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            Dedication

         
         
            This book is for the readers, both those who have wandered this road with me for more than three decades now and those younger
               than the earlier Drizzt books they’re holding in their hands as they join the adventure for the first time.
            

         

         
         
            For me, what a wonderful journey it’s been.

         

    
         
            And here’s to Diane, long-suffering in social isolation with me during these surreal times!
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            Dramatis Personae

         
         In the past . . . all of the drow.

         
         
            House Xorlarrin

            
               	Matron Zeerith Xorlarrin: Powerful leader of the city’s fourth-ranked house.
               

               
               	Horroodissomoth Xorlarrin: Xorlarrin house wizard and former master of Sorcere, the drow academy for practitioners of the arcane magic.
               

               
               	Kiriy: Priestess of Lolth, daughter of Zeerith and Horroodissomoth.
               

               
            

            
         
         
            House Simfray

            
               	Matron Divine Simfray: Ruler of the minor house.
               

               
               	Zaknafein Simfray: Young and powerful champion of House Simfray, with a growing reputation putting him among the greatest warriors in the city.
                  Coveted by ambitious Matron Malice, both for the growth of her house and her personal desires.
               

               
            

            
         
         
            House Tr’arach

            
               	Matron Hauzz: Ruler of the minor house.
               

               
               	Duvon Tr’arach: Son of Matron Hauzz, weapon master of House Tr’arach, determined to prove himself.
               

               
               	Daungelina Tr’arach: Eldest daughter of Matron Hauzz and first priestess of the minor house.
               

               
               	Dab’nay Tr’arach: Daughter of Matron Hauzz, currently studying at Arach-Tinilith, the drow academy for Lolthian priestesses.
               

               
            

            
         
         
            House Baenre

            
               	Matron Mother Yvonnel Baenre: Also known as Yvonnel the Eternal, Matron Mother Baenre is the undisputed leader not only of the First House, but of the
                  entire city. While other families might refer to their matron as “matron mother,” all in the city use that title for Yvonnel
                  Baenre. She is the oldest living drow, and has been in a position of great power longer than the longest memory of anyone
                  in the city.
               

               
               	Gromph Baenre: Matron Mother Baenre’s oldest child, archmage of Menzoberranzan, the highest-ranking man in the city, and most formidable
                  wizard in the entire Underdark, by many estimations.
               

               
               	Dantrag Baenre: Son of Matron Mother Baenre, weapon master of the great house, considered one of the greatest warriors in the city.
               

               
               	Triel, Quenthel, and Sos’Umptu Baenre: Three of Matron Mother Baenre’s daughters, priestesses of Lolth.
               

               
            

            
         
         
            Other notables

            
               	K’yorl Odran: Matron of House Oblodra, notable for its use of the strange mind magics called psionics.
               

               
               	Jarlaxle: A houseless rogue who began Bregan D’aerthe, a mercenary band quietly serving the needs of many drow houses, but mostly serving
                  their own needs.
               

               
               	Arathis Hune: Drow lieutenant to Jarlaxle and assassin extraordinaire. Taken into the band, as with many of the members, after the fall
                  of his house.
               

               
            

            
             

            In the present . . . many races.

            
            
               	Drizzt Do’Urden: Born in Menzoberranzan and fled the evil ways of the city. Drow warrior, hero of the north, and Companion of the Hall, along
                  with his four dear friends.
               

               
               	Catti-brie: Human wife of Drizzt, Chosen of the goddess Mielikki, skilled in both arcane and divine magic. Companion of the Hall.
               

               
               	Regis (Spider Parrafin): Halfling husband of Donnola Topolino, leader of the halfling community of Bleeding Vines. Companion of the Hall.
               

               
               	King Bruenor Battlehammer: Eight king of Mithral Hall, tenth king of Mithral Hall, now king of Gauntlgrym, an ancient dwarven city he reclaimed with
                  his dwarven kin. Companion of the Hall. Adoptive father of both Wulfgar and Catti-brie.
               

               
               	Wulfgar: Born to the Tribe of the Elk in Icewind Dale, the giant human was captured by Bruenor in battle and became the adopted son
                  of the dwarf king. Companion of the Hall.
               

               
               	Artemis Entreri: Former nemesis of Drizzt, the human assassin is the drow warrior’s near equal or equal in battle. Now he runs with Jarlaxle’s
                  Bregan D’aerthe band, and considers Drizzt and the other Companions of the Hall friends.
               

               
               	Guenhwyvar: Magical panther, companion of Drizzt, summoned to his side from the Astral Plane.
               

               
               	Andahar: Drizzt’s summoned steed, a magical unicorn. Unlike the living Guenhwyvar, Andahar is a purely magical construct.
               

               
               	Lord Dagult Neverember: Open lord of Waterdeep and lord protector of Neverwinter. A dashing and ambitious human.
               

               
               	Penelope Harpell: The leader of the eccentric wizards known as the Harpells, who oversee the town of Longsaddle from their estate, the Ivy Mansion.
                  Penelope is a powerful wizard, mentoring Catti-brie, and has dated Wulfgar on occasion.
               

               
               	Donnola Topolino: Halfling wife of Regis, and leader of the halfling town of Bleeding Vines. She came from Aglarond, in the distant east, where
                  she once headed a thieves’ guild.
               

               
               	Inkeri Margaster: A lady of Waterdeep, the noblewoman is considered the leader of the Waterdhavian House of Margaster.
               

               
               	Alvilda Margaster: Cousin and close associate of Inkeri. Also a noble lady of Waterdeep.
               

               
               	Brevindon Margaster: Inkeri’s brother, another Waterdhavian noble.
               

               
               	Grandmaster Kane: A human monk who has transcended his mortal coil and become a being beyond the Material Plane, Kane is the Grandmaster of
                  Flowers of the Monastery of the Yellow Rose in far-off Damara. He is friend and mentor to Drizzt as the drow tries to find
                  peace at last along a turbulent road.
               

               
               	Dahlia Syn’dalay (Dahlia Sin’felle): A tall and beautiful blue-eyed elf, Dahlia strives to surprise as much with her appearance as with her brilliant fighting
                  techniques. Once the lover of Drizzt, she is now the companion of Artemis Entreri, the two finding a better way together than
                  either ever paved alone.
               

               
               	Thibbledorf Pwent: A walking weapon in his spiked and sharp-ridged armor, Pwent is a battle-hardened dwarf whose loyalty is as strong as the
                  aroma emanating from him. He led every seemingly suicidal charge with a cry of “Me King!” and gave his life saving King Bruenor
                  in the bowels of Gauntlgrym. His death was not the end of Pwent, though, for he was slain by a vampire, and now continues
                  as one—a cursed and miserable thing, haunting the lowest tunnels of Gauntlgrym and satisfying his insatiable hunger by feeding
                  on the goblins beyond the dwarven realm.
               

               
               	The Brothers Bouldershoulder, Ivan and Pikel: Ivan Bouldershoulder is a grizzled old veteran of many battles, mundane and magical. He’s risen to a position of great trust
                  as a commander in Bruenor’s Gauntlgrym guard.
                  More eccentric and extreme than Ivan, the green-haired Pikel fancies himself a druid, or “doo-dad,” and helped Donnola Topolino
                     create wonderful vineyards in Bleeding Vines. His limited and stilted vocabulary only adds to the deceptive innocence of this
                     quite powerful dwarf.
                  

                  
               

               
               	Kimmuriel Oblodra: A powerful drow psionicist, Kimmuriel serves as coleader of Bregan D’aerthe beside Jarlaxle. He is the logical foil to the
                  emotional Jarlaxle, and Jarlaxle knows it.
               

               
            

            
         
         
            Eternal Beings

            
               	Lolth, the Lady of Chaos, the Demon Queen of Spiders, the Queen of the Demonweb Pits: The mighty demon Lolth reigns as the most influential goddess of the drow, particularly in the greatest drow city, Menzoberranzan, known as the City of Spiders for the devotion of its inhabitants. True to her name, the Lady of Chaos constantly shocks her followers, keeping her true plans buried beneath the webbing of other more obvious and understandable schemes. Her end goal, above all, is chaos. 

               
               	Eskavidne and Yiccardaria: Lesser demons known as yochlol, they serve as two of the handmaidens of Lolth. The pair have proven so resourceful and skilled
                  that Lolth gives them great rein in walking the ways of the drow and making a glorious mess of everything.
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            Prologue

         
         
            The Year of Dwarvenkind Reborn

            Dalereckoning 1488

         

         Brother Afafrenfere repeatedly told himself not to be taken in by the old man’s appearance. He seemed so . . . withered, so
            frail, a wisp of a human whose shrunken features would have most people guessing him to be over a century old.
         

         
         They’d be right, although a guess of a century would be about half of the man’s actual age.

