others
did the same.

A twisting path, bounded on its sides by sheer drops, led down the steep mountainside to a plateau
riddled with chasms, craters, and pools of acidic venom. A green haze filled the air, and Pharaun blinked at
the acridity. Through the haze, Pharaun saw . . .

An army waited below.

"Y ugoloths," the mage observed. "Five hundred, at least.”

"Mercenaries," Quenthel spat, following his gaze. Her serpents hissed.

Scaled, four-armed, nycaloths swooped through the air above an assembled force of insectoid
mezzoloths. The sgquat, beetle-like mezzol oths bore long polearms in their four arms, while each of the
nycaloths held an enchanted battle-axe. They were arranged in a crescent shape at the bottom of the path,
awall of armor and flesh. Pharaun knew the yugolcths to be resistant to most forms of energy. He
assumed that most would have used magic to bolster their inherent resistances. Dealing with them would
not be as easy as smply burning the lot with afireball, but he had killed fiends before.

He scanned the army for the ultroloth that he knew must be leading them. Nycal oths and mezzol oths
were followers, servants to the archwizard yugol oths.

The haze in the air made it difficult to discern details, but. . .

There.

Toward the back lurked a gray-skinned, bald ultroloth. Even from that distance, Pharaun felt the weight
of its huge, black eyes. Two over-large canoloths, both armed with spiked barding, stood to either side of
him. The ultroloth wore dark robes, a sword at his belt, and aquiver at histhigh filled with rods. He held
another rod in his hand.

Souls continued to stream out of the pass behind them and soar over their heads. When the spirits
reached the plains, the air itself caught them up and exploded in sheets of violet fire. They burned there for
atime, writhing in the air above the yugoloth army, before being released. The flames reminded Pharaun of
faeriefire, the harmless sheath of flame that most al drow could summon.

"The Purging," Quenthel said, seemingly more interested in the spirits than the yugoloth army.

"Where weakness is seared away," Danifae added.

Looking down at the yugoloth army, Pharaun said, " Speaking of searing . . ."

Even as they watched, several of the mezzoloths held up their palms and balls of fire appeared there.
They hurled them up toward the ledge, where they hit the wall of force and exploded.

Instinctively, the drow sheltered behind the ledge, but no fire pierced Pharaun's spell. They peeked back
over.

The army remained in place.

"Why aren't they coming?' Jeggred asked.

"Why would they?"' Pharaun answered. "They would bottleneck themselves on the path."

Pharaun knew that the four drow could have held for days the narrow path that led to the ledge. The
yugoloths hoped to either force them down by bombarding them with spells or simply wait them out. It was
no mystery that the four of them had not gone all the way to the very gates of Lolth's city only to turn back.

"We cannot go back," Danifae said, giving voice to Pharaun's next thought. "And we must go forward."

"Of course we will," Quenthel said with undisguised contempt. "They are the final test.”

"Arethey?' Danifae asked.

Pharaun thought an army of yugolothsto be quite atest but kept his observation to himself. He let his
gaze wander and for the first time looked beyond the army, beyond the ruined plains, to Lolth's city.

"Look," he said and could not keep the awe from his voice.

Half aleague away, the plains ended—ijust ended, as though cut off with arazor—at a gulf of
nothingness that went on forever in all directions.

A web of monstrous proportions somehow spanned the void, itsfar endslost in infinity. All of
Menzaberranzan could have sat insignificantly upon its strands.

Lolth's city, a heaped clump of metal and webs and souls and spiders as large as a hundred
Menzoberranzans, sat near the edge of the web. Mammoth legs—a grotesque amalgam of the organic and
the metallic—sprouted from the city's base and held it in the web strands.

A roughly pyramidal temple capped the metropalis. Intuitively, Pharaun knew the pyramid to be the



tabernacle of Lolth. Its great doors appeared closed.

"The children of Lolth. . .." Danifae said, and it took Pharaun a moment to understand her meaning.

At the border where the Plains of Soulfire ended and the web began, an entire host had gathered:
abyssal widows, driders, yochlals, billions and billions of spiders, more even than Pharaun had seen during
the Teeming.

"Her web coversal,” Quenthel muttered and touched her holy symbol.

"And the world is her prey," Danifae finished. "Her host has come to bear withess."

"We must get through the yugoloths," Quenthel said.

"They should al die," Danifae added. "Their presence hereis heresy."

Jeggred eyed the army below and growled in the way that Pharaun knew to be a prerequisite to his
entering a battle frenzy. But for the wall of force, the draegloth looked as though he would leap over the
ledge and charge down the path at any moment.

Quenthel's serpents hal oed her head, and she nodded at something they communicated to her.

"We must pass,” Quenthel said again.

Danifae smiled broadly and said to Quenthel, "Indeed we must. Summon what aid you can, priestess."

Each eyed the other for amoment, then both stepped back from the ledge, out of the sight of the
yugoloths, and began to cast.

Back in his own body outside of Agrach Dyrr's temple, Gromph dispelled the dweomer that had reduced
him to afraction of hissize. Still invisible, he watched the mighty stalagmite fortress begin to shake itself
apart. Buildings cracked from their foundations to their roofs. The great stalagmite and adamantine walls
vibrated. Dyrr soldiers scurried frantically along the walls for the stairways, sprinted across the grounds or
leaped from the walls and levitated to earth.

Gromph would have laughed but for his own impending death. He might have tried to fly into the air and
away from the fortress, if he had not left his spell componentsin his robe on Larikal and if he had thought it
would alow him to escape. He did not think it would.

The explosion would be too big. There was no outrunning it.

With his dweomer-sensitive eyesight, he watched the pulse of power run along the master ward and
saw it extinguish the lesser wards and draw their power into itself. It was a beast, devouring all of the
magical power in House Agrach Dyrr'sintricate defensive structure. In moments, it would vomit it all out in
an explosion that would shake Menzoberranzan's cavern.

The gathering energies caused Gromph's ears to pop.

The wave of power reached the outer wards on the gate and walls, gathered them in, and rebounded
back, moving fast.

Roof's collapsed on the buildings around the archmage. Drow screamed. Priestesses shouted unheeded
orders.

Another great tremor shook the temple behind him, and the central dome collapsed in a shower of
crashing stone and glass. Gromph presumed that Y asraena, Larikal, and the vrocks died under its weight.

Fitting, he thought, that in the end Lolth had crushed the traitors.

Gromph stepped off the portico and away from the temple. He wondered distantly if the Xorlarrin forces
would be caught in the blast. Certainly enough power seemed to be gathering. The energy from all of the
wards would power the explosion. It would consolidate at the trigger, in the center of the collapsed temple,
and explode outward from there. Gromph thought it possible that all of House Agrach Dyrr would be
destroyed.

He looked toward the gates and saw the wave surging back—a great, glowing wall of arcane power.
The ground rippled beforeit.

An ideafluttered around the back of Gromph's mind. The wave was gathering and extinguishing all of
the wards as it moved.

All of them.

Even the dimensional lock?

His heartbeat accelerated.

Could the lichdrow have made such a mistake?

Gromph thought it might be possible. He studied the surviving wards as the wave of power drew nearer.
The dimensional lock was still in place and he could not tell if the master ward would draw on evenit. If so

If so, Gromph might be able to time afina spell just right. Fortunately, the spell he would use required no
material component.



He waited . . . waited.

The wave of power surged along the master ward and passed him, knocking him from his feet.

There! The wave subsumed the dimensional lock and hit the ruined temple. The whole structure glowed,
pulsed a blinding white.

Gromph shouted the words to his spell as rapidly as he could without risking a mispronunciation.

Blinding beams of energy shot from the templein al directions. An explosion was imminent.

He hurried through the spell. A word. Another. Another.

The temple burned as bright as the sun of the World Above asit exploded in a unequalled blast of
magical energy. Gromph did not complete his spell.

Pain seared his body, a brief moment of agony unlike anything he had ever felt, and Gromph Baenre
knew pain.

Then it was over.



Chapter Nineteen

On the Plains of Soulfire, the mezzoloths shifted into battle formations. The nycaloths flew above the
host, axes in hand. The ultroloth pulled out a second rod, likely to bring down Pharaun's wall of force.

Jeggred stood at the top of the path that led down to the plains, growling with rage.

"Get rid of thiswall, wizard!" the draegloth roared, veins and tendons visible under hisleathery skin.

Beside Pharaun, the priestesses voiced spells of summoning. Quenthel didn't bother with a summoning
circle. Neither did Danifae. Each cradled her holy symbol to her breast and called on Lolth for aid. Their
voices rose into the darkened sky, boomed over the blasted plains.

And the Spider Queen answered.

Quenthel called out aname. The word hit Pharaun like a physical blow, skipped off his brain, and was
lost to his memory.

A roll of thunder boomed. Quenthel repeated the name.

Above them, the sky opened. An enormous shadow filled the hole, winged and awful.

Pharaun knew it for it was, but he could scarcely believe his eyes.

A Klurichir. One of the most powerful demonsin the Abyss. Quenthel had taken agreat risk in
summoning it. She was either very confident or very desperate.

Except for the lonely sound of Danifae's voice, silence fell over the Plains of Soulfire. Even Jeggred
quieted. A nervous shuffle ran through the yugoloth army. The nycaloths hurriedly flew back down to stand
with their troops. Pharaun caught the magically augmented telepathic projection of the ultroloth.

Stand your ground, he ordered, and the yugoloths obeyed.

The klurichir circled downward, growing larger with each pass. A roar escaped it, and the sound shook
the mountains.

