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            Dedication

         
         
            This is for everyone who’s taken this long and wonderful journey beside me, most especially (of course), my wife, Diane, who’s
               been there from the start, giving me the support, the time, and the space to chase a dream. This is my life’s journey, and
               for everyone sharing the road—family, friends, publishers, and of course, the readers—thank you.
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            Prologue

         
         He sat in the dark and the quiet. And the cold. Even though he was wearing his Boots of the Winterlands, imbued with a dweomer
            to protect him in severe cold, Jarlaxle couldn’t ignore the seeping discomfort finding its way to his bones, a chill beyond
            even the capabilities of his protective garments.
         

         
         This time, he knew that the energy of the Weave wasn’t failing, as it had, up here at least, soon after he and his friends
            had arrived at the top of the world near the Qadeej Glacier.
         

         
         It was simply that cold around him.
         

         
         He was sitting at the bottom of his pit created by his portable hole, ten feet below the frozen floor of the great chamber above. When he first fell in, the icy tornado had been swirling about him and he hadn’t been able to close the hole to create a true extradimensional space. So instead he had merely created a pit, a barely sheltered pit covered and mostly filled by the swirling ice chips that had engulfed him and each of his friends up above. Freezing traps aimed like arrows for those who had dared enter the chamber of the slaad lord—and Jarlaxle was fairly certain that the monster that had come against them was indeed exactly that. Its presence, the sheer gravity of the being, was undeniable. With Catti-brie, Zaknafein, and Artemis Entreri, Jarlaxle had assembled a powerful fighting force, one that he had expected could get him out of almost any circumstance. 

         
         But that immense dark slaad that seemed as much smoke as flesh and bone had toyed with them.

         
         Only Jarlaxle’s pit and his remarkable hat, which he had expanded into a giant and sturdy umbrella above him, had kept him
            from being encased or crushed.
         

         
         Which was all well and good, except his friends didn’t have portable holes or magical hats.

         
         The resourceful drow took a long, deep breath and reminded himself to have patience. The cavern above him was quiet, but he
            wasn’t in any hurry to learn whether the slaad monster had departed. Long hours had passed before Jarlaxle even dared create
            a spark of light. After his vision had adjusted to the sudden brightness, he peeked around the umbrella, put his hand against
            the block of ice that had come down beside it and cramped him into this tight corner. It couldn’t be solid, he guessed, not
            filling the entire hole, at least, for the air had not grown stale. He even thought he could hear, now and then, a slight
            whistle as the breeze blew through the chamber above.
         

         
         Patience. He was in no hurry. He couldn’t be, he told himself repeatedly, but his heart argued each time. His friends were
            out there, all of them, he believed, encased in ice. Preserved, he hoped, for he had witnessed other victims escaping the
            frozen tombs. But he couldn’t be sure.
         

         
         Patience, he told himself, and he tried not to picture Zaknafein and Catti-brie and Entreri in their tombs of glistening ice.
         

         
         He reached into his belt pouch and brought forth some food.

         
         Persimmons.

         
         Persimmons with a block of kurit muskox cheese.

         
         Jarlaxle’s heart broke as he considered the delicacy, as he thought of Callidae, the city he had left behind only a few days before. The underground society had been everything he had hoped to find, and even more. Weirdly, Callidae had freed him of his fear that because he was drow, there was perhaps something wrong about him, something within him that even he could not truly trust. Callidae had shown him that Drizzt was not a fraud, and was not unique among the drow people—theories that both the controlling drow matrons and the prejudiced non-drow constantly advanced. 

         
         It was Lolth, not the drow. That’s what he knew to be true now. Always, it was Lolth. The deceiver, the corruptor, the tyrant
            who held Menzoberranzan in her thrall through the punishing zealotry of her matrons.
         

         
         And now, so soon removed from that greatest and most glorious revelation of Callidae, here he was, trapped under the ice,
            with three of his dearest friends possibly dead only a few yards away.
         