         
         Afafrenfere spun to the left, rolling fast around and around, keeping away from his opponent. He made it to the weapon rack
            and pulled forth a long sword, its blade thin and curving. Afafrenfere whirled about, presenting the weapon suddenly, as if
            he expected the old man to be standing right behind him, ready to strike.
         

         
         But Kane, Grandmaster of Flowers, remained on the raised circular platform in the center of the large round room. He stood
            at seeming peace, relaxed and empty-handed. He hadn’t chased Afafrenfere after their last open-handed exchange of blows, and
            neither had he moved to any of the other weapon racks spaced about the curving walls, to answer Afafrenfere’s katana.
         

         
         Brother Afafrenfere stalked back toward the dais, then stepped up to stand across from his opponent, who still did not react. The tip of his sword held steady, pointed right at Kane as the younger monk stalked in, carefully turning his feet and shifting his weight to remain in perfect balance, standing in such a way as to allow him a sudden retreat or to dart out to the side. 

         
         “You were doing well with your open palm,” Kane said to him in a tone so very soothing.

         
         Magically soothing, Afafrenfere realized only when he noted the dip in his sword tip under his drooping eyelids.

         
         “Bah!” he cried, shaking himself from the fog, and he leaped forward, sword stabbing—but Kane’s left arm shot up vertically
            and slapped out just a bit, backhanding the blade on its side and pushing the stab harmlessly to the left.
         

         
         Retract and stab!

         
         The same hand came back to center, forearm hitting the blade and pushing it to the old monk’s right.

         
         Retract and stab!

         
         The left arm vertically swept another backhand, and brought another near miss. So close! So tempting.

         
         Afafrenfere executed three more sudden and powerful stabs, and each time he thought he had a hit right up until the very moment
            the blade slid to the side of the Grandmaster of Flowers, close enough to shave him if he had a beard of any length or volume.
         

         
         Another thrust went for the old monk’s gut, and Afafrenfere cleverly added a left-footed kick for Kane’s hip.

         
         But now it was Kane’s right hand coming across to turn the blade, combined with a sudden movement into a stork-like pose,
            his right leg snapping up to intercept Afafrenfere’s kick. Afafrenfere’s foot struck Kane’s shin hard, but Kane’s bent leg
            only bent more, absorbing the impact, stealing the sharpness of the blow.
         

         
         Suddenly vulnerable, Afafrenfere couldn’t even wait for his kicking leg to return to the ground, instead pivoting on his right
            foot, rotating his heel in quickly, pushing forward his kicking leg, and punching out with his left hand.
         

         
         But Kane’s hands were quicker.

         
         His left looped over the angled sword, pushing it out wider as his right hand disengaged the blade and snapped out suddenly,
            viperlike, striking first, slamming Afafrenfere’s ribs just under his left breast. It wasn’t a typically sharp strike, crunching
            at the point of impact, and instead felt more like a sudden, immovable brace, as if Afafrenfere had crashed into a stone wall.
         

         
         A moving stone wall, as Kane’s hand kept driving forward, undeniably.
         

         
         Afafrenfere felt the monk’s ki releasing through that strike, shoving him with tremendous force.

         
         He felt as if he should be able to resist that combination of physical and spiritual blows. He was twice this withered old
            monk’s weight. He had to be stronger—much stronger. He had to resist, but he could not.
         

         
         His left hook came around, but was short of the mark. So very far short of the mark, and only when seeing the pathetic strike—missing
            by feet, not inches—did Afafrenfere understand that he was flying backward, finally stumbling to a stop but nearly tumbling
            end-over-end on the lower part of the floor, a dozen feet and more from Grandmaster Kane.
         

         
         Afafrenfere brought his hands up and out to either side, one clinched tightly about the sword, the other balled into a tight
            fist. He tightened his jaw, too, and flexed his muscles in a sudden and powerful movement, forcing blood to flow through him
            with power and the healing power of his own ki. Down came his arms, and the powerful young monk called upon more of his energy
            pool, physical and spiritual, to enact a sudden and powerful leap, landing in a roll just before Grandmaster Kane.
         

         
         He came to his feet with a powerful stab, and bore in with kicks, cuts, and punches, a whirling machine of devastation.

         
         Kane picked off every strike, but Afafrenfere moved with such startling power and precision that he felt no counters from
            the mighty opponent.
         

         
         Across went the sword, missing (though whether Kane had ducked it or jumped it, Afafrenfere didn’t even know, and didn’t even
            care as he executed the sudden, also futile backhand).
         

         
         He didn’t mind the second miss at all, for the backhand was for nothing more than to properly align his blade. As it came back out to the right, Afafrenfere rolled the sword with a flip of his wrist and rolled his arm with a flip of his shoulder, lifting the blade up high with startling suddenness. 

         
         Down and across he swung.

         
         Again, he missed.

         
         And again, he knew he would miss, even shortening the swing.
         

         
         For this, too, was a feint, and Afafrenfere continued his follow-through, bringing the sword and his arm down and around,
            using the momentum in a sudden flip, up and over, ending with the perfect execution of his sword coming around in an overhead
            swing, second hand joining the first on its long hilt, bringing more weight to the downward stroke, a cut thrumming with lethality.
         

         
         Even though the blade was blunted for practice, Afafrenfere felt a pang of guilt for the headache he would bring to Kane when
            the old monk awakened!
         

         
         But no, his downward chop was met by Kane’s arms, uplifted above him in a cross, and as the sword connected—the very moment
            it connected, the eyeblink of its touching flesh—Kane’s arms uncrossed.
         

         
         Even had the blade been sharp enough to cut stone, the impact with the old monk’s arms was too short for any serious bite,
            and Afafrenfere doubted that any steel in the land would have been strong enough to withstand Kane’s scissor.
         

         
         Out went Kane’s arms, out flew the broken half of the sword blade, and before Afafrenfere could even register the movement,
            Kane’s right hand swooped down and in, then shot straight up, wrist cocked, palm up and rising, slamming the sword hilt under
            Afafrenfere’s hands.
         

         
         Up went Kane’s hand, driving, driving, pushing the half sword right from Afafrenfere’s grasp and sending it flying.

         
         Afafrenfere went into a desperate flurry, striking and kicking, left and right, up high and down low.

         
         So did Kane, the monastic brothers exchanging a blur of heavy strikes and kicks, too many to count, too many for Afafrenfere to even take note of any individually. He didn’t know how he was blocking Kane’s barrage just as he didn’t know how Kane was blocking his. For he was past his own consciousness then, into a zone of pure reaction, muscle memory overwhelming any notion of planned sequence. 

         
         But then a miss—a missed block by Kane! Afafrenfere’s right cross straightened. It didn’t connect, but he had Kane dodging
            awkwardly down to his left.
         

         
         Or so Afafrenfere thought until he jabbed out with his left, for at that moment, he felt Grandmaster Kane’s right foot sweeping
            out and around his own planted right leg, and when Kane’s right palm snapped up to intercept, Afafrenfere felt an immovable
            object there, one that forced him backward over Kane’s tripping leg as he extended.
         

         
         Kane completed his move by driving that blocking palm forward and driving his right leg powerfully back, dumping Afafrenfere
            to the ground.
         

         
         A desperate backward roll brought Afafrenfere to his feet, and he was amazed at how quickly he had executed that escape, even
            though Kane was right there before him, hand flowing in a blur of chops and punches. Working hard and brilliantly, Afafrenfere
            deflected or absorbed those blows, putting him in what seemed a clench with the grandmaster, the two only a foot apart, their
            arms interlocked out and down to either side.
         

         
         Afafrenfere moved to head-butt, but before he even got going, he felt a stunning blow on his face.

         
         A kick.

         
         A kick! Impossible, his mind screamed at him. He and Kane were too close! How could Kane possibly have kicked him in the face when they were
            barely a foot apart?
         

         
         He didn’t believe it. He refused to believe it, even when he was sitting on the ground.

         
         Afafrenfere shook his head, shook the swirling stars out of his eyes, and looked up to find Kane staring down at him, extending
            a hand to help him back to his feet.
         

         
         He took the hand and started up, but slumped back down to his bum, then half fell, half rolled down to his side.

         
         Sometime later—he knew not how long—Afafrenfere propped himself up on his elbow and looked at his opponent, his dear friend, who sat cross-legged before him. 

         
         “I thought my forward flip and chop maneuver effective,” Afafrenfere said, spitting blood with every word. He had a pretty
            sizable gash in his lip, he knew, and the ache in his jaw sent waves of sharp fire with each movement.
         

         
         “It would kill almost any opponent,” Kane congratulated.

         
         “Not you.”

         
         Kane shrugged. “No.”

         
         “Drizzt?” Afafrenfere teased, for the dark elf had taken his place as Kane’s private student.

         
         After a moment and a pensive pose, Kane shrugged again, but added no verbal denial.

         
         “If Drizzt and Afafrenfere fought, on whom would Grandmaster Kane place his wager?” Afafrenfere asked.

         
         “Grandmaster Kane wants for nothing, so he has no need of wagers,” Kane answered.