It it on the mountainside, just outside of the invisible wall of Pharaun's sphere of force.

The Kklurichir's powerfully muscled body, covered in coarse grayish skin and hair that looked more like
quills, stood four times the height of Jeggred. The membranous red wings that sprouted from its back
extended out to twice that and cast the entire ledge in shadow. Its short legs looked as thick and sturdy as
stone columns. Four powerful arms, al of them in constant, twitchy motion, erupted from atorso that was
little more than a gobbling, cavernous mouth that could have swallowed two ogres whole. Aninsectoid
pincer on each side of the mouth spasmed hungrily. A flood of incompressible prattle and drool |eaked from
between its rows of grinding teeth.

Pharaun thought the babbling would drive him mad. He vomited down the front of his piwafwi. He
couldn't helpit.

The mammoth head that sat atop the demon's torso |ooked vaguely orclike, though more bestial. A
second, smaller mouth opened in the face, below apair of black eyes. In one of its hands, the demon held a
rune-inscribed axe as long as Jeggred was tall.

The bass voice that emerged from the mouth in the klurichir's face nearly knocked Pharaun down with
its power. The huge mouth in its torso continued to gobble and drool while the other mouth spoke.

"Y ou should not have summoned me, child priestess,” the demon said, the implicit threat in its words all
the more terrifying because it was unspoken.

To her credit, Quenthel's body did not shake, though Pharaun knew that not even Quenthel Baenre could
match the klurichir in power.

For amoment, Quenthel seemed at aloss for words.

At last she said, "Ten thousand souls are yours if you but perform a single service for me."

Both mouths erupted in laughter.

"Ten thousand souls are a pittance to me," the klurichir answered. Its wings beat in agitation, sending a
hail of screeinto the air.

"Name your price," Quenthel said, blinking in the gust.

Pharaun could hardly believe what he had heard. Even Jeggred gasped.

Quenthel had offered one of the Abyss's most powerful demons whatever it wished.

The demon too seemed stunned. For a moment, its huge mouth ceased its senseless gobbling. A giant
tongue emerged from the mouth and licked itslips.

"Y our desperation intrigues me," it said. "Name your service and | will consider it. For payment, | shall
have such other, fleshly payment as| may seefit."

Quenthel did not quail, and Pharaun could not believeit.

"Done," she said, and gestured down at the plains. "Assist usin destroying the yugoloth army below."



The demon grinned, gobbled, and took wing, soaring high into the sky. Quenthel watched it go, smiling,
breathing heavily, sweating.

Danifae's voice sounded behind him, reminding him that she too was summoning aid.

Asthe former battle-captive finished her casting, her voice rose, imploring Lolth for assistance. When
she finished, she turned to face the mountain. At first nothing happened.

Then the mountainside began to seethe.

Millions of spiders, billions, boiled forth from every crack, crag, hole, and opening. The sound of their
legs and pincers was like a rainstorm, almost worse than the gobbling of the klurichir.

Danifae shouted something that Pharaun could not make out above the hissing din, and the spiders
crawled together, massed, clustered. Churning sickeningly, they piled themselvesinto a swarm as large as
the klurichir. The swarm took the rough shape of a giant spider.

Danifae swept her arm out wide and gestured down toward the yugol oths.

Asone, hillions of arachnids boiled down the mountainside.

"Now, Master Mizzrym!" Quenthel shouted to Pharaun.

"Lower thewall of force!" Danifae ordered.

Pharaun did exactly that and immediately took wing.

Jeggred tore down the mountainside, roaring with rage. Quenthel and Danifae followed at arun. The
klurichir roared, raining drool on the Plains of Soulfire, and descended downward. The arachnid swarm
boiled toward the yugoloths.

To their credit, the yugoloths responded quickly. They were a practiced force.

Though they often were loath to do it due to the price, Pharaun knew that extraplanar creatures had the
ability to summon others of their kind, usually due to some pre-existing cooperative arrangement. The
mezzoloths and nycal oths were no exception. A hum of arcane syllables wafted up from below, and more
and more mezzoloths and a handful more nycaloths teleported in with a soft sizzling sound and the stink of
vomit. An army of five hundred became an army of eight hundred in a three count.

The nycaloths hurriedly deployed the new troops, trying to prepare for the klurichir's attack, Jeggred's
charge, and the swarm's rush.

The ultroloth rose into the sky, his presence there offering a clear challenge to Pharaun. Half a score
nycaloths rose with him.

The klurichir roared, the yugoloths clicked and shouted, the swarm hissed and boiled.

The battle was joined.

Jeggred pelted down the narrow path, heedless of the long fall to either side, heedless of the army that
awaited him at the bottom. His clawed feet dug furrows in the stone with each stride. Rage burned in him.
He could already taste blood and flesh. He roared for joy.

Below him, two score mezzoloths awaited his charge, glaives at the ready. Several of them gestured,
calling upon their innate magical abilities, and clouds of stinking green gas formed before him.

He ran through the killing fog without a pause, inhaling the foul fumes, feeling the sting on his flesh. He
ignored the discomfort on his skin and in his lungs and charged on.

Some of the mezzolothsin the second rank summoned balls of fire to their palms and threw them at him
as heran. Most missed and exploded harmlessly on the rocks or in the air, but even those that struck him
had no effect on his flesh. He was demonspawn after all. Low intensity fires could not harm him.

He threw back his head and roared again.

Another explosion nearly knocked him from his feet. He dug his fighting arms into the rock to keep his
balance and ran on.

A shadow fell on him, but he did not spare a glance up. The giant demon summoned by his aunt soared
overhead, toward the rear of the mezzoloths.

Jeggred was twenty strides from the first of the creatures. Fifteen. Ten. He looked into their compound
eyes, brought hisfighting arms up to rend. Five. He could hear their clicks, the ring of their armor.

He leaped high off the path and landed into their midst. His momentum carried him into two of the
mezzoloths' glaives, and both sank deeply into his skin.

He barely felt the pain, even as his blood began to flow.

He let fury take him over fully. His claws rose and fell, slashed and tore. Sometimes he struck carapace,
sometimes he struck nothing. He had arms in his mouth, bodies, heads. Anything that came within his reach
was bitten, rent, torn. Y ugol oth blood dribbled down his chin.

Glaives dammed into him but he did not care. Balls of flame exploded against his skin and he still did not
care. He felt his blood flowing down his back, his chest, his arms. He was swarmed with mezzoloths. He



roared and killed, roared and killed.

Impenetrable darkness suddenly sheathed him. Blind, he continued to rake and slash at anything within
reach. He didn't know if the mezzoloths could see within the darkness, and he did not care. He slashed and
killed even as he began to grow weaker.

Pharaun watched Jeggred tear down the narrow path and leap into a mass of waiting mezzoloths. The
draegloth vanished under an avalanche of black bodies, and Pharaun gave him no further thought.

The klurichir set down toward the rear of the yugoloth army and cut a great swath through their number
with its axe. Nycal oths and mezzoloths swarmed it, axes and glaives thumping into its flesh. Itsroar rang
across the battlefield.

The spider swarm poured down the mountain like an avalanche and crashed into the front of the
yugoloth lines. The mezzol oths responded with clouds of green killing gas, which left piles of spiders dead,
but the swarm churned forward, devouring everything in its path.

The ultroloth floated over the battle toward Pharaun, perhaps along crossbow shot distant. Eight
nycal oths accompanied the powerful ultroloth, four to either side. Each of the nycaloths called upon an
innate magical power and caused multiple mirror images of themselves to form around them. Eight became
over thirty, and Pharaun could not tell which was real and which anillusion.

Half of the nycaloths beat their wings, brandished their enchanted axes, and flew for Pharaun. The
ultroloth followed them, holding a sword in one hand and two crystal rods in the other. The other nycaloths
veered aside and flew toward the ledge, toward the priestesses.

"Beware, Mistress!" Pharaun shouted down to Quenthel.

She heard him and looked up.

Quenthel saw the scaled, green yugol oths streaking toward her. She stopped her charge down the path,
pulled her haly symbol, and began to incant. Beside her, Danifae too began to chant a spell.

Yugoloths are inured to lightning, Mistress, Y ngoth said in her ear. And to fire and ice.

Quenthel nodded as she cast. She knew all about yugoloths and assumed that they had augmented their
innate resistances with magical protections. She had no intention of using any of those energy types.
Instead, when she completed her spell, a sheath of blue energy flared around each of the approaching
nycaloths. The magic of the spell destroyed all of the moisture within the nycal oths' bodies—water, saliva,
blood. The creatures had only a moment to scream their agony before Quenthel's spell reduced them to
shrunken husks of flesh and bone that fluttered to the ground.

And the high priestess had only a moment to enjoy their destruction before Danifae cut short her spell by
slamming her morningstar into the back of Quenthel's head.

Sparks erupted in her brain, pain in her skull. Her vision went dark, and she stumbled forward.

But she did not fall. The blow would have killed most anyone, but Quenthel's protective spells muted
much of itsforce.

She lashed out blindly with her whip behind her and hit nothing. The serpents hissed angrily.

Danifae's voice from behind said, "Here is the final test, Baenre bitch. Y ou for me, and me for you. Let
us see who isto be the Yor'thae."

Quenthel felt the back of her head—it was warm and sticky with blood, but already her vision was
clearing. She turned around, whip and shield at the ready.

"Y ou should have made certain to kill me with that blow, child," she said.

Danifae whirled her morningstar and answered, "I will remedy that mistake right now."