         
         Persimmons.

         
         Jarlaxle reached into his magical pouch again and produced a bottle of Scellobelee wine. His bracer brought a dagger to his
            hand and he flicked off the stopper, then cut into the block of cheese.
         

         
         He toasted Callidae.

         
         He toasted Zaknafein and Entreri and Catti-brie.

         
         And he tasted again the delicacies of Callidae, and let them fill his thoughts and his hopes, and used them to renew his determination
            that it would not, could not, end like this.
         

         
         Not now.

         
         Patience.

         
          

         Wrapped in a heavy blanket, Drizzt sat on the chair set on the lawn in back of the Monastery of the Yellow Rose, the cold
            wind sending a flurry of snow dancing wildly in the air all about him.
         

         
         He watched the departing form of Grandmaster Kane, and smiled around the edges of his pipe when the old man began moving in
            what seemed a combination of a dance and pursuit, angling about to catch the large snowflakes on his tongue.
         

         
         Kane was doing that for his benefit, Drizzt knew, given the discussion they had just concluded, one convened over a particularly
            flavorful herb in the pipe Kane had brought for Drizzt.
         

         
         Kane had spoken about the various ways in which people trap themselves in their own narrow vision, of how they let worries of what might be, or what might come to be, rob them of so much of their lives. 

         
         Like the snowflake-catching dance, the grandmaster was teaching.

         
         He was always teaching.

         
         “Where are you, my love?” Drizzt asked the wind. He was facing north in his chair, and his mind’s eye took him out beyond
            his vision, took him to places of perpetual snow and cold, almost as if he might imagine to reality an image of Catti-brie,
            Jarlaxle, Entreri, and Zaknafein sitting about a blazing fire, sharing tales and laughing at their day’s grand adventure.
         

         
         The flurry at the monastery lessened soon after, one area of clouds off in the north parting just enough for Drizzt to note
            some of his favorite star formations. He let his entire being fall into that distant cluster of twinkling lights, in that
            moment achieving complete meditation.
         

         
         He came out of it smiling, thinking of his many star-filled nights on Kelvin’s Cairn in Icewind Dale. How many times had he
            thought a friend lost, or had his friends thought him lost? Undoubtedly, one day, those fears would prove true.
         

         
         Undoubtedly.

         
         It was the reality the Companions of the Hall had all accepted years ago, decades ago, a lifetime ago—quite literally for
            the other four of the group.
         

         
         What if she was lost to him forever now? What if his beloved Catti-brie would not return?

         
         “Then I will make sure Brie knows her mother as completely as if Catti-brie was with her every day,” he vowed, and despite
            the dark thought that he could not escape, Drizzt found that he was smiling, that he was content and accepting.
         

         
         “But she’ll be back, my Little Brie,” he added, turning his gaze to the huge monastery, wherein his little girl was fast asleep.

         
         He puffed on his pipe, then pulled it from his mouth and bit at a particularly large snowflake that drifted in a snake crawl
            in front of his face.
         

         
         He didn’t catch it.

         
         Drizzt laughed and looked at the pipe Grandmaster Kane had brought out to him. He had little experience with such implements, and little desire for them, but this one had proven quite soothing—perhaps too much so. 

         
         Or could there really be a “too much so” at this time? he wondered. He had been wrapping himself more frantically in fear
            for his wife the last tendays, he had to admit, ever since Kimmuriel had departed for the west and home.
         

         
         “What did you do, Grandmaster?” he asked the wind, which again did not answer.

         
         Or maybe it did, because Drizzt lost himself in its mournful song and the fanciful dance of fluffy snowflakes. He was in the
            here and now, in the moment, and even when he tried to focus again on his wife and friends who had gone into the cold north,
            he kept falling back to this time and this place.
         

         
         Which is exactly how Kane said it should be.