         
         “Pretend.”

         
         “You may not like my answer.”

         
         Afafrenfere laughed, then groaned and grabbed at his face. He pinched his bloody nose between his thumb and index finger and
            pushed it to the side.
         

         
         That made his teeth hurt, and he suspected a crack in the bone from the bottom of his nose to his gumline.

         
         “If you could defeat me, why would you bother challenging the Mistress of Winter?” Kane asked then, and Afafrenfere looked
            at him with surprise at the change in topic.
         

         
         “Mistress Savahn awaits my second challenge?” he asked, a not-subtle reminder that Savahn had defeated Afafrenfere the previous season. The monk tried to keep the eagerness out of his voice. He had been chasing Savahn for a long time now, both before and after his defeat, and had nearly recovered and improved enough to challenge her a second time to become the Master of the East Wind. But Savahn, too, perhaps spurred by Afafrenfere’s surge, had trained hard and had climbed to the next rank before Afafrenfere could formally initiate that second challenge. She was now the Mistress of Winter, and Afafrenfere had attained the unclaimed rank of Master of the East Wind without proving himself in training combat against any of the three monks at the Monastery of the Yellow Rose ranked above him: Savahn, the Mistress of Winter; Perrywinkle Shin, the Master of Spring; and Kane, Grandmaster of Flowers. 

         
         Kane nodded. For now the rank immediately above Afafrenfere was occupied, and there could be only one. For Afafrenfere to
            become the Master of Winter, he had to defeat the current Mistress of Winter, Savahn. Then he would have to defend his new
            title—most likely against a resurgent Savahn or perhaps the rising Master of the West Wind, Halavash, who was, by all accounts,
            also making great strides in his training (and also rumored to be working quietly with Grandmaster Kane).
         

         
         “Will Grandmaster Kane bet on that fight?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “If he did, would he know which to bet upon?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “If he did, would Grandmaster Kane think it a safe bet?” Afafrenfere pressed.

         
         Kane grinned at that, and answered, “Yes,” then started walking away.

         
         “May we both live long enough so that one day I might properly challenge you,” Afafrenfere called after him.

         
         Kane stopped and held still for a moment, then slowly turned about. “Brother Afafrenfere, you are my friend. Through you and
            with you, I and we have accomplished great deeds for the good of the folk. And so I say this, and hope you hear it as my most
            important lesson of all: this cannot be your goal, to take the title of Grandmaster of Flowers.”
         

         
         “I only wish to challenge you and to defeat you because in that victory I will see my own improvement,” Afafrenfere answered.

         
         Kane nodded. “Your own improvement,” he agreed. “The competition is within yourself, my friend, the striving for physical
            and spiritual peace and perfection.”
         

         
         “And yet we challenge each other to measure that improvement.”

         
         “What is your goal?” Kane asked.

         
         “You just said it.”

         
         “No,” Kane replied. “It is not your goal. Never think of it as your goal. It is your journey. It is how you make sense of your existence and peace with the tumult of the mortal self and the uncertainty of the ending
            we all know we must one day face.”
         

         
         “All in the Order of Saint Sollars strive to be as Grandmaster Kane,” Afafrenfere said.

         
         “The scribe who undertakes a tome seeking the goal of finishing a tome, pursuing the goal single-mindedly, diminishes the
            experience of those months of penning, surrenders the joy, emotions, insights, and memories of his journey through the process.
            So I ask again, what is your goal?”
         

         
         Afafrenfere stared at him blankly.

         
         “You have no goal,” Grandmaster Kane answered his own question. “What is your journey?”

         
         “To learn, to live, to grow, to move toward the truth,” Afafrenfere answered.

         
         “The truth?”

         
         “The truth of myself, the truth of all that is around me.”

         
         Grandmaster Kane smiled with satisfaction and nodded his approval.

         
         “Do not lose sight of that,” Kane warned as he departed, “or you will relinquish the title of Master of Winter very quickly
            after you have achieved it.”
         

         
         It took Afafrenfere a moment to realize the implications of Kane’s last words. The grandmaster, so wise and knowing, fully
            expected him to defeat Savahn. Overwhelmed, he slumped back onto the floor.
         

         
         He still had no idea how Kane had kicked him in the face with such force when the two had been practically face-to-face.

         
         Someday, he would understand, he thought, and he put it out of mind. It would come in time or it would not, along the trails
            and trials of his physical and spiritual journey.
         

         
          

         Afafrenfere sat on a high rocky bluff, a tight ledge after a difficult climb, and one that held great notoriety with the Order of St. Sollars. For from this place, a century and a half before, the great Kane had transcended his physical body and become one with the multiverse. 

         
         Afafrenfere had his legs crossed tightly before him, his hands on his knees, palms up, thumb tapping his index finger. His
            breathing was slow and perfectly steady, the exhale and inhale at exactly the same length.
         

         
         The monk’s mind was deep inside and far without all at once. He had never been more away from his own body, yet had never
            felt less removed from it.
         

         
         He felt his goal nearing, felt as if he had at last learned the bonds of his physical limitations, the very glue that gave
            Afafrenfere form.
         

         
         He didn’t feel the cold bite of the high mountain wind. He didn’t hear it in his ears, nor the squawking of the great condors
            that drifted about on the updrafts of the high mountain.
         

         
         For the immediate area didn’t matter. His focus was inside himself and all about, everywhere, without.

         
         He teased at the glue with his will, felt as if he was weakening the bonds.

         
         He could break them altogether, he was confident, and when he did, he would know eternity. He would transcend his mortal coil.
            He would become one with everything . . .
         

         
         Thinking about it interrupted Afafrenfere’s needed concentration, though. The memory burned within him, for he had done this
            before—but with help. Grandmaster Kane had been within him, possessing him, sharing their form. When the great white dragon
            had reared before them, Kane had broken Afafrenfere’s physical bonds, had unglued the multitude of particles that had come
            together to make the collection, the being known as Afafrenfere.
         

         
         The beauty of that experience was not easily forgotten, even though it had only been a short journey to the place of everything. For Kane had reformed him almost immediately, as soon as the dragon’s murderous freezing breath had been expended, so that Afafrenfere could then slay the wyrm. 

         
         The monk fell back into his meditation, forced himself to patience, and again settled in that place of deep calm, a place
            both empty of thought and contemplative at the same time. He searched out the bonds once more.
         

         
         He felt the glue and began to disperse it, to disperse himself.

         
         A hand slapped down on his shoulder, startling him before he could truly begin the process.

         
         Afafrenfere’s eyes popped open wide. He felt the wind; he heard the wind. He snapped his head to the side to find Grandmaster
            Kane standing there, slowly shaking his head.
         

         
         “You are not ready,” Kane told him.

         
         Afafrenfere blinked repeatedly, shocked.

         
         “Come, let us return to the monastery,” Kane said, holding out a hand.

         
         Afafrenfere shook his head. “This is not your place, nor your choice, nor your journey!” he blurted.

         
         Kane didn’t blink and didn’t retract his hand.

         
         “You are the Grandmaster of Flowers, the greatest of the Order of Saint Sollars—ever,” Afafrenfere said. “And with all respect,
            with more respect than I have ever known for another, I tell you again, this is not your place.”
         

         
         “It is my place.”

         
         “Because you are the Grandmaster of Flowers?”

         
         “Because I am your friend,” Kane said.

         
         “I can do this,” the younger monk insisted.

         
         “I know.”

         
         “Then . . .”

         
         “But you cannot yet undo this.”

         
         Afafrenfere started to reply, but held quiet and just stared.

         
         “You will transcend,” Kane explained. “You will become as one with the everything. And you will know harmony and beauty beyond
            anything you have ever imagined. But that will be the end of Afafrenfere.”
         

         
         “Death?”

         
         “Of this existence, yes.”

         
         “And death is the end . . . of everything?”

         
         “I do not know,” Kane admitted. “When you first transcend, it is not the end—you know this, too, from our journey together
            from your body. But the time to return is short—days, not months—and what may come after that period when there is no return,
            I do not know. For what is after that, we have only faith.”
         

         
         “I have faith. Do you?”

         
         Kane shrugged. “I do not know what I do not know. I do, however, have hope.”

         
         “Then I will return quickly, before that point where I cannot . . .”

         
         “No. You will not. You are not ready.”

         
         “You do not think me strong enough?” Afafrenfere asked, doing well to keep any anger out of his question. “You think I will
            not be able . . . ?”
         

         
         “You will not want to,” Kane interrupted. “Your ties to this place are not strong enough for you to consider turning about
            once you have initiated that journey.”
         

         
         “What does that even mean?”

         
         Kane shrugged. “It means that you are not yet ready to take this step from your mortal coil. Almost, but not yet. There are
            several ranks before you. Patience, I beg.”
         

         
         “The world is a dangerous place. Perhaps I will lose my chance and will be taken from this world when it is not of my choosing.”