Halisstra awoke on the other side of the Pass of the Soulreaver. The sounds of battle—the ring of steel,
the screams of the dying—brought her back to herself.

The din gave way to the words from her vision, which till echoed in her brain; Embrace what you are.

She would. And with the power granted her by Lolth, she would kill Danifae Y auntyrr.

Her hand closed over the hilt of the Crescent Blade, lying beside her on the rock.

She sat up and found herself on aledge, high up on the mountainside. The Pass of the Soulreaver
yawned behind her. Souls streamed out of it and past her.

Fire had blackened the rack of the ledge, melted it in places. Burned spiders littered the ground, their
charred legs curled under their bodies, the hair of their carapaces singed.

"A sign, Spider Queen?' she asked of Lolth.

Nothing.

Then a breeze stirred the dead spiders, caught them up in atiny whirlwind. She watched them,



transfixed by their tiny bodies floating randomly, chaotically on the eddies of the wind. She sympathized
with them.

Staring at the dead spiders, shefelt athrill charge her soul. She grinned, afierce, hateful smile. She
understood at last.

Lolth had told her to embrace what she was.

Eager, she climbed to her feet and studied the face of the mountain.

There. A narrow, deep crack, likeadot.

"] understand now," she said.

Halisstra stuck the blade halfway into it, took the hilt in both hands, and jerked downward. The blade
resisted her attempt. She tried again. Again. She roared and tried again.

The Crescent Blade snapped in aflash of crimson light. When its steel broke, something in Halisstra
broke aswell. Tears flowed down her face, and she did not know why. The tiny seed of doubt, of hate, the
power-loving kernel that sat in her center, bloomed fully and flourished. Shefelt as she had before the fall
of Ched Nasad, as though the past days had been a dream.

No, sherealized. Not adream. A test.

And she had finally passed it.

She was Halisstra Melarn, First Daughter of House Melarn, servant of the Spider Queen, and she knew
what she had to do.

Shewould kill Danifae.

She needed to kill Danifae, as much as she once had thought she needed to see her former slave
redeemed.

Halisstra watched the blade of the broken sword blacken and shrivel in her hand, curl up and die like the
dead spiders that littered the ledge.

She had her new holy symbol. She had her sign.

The prayers she had memorized in Eilistraee's name, the magic she had stored in her brain for use
against Lolth, flowed out of her in arush. She sighed, sagged, and kept her feet only by leaning against the
mountainside.

Halisstra was empty, bereft.

A small black spider emerged from acrack in the stone and crawled onto her hand, the hand that held
the broken sword. She watched it asit sank its fangsinto her flesh.

Shefelt no pain, but a coldness suffused her being. The venom entered her veins, and asit spread
through her body it brought—

Halisstra arched her back and screamed as the spells that Eilistraee had stripped from her mind were
restored by Lolth. Tears flowed again, but at least she knew why.

Overflowing with power, she wiped her face dry and hurried to the lip of the ledge.

A battle raged below her between demons, yugol oths, and drow. Lolth's city beckoned in the distance,
an infinite web shimmered over a bottomless gulf, and Lolth's damned burned in violet fire in the sky above
theplains.

Halisstra paid little heed to any of it. She had eyes only for Danifae Y auntyrr, who fought Quenthel
Baenre on a narrow path that led down from the ledge.

Holding her haly symboal in her hand, Halisstra chanted a prayer to Lolth. When she completed the spell,
she felt her strength increase. She smiled at the feel of again casting spellsin Lolth's name.

She sang the words to a bae'geshel spell-song and turned hersdlf invisible.

Ready, she drew Seyll's sword from the scabbard on her back and hurried down the path toward her
former battle-captive.

Pharaun hovered in the air and watched the nycaloths bearing down on him. He pulled a small glass
flask of alchemist'sfire from his piwafwi, coated his fingersin the sticky, flammable substance, and
hurriedly recited the words to a powerful incantation. When he finished, he mentally selected several points
in the air next to the nycaloths flying toward him, beside the nycal oths flying toward the priestesses, and a
few points at random amidst the mezzoloths on the ground.

Little balls of fire appeared at the loci he had selected and exploded into small but incredibly intense
bursts of flame and heat. The nycaloths roared. The explosion sent them all spiraling off course. One of the
four coming at him fell smoking to the ground, trailing its mirror images.

Y ugoloths were resistant to fire but not fire of the intensity that Pharaun could summon.

The mezzoloths below answered Pharaun's spell as three score balls of flame exploded in the air around
him. His protective spdlls partialy shielded him, but his non-magical clothing burst into flame and his skin



charred.

The explosion spun him around, and he struggled to recapture his bearings. At last he found the three
nycaloths as they streaked toward him. Just as he prepared another spell, all three of the nycal oths winked
out.

Teleportation, Pharaun realized with acurse.

Before he could respond, they appeared beside him.

He caught only a chaotic glimpse of muscular, scaled bodies, fanged muzzles, black horns, beating
wings, armor, claws, and axes.

Steel and claws rained down on him. His enchanted piwafwi, as hard to penetrate as plate armor,
turned most of the attacks, but a claw rake opened his shoulder, and the wound poured blood.

He went straight up into the air and spun along, vertical loop—hisfield of vision went from ground, to
mountains, to sky and back again. The nycaloths and their illusionary duplicates pursued, harrying him the
while, but he was more agile in the air than they.

While he flew, he spoke the arcane words to his next spell. Midway through the incantation, he
produced asmall glass mirror and held it in hispalm.

One of the nycaloths flew past him and caught him by his ankle. Another crashed into him from the
other side. The three of them went into a mad, twirling spin. Centrifugal force stripped the grip of the
nycaloth on hisankle.

Pharaun could not tell up from down. He turned from ground to sky, ground to sky, ground to sky.

A lightning bolt from the ultroloth ripped into him. It had no effect on the nycal oths—yugol oths were
immune to lightning, he knew—but its power diced through his protective wards, burned holesin his skin,
and set his hair on end. He gritted his teeth and continued his casting.

The nycaloth grappling him growled in his ear, its wings and claws beating frantically. Pharaun held it off
as best he could while holding the rhythm of his spell.

Claws tore through Pharaun's piwafwi, ripped the skin of his mid-section. Blood leaked from the wound,
but Pharaun managed to mouth the final word of his spell while simultaneously slamming the mirror against
the flesh of the nycaloth holding him. Green energy flared, and the nycaloth's roar was cut abruptly short as
the magic took effect.

The creature's entire body turned to clear glass.

It started to fall, dlong with itsillusionary doubles, dragging Pharaun with it.

Pharaun wriggled free of its stiff grasp and watched with satisfaction as the transformed creature
shattered on the rocky ground below. The other two nycaloths and their illusionary duplicates circled back
at him, roaring.

Pharaun turned and flew away from them, speeding around a series of burning drow souls, gathering for
another spell.

He spared a glance to hisright, over at the ultroloth. Already, a shimmering globe of magical energy
surrounded the yugoloth wizard, and the creature was in the midst of casting yet another spell. Pharaun
knew the globe would make the ultroloth invulnerable to awhole host of Pharaun's less powerful spells.

Pharaun pulled up hard and wheeled to hisright. The clumsy nycaloths flew past him, cursing.

Hoping to disrupt the ultroloth's casting, Pharaun pulled a crystal cone from his piwafwi and hurried
through an incantation.

The ultroloth finished first and pointed his open palm at Pharaun.

Almost al of the protective spells on Pharaun's person winked out at the same time, dispelled by the
yugoloth's counterspell.

Pharaun cursed. The ultroloth must have been powerful to have so disposed of Pharaun's protective
magic.

Pharaun put his vulnerability out of hismind and finished his own spell. He flew at the ultroloth,
pronounced the final word, put the coneto hislips, and blew.

An expanding blast of ice and freezing air erupted outward and engulfed the ultroloth. The creature spun
backward, coated in a sheath of freezing cold.

Pharaun could see that his spell had harmed the ultroloth, but far from mortally.

Herotated acirclein the air, looking back for the nycaloths.

He saw them nowhere. Either they had abandoned the field or they had turned invisible.

He accelerated upward, anticipating an axe blow with every breath, and at the same time triggered his
ability to seeinvisible creatures. The power took effect just in time for him to see the nycaloths swooping in
from either side, axes high.

He veered aside but too slow. An axe sank deeply into his shoulder. The other would have split his skull



but he managed to duck under it at the last moment, so it only tore his scalp.

Wings beat in his face. The nycaloths grabbed at his piwafwi, clawed at hisflesh. Their weight dragged
him downward. He used the ring of flying to resist their pull, but he was slowly drifting down.

Below, hundreds of mezzol oths waited.

Bleeding, mildly dazed, Pharaun voiced the single word to one of his more powerful spells. The
incantation used sound as a weapon, and Pharaun thought it unlikely that the yugol oths would have
protected themselves against sonic energy.

When the magic took effect, he felt it gather in histhroat. He let it build, then exhaed it in a high-pitched
scream that resounded over the battlefield. The magic of the scream tore into and through the nycaloths,
killing them both, and continued downward in an invisible wave until it smashed into the waiting mezzoloths
and killed fully half of them where they stood.

Herighted himself in the air, bleeding profusely from the wounds inflicted by the nycaloths claws, and
turned to face the ultroloth. Souls burned in the air between them, writhing in pain.

Pharaun, burned and torn, sympathized.



Chapter Twenty

Inthracis shook off the last lingering effects of the drow wizard's cone of cold. His ears till rang from
the wizard's banshee wail, but he had been too far away for the magic to affect him otherwise. His
nycaloths had not been as fortunate.