         
         He would trust in his friends and Catti-brie. He wouldn’t let helpless worry prevent his enjoyment of the moment in these
            beautiful Galena Mountains with his precious baby, Brie.
         

         
         He wouldn’t let his fears take him from the present.

         
         Not now.

         
         Patience.

         
          

         Some of the younger priestesses and wizards of House Baenre had gathered in the gallery behind the choir screen in the main
            chapel and were now singing a series of quiet and introspective meditation chants and harmonies that Yvonnel had supplied
            to Myrineyl, Matron Mother Quenthel’s daughter and the newly anointed first priestess of House Baenre.
         

         
         In a darkened back corner of the grand chamber, Yvonnel let the sounds take her thoughts to a place of contentment and peace,
            a place of personal freedom from the storm of concerns that had been raging for so many months now, and even more so since
            she had worked with Quenthel on the great heresy against the Spider Queen goddess.
         

         
         Yvonnel didn’t entertain doubts about that action. The web she had helped create was a powerful and laudable statement.

         
         More, the creation was a good thing. A thousand driders had ended their torment by diving through the magical disenchanting,
            curse-removing strands of that blasphemous web.
         

         
         It was the future, not the past, now weighing upon her, as it did on Quenthel and Zeerith and so many other powerful players
            in the game of Menzoberranzan. What actions must they now take? Was it their move or Matron Zhindia’s? Which faction, Lolthian
            or heretic, had time on their side?
         

         
         There were no precedents for this, no illithid-gifted memories of Yvonnel the Eternal that her granddaughter and namesake
            could plumb to find some guidance. The city was quiet from afar, but on edge up close, in every house, in every alleyway,
            in every shadow. Very few of the powerful families had staked their ground here, and while Yvonnel and many others had an
            idea of which way a Matron Vadalma Tlabbar or a Miz’ri Mizzrym might lean, none was going to stake their very existence on
            the hopes of the potential executioner, be it Lolth or House Baenre.
         

         
         Houses Fey-Branche and Do’Urden were with them, Yvonnel knew, although she feared that Matron Zeerith Xorlarrin Do’Urden might
            not be as solid an ally as supposed. Then again, such was always the way with the drow, wasn’t it?
         

         
         And wasn’t that exactly what she was trying to change?

         
         Houses Barrison Del’Armgo, Hunzrin, Mizzrym, and Vandree were likely in Matron Zhindia’s court, although Zhindia should greatly
            fear the reversal of Matron Mez’Barris Armgo, for if that unpredictable leader of that mighty house, second in the city only
            to Baenre, threw her allegiance behind House Baenre, Zhindia’s hopes and alliances would fall apart and she would find herself
            quite alone.
         

         
         But that, too, was mere speculation. The drow armies had rushed back to Menzoberranzan and crawled into their respective holes.
            The events on the surface—the great and open blasphemy to Lolth by the most powerful house in the city—had all of them off
            balance, huddled, and fearful.
         

         
         Which, of course, played right into Lolth’s hands. Lolth rode chaos to power. She used fear and uncertainty to tighten her bonds on her devoted. 

         
         The song of the choir filtered about Yvonnel, calming her, reminding her that House Baenre was not sitting idly by, that her
            defenses were being strengthened, her new former drider force, the Blaspheme, already nearly fully outfitted for war.
         

         
         Yvonnel and Quenthel had plucked the spiderwebs on the surface. There was no reason to slap the beast that was Lolth again.

         
         Not now. Not yet.
         

         
         Patience.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part 1
The Blaspheme

         
         In my many times of introspection, I find that I am often concerned with the notion of perception. Whether in politics or
            religion or the relationships of the various cultures and creatures of Faerun, there is always the matter of basic truths,
            of course, but more importantly, there is the matter of perception of those truths and where they will lead, and where they
            should lead. We are creatures guided by reason, by fact and logic, but we are, too, creatures guided by emotion.
         