         
         Kane shrugged as if that hardly mattered. “Not yet,” he said. “As your friend, I beg of you.”

         
         Afafrenfere winced at that, both disappointed yet truly flattered to hear such concern from this greatest of monks.

         
         “You came back,” he said, because he couldn’t think of anything else to say.

         
         “I almost did not,” he said quietly, and that startled Afafrenfere. “I almost did not even think to. I was much older than you are now, and much stronger in the ways of our order—though, fear not, my friend, for you, too, will rise to that level of mind-and-body perfection. Of that, I do not doubt. Unless, of course, you follow through with this transcendence, and then you are gone forevermore.” 

         
         Kane held out his hand once more.

         
         “I wish to make this journey,” Afafrenfere said.

         
         “I know. And I know why.”

         
         Afafrenfere’s gaze went from the hand to Grandmaster Kane’s eyes.

         
         “Because of him, Parbid, whom you loved,” Kane said. “Because he is there, you hope, waiting, and his embrace you wish again,
            more than anything.”
         

         
         Afafrenfere’s mouth hung open. He tried to shake his head in denial but failed miserably.

         
         “Nothing in the multiverse is more powerful than love, my friend,” Kane said, and he smiled, and moved his hand.

         
         Afafrenfere took the offered assistance and unwound his legs, easily rising beside his friend. “Do you think he is there,
            Grandmaster? Do you think he waits for me?”
         

         
         Kane shrugged, and Afafrenfere understood that the man had no answer and would not lie to him for the sake of comfort.

         
         “You already said it,” Kane did reply. “You have faith. And I have hope.”

         
         The two remained quiet for some time as they picked their way along the trail down the mountainside.

         
         “I still do not understand,” Afafrenfere admitted when they came in sight of the lights of the Monastery of the Yellow Rose
            soon after sunset. “You make it sound as if the return to your mortal coil is a great feat of tremendous struggle.”
         

         
         “It is.”

         
         The younger monk shrugged. “When we went together beyond this body of mine in the face of the great white dragon, the return
            seemed so . . .”
         

         
         “. . . easy,” Kane finished. “It seemed easy to you because you did not initiate the transcendence, nor were you even aware
            of the action, and so you had not even begun to hear the music of the heavens or see the beauty of everything before I pulled
            you back into the being known as Afafrenfere.”
         

         
         “But you did so effortlessly.”

         
         “Not as much as you believe, but yes, with each ascent beyond the mortal coil, the barriers to and from the place beyond become . . .
            thinner. In that instance, the danger to us and to our friends was so immediate that it was a smooth return, I agree. We had
            to be there, or woe to those we loved.”
         

         
         “But . . .” Afafrenfere said. He seemed to choke on the word and just shook his head.

         
         “You will come to better understand,” Kane promised. “Continue your studies. Make of perfection your mind and body. But I
            warn you, when you think yourself ready—and this could be years from now and I may not still be here to guide you—in that
            first instance of transcendence . . . Well, it might be your only one, and the utter end of Afafrenfere in this existence.”
         

         
         “So you have said, but why, master?” Afafrenfere pressed. “I know that my work here is not done. If I know that I am not ready
            to experience the next . . .”
         

         
         “If there is a next,” Kane put in.
         

         
         “If there is a next,” Afafrenfere agreed. “If I know these things, then why do you suppose that I will forsake my mortal existence
            as a man?”
         

         
         Kane paused and considered that for a moment, then offered a kind smile to the younger monk. “You have made love—the act itself,
            and to completion, yes?”
         

         
         Afafrenfere blushed. “Yes, of course.”

         
         “Then you know the moment when the body demands continuation, demands release?”

         
         “Master, yes.”

         
         “The body will not turn back and the mental and emotional discipline needed to deny that call of ecstasy is enormous. When
            you transcend, you will know such joy, unrelenting, even building as time, which becomes meaningless, passes, yet the time
            to find the needed discipline, the denial of pure desire, is short, and failure means that you will be forever removed from
            this existence.”
         

         
         Afafrenfere just stared at him, jaw hanging open.

         
         “I know not how to put it more clearly or bluntly,” the ancient monk answered that blank stare. “You will not want to come back, and so you, as you are known and as you know yourself, will be no more.” 

         
         Grandmaster Kane waited a few moments as the weight of his words sank in for the visibly shaken Afafrenfere, then asked, “Do
            you still wish to do this?”
         

         
         “I do,” the younger monk answered, “but perhaps not quite yet.”

         
         “When you are ready,” said Kane.

         
         “How will I know?”

         
         “When you are not afraid that you will not return. When you believe that you have learned here all that you wish to garner
            from this existence. It is not about sadness and weariness with life, no. Such a state of mind would make transcending the
            mortal form impossible. But rather, it is about fullness—such fullness that you know there is little more room in this existence
            for anything new!”
         

         
         “That is where you are?”

         
         “That is where I have been for a century and more!”

         
         “Yet you are still here.”

         
         Grandmaster Kane shrugged. “Somewhat,” he answered cryptically. “Part of me is still here, part of me is removed forevermore.”

         
         “Then tell me of the mystery!”

         
         “I cannot. That part of me which knows is not here.”

         
         “I don’t understand. Then there is something more, even, than transcending the physical form?”

         
         Kane shrugged again, prompting Afafrenfere to restate, “I don’t understand.”

         
         “You do not need to understand. Not now. Not yet. You have much yet to learn.”

         
         “Then tell me, Grandmaster, what do I need to know now?”

         
         “That you will not want to come back. That is all.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part 1
Shifting Fates and Jarring Perspectives

         
         What place is this that is my world; what dark coil has my spirit embodied? In light, I see my skin as black; in darkness,
            it glows white in the heat of this rage I cannot dismiss. Would that I had the courage to depart, this place or this life,
            or to stand openly against the wrongness that is the world of these, my kin. To seek an existence that does not run afoul
            to that which I believe, and to that which I hold dear faith is truth.
         

         
         Zaknafein Do’Urden I am called, yet a drow I am not, by choice or by deed. Let them discover this being that I am, then. Let
            them rain their wrath on these old shoulders already burdened by the hopelessness of Menzoberranzan.
         

         
         Menzoberranzan, what hell are you?

         
         Zaknafein Do’Urden

         
         Homeland

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
So Many Moving Parts

         
         
            The Year of the Black Hound

            Dalereckoning 1296

         

         She didn’t like walking these particular boulevards of Menzoberranzan known as the Braeryn, or Stenchstreets. Here lurked
            the houseless drow rogues, castoffs and refugees from houses sacked. Here lurked the fallen priestesses and the dangerous
            bastard children of this house or that, doomed to a life of poverty.
         

         
         Mostly, at least. For Matron Malice of House Do’Urden also knew that here lurked the members of Bregan D’aerthe, a band of
            mercenaries that had grown quite powerful and wealthy within the city structure. Rogues, all, but useful rogues to the house
            matrons who knew how to take advantage of their services.
         

         
         From Zaknafein, her consort and house weapon master, Malice had contacted Jarlaxle, the leader of Bregan D’aerthe, and received
            the name of the person she intended to visit this day, the person for whom she was walking the Stenchstreets of Menzoberranzan.
         

         
         It was quite a sacrifice, and the matron had already made up her mind that this person had better tell her that which she
            wanted to hear, or she would leave the man dead on the floor of his hovel.
         

         
         Malice was quite relieved when she at last spotted the house in question. She wasn’t afraid of this part of her journey, just disgusted, and wanted to conclude her business and return to her house as soon as possible. 

         
         She moved to the door, glanced about for the escorts who were shadowing her, and nodded for them to lock down the area. Then
            she cast a spell, then a second, both at the door, then added a third and a fourth upon herself to protect from any trickery.
         

         
         A fifth spell blew open the door, and Matron Malice strode through into the small room beyond, to the shocked expression of
            the robed man on one side of the table within, and a look of absolute terror on the face of the woman sitting across from
            him.
         

         
         “I am not done here!” the man protested.

         
         Malice looked from him to the crystal ball set on a base in the middle of the small, circular table. She could just barely
            make out the distorted shapes of an image floating within it.
         

         
         A wave of her hand cleared the ball.

         
         “You are now,” she said.

         
         The woman then protested, “I paid well for my time!”

         
         Malice’s glare stole her voice at the end of the sentence. The matron took a good look at the woman. She was younger than
            Malice, but not by much, and though she was shapely and seemed to think herself quite attractive and alluring given the cut
            of her dress, her face and bare arms showed the scars and bruises of one living in the darkness of the Stenchstreets.
         

         
         “You wear no house emblem, child,” she said. “To which matron do you belong?”

         
         “Why would I tell you?”

         
         “Because if you do not, then I know that you belong to no house, so if I kill you, no one will care.”

         
         “Woman!” protested the robed man, and he stood to face the intruder. He was old and withered, wearing more than a few scars
            on his face, and his threadbare old robes hung loosely on his too-thin shoulders.
         