Things were not going as Inthracis had hoped. The klurichir and swarm of spiders were churning
through the regiment. His troops were fighting well, but the huge demon and spider swarm were more than
he had anticipated. The dead littered the battlefield. He could have summoned his own additional aid, of
course, but nothing to match either the klurichir or the swarm.

He had to keep the klurichir and swarm occupied, at least until he could kill the priestesses.

He pulled athin rod of basalt from his thigh sheath and summoned its power.

A pulse of black energy went out and down from him and rippled across the battlefield. Where it passed,
dain mezzoloths and nycal oths clawed and shambled their way to their feet, even those just killed by the
drow wizard. The undead yugoloths would not be as effective combatants as his living troops, but they
would be of help against the swarm of arachnids and perhaps even the klurichir.

He sent his mental projection across the field, commanding the newly risen undead: Attack the klurichir
and spider swarm until they are destroyed.

The dead moved to obey, joining their living comrades in the desperate melee. Satisfied, Inthracis
considered his options.

Vhaeraun wanted him to kill the three priestesses. He saw only two. They were battling each other on
the path leading down from the mountain. He decided that he would see them dead quickly or not at all.
Vhaeraun would be satisfied or he would not. Inthracis had seen enough.

To every surviving nycaloth in the Black Horn Regiment, he projected, Two of the three priestesses
are on the ledge leading down from the Pass of the Soulreaver. Teleport there, kill them, and retreat
from the field.

That done, Inthracis's thoughts returned to the drow wizard. He called to mind the words to one of his
more powerful necromantic spells.

Quenthel lashed out with her whip at Danifae. The battle-captive dodged aside but too slow. The
serpents tore into the flesh of her arm and injected their venom. The poison had little effect—the battle
captive must have been protected against poison—but Quenthel took satisfaction in the bloodshed. So too
did the whip serpents, who laughed and hissed.

Danifae gritted her teeth and charged, swinging her morningstar for Quenthel's head. Quenthel took a
step back, parried the blow with her shield, and answered with her whip. The serpents bounced off of
Danifag's mail. Danifae spread her grip on the morningstar and drove the haft under Quenthel's shield and
into her abdomen.

The blow stole Quenthel's breath, and she backed off. Danifae bounded forward—

And screamed in pain.

A blade erupted from the right side of her chest, spraying Quenthel with blood. Danifae's shocked eyes
opened as wide as coins and stared down at the arm's span of steel jutting from her chest.

Standing behind Danifae, her invisibility spell terminated by her attack, stood a drow female. Hate so
contorted her face that it took Quenthel a moment to recognize her.

It was HalisstraMelarn.

The traitor priestess put her mouth to Danifae's ear and whispered, "Good-bye, battle-captive.”

Pharaun knew he was vulnerable—his protective spells had been countered—but he could do little about
it. And the wounds from the nycal oths continued to leak blood, much more than Pharaun would have
expected for the relatively minor wounds. He could do little about that too, and the blood loss was causing
him to grow weaker. He could not afford a prolonged spell duel.

He and the ultroloth circled at a distance, eyeing each other. The slaughter went on below. The bellows
of the klurichir rang through the air. The seething of the swarm sounded like the waves of the Darksea.

The ultroloth began to incant, his fingers tracing an intricate gesture through the air. Pharaun answered
with his own spell.

The ultroloth finished first, and a black beam streaked from his outstretched fingertips. Pharaun swerved
but too dowly. The beam hit him in the arm.

Negative energy soaked him and siphoned off his soul. His lungs froze for an instant. His body went



weak. His mind clouded. The spell wiped half a dozen of his most powerful spells from his mind.

He struggled to maintain enough coherence to continue his own incantation. Blinking, dazed, he spat out
the arcane words. When he managed the final syllable, he waved a weakened hand at the ultroloth, and a
green field of energy enshrouded the creature.

It did not harm the yugoloth wizard, Pharaun knew. Instead, it merely prevented the ultroloth from
teleporting or otherwise using magic to travel. It was a strange spell to cast, but the mage had an idea.

While the ultroloth puzzled over the spell his dark elf opponent had cast, Pharaun fought through the
numbness and pulled atiny ball of bat guano and a pinch of powdered quartz from his piwafwi. He would
need to cast two more spellsin rapid succession for the stratagem to work. He held the guano between
thumb and forefinger and spoke the words.

The ultroloth drew his blade and slashed at the green field that enveloped him. Pharaun assumed the
blade must have the ahility to absorb or dispel magical effects that it touched.

The blade met Pharaun's magic, cut avisible dash in the energy field, and set the whole to vibrating.

But it did not fail. Pharaun breathed a sigh of relief and finished the first of histwo spells. The ball of
guano transformed into asmall bead of fire. He pointed afinger at the ultroloth and started his second spell.

The bead followed his finger and streaked away. It stopped right in front of the ultroloth without
exploding. There it spun, building energy.

The ultroloth knew the bead for what it was—afireball with a delayed blast. The creature moved his
long-fingered hands through the gestures that would effect his own spell, possibly to counter the fireball.

Hurrying, Pharaun cast the quartz powder into the air and rushed through his second spell. He
completed it at the same moment the ultroloth completed his.

Pharaun's dweomer encapsulated both the ultroloth and the bead within a sphere of force. At the same
time, the ultroloth's spell—not a counter to the fireball; perhaps he thought his wards would protect
him—caused afield of black energy to flare around the drow wizard. The magic gripped Pharaun's body
and held it rigid. He could not move even hislittle finger, though hisring still allowed himto fly. Hewasa
floating statue.

The two stared at each other across the battlefield, the dark elf immobile and vulnerable, the ultroloth
trapped and unable to teleport out.

Pharaun started amental count: Four . . . three. ..

The bead near the ultroloth spun faster, glowed brighter.

The ultroloth understood his danger and frantically cut at the wall of force with his blade. The weapon's
edge slashed atear in the dome but not large enough for the creature to slip through.

The bead spun faster, began to hum. The ultroloth cut another slash, crosswise, and tried to squirm out.

Two...one. ..

The ultroloth's squeezed his head and shoulders out of the globe of force as Pharaun's bead blossomed
intofire.

A momentary inferno burned within the globe. A tongue of flame shot from the slash in the sphere's
side, engulfed the ultroloth's head, and extended twenty paces into the sky.

From the battlefield below, acry of shock went up from the yugol oths.

Within the sphere, the explosion turned back upon itself time and again. Pharaun did not doubt that the
ultroloth had been shielded against fire and heat, but no wards could protect against the firestorm in the
globe. The heat devoured the yugol oth wizard's body, charred his head and shouldersinto blackened
cinders.

When the fire abated a moment later, a curled and blackened husk lay halfway in, halfway out of the
sphere. Nothing more remained of the ultroloth.

Pharaun would have smiled if only he could move.



Chapter Twenty-one

Halisstratwisted Seyll's sword in Danifag's arched back, and the former battle-captive gasped with pain.
Halisstratook satisfaction in each of Danifae's bubbling, labored breaths. Behind Danifae, Quenthel Baenre
looked on with surprise. Halisstraignored her. She had eyes only for her battle-captive. The high priestess
wasirrelevant.

Danifae's morningstar fell from her hand.

"Mistress. . . Melarn," she said, her voice soft.

Halisstra decided that she wanted to look Danifae in the face before she died. She released her grip on
Seyll's sword and allowed her former battle-captive to turn around.

Onethird of Seyll's blade jutted like a bloody pennon from the side of Danifae's chest. Danifae's
beautiful gray eyes stared out of an incongruously gentle expression. She looked upon Halisstra and smiled
amouthful of blood-stained teeth.

"Do not call me Mistress ever again," Halisstra said.

Danifae'sfull lips twisted with pain. She raised a hand as though to touch Halisstra's face. The effort
caused her to wince.

"Halisstra," she said, each word divided by a pained breath. "I'm . . . sorry."

It took a moment for Halisstra to understand the words. When she did, tears welled in her eyes; she
could not stop them. In arush, she thought of all that she and Danifae had shared, the secrets, the
ambitions. They had been through so much together, had come to know each other so well through the
Binding. She surprised herself by regretting what it al had finally come to.

"Sorry?' Halisstrasaid, and her voice broke. "Sorry? It never should have come to this!"

Danifae nodded. Blood seeped around the blade sticking out of her body. Halisstra had missed her heart.

"I know," Danifae said, still holding out her hand.

Despite herself, Halisstra started to raise her own hand but stopped.

"I missed you, Mistress," Danifae said.

Halisstra blinked away tears and finally took Danifae's hand.

"I missed you t—"

Asquick as an adder, Danifae grabbed Halisstra with her other arm and yanked her close, impaling her
on the point of her own blade.

Halisstra gasped as the steel penetrated first her mail then her flesh. She felt the point scrape against
her ribs and exit her back. Warm blood soaked her piwafwi.

She should have known. She should have known.

Her eyeslooked over Danifae's shoulder to Quenthel.

The Baenre priestess smiled, gloating, whip in hand.

Danifae wrapped her arms around Halisstra and squeezed her tight. Pain knifed through Halisstra.

"I am sorry for nothing," Danifae hissed in her ear.

Halisstra fought through the pain and returned Danifae's embrace, just as hard.

Both of them gasped with agony.

Their bodies were melded, joined by steel. Their blood flowed as one. A Binding of a different sort once
again united them.

Halisstra rested her head on Danifae's shoulder, a strangely soft gesture.