         
         “Priestess,” she corrected.

         
         “Priestess,” he said, his tone a bit less indignant.

         
         “High Priestess,” Malice corrected.

         
         “High Priestess,” the old drow corrected, voice thinner.

         
         “Matron,” Malice corrected, playing her hand openly, and the drow male seemed to shrink.

         
         He cleared his throat. “I am not accustomed to uninvited guests,” he said calmly. “You startled me.”

         
         “And you, dear,” Malice said, turning her gaze on the woman. “Are you ready to boast of a house? Though of course you know
            that if you name one and are proven a liar, the punishment will grow you eight legs instead of just losing the two you seem
            to cherish.”
         

         
         The woman shifted at that, pulling down the top fold of her slit dress to better cover her legs.

         
         “You are of no house,” Malice said when the clearly terrified woman stuttered over some indecipherable mumble. “Go outside
            and wait for me,” Malice instructed. “Perhaps better things await you in your future.” She glanced back at the robed man.
            “Is that what you saw in the crystal ball for her?”
         

         
         The drow appeared truly flummoxed.

         
         “It is, yes?” Malice added, throwing the weight of a spell of suggestion behind the question.

         
         “Yes,” the man blurted. “Yes, yes, of course. I was about to tell her . . .”

         
         “Go,” Malice told the woman, and she wisely scrambled from the chair and darted outside.

         
         Never taking her gaze off the man, Malice walked over to the vacated chair and moved to sit. She glanced at the fabric, though,
            and the many stains upon it.
         

         
         A wave of her hand sent it flying aside. A quick incantation produced a floating disk of blue light where the chair had been,
            and upon that, Matron Malice sat. She motioned to the other chair, but got only a concerned and confused stare in return.
         

         
         “You are Pau’Kros, once of a house that shall no longer be named?” Malice said.

         
         “I am of House Oblodra.”

         
         “No, you’re not. Not yet, though you hope they will one day take you in. Or should I say, you hope they will not see that you are not truly
            a master of the magic of the mind, but rather a mundane wizard with one extraordinary gift.”
         

         
         The man cleared his throat, but there was more nervousness than indignity in the sound.

         
         “Sit down, Pau’Kros,” Malice ordered. “I am your most important customer.”

         
         “How? I do not understand,” the man replied awkwardly, but he did take his seat, which seemed to Malice a clear signal of
            surrender.
         

         
         “Jarlaxle told me of you,” Malice explained.

         
         The old drow man blew a sigh. “He could have arranged . . .”

         
         “I do not need him to arrange anything. I am here, you are here, and I require a service.” She shifted on the floating disk
            and crossed her legs comfortably, wanting to show this fool that she was confident of her ability to obliterate him with a
            word. “Who am I?” she asked, and she placed her snake-headed scourge on the table, the living serpents writhing and hissing,
            their fangs dripping deadly venom.
         

         
         Pau’Kros took a deep breath, then cautiously leaned forward and began mumbling, staring into the crystal ball, which immediately
            clouded.
         

         
         “Tell me, seer, who I am, and tell me why I am here,” said Malice.

         
         He continued to stare and continued to chant for a long while. Malice couldn’t make out many of the words, but she understood
            the arcane inflection of a mage well enough—which played into what Jarlaxle had told her of the man. This drow, Pau’Kros,
            had graduated from Sorcere, the drow academy for wizards, and had been well regarded until he had fallen out of favor with
            the mighty Gromph Baenre, an event coinciding with the utter destruction of his family house. Since that long-ago day, he
            had made his meager living on the Stenchstreets, telling fortunes, and he had been doing it for so long, according to Jarlaxle,
            he had actually become quite adept at it.
         

         
         And more than that, Pau’Kros survived because he knew how to keep the secrets of his clients.

         
         “Matron Do’Urden,” he said a few moments later, obvious respect in his voice. “I have heard of you. I am honored that you sought my services.” 

         
         “Prove you are worth it.”

         
         The man licked his lips and cleared his throat and went back to concentrating on the crystal ball. Never averting his gaze,
            he reached into a pocket and produced a quartet of small bones, which he tossed on the left side of the ball. Then he reached
            in again and drew forth four more, tossing them to the right side, which drew more hissing threats from the snakes of the
            scourge.
         

         
         Despite herself, Malice admired the man’s concentration as he glanced left, then right, where he managed to ignore the deadly
            serpents and focus on his thrown divinatory relics.
         

         
         “Yes,” he said, and a thin smile creased his face. “Yes, great Matron Malice, you are with child.”

         
         “I knew that,” she stated flatly. She lied. She had only suspected a pregnancy, but that wasn’t the most important question
            here, of course.
         

         
         “Tell me the sire,” she ordered.

         
         Pau’Kros swallowed hard and seemed off-balance, and of course, he should be. Telling a matron she was pregnant was almost
            always a blessed thing, of course, but telling her that her child was from a man not her preference could get someone horribly
            murdered, or worse.
         

         
         “The sire,” Malice said again, flatly. “Tell me the father of this child. Look in your ball and name the man. You know of
            me and so you know my reputation—one proudly earned, I assure you. I can narrow it down to four possibilities. You will tell
            me which man it is.”
         

         
         The man began to sweat. His pleading to the crystal ball became a bit more uneven and edgy, his nerves sounding clearly with
            every arcane syllable.
         

         
         But then he stopped suddenly, staring. For a moment, he seemed confused, but then the grin returned and his expression showed
            an epiphany.
         

         
         “I know this man,” he said, and Malice realized that he was talking to himself. As she considered that remark, and this location,
            hope began to swell within her.
         

         
         “Who is the father?” she demanded.

         
         “He was of House Simfray,” the seer dared to reply, for House Simfray was no more and it was not considered wise for someone,
            particularly a lowly male, to speak the name of that which did not exist.
         

         
         “Zaknafein,” he quickly corrected. “Zaknafein Do’Urden is the fath—”

         
         He fell forward, staring more deeply into the ball, and from the backside, Malice could tell that the images were changing
            quickly, that the seer was gaining insight and knowledge. She didn’t dare interrupt, not then.
         

         
         A long while later, the seer gave a gasp and fell back in his seat, seeming fully spent, his robes clinging to his emaciated
            form, his face lathered in sweat.
         

         
         “Yes, Matron Malice, your hopes are realized,” he said confidently.

         
         Malice was impressed, though she wasn’t about to show it.

         
         “As with your daughter, Priestess Vierna, this is a child of Zaknafein,” the seer told her.

         
         “You know him.”

         
         “I knew of him,” Pau’Kros admitted. “Though that was many decades ago. I am glad that you are pleased with this news.”

         
         “It would not take a seer to see that. Who would not be thrilled at the thought of another daughter sired by the great weapon
            master?”
         

         
         Pau’Kros nodded, but his expression turned to one of curiosity. “I did not say it would be a daughter,” he remarked.

         
         “You did not have to. Zaknafein is too great a lover and sire to bring forth a mere male,” Malice asserted, but seeing Pau’Kros’s
            scowl, added, “You doubt the blessings of Lolth?”
         

         
         “Of course not,” he blurted. “I would not even waste your time to look further to confirm that which you already know!”

         
         Matron Malice didn’t rise to leave. She just willed her floating disk toward the door, waved it open, and glided out into
            the street.
         

         
         There stood the woman from the table, shifting nervously from foot to foot, wearing a look fluctuating between hopefulness
            and trepidation.
         

         
         “What do you want?” Malice growled at her.

         
         “You told me to wait outside for you,” the woman replied.

         
         “Are you good at following orders?”

         
         “Yes . . . matron,” she said.

         
         “Then you will make a fine slave at my house,” said Malice, and she looked to the shadows past the woman and gave a slight
            nod.
         

         
         “Yes, Matron . . . What? A slave? I am no—”

         
         Her sentence ended there as a fine sword slid through her, back to front, the tip exiting her flesh just below her left breast,
            bits of her heart upon it.
         

         
         “You are no witness, either,” Malice told her as she fell down dead.

         
         She and her entourage returned to the West Wall and House Do’Urden.

         
          

         “You did well, then,” Jarlaxle told Pau’Kros a bit later, the flamboyant mercenary leader taking a seat at the divining table—though
            he had long before warned the seer never to try a divination regarding him.
         

         
         “She killed—”

         
         “Madeflava was dying anyway,” Jarlaxle interrupted. “You knew that, she knew that. It is a pity, yes, but it was a better
            end than the yellow mold growing in her lungs would have offered.”
         

         
         Pau’Kros dropped his old face into his thin hands.

         
         “What is the problem?” Jarlaxle bade him. “You told her what she wanted to know. She left quite happy.”

         
         “Happy enough to murder someone,” came the sarcastic response.

         
         “An act which no doubt made that one even happier,” Jarlaxle replied, with a laugh that sounded quite helpless, because it
            was.
         

         
         Pau’Kros sighed and buried his face again.