"I hate you," she whispered.

Danifae reached up and stroked Halisstra's hair, something she had done countless nights before.

"l know," Danifae answered.

Halisstraloved her too, despiteit all.

"I know," Danifae said again, and her embrace softened.

Halisstra could bear no more. With a grunt, she pushed Danifae away, screaming as the blade exited her
flesh. The effort knocked them off balance, and both sprawled to the ground, Danifae still stuck through
with steel. They both sat on Lolth's ground, bleeding and gasping.

Quenthel Baenre eyed them both.

"Hereiswhereit ends," she said, and advanced on Danifae. The whips of her serpent glared.

A hiss and sizzling sound turned Halisstra's head, turned Quenthel's head, turned the heads of the whip
vipers.

Nycal oths appeared around them, teleporting in from the battlefield below. One, three, eight, a
dozen—the smallest of them towered over even Quenthel. Their muscles rippled under their scaled skin.



Each bore arune-inscribed axe. Their muzzles twisted into snarls.

Desperation contorted Quenthel's face. She looked at the nycaloths, at Danifae, at Halisstra. Halisstra
could see the indecision in her eyes. It resolved into an expression of utter hate.

"Itisnot you," the Baenre priestess said to Danifae, her voice shrill.

She ignored the danger of the nycaloths and raised the whip high for akilling strike when high atop the
grotesque heap of Lolth's city the double doors to the Spider Queen's tabernacle flew open. Rays of violet
light poured from the temple doors.

For Halisstra, time seemed to stop. Motion ceased. Every being within sight of Lolth's city—yugoloths,
drow, demons, and draegloth—stayed their hands. All eyes turned toward the unending web, toward the
Spider Queen'scity.

A ripple ran through the arachnid host gathered at the far edge of the plains, an anticipatory shuffling.
The sound of their motion reminded Halisstra of the downpour of rain she had heard whilein the World
Above.

Her heart hammered; her breath came fast. She clutched the broken Crescent Blade in her fist so tightly
she feared her skin would split. She barely felt her wound. Danifae lay afew paces from her, facing the
city, eyes wide, breathing shallow, her cloak soaked with blood. A whispered prayer of healing, a powerful
one, leaked from the battle-captive's lips. Seyll's sword slid from her flesh, and the wound closed. Halisstra
echoed the prayer and closed her own wound.

Quenthel didn't notice either of them. She stood and stared back at Lolth's city, frozen, her whip till held
high for astrike.

Souls hung sizzling in the air over the Plains of Soulfire, writhing in agony, bleeding weakness from their
eternal forms.

A sudden breeze picked up, blowing outward from the tabernacle. It turned to a gust, to a screaming
gale, and in its scream Lolth's voice spoke, the sound that of multiple voices, the seven voices of Halisstra's
vison: "Yor'thae."

Around them, the nycal oths shared a look. Halisstra saw the fear in their eyes, the uncertainty.

Without warning, they blinked out, teleporting back from whence they came. The retreat spread rapidly
to the rest of the surviving army, and they too fled. The klurichir, its flesh torn and one of its pincers
severed, nevertheless gathered another mouthful of mezzoloths and blinked out himself. The swarm of
spiders dissipated, and the creatures made their way back to their mountain dens. The undead mezzoloths
animated by the ultroloth fell to the ground, asinert asthe sail.

Corpses lay everywhere over the still Plains of Soulfire. Pharaun Mizzrym hung in the sky over the
broken land, strangely mationless. Halisstra did not see Jeggred Baenre anywhere.

"She has chosen," Danifae said as she rose to her feet.

Halisstra did the same.

A ripple went through Quenthel Baenre's body, though whether from ecstasy or fear, Halisstra could not
tell.

Pharaun couldn't move or speak. He controlled his flight with his ring, which followed his mental urgings.
Blood continued to pour down his sides from the wounds inflicted on him by the nycaloths.

He had heard Lolth's call, had seen her temple open, but none of that concerned him. If he did not get
aid from one of Lolth's priestesses, and soon, he would die of blood loss.

He maneuvered his posture in the air so that he could see the ground. Movement from below drew his
eye: Jeggred rose, staggering, from underneath a heap of mezzoloth corpses, his flesh bloody, one of his
inner armstorn off at the elbow, one of his eyes little more than a bloody hole. The draegloth looked not to
Lolth's temple but back up the path toward the Pass of the Soulreaver, to where the three priestesses
stood.

Halisstra Melarn had followed them, somehow.

Quenthel, Danifae, and Halisstra stood high above the field of daughter, staring up at Lolth's tabernacle.
They reminded Pharaun of queens surveying their realm.

In the air around Pharaun, souls still burned in violet fire. After undergoing purgation for atime, they
flew on to Lolth's city.

Pharaun knew that the priestesses too had undergone purgation. So had he. So, in his way, had Jeggred.

He flew toward them, marveling that they did not kill each other.

Pharaun supposed that Lolth's call was bigger than their hate for each other. The Spider Queen's voice
controlled their conflict, just as her worship controlled the conflict endemic to drow society.

Hisvision blurred, but he fought back the oblivion of unconsciousness. He was weakening. He wanted
to call out to Quenthel but he could not speak. He flew toward the path.



The priestesses saw him coming. Halisstra retrieved a sword from the ground, but none of them moved
to help. He set himself down before Quenthel.

Behind and below, he heard Jeggred loping up the ledge.

"Y our male has returned,” Danifae said with a smirk, though Pharaun took satisfaction in her wince of
pain.
"And yoursisreturning," Quenthel said over her shoulder, meaning Jeggred.

The Baenre priestess studied Pharaun for atime, a peculiar look on her face. The Master of Sorcere
saw in Quenthel's expression that hislife sat on a blade's edge.

"Y ou can fly due to your ring but are otherwise immobile?' she asked.

Pharaun could not answer.

"A counterspell will do,” Quenthel said.

Pharaun would have breathed asigh of relief, if he could have.

Quenthel incanted her spell, and when she finished, Pharaun still could not move.

A dark smile split the high priestess's face.

"No moreflying," she said.

He tested her words, mentally calling upon the ring to lift him. It did nothing.

The bitch had countered the magic in his ring!

"The goddess summons me, Master Mizzrym," she said. "Y ou have served your purpose, as al males
do. But now your soul belongsto her."

Jeggred loped up, panting, bleeding, the ragged flesh of hisarm stump seeping crimson.

"Mistress," the draegloth said to Danifae and eyed Quenthel and Pharaun with undisguised hate.

Danifae looked at Jeggred, looked at Pharaun, looked out over the Plains of Soulfire.

"The goddess summons us, Quenthel Baenre," she said to Quenthel. To Jeggred, she said, "Carry
Master Mizzrym down to the plains and leave him there. As Mistress Quenthel said, his soul belongsto the
Spider Queen."

Pharaun wanted to curse, to cast, to rail, but he could do nothing. His heart beat fast in his chest.

Jeggred did not question. He leered into Pharaun's face and reached out to take him in hisfighting arms.

A surge went through the mage. The ultroloth had not dispelled Pharaun's contingency spell. The
moment the draegloth touched him, amagical fist would come into effect. Pharaun could control it mentally.
He tensed, ready.

Jeggred cocked his head and pulled back.

"He said he would cast a contingency spell, so that if | touched him. . . ." Jeggred trailed off, staring at
Pharaun.

Pharaun's heart sank. Why had the draegloth only just then decided to show some intelligence?

Danifae tsked. "Y ou've always been too obvious, Master Mizzrym," she said and chanted a counterspell.
When she finished, Pharaun's contingency spell dissipated.

"Now, Jeggred,”" she said.

"Farewell, male," Quenthel added, her voice devoid of any trace of emation.

Jeggred gathered him up in his fighting arms and ran down the path. When he reached the plains, he
manipulated Pharaun so that they were face to face.

"I would have preferred to kill you mysdlf," the draegloth said. "What? No insulting response?’

The draegloth laughed, and his vile breath flew into Pharaun's face.

The Master of Sorcere could not believe that one of the last sensory impressions of hislife would be to
inhale Jeggred's wretched breath.

Jeggred loped aways farther out and cast Pharaun to the rocky ground. He landed on his side, staring at
the Infinite Web, at Lolth's city, at the arachnid host gathered on the Plains of Soulfire.

From above and behind, he heard Danifae's voice: "Save yoursdf if you can, Jeggred Baenre. | am
called to the tabernacle.”

With that, Pharaun heard the sound of spellcasting. After afew moments, each of the three priestesses
flew over him, in the form of gray vapor. Asfast as quarrels, as though racing, they sped to Lolth's
presence at last.

Asthe priestesses vanished into the distance, the host of spiders at the far end of the plains began to
stir. Pharaun was reminded of the Teeming, and the image disquieted him.

Without warning, the spiders surged forward. Pharaun watched them approach, awall of eyes, claws,
legs, and fangs. Their coming sounded like the rush of water. They fed on the fallen as they moved,
reducing flesh to bone in moments. He hoped that his wounds would bleed him out before they reached
him.



Behind him, he heard Jeggred curse, followed by receding footsteps as the draegloth ran back up the
path toward the Pass of the Soulreaver.

The oaf finally learned some sense, the mage thought.

Pharaun could not even close his eyes. He could only watch the approaching wave and wait to be eaten
alive. The bleeding was not killing him fast enough.

He watched the horde strip the flesh from one corpse after another. He knew then that hislast sensory
impression would not be Jeggred's stink. It would be pain.



Chapter Twenty-two

Together but apart, Danifae, Halisstra, and Quenthel rode the wind over the Plains of Soulfire, over
Lolth's host, over the Infinite Web, and up to the top of Lolth's city. The priestesses alit on the stone
walkway that surrounded the pyramidal tabernacle and returned to flesh.

Quenthel shot Danifae a hateful glare.

Staring up at the mammoth pyramid, Halisstra had an eerie sense of having doneit all before. She
looked through the temple's doors and saw that it appeared almost exactly asit had in her vision. Webs
covered danted walls. A processional of the drow-giant widow crossbreeds lined an aisle that led to a
raised dais. Y ochlols stood to either side, their misshapen, dimy bodies strangely elegant, their eight tentacle
arms slack at their sides. The yochlols had no faces, but asingle red eye glared out at the priestesses from
near the top of their columnar, amorphous bodies.

Lolth sat atop the daisin the form of eight spiders, eight giant widows. The power exuded by her
presence nearly knocked Halisstrato her knees. Webs extended from her bodiesin all directions, reached
to the walls, through the walls, and into the multiverse.

Her web covers al, Halisstra thought.

Beside her, Danifae and Quenthel stared in awe. All three abased themselves.

Lolth'svoicesrang in Halisstra's head, no doubt in all of their heads.

Enter, Yor'thae.

Almost as one, the priestesses rose and stepped over the threshold. Halisstra was not certain who had
taken the first step.

Side by side, they walked the aisle. The abyssal widows shifted as they passed. Lolth's eight sets of
eyes watched them approach. Halisstra could not take her gaze from the eyes. The largest of the eight
spiders sat centermost. Asit had in Halisstra's vision, it seemed strangely quiescent, as though waiting.

Sherealized that she was praying, whispering supplications under her breath with each step. Danifae
and Quenthel were doing the same. All three held a hand on their respective holy symbols—their different
holy symboals.

They reached the dais and stood, small and insignificant, before the eight bodies of their goddess. Each
of the eight spiders was as large as Jeggred, with the eighth half-again as huge. Halisstra could not stop
staring into the empty eyes of that eighth spider.

The eight embodiments of Lolth stared down at them, the ultimate predators. No flaw marred the
carapaces of their glistening, black bodies. Each of the bodies long, graceful legs ended in a spike aslong
as Halisstra's forearm. The black flecks of her eye clusters reflected what they saw, revealed nothing, and
contained no mercy. Seven mandibles churned slowly in seven fanged mouths. The eighth stood till,
waiting.

Lolth's eyesfdll first on Danifag, then on Halisstra, on Quenthel.

Each of the priestesses fell to her knees in turn. Each bent her head and stared at the floor. None dared
speak.

Sweat soaked Halisstra's body. Her breath was labored. She felt lightheaded.

Had Lolth chosen her? The thought both thrilled and repulsed her.

Only one of you will leave my tabernacle alive, Lolth projected, her seven voices driven like spikes
into Halisstra's temples.

Each of the priestesses |ooked sidelong at the others.

With fearsome suddenness, the eighth body of Lolth lurched into motion, lunging forward and taking
Danifae in her mouth.

The battle-captive screamed once.

The Spider Queen lifted Danifae from the floor, impaled her on her fangs, and drank her dry. Blood and
fluid leaked from the goddess's maw and pooled around Quenthel and Halisstra. Danifae's legs kicked
spasmodically as she died. After feasting on her fluids, Lolth devoured her flesh and bones and cast her
clothing and gear to the floor with a clatter.

The other seven spiders watched, as still as had been the eighth.

Halisstra thought she might pass out, so fast was she breathing. She felt Quenthel looking at her and
turned her head to see. The Baenre priestess wore an ecstatic grin, even as she continued her
supplications.

Only one of you will leave the tabernacle alive.

The eighth spider dlid to her side until she stood over Halisstra. Halisstra could have counted the hairs on



Lolth's legs. She squeezed shut her eyes and continued to pray. She realized that she still had Seyll's sword
in her hand. The other seven spiders took a step forward, an eager step.

Halisstra clutched the blade so tightly it made her knuckles ache.

She awaited the touch of fangs. Long moments passed.

A cracking sound. Wet tearing. Lolth screamed in her head, the sound enough to flatten Halisstra and
Quenthel to their bellies on the blood-soaked floor. With effort, she pulled herself to her hands and knees,
opened her eyes, and looked up. She had to bear witness

Before her, the seven bodies of Lolth were tearing apart the eighth, feeding on their sister. With their
own mandibles, Lolth's bodies dliced into the legs of their eighth sister. The eighth spasmed on the dais,
shaking the webs, sending a quiver through the multiverse. Her exoskeleton cracked in a hundred places.

Behind Halisstra, the abyssal widows shuffled anxiously. The seven spiders stepped back, pieces of the
eighth still hanging from their jaws. Two yochlols hurried forward to the torn body of the eighth. They did
atop the dais and wrapped their eight tentacles around the eighth’'s legs, her thorax, her abdomen. They
began to split her apart, moving methodically from one leg to the other, to her thorax, her head.

Lolth screamed again—the sound of eight female voices. Dark liquid leaked from the cracks in the flesh
of the eighth spider, ichor that drained to the floor around Halisstra and mixed with Danifag's blood. Pieces
of Lolth's carapace fell way in chunks.

Halisstra lurched to her feet, horrified. What was happening? She fell back a step, staring wide eyed at
her goddess. Quenthel too climbed to her feet and staggered back a step, uncertainty in her eyes.

A whisper ran through the ranks of the abyssal widows. The yochlols returned to their station beside the
dais.

Lolth's carapace gave way with awet crack and was still. Ichor poured from the arachnid body, soaking
Halisstra's feet.

The tabernacle went silent.

Halisstra did not know what to say, what to do. Quenthel looked aghast.

Halisstra opened her mouth to speak and—

Movement on the dais, a stirring amidst the pile of hair, carapace, and gore.

With alurch, the Spider Queen pulled her new form from the old, separating from the shell of her eighth
body with an even louder wet, tearing sound. She stepped out of her divine molt and stood, wet and
glistening before Halisstra and Quenthel.

Her shining black body was still that of a giant black widow, but instead of a spider's head and face, a
drow form jutted from her thorax, a beautifully featured face, afull figured torso. . . .

Danifae Yauntyrr.

Yor'thae.

The Eighth Face of the Queen of the Demonweb Pits.

Lolth was transformed.

Halisstra could not move, could not think.

Only one of you will leave here alive, Lolth had promised.

Halisstrafell to her knees and waited for death.

A tapping on his cheeks brought Gromph back to consciousness.

"Archmage," said avoice, Prath's voice. "Archmage, open your eyes."

Gromph blinked open his eyes and found himself staring up into the concerned face of Prath Baenre.
Gromph was on the floor of his office, facing the ceiling.

Prath's youthful face split in asmile, and he said, "Y ou appeared from nowhere, burned all over, and fell
to the floor. Y ou have been this way for over an hour. | was afraid to move you or to leave your side. | am
pleased to see you alive, Archmage."

Gromph smiled, and his burned lips cracked.

The archmage said, "l share your sentiment, apprentice. But . . . ?"

Prath only shook his head, still smiling.

The last thing Gromph remembered he had been trying to cast a teleportation spell to escape the
explosion of the master ward. He had failed to get the spell cast in time, so how . . .

It struck him: His contingent evasion spell. He had forgotten about it in the rush of events, but the
absorption of the dimensional lock by the master ward had allowed the evasion to function.

But only after his body had been "materially consumed by magical energy." And he had no ring to heal
him. He'd left it on Larikal's body. "Now that you are awake, Archmage,” Prath said, "l will send for a
priestess.”



Gromph shook his head, and the mation caused shooting pain along his neck.

"No." He didn't bother to explain his reasons. "No, apprentice.” Gromph had an eerie sense of reliving
previous events. He had been in much the same state not so long before, after his battle with the lichdrow,
but it had been Nauzhror bent over his burnt body then.

Events had come full circle.

Prath looked down on him, ran his eyes over Gromph's body, and said, "Y ou are badly burned,
Archmage."

Gromph knew that well enough. His skin felt as tiff as leather. He didn't want to look at his hands. He
didn't want to move, not for along while.

He said, "Prath, | have healing salvesin meta tinsin the first dimensional shelf in the third drawer on the
left side of my desk. Retrieve them."

Prath rose, and Gromph almost grabbed him.

"Wait!" he said instead. "What of House Agrach Dyrr?"

A soft rush of air announced the operation of ateleportation spell.

Gromph would need to put his wards back into place. No one should have been able to teleport into his
offices.

"Archmage!" exclaimed a voice.

Nauzhror.

Footsteps, then the pudgy Master of Sorcere appeared over the Archmage. Gromph saw him steel his
expression when he looked upon his master's burns.

"You are alive," Nauzhror said. "l am pleased." Over his shoulder, he ordered, "Apprentice! Send for a
priestess!"

Gromph shook his head. "He is retrieving healing salves from my desk, Master Nauzhror. | would just as
soon be spared the attentions of another priestess of Lolth."

Hetried to laugh, but it turned into a painful cough.

Nauzhror smiled and nodded in understanding.

"I assume the phylactery is destroyed?"' the master asked Gromph.

The archmage managed a nod. "Destroyed,” he said. "l was just asking Prath about House Agrach
Dyrr."

Nauzhror nodded and said, " The temple was utterly consumed in the blast, Archmage, a ong with many
of the House's forces. In the aftermath, House Xorlarrin breached the walls at last. It seemed as though
House Agrach Dyrr would fall, annihilated by the Xorlarrin. But. . ."