         
         “She won’t kill you, you old fool,” Jarlaxle said. “She would have done so already. You told her what she wanted to hear.
            The worst that will happen is that you will have to suffer her presence again sometime in the future if Zaknafein shoots true
            once more.”
         

         
         “I told her what she wanted to hear,” Pau’Kros agreed. “But I did not tell her all that I saw.”

         
         Jarlaxle perked up at that.

         
         “It is not a daughter growing in her belly,” the old seer explained. “It is a son.”

         
         “You lied to her?”
         

         
         Pau’Kros shook his head vehemently. “She did not even bother to ask. She was so sure. She will not be pleased. Not at all.”

         
         “Then it is a son,” Jarlaxle said with a shrug, as if it did not matter.

         
         “Matron Malice already has two, does she not? Nalfein and Dinin?”

         
         It was Jarlaxle’s turn to blow a heavy sigh, one that continued to grow heavier as he played the scenario through. No, indeed,
            Matron Malice would not be pleased, and even less so in her knowledge that this doomed child was the progeny of Zaknafein.
         

         
         Jarlaxle took his leave then and made his meandering way to the Oozing Myconid, the finest tavern in the Stenchstreets—particularly
            since Jarlaxle had purchased a controlling interest in the place some fifty years earlier. He wasn’t surprised to find Zaknafein
            there—his scouts had already reported as much to him, after all. The weapon master sat at his usual table in the back right-hand
            corner of the common room.
         

         
         “Ah, what brings you out on this fine night?” Jarlaxle asked as he approached, motioning to the bar for some more drinks.

         
         “Same thing that brings me anywhere,” Zaknafein replied. “Wherever I am, I can find happiness in knowing that there are a
            hundred other places in this city I’d rather not be.”
         

         
         Jarlaxle stared at him for a long moment. “I’m trying to determine if I should be complimented.”

         
         “You shouldn’t.”

         
         That brought a laugh from Jarlaxle. “In any case, it is good to see you again. We went years without so much as a greeting,
            and what now, the fourth time in the last two tendays?”
         

         
         “Malice has been extraordinarily wretched of late,” Zaknafein replied, and took a long swig of his drink.

         
         Jarlaxle almost said something that would have tipped his hand, but he bit it back.

         
         “The witch is pregnant,” Zaknafein declared.

         
         Jarlaxle started in surprise—not from the news, of course, but from how fast the news had traveled. Had Matron Malice even returned to House Do’Urden from her visit with the seer? 

         
         Jarlaxle stammered over a response, finally settling on, “Is it yours?”

         
         “Are you hinting that my wife is unfaithful?” Zaknafein said with a scowl.

         
         Jarlaxle laughed, as did Zaknafein when he couldn’t hold the angry facade any longer. Matron Malice’s sexual excursions remained
            a matter of public record—and awe—after all.
         

         
         “I’m almost certain that I’m the father,” Zaknafein said.

         
         “Because you’re just better than the others?” Jarlaxle teased.

         
         “Quality, yes,” Zaknafein replied. “But also the matter of quantity. The witch hasn’t let me sleep in weeks. I can always
            tell when she’s getting ready to sack another house.”
         

         
         Jarlaxle nodded. Just as her appetite was well-known, so it was no secret among those in the know that House Do’Urden was
            setting its sights on House DeVir, and no one was more in the know than Jarlaxle of Bregan D’aerthe.
         

         
         “You were happier with this news the last time, with the first one,” Jarlaxle observed.

         
         Zaknafein held up his free hand helplessly as he took another swallow of his drink.

         
         The new round arrived then, and Jarlaxle took his own and quickly waved the serving man away.

         
         “You do not feel that pride any longer when you look upon Vierna?” he dared to ask. “She seems rather exceptional, as priestesses
            go.”
         

         
         “Yes and no,” Zaknafein admitted. “I could have expected no more from any daughter I sired in the house of Malice Do’Urden
            than Vierna has offered. I am no fool. I know this, and knew it from the moment I first saw my child, and saw that my child
            was a girl. I think she has done well, but I’m not going to deny the pain of seeing my child, my daughter, become a devotee
            of that wretched Lolth.”
         

         
         “What choice did she have?”

         
         “What chance did she have?” Zaknafein corrected. He gave a little resigned chuckle. “It is interesting, and it caught me by surprise, I admit, this purpose of parenthood, these bonds beyond the expected.” 

         
         “What do you mean?” Jarlaxle asked, surprised to hear Zaknafein speaking so openly.

         
         “The purpose—all of it,” Zaknafein replied. “Of this existence. I mean, on a most basic level, I fear death, and I think that
            true of everyone but the most addled in their god beliefs. I long for personal immortality, of course. Don’t you?”
         

         
         “I don’t know that I’d . . . I mean, that would be a long time, yes?”

         
         “So you lie to yourself that you will one day welcome that last close of your eyes?” Zaknafein snorted. “The Jarlaxle I know
            will try to talk Death itself out of that bargain.”
         

         
         Jarlaxle lifted his glass in a toast to that thought.

         
         “So yes, I would desire immortality, and hope there is an existence beyond this one,” said Zaknafein. “I am surprised, though,
            to learn that through my children, I find some relief against my fears. They are a form of immortality. I never thought of
            it like that until the day I first saw Vierna.”
         

         
         “That’s a good thing.”

         
         “It is a scary thing!” Zaknafein replied. “To see your child, Jarlaxle, is to know vulnerability. Is to know that there is
            something in the world that leaves you truly vulnerable, that there is this person more important to you than you, and that
            if anything terrible happened to her, it would be a hundred times more painful than if it had happened to you.
         

         
         “I fear death. I don’t want to die. This I know. But I know, too, that I would throw myself before a spear aimed for my child.
            Even one who has become a priestess of the Spider Queen!”
         

         
         “So you are pleased that Matron Malice is again with child?” Jarlaxle asked. “Your child?”

         
         Zaknafein seemed perplexed when faced with the stark question. He gave what seemed a shrug, then finished his drink and slid
            his chair back from the table.
         

         
         “I have to be back in the house,” he said, rising. “We have much to do.”

         
         “Before the war.”

         
         “There is no war,” Zaknafein protested. “What a silly notion. House Do’Urden has no ambitions, of course, that would go against the edicts of the city’s Ruling Council. But we must prepare ourselves in case something terrible befalls one of the houses ranked above us.” 

         
         “Of course,” Jarlaxle agreed, and he smiled at Zaknafein’s reminder of how truly demented the laws of Menzoberranzan were.
            There was nothing wrong with wiping out a rival house, of course. The only wrong would be getting caught in the act. That,
            the getting caught, and not the act itself, was what the ruling matrons could not abide.
         

         
         He watched Zaknafein all the way out of the bar, then sat back and digested the unusually candid conversation with the typically
            reserved man. He knew that House Do’Urden was mere months from their attack on House DeVir, and so he likely wouldn’t see
            his friend again for many months, perhaps years.
         

         
         And it was an interesting feeling, noticing how much that saddened him.

         
         That’s why he so savored these moments sitting across from Zaknafein, for the man was ever full of surprising depth and insight.

         
         Jarlaxle appreciated that, but it weighed on him now. Zaknafein would sire a boy this time, and since this would be the third
            son of House Do’Urden, the devout Matron Malice would surely give the child to the Spider Queen, quickly and mercilessly.
         

         
         Particularly given this conversation, Jarlaxle feared that such an act would utterly devastate his old friend.

         
          

         Matron Malice didn’t like this place. Not at all. Too many males haunted the winding corridors and sweeping stairs, or kneeled
            before the vast shelves of scrolls and old tomes.
         

         
         And not just any males. These were the most powerful men in Menzoberranzan, including more than a few—notably Archmage Gromph,
            the eldest son of Matron Mother Baenre herself—who could likely destroy Malice in a fight. Even more disconcerting, Matron
            Malice did not belong in this place and very few knew she was here, and these potential adversaries, the great drow wizards
            of Sorcere, could surely dispose of a body!
         

         
         I am right here, came a soothing voice—no, not a voice, but rather a telepathic message that resonated within her. It has been arranged. You are here at the suffrage of Archmage Gromph and none would dare move against you.

         
         Matron Malice hated allowing that wretched Jarlaxle creature and his even more wretched Oblodran psionicist friend into her
            thoughts, but she couldn’t deny that Jarlaxle’s magical message was anything but comforting.
         

         
         The woman winced at that internal admission and concentrated even more fiercely on expelling Jarlaxle from her thoughts. If
            he was in there talking to her, then he could also be in there feeling her emotions as if they were his own.
         

         
         She did not want him to recognize her trepidation. She was the Matron of House Do’Urden, a rising and powerful drow house,
            after all.
         

         
         Malice came to a strange and narrow wooden door, one that would have seemed more fitting in the tower of an elven wizard in
            some ancient forest aboveground. Its knotted boards rose to shoulder height, then rounded and curved upward into somewhat
            of a point. The matron cast a spell of warding, then another of magical detection. Before she finished the second, the door
            swung inward, revealing a small landing and a dark descending stair.
         