"But?' Gromph prompted.

"But Matron Mother Baenre arrived with a contingent of Baenre troops and halted the assault. She met
with Anival Dyrr, now apparently Matron Mother of House Agrach Dyrr, and it appears they reached an
understanding. House Agrach Dyrr will survive as avassal House to House Baenre."

Gromph smiled through his pain. Anival and House Agrach Dyrr would be beholden to Triel for
centuries, essentially an extension of House Baenre. His sister once again had surprised him. He reminded
himself never to underestimate her again.

"Y ou have done the city a great service, Archmage," Nauzhror said.

"Indeed," Prath echoed, looking up from his search.

Gromph nodded. He knew that. But the healing would be long, for himself and the city. For a moment,
he wondered what had happened to the duergar axe with which he had destroyed the phylactery and taken
the lichdrow's soul. He had left it behind in the temple.

He put such thoughts from his mind. The lichdrow was destroyed for good.

He hoped.

"The healing salves, apprentice," he called to Prath.

Quenthel stared up into Lolth's face, into Danifae's face, and tried to control her anger, her
disappointment, her shame.

Danifae Yauntyrr, a Housel ess battle-captive, was Lolth's Yor'thae.

Quenthel's rage burned so hot she could scarcely breathe. Her shame weighed so much she could
hardly stand. Halisstralay on her face beside Quenthel. The high priestess |looked at her, looked at the eight
bodies of Lolth, at Danifag's form sticking out of the body of the largest, and dlowly, with great difficulty,
put her head to the floor.

Quenthel might not have been the Yor'thae but she remained aloyal servant of Lolth.

When she looked up, she dared ask, "Why?"



Anger crept into her voice, and once it started, it poured out.

"Why bring me back from the dead?"' she demanded. "Why make me Mistress of Arach-Tinilith if only
todo ... this?"

She thought back to the many times she could have killed Danifae outright and rebuked herself for her
mistake. She had been afool, an arrogant fool.

Lolth's eight bodies surged forward, with the eighth at their center. Quenthel thought she was going to
die, but instead Danifae—Lolth! —reached forth with a drow hand and stroked Quenthel's hair, an
inexplicably gentle gesture. When she spoke, her voice was eight voices, but Danifae's was loudest.

"Y ou seek reasons, daughter, purpose, and that is your failing. Do you not see? Chaos offers no reasons,
has no purpose. It iswhat it isand that is enough.”

Quenthel heard the words and in them understood how she had failed her goddess. In that failure, she
had failed her House and herself.

She did not haveit in her to cry at her failure, not in front of her goddess, especially not in front of her
goddess. She would not give Danifae, or what was left of Danifae, the satisfaction.

Shelifted her head and looked into Lolth's gray, drow eyes—Danifae's eyes. "Kill me, then. | will not
beg for my life."

She amost added the blasphemous, "from you," to the end of her statement, meaning Danifae. But
Danifae was no longer just Danifae, and Quenthel had to come to terms with that. Danifae was part of
Lolth, the Spider Queen, the Queen of the Demonweb Pits, Quenthel's goddess, and in aform greater than
before.

Lolth'sfull lips curved back in a smile to reveal not teeth but a spider's fangs.

"And that iswhy you will live," Lolth said.

Quenthel was not sure if she felt relief, shame, or both. She said nothing, merely bowed her head.

"Leave my tabernacle, Mistress of Arach-Tinilith," Lolth said. "Return to Menzoberranzan and continue
to head my faith in that city. Tell what you have seen here."

She stroked Quenthel's hair a second time, less gently, as though controlling an impulse to kill.

"Now," the goddess said. She indicated Halisstrawith a nod and added, "L eave this one with me."

Quenthel did not question. She rose, turned, and strode between the abyssal widows until she was out of
the temple.

Halisstra could not move. She had heard the Spider Queen speak to Quenthel, but the words did not
register, smply skipped off of Halisstra's hearing.

Danifae was the Yor'thae. Lolth was reborn.

After atime, Quenthel turned, gave Halisstra one final |ook—a mixture of hate and respect—and exited
thetemple.

Lolth had promised that only one would leave the temple alive. Quenthel had just left—alive.

Halisstrawas going to die.

The goddess looked upon her. She felt the weight of Lolth's gazes. She awaited the bite of the goddess's
mandibles, as she had seenin her vision.

It did not come.

She dared alook up into Lolth's face and saw Danifae there, but also so much more. She still clutched
Seyll's sword. She released it and shoved it from her.

"I'm sorry, goddess,” she said to Lolth and abased herself fully, "Forgive me."

She knew that her apostasy was beyond words. She had danced to Eilistraee on Lolth's plane, erected a
temple to the Dark Maiden atop the Spider Queen's tor. She was the worst kind of heretic.

All eight of Lolth's aspects regarded her, and the silence stretched. When the goddess at last spoke, her
voice was Danifae's only, but pregnant with power, thick with anger.

"Y ou have been away from me too long, daughter," Lolth said. "I do not forgive."

Lolth leaned toward her, over her. The seven other bodies of Lolth encircled her. Halisstra could not
move. Lolth bent. Halisstra's heart pounded.

Lolth's sibilant voice, more Danifag's than ever, whispered in her ear, "Good-bye, Mistress Melarn.
What you could have been is not what you are."

Halisstra screamed when the goddess' fangs sank into her neck, twin rods of agony. The other seven
spiders too lurched forward and sank their fangs into her flesh. The pain was agonizing, exquisite. The
venom set her skin afire, turned her body red hot. Pain and an inexplicable exaltation caused a spasm to
course through her body. Her vision went blurry. She opened her mouth to curse Lolth, to thank her, but she
could make no sound. Her life ebbed, ebbed. Briefly, she wondered what would become of her soul in



death. She longed for the same annihilation as Seyll.

She smiled as the end came for her.

But Lolth's venom did not kill her. She lingered between life and death.

"Not death, wayward daughter,” Lolth said in all eight of her voices. "Y our sins were too great for such
an easy release. For your apostasy, you will give me an eternity of service as my Lady Penitent, my . . .
battle-captive," she said in Danifag's voice, "neither living nor dead. Y ou are charged to shed the blood of
the heretics who follow my daughter, son, and once-husband. Pain will eat at you ever. Hate will fuel you.
And guilt will plague you but never stay your hand. Thisisto be your penance. Your eternal penance."

Horrified, Halisstra grasped for death. Futile.

"Thereisno escape,” Lolth said. "Like me, you too will be transformed and resurrected.”

The eight body of the Spider Queen took Halisstrain her pedipalps and pulled her under her thorax.
Halisstra hung limp in the arms of her goddess. From her spinneret, Lolth drew forth silken webs and with
fearsome grace, spun Halisstrainto them.

She was being cocooned. It started at her legs and crept up her body. She barely felt it. She barely felt
anything. The strands covered her eyes, and she saw only darkness. Lolth dropped her to the floor.

Within the cocoon, Lolth's venom transformed her. She retreated from the edge of death. The venom
saturated her to her soul, wracking her with pain, pain that she knew would never end. Something in the
webs sank into her skin.

Lolth's power probed her heart and found there the hate that Halisstra had never been able to extinguish,
found there the forgiveness and love that she had never fully been able to nurture. Lolth's touch brought the
hate to full bloom, and reduced the weakness of love and forgiveness to little more than a single spore.

Her skin grew as hard as her soul. Her strength and stature increased to match her hate. The pain of
rebirth was agonizing. She opened her mouth and screamed. It came out as a hiss. She ran her tongue over
her lips and felt fangs. She tore through the webs with her newfound strength and freed herself from the
cocoon. She rolled out onto the floor of the tabernacle, covered in slime.

The yochlols oozed forward to her and wiped her clean with their tentacles. The eight bodies of Lolth
retreated to their web, finished with her.

Beside her, Halisstra saw a sword, Seyll's sword. She closed her hand over its hilt and rose.

Violet flames rose from the blade.

Somewhere deep inside, atiny part of her watched it al in horror. The small spore of her former self,
that piece of her that had found joy dancing under the moon, could only watch and despair.

Therest of her remembered her old life, alife of sacrifice, power, and debauchery. She eyed the blade
in her hand, longing to useit.

Perhaps the Vel arswood, the Lady Penitent thought, and smiled through her pain.

"Welcome home, daughter," said the eight voices of Lolth.

Quenthel stood outside the temple. She did not look back, even when she heard Halisstra Melarn
scream. She looked up at the sky. There, the eight satellites of Lolth burned red, and al burned equally
bright. The eighth had been reborn.

She swallowed her frustration, took out her holy symbol, prayed to Lolth, and once more took the form
of thewind.

She flew off the tabernacle, descended past Lolth's crawling city, and over the Infinite Web toward the
misty Plains of Soulfire. Abyssal widows, yochlols, and spiders ill thronged the plains.

She alit on the plains and took her normal form amidst the milling arachnids. None paid her any heed.

Little sign remained of the battle with the yugoloths. The field had been picked clean by the horde.

As before, souls exited the Pass of the Soulreaver to be caught in the violet flames of the Plains of
Soulfire, burning and writhing until weakness was purged from their flesh. Quenthel wondered when next
she passed through the plains how long her own her soul would hang in the air, burning, until her weakness
was adequately purged.

She saw movement near the ledge before the Pass of the Soulreaver. A towering form called out to her
and loped down the path—Jeggred.