         
         Be well, Matron Malice, said the voice in her head. I will await your return.

         
         He couldn’t go down there with her, at least not magically, Malice thought, for this portal was set with a powerful spell
            of disenchantment.
         

         
         The woman took a steadying breath and strode forward onto the landing. She grasped the smooth and rounded railing, the unfamiliar
            touch of wood, surface wood, well burnished. The railing creaked, as did the stairs when she began her descent. Down and around
            they wound, far below the multitowered structure of Sorcere. She was in blackness, then, so that even with her keen drow vision,
            she could not see the wall beside her or the stairs before her.
         

         
         She went on, not even attempting to cast a magical light. She didn’t need it. She was a matron of a rising and powerful house,
            she told herself resolutely. No male would dare strike at her.
         

         
         She didn’t count her steps, but she knew it was more than a hundred later when she spotted a distant light far below. A single candle, it seemed. 

         
         Spiderwebs brushed her face, but that neither startled nor scared Matron Malice. Indeed, the presence of spiders comforted
            her. These were allies of Lolth, the Spider Queen, and Matron Malice was in the favor of the goddess.
         

         
         She picked up her pace, managing a smile when she felt a spider run off a web and skitter down her cheek.

         
         Lolth was with her.

         
         It occurred to her that the mere presence of these blessed little creatures was an admission of fealty by this mage she had
            come to visit.
         

         
         She came off the last step onto a wider floor. It was still dark, but not black, with the candle burning in its sconce on
            a table set off to the side. As she neared, she noted a chair waiting for her on the right side of the table, and a seated
            figure off to the left, not near the table, but against the natural stone wall a few feet from the setting.
         

         
         Malice understood. She took her seat.

         
         “Greetings. I am honored,” the hunched robed figure said. He kept his head bowed, his great cowl pulled below his face.

         
         “Look at me,” Malice ordered, for she was curious. It had been a long time since she had seen this man, looking down at him,
            straddling him after a torrid tryst.
         

         
         “No, Matron, it is better that I do not.”

         
         “How am I to properly prepare the unguent if I do not even fully understand the depth of the affliction?”

         
         “It is not an affliction,” the man said, his voice growing tight with anger.

         
         Malice thought to reiterate her command more forcefully—she was a matron and he a mere male—but she held back. This wizard, Gelroos Hun’ett, was an accomplished master in Sorcere, a powerful wizard, though one who was, apparently, somewhat reckless. His specialty was in creating new spells, combining magical effects to make the whole greater than the sum of the individual dweomers. Many of the spells taught at Sorcere were the result of the work of Gelroos, though anonymously, by order of the archmage. 

         
         Such dabbling was not without reward, but also not without great risk, and on one occasion decades before, Gelroos’s magical
            combination had backfired, quite literally, taking the flesh from his face, which was, by all accounts Malice had heard, little
            more than a mix of bone and green goo.
         

         
         Now she wanted to see it—even more so because the wizard was clearly uncomfortable showing her. Seeing it would give her an
            edge here, perhaps, by putting Gelroos into a measure of discomfort, and Matron Malice was never one to forgo a possible advantage.
         

         
         “Look at me,” she ordered. Normally, she would have strengthened such a demand with a magical spell, but such an enchantment
            would likely have little effect on the formidable wizard. And if she made the magical attempt, he would probably detect it.
         

         
         “I have that which you seek,” Gelroos answered instead, a quite effective deflection. “I have associates at Arach-Tinilith,
            and what the priestesses have shown me, along with that which I hold here in my own library, informs me that the long-ago
            rumors you heard were not without merit.”
         

         
         “So it can be done,” Malice said, leaning forward. She reminded herself not to give up on viewing this disfigured creature,
            but that seemed like a distant desire in that moment.
         

         
         “It can be done and it is not so difficult a task,” the mage answered. “I believe that it would be a more popular and common
            occurrence if it was more widely understood, and of course, if it did not hold dire implications for the child.”
         

         
         “Such as?”

         
         Gelroos shrugged, a weird and unbalanced motion in his heavy robes and with his scrawny shoulders, and did look up then. Matron
            Malice fell back in her chair in surprise and horror.
         

         
         Nothing she had heard of his disfigurement could have prepared her for the reality of Gelroos Hun’ett, the Faceless One. The descriptions had been honest, though, for his face was a collage of bone edges, stretched and desiccated skin, lipless and gumless mouth, and a drooping triangular hole where his nose used to be. He didn’t seem to have any eyelids, either, appearing like a corpse long decaying, except for the notable splotches of green goo, some looking like the wax refuge of a melted candle, other bits seeming almost foamy and more fluid. 

         
         Her last recollection of the man flashed in Malice’s thoughts. He had never been overly handsome by drow standards, but pretty
            enough. But now . . .
         

         
         “It is an auspicious beginning to life,” Gelroos answered.

         
         Malice shook away her surprise. She took a deep breath, which merely gave her a blast of the rotting aroma of the wizard’s
            face, and tried to respond, though she had completely lost the conversation.
         

         
         “You asked of the implications to the child,” he reminded her. “It would be an auspicious beginning.”

         
         “Yes. Yes, of course,” she stammered. “But is it more than that? Is there a curse? A lasting stain?”

         
         The Faceless One shrugged again. “I have seen nothing to indicate so, but then, most of the children born in the ritual have
            been sons, third sons, and so . . .”
         

         
         He let it hang there and Malice needed no explanation. A third son in a drow house was traditionally given to Lolth.

         
         “Perhaps that is the curse of birth magic,” Gelroos then added. “The curse to the house that a son was born, not a preferred
            daughter, and a most deadly curse to the child very soon after.”
         

         
         “Tell me more of it,” Malice pressed. “Quickly.”

         
         “There are wizards who routinely inflict pain upon themselves in the moments of casting, using that sting to sharpen their
            focus and thus produce the most powerful spell they can manage.”
         

         
         “This is just about the pain of childbirth?” Malice asked incredulously. Yes, of course it hurt, but that alone couldn’t possibly
            explain the potential power of the birthing magic ritual!
         

         
         “There is more to birth than pain,” Gelroos replied. “It is an experience unlike any other, one that encompasses both the body—both bodies, mother’s and child’s!—and the mind, heart, and spirit. The corporeal and ethereal. It is a moment of great vulnerability, but also one of great reception, and in that open state, the mother seems to collect all the magical energies about her, almost as if she is bringing the magical energy of those spellcasters around her into her own dweomer.” 

         
         “How is that possible?”

         
         Gelroos shook his head. “I am a mere male, Matron Malice. I cannot fully understand the experience of giving birth.” He lifted
            up a skinny hand, holding a scroll tube, and moved it across to the woman.
         

         
         “You have read it?” Malice asked, taking the item.

         
         “There would be no reason,” Gelroos said with a wheezing chuckle. “This is one spell that is truly beyond my means. Also,
            my priestess associates forbade me from even glancing at the spell, and instructed me to relay to you, though they know not
            your identity, that great secrecy is demanded. Copy nothing of the dweomer. Forget it as you cast it, and speak little of
            it. Let the rumors swirl, as mystery is no threat.”
         

         
         Malice rolled the scroll tube in her hand, feeling the weight of his words. She had used birth magic before, but only in a
            minor way and certainly nothing akin to this. Even on that occasion, though, a simple spell of poison to aid her ascent, she
            had felt possibilities more profound. Joining other priestesses in the ritual? She felt as if she could hardly breathe, as
            if she was holding in her hand the power of a goddess.
         

         
         “Clearly,” Gelroos continued, “this kind of power could be seen as a threat to the matrons of the Ruling Council. This is
            no mere dweomer, Matron Malice. Do not underestimate the magical destructive power you will discover in the heightened moments
            of childbirth. And, I warn you as one who wishes you well, do not seek to exploit or abuse that power beyond our agreement
            here. The Ruling Council and the priestesses of Arach-Tinilith will be paying attention, and the combined weight of what would
            fall upon House Do’Urden in the event . . . well . . .”
         

         
         He left it there with another shrug.

         
          

         “I may need your protection,” the young man, barely more than a boy, explained to Jarlaxle, the two sitting in the Oozing
            Myconid late one quiet night.
         

         
         “You are the noble son of a ruling house. What could I possibly offer?”

         
         The man, Masoj, sighed and shook his head at the ridiculous remark. Even he, who had rarely been out of his house before being
            sent to serve his older sibling as a slave in Sorcere at the drow academy, was worldly enough to understand the growing power
            of Bregan D’aerthe. The band had the complete endorsement and protection of House Baenre!
         

         
         Even without that, Jarlaxle had created enough quiet alliances and assembled enough firepower to make the band of rogues formidable
            on its own. Jarlaxle knew it, and knew that Masoj knew it, so his feigned humility could elicit no more than a groan from
            the young man.
         

         
         “Why do you think you would need the protection of Bregan D’aerthe?” Jarlaxle asked finally.

         
         “What you ask me to do could get me sacrificed, or turned into a drider.”

         
         “Ask? I have asked nothing of you,” Jarlaxle reminded. “You came to me with a request and a bag of gold coins.”

         
         “And you refused my contract!”

         
         “I told you that such things are better taken care of within a family. Else, one risks war, and wars are messy and costly.
            But I did not ask you to do anything.”
         

         
         “You hinted that I might find more allies if I succeeded.”

         
         “How so?” Jarlaxle asked.

         
         Masoj started to answer, but bit his lip and tried to honestly recount his previous meeting with this most enigmatic drow.
            When he had gone to Jarlaxle hoping to pay for an assassination, the clever rogue had merely explained that such things were
            better handled within the house, both for the reason Jarlaxle had just reiterated and also because then the assassin had,
            in no small way, proven himself worthy of the resulting rise in stature.
         

         
         Masoj wanted Jarlaxle to do this. He was afraid, rightfully so, for his much older brother was quite powerful in the ways
            of arcane magic. At one point, powerful enough to be considered a possible future challenger to Gromph Baenre as archmage
            of the Menzoberranzan. All of that promise had fallen away in the flash of a spell gone horribly, irreversibly wrong.
         

         
         “I will tell you this much,” Jarlaxle said, leaning forward in his seat, his hand coming over the table and sitting there, palm up, fingers beckoning. 

         
         “How much?” Masoj asked.

         
         “All of it.”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Then I leave, and warn you to take great care in your next schemes, and great care in pointing any fingers or words toward
            me or this place.”
         

         
         “It had better be worth the price,” Masoj mumbled, pulling out the small bag of gold and dropping it onto Jarlaxle’s still-waiting
            palm.
         

         
         “Events are soon to unfold that may show you your opportunity, both to do that which you wish and to get away with it,” Jarlaxle
            replied. “Pay very close heed to the student who serves as your brother’s primary assistant.” As soon as he finished the sentence,
            Jarlaxle was up and away, not looking back.
         

         
         Masoj cocked his head curiously as he watched the mercenary depart. “Alton?” he whispered under his breath.

         
         At first, he felt cheated, but he put that notion aside. Jarlaxle’s reputation was not to be dismissed. The rogue’s cryptic
            words were known to move houses to war. The young apprentice, who thought himself a slave, drained his drink and left the
            Oozing Myconid soon after, determined to pay very close attention indeed.
         

         
          

         “Why would you get involved in this?” Dab’nay, the only priestess—and one of the very few women in Bregan D’aerthe—asked Jarlaxle
            when the young man had left the tavern.
         

         
         Jarlaxle dropped the pouch of gold on the bar. “No risk and some coin to show for it,” he replied.

         
         “You can have all the coin you want without getting involved in the family squabbles of a ruling house,” Dab’nay reminded.

         
         “There may be gain here. The target is surely no friend to us, and if the whelp is successful, I’ll know a secret he can ill
            afford to have whispered. And the whelp will no longer be a whelp, will he? He will be the elderboy of a powerful ruling house.”
         

         
         “Still, that target is no minor player, nor is Matron SiNafay or the house she rules.”

         
         “The house that speaks ill of us at every meeting of the Ruling Council?” Jarlaxle reminded.

         
         Dab’nay settled back and spent a while digesting that obvious exaggeration, if not outright lie. House Hun’ett would not dare
            speak ill of Bregan D’aerthe in the presence of Matron Mother Baenre, and had even dealt with the mercenary band on more than
            one occasion to mutual benefit.
         

         
         But then, the priestess had her epiphany. When Jarlaxle referred to “us,” he didn’t mean Bregan D’aerthe. He meant Zaknafein
            Do’Urden, and by extension, Jarlaxle, as well. It was no secret that Matron SiNafay was often quite vocal against the quick
            rise of ambitious Malice Do’Urden and her band, and the rumors were longstanding that Malice’s youngest daughter had been
            sired by SiNafay’s patron, and that insatiable Malice had often bedded SiNafay’s eldest son before his unfortunate circumstance.
         

         
         “You can have all the coin you want without getting involved in the family squabbles of a ruling house,” Dab’nay repeated,
            because she was out of other things to say.
         

         
         “Ah, yes,” Jarlaxle agreed, “but it would not be as much fun.”

         
          

         Despite the final warning of the ugly Faceless One, Matron Malice was almost giddy with excitement when she returned to House
            Do’Urden.
         

         
         She would soon deliver another child of Zaknafein, and now she was confident that House DeVir would be destroyed. Even without
            the birth magic, she had thought that DeVir was ripe for the picking, and with this added boost, her victory seemed assured—and
            likely a victory with minimal damage to her own house.
         

         
         There was only one tempering notion here—or rather, two potential issues, though very related. Despite her earlier bravado, could she really be certain that Zaknafein’s progeny would be a daughter? And if it was a boy, she would have no recourse, particularly after utilizing a most sacred spell, which required the blessing of Lolth. A male child, even Zaknafein’s child, third boy of the house, would have to be sacrificed. 

         
         If it was a daughter, there remained the possibility of a residual curse from the casting of the destructive birth magic.
            But no, Malice told herself, determined to press on in her insatiable desire to climb the ranks of Menzoberranzan. They didn’t
            know there would be a curse, or if there was, perhaps it wouldn’t truly prove to be a curse at all, but possibly a blessing.
            Her eldest daughter, Briza, was the child of a brutish sire who was part demon or cambion or some grandparent not of this
            plane of existence, by all rumors, and yet the savage Briza—and even more so, the ultimately savage Uthegentel Armgo—certainly
            couldn’t consider that trait an affliction or curse!
         

         
         “It will be a daughter, a priestess,” Malice whispered to herself. “And she will have the ambition of Matron Malice and the
            discipline of Zaknafein.”
         

         
         As she smiled, she silently added, And this one will have the compassion beaten out of her. She will not be like Vierna.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Expendable

         
         “She is pleased. Quite,” Jarlaxle reported to Matron Mother Yvonnel Baenre in the dungeon chapel of the city’s First House.

         
         The great Baenre turned to her entourage: her five daughters, three of them high priestesses, a fourth soon to be, and the
            fifth, young Sos’Umptu, no doubt on her path to be perhaps the greatest of all, for her devotion could not be doubted.
         

         
         Jarlaxle liked that one, Sos’Umptu. She was the quietest of Matron Mother Baenre’s daughters, and least ambitious, despite
            her obvious skill in her clerical studies.
         

         
         “You will watch carefully from afar,” the great Baenre instructed.

         
         “Oh, I will,” answered Bladen’Kerst, the second oldest.

         
         Jarlaxle winced despite himself. He hated and feared that one most of all. She was a hulking thing with wide and strong shoulders,
            and took particular delight in inflicting pain. Was there anything she had ever done to anyone whom she perceived below her
            station that was not cruel?
         

         
         “We will,” corrected another—another of whom Jarlaxle carried a great enmity. This was Vendes, the fourth Baenre daughter, who seemed determined to ascend to the rank of high priestess by whipping as many victims as possible to death with her horrid seven-headed scourge, its living serpents writhing at her side as she spoke as if they understood every word and anticipated the taste of blood. 

         
         “No, she will,” Baenre commanded, nodding toward her eldest daughter, Triel. She was the shortest of the group, not even topping five
            feet, and quite ugly as drow women went. But she was broad and strong.
         

         
         And calculating, Jarlaxle knew. Triel would succeed Yvonnel Baenre to the throne of the First House . . . if the old witch
            ever decided to die. That was probably a good thing, to the mercenary’s thinking. Triel wasn’t blinded by unrelenting sadism,
            like the other two, nor was she a pampered and privileged nit like Quenthel, the third daughter.
         

         
         Nor was she blindly, wholly consumed by her love for Lolth like Sos’Umptu.

         
         She would rule, and she would rule the house and the city wisely and with a measured hand—publicly, at least. Thus, she would
            want Jarlaxle and his growing mercenary band to carry out her dirtier deeds.
         

         
         Jarlaxle couldn’t suppress his nod, considering his possible relationship with this one compared to that of the great and
            powerful Yvonnel, Yvonnel the Eternal, who had sat as a powerful force in Menzoberranzan, and indeed as the Matron Mother
            of the city, beyond the memories of the oldest drow. They said she was two thousand years old, many times the life expectancy
            of a drow.
         

         
         Jarlaxle believed it.

         
         Yvonnel the Eternal was . . . different.

         
         “I hope High Priestess Triel is not dismayed by what she sees,” Matron Mother Baenre said, turning back to Jarlaxle. “You
            should hope so, as well.”
         

         
         “I took her to the Faceless One, as you instructed me,” Jarlaxle replied.

         
         “When will she cast the spell?”

         
         “She will give birth early in the next
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