She walked forward over the broken ground to meet her nephew. The draegloth picked hisway over the
plains, through the arachnids. Blood and gore covered him. Ribbons of yugoloth skin still hung from his
claws. His own flesh, torn open by innumerable scratches, cuts, and 0ozing wounds, looked as broken and
battered as the plains around them. One of his inner arms was nothing more than a bloody stump. He
slowed as he approached, obviously surprised to see her.

His eyes narrowed in aquestion, and he looked up and past her, to the city, to the tabernacle.



"I knew it," he said, grinning like the idiot he was. "It was her."

Her whip stung his hide, and he whirled on her, claw raised. Her stare stopped him cold.

"Y ou were but afortunate fool," she said, pent up rage making her voicetight. "Lolth is reborn, and now
things are as they were. Y ou answer to House Baenre."

The serpent whips flicked their tongues and hissed.

Jeggred stared at her, indecision on his face.

"Disobedience will be punished severely, male," she added.

Jeggred licked hislips, bowed his head, and bent his knee. "Y es, Mistress."

Quenthel smiled. Cowing Jeggred brought her some small satisfaction but not enough. She stared at the
top of the draegloth's head, thinking, her anger unsated.

Sheincanted a prayer, cast a spell that charged her touch with enough power to kill almost anything.

Jeggred heard her casting and looked up, his gaze wary. Quenthel smiled at him.

"Y ou well served the Spider Queen, nephew," she said, and reached out to stroke his mane.

Jeggred visibly relaxed.

Quenthel's smile faded. She grabbed a handful of the draegloth's course hair and discharged into the
draegloth all of her hate, al of her anger, al of the power in her spell.

It hit Jeggred like a giant's maul. His bones twisted and shattered; his skin tore itself open; blood erupted
from his ears, eyes, and mouth. He fell to the ground and writhed with agony, roaring.

"But you poorly served me," she said.

She brandished her whip for akilling blow but hesitated.

She had a better idea.

The half-demon clawed hisway to hisfeet, bleeding from a hundred wounds.

"Shewill kill you for this," he said, spitting blood. "I will kill you."

Quenthel was not sure whether Jeggred meant Triel or Danifae but either way, she could only smile.
Jeggred understood little.

"You've served your purpose,” she said into Jeggred's bloody face. "And you are but amale.”

Around them, the arachnids began to gather, perhaps attracted by the smell of Jeggred's blood.

Quenthel looked into hisred eyes and said, "Farewell, nephew. Y ou are my first sacrifice to the reborn
Spider Queen.”

With that, she held her holy symbol in her hands and offered a prayer to her reborn goddess. Magic
swirled around her, magic that would return her to Menzoberranzan.

She had much to tell her matron mother.

Just before the spell moved her away from the Demonweb Pits, she saw a thousand spiders clamber
forward, coat Jeggred's body, and begin to feed.

The draegloth's screams made her smile.



EPILOGUE

Invisible, Aliisza called upon the arcane heritage of her demon blood and transported hersalf in an instant
to the Plains of Soulfire, in Lolth's Demonweb PFits.

She appeared on the broken, cratered landscape amidst caustic pools, steaming fumaroles, and clouds of
green vapor. Her demon blood prevented the environment from harming her. She was aone on the plain.

Behind her, Lolth's Infinite Web stretched over alimitless abyss and outward toward forever. The
Spider Queen's city, capped with its pyramidal tabernacle, crawled the strands. So too did more spiders than
there were demonsin the Abyss.

Before her rose sheer jagged mountains as tall as Aliisza had ever seen. Spiders crawled all over them
too. Aliiszadidn't know what Lolth saw in spiders. The alu-fiend thought them hideous creatures, as ugly as
adretch.

She still did not know exactly what had transpired. She knew only that Lolth had been reborn as
something greater than she had been.

And that Pharaun Mizzrym was dead.

The acknowledgment stirred a strange sensation in her, not unlike the way she'd once felt after going
without food for afew days. Her stomach hurt, and her legs felt weak. She felt a sense of loss, or at least
of missed opportunity. She would miss Pharaun's companionship, his ready wit.

And | bedded him only once, she thought with a pout, though she supposed that was better than not at
al.

All around her lay the signs of a great battle. Severed limbs, broken weapon hafts, rent armor, dented
helms, broken earth. She had learned through divinations that Pharaun had died there, fighting Inthracis and
his ridiculous Black Horn Regiment. She kicked a nycaloth's helm and sent it spinning into the nearest
steaming pool.

Though she was invisible, she felt the eyes of the city on her, lurking the way spiders did, watching,
waiting for any sign of weakness. She found herself moving slowly across the landscape, as though she
were traversing aweb and wanted to keep it till lest the vibrations caused by her movement awaken the
Spider.

Thethings| do for lust, she thought and smiled through her anxiety.

In the shadow of Lolth's city, alone on the Plains of Soulfire, Aliisza methodically scoured the site of the
battle. She used spells to assist her search from time to time but mostly relied on her own eyes and ability to
see enchanted items.

Severa cast-offs from the battle glowed in her sight but nothing of interest to her until . . .

There.

There was almost nothing left. Hisrobes lay in tatters. His flesh, even his bones, were mostly gone,
consumed by some rabid yugoloth or arachnid—a swarm of either or both.

But something had survived. Aliisza bent and retrieved it. She held it before her face.

Pharaun's severed finger, its flesh intact, still wore his Sorcere ring, which glowed in Aliisza's sight. She
looked at the digit for atime, at the smooth skin, the manicured nail. She wondered what it might feel liketo
have those fingers on her body again.

Laughing, she dipped the finger and the ring into her pocket.

"Well, dearest,” she said to the air, "It looks like I'll get a piece of you after al. I'll have to think about
what to do with it."

With that, she teleported away.

Vaas Hune crouched near the top of the magnificent, natural staircase that led up from the floor of
Menzoberranzan's cavern to Tier Breche. Magical traps and wards glowed on the stairs, and two guards
from Melee-Magthere stood at the top.

Valas skirted the wards, and the guards looked over and past him. Shrouded in the shadows, he looked
down on Menzoberranzan.

Already the city had mostly returned to normal.

Behind him, slaves |abored on Tier Breche, rebuilding the damage done to Sorcere and Arach-Tinilith by
the duergar stonefire bombs. Many of the slaves were themselves duergar, former soldiers captured rather
than slaughtered by the Menzoberranyr.

Across the cavern, Qu'elarz'orl stood in all its faerie fire-limned majesty. It looked the same asit had for
centuries. With House Agrach Dyrr removed from the Ruling Council, Valas could well imagine the



scramble among the lesser Houses to seize Dyrr's paosition in the hierarchy.

Things had indeed turned back to normal, he thought.

Flesh peddlers, spice merchants, narcotic dealers, and more ordinary sellers thronged the booths and
shacks of the city's rebuilt Bazaar. Pack lizards and trade carts crawled along Menzoberranzan's streets.

Qu'ellarz'orl might have been Menzoberranzan's head, but the Bazaar was the city's heart. Valas knew
that the marketplace reflected the status of the city at any given time. He could see that trade was thriving,
which meant that Menzoberranzan was coming back to life.

Rumors had been swirling through the city, most merely hard-to-believe, but some patently absurd.
Valas didn't know what he believed but he did know what he saw: Quenthel Baenre was once again
Mistress of Arach-Tinilith and neither Pharaun, Jeggred, Danifae, or any of the others had returned. Valas
heard the unspoken message in that. Of the band that had been sent to find Lolth, none but the high
priestess had returned.

Valas was leaving the city, lest he too disappear. He had arranged with Kimmuriel, his Bregan D'aerthe
superior, to take a scouting mission far from Menzoberranzan. He would return again, but only after enough
time had passed so that Quenthel Baenre had forgotten all about him.

To hissurprise, the thought of Ieaving the city turned him maudlin.

Strange, that he would feel nostalgia over such a pit. Menzaoberranzan was an ugly, black-hearted bitch
who devoured the weak and made bureaucrats of the strong. Still, she managed to evoke a certain
attachment in her surviving citizens.

Valas supposed that was the secret of her survival. Mean as she was, the drow who lived there called
her home and fought like demons to preserve her. He stared at Narbondel, glowing red in the darkness,
signaling another day.

Another day of violence, infighting, murder, and betrayal .

Lolth and the city deserved each other, he decided, and smiled.

With nothing else for it, he turned, melted into the shadows, and headed away from the city for his next
mission.

Inthracis the Fifth opened his eyes. Nisviim stood over him, the jackal-faced arcanaloth's expression
dack and distant. Without aword, Nisviim turned and exited the chamber.

Inthracis lay there, his new mind racing. He had failed. His last memories were of searing pain. The
drow mage had captured and incinerated him with a clever combination of spells. Inthracis resolved to
remember the tactic so that he might use it himself one day.

He presumed that Lolth's Yor'thae had reached the Spider Queen. He did not know which of the three
priestesses had been the Chosen One, and he did not care. He cared only about the possibility of facing
Vhaeraun's wrath. If the Masked Lord discovered that Inthracis lived again. . . .

He pushed such thoughts from his mind.

He would simply have to hope that Lolth's wrath with her son would keep V haeraun occupied long
enough that the Masked God would forget about Inthracis. Meanwhile, the ultroloth would stay in the
background for afew decades and allow Nisviim to take a more active hand in the affairs of Corpsehaven.

He sat up, reveling in the feel of his new body. For amoment, he wondered if Lolth too was adorned in
new flesh.

He put that thought from his mind, too. He'd had enough of gods and goddessesto last him along while.