         
         Undeniably so, but separating the emotional from the logical is no easy task for most, myself included.

         
         So I think about such moments that challenge us. How much worse is the cost of a battle if one you love is lost in the fight?
            And how less painful if all the casualties are distant from you emotionally?
         

         
         The personal cost is not the same as the greater cost, for if a dozen were killed in the two scenarios above, then a dozen had been killed, and so the cost from afar should be considered the same. But we know it is not the same to different people. When an army returns from the bloodied fields, the news of the battle will be received much more viscerally and poignantly in a village where many were lost than in one where none were. And that will be felt differently in a large city where soldiers are lost than it is in those small villages. 

         
         Again, though, it depends on what city, on what people. If Clan Battlehammer went to war and a dozen dwarves were lost in
            a victorious campaign, they would rejoice in the outcome. Yes, they would salute the fallen, but with mugs raised solemnly
            within a sea of cheer. But if one of those fallen was King Bruenor, or one of the queens of Mithral Hall, the mugs would be
            raised solemnly within a sea of somber acceptance.
         

         
         This is a maddening truth to me, but it is also an undeniable truth.

         
         The blend of these two often-conflicting realities—logical and emotional—goes deeper than the mere perception of the world
            around us. I have come to believe that it goes a long way toward determining the type of person one might be. I am led inescapably
            to the belief that the level to which one can empathetically look past the personal to the pains and losses of the wider situation
            is a measure of one’s heart and goodness.
         

         
         Perhaps the only one.

         
         I have met so many people who do not think something is troubling, or threatening, or terrible, and no amount of cajoling
            or explaining or presenting compelling evidence will move them from that dispassionate stance—until that individual or someone
            very dear to that individual is personally affected by the incident or assailant or disease.
         

         
         As I watch the growth of Artemis Entreri, for example, I see that he has come to greatly enlarge his circle of caring. He
            has admitted friends into his personal group, and the widening of that circle has led him to see the pain of others even when
            such pain is not acute to him.
         

         
         Empathy.

         
         So often have I seen a lack of such, both in those selfish and tight with their hearts and, more surprisingly, in those who
            believe themselves firmly grounded in reason and verifiable fact. For how easy it is to get lost in thought, quite literally!
            And in those streams of sorting and calculating and hoping, how easy it is to lose sight of the reality that surrounds you.
         

         
         We are all susceptible to this blurring of reality, this clouding of the physical truths about us while seeking the clarity
            of our philosophical eyes.
         

         
         Similarly, we are all victims to our selfishness to one degree or another. We all narrow our perception too tightly at times and forget the truth: if a person is in another place, how clearly do we appreciate that the world in that other place continues even when we’re not there? Life continues in all its complexities and personal struggles, pain and joy. 

         
         This existence, limited by our senses and thoughts and physical frailties, is not our dream, except collectively, which is
            hard to accept because our own experiences are so uniquely personal, and yet, at the same time, they are universal.
         

         
         Bruenor often chides me that I overthink things, and here I am again, guilty. It is so easy to get lost in the philosophical,
            in the mysteries, in the unanswerable questions that are always there, somewhere, in your thoughts, ready to come forth whenever
            some event—the death of a loved one, a near brush of your own—starkly reminds you. This has been my uneven and confusing journey
            for some time, particularly since I returned from my transcendence of my mortal and physical self and glimpsed . . . possibilities.
         

         
         For there I have been lost.

         
         It took a drow psionicist, a man I’ve hardly considered a friend and never more than an ally about whom I remain suspicious
            and cautious, to refocus my sensibilities, to pull me out of the malaise of pondering the greater picture of my personal future
            and remind me that the world around me continues to spin.
         

         
         To perceive beyond myself. To perceive beyond those in my immediate sphere.

         
         To empathize with the wider world.

         
         The road I walked those years in Menzoberranzan, and out of Menzoberranzan, has paved the way for others. As I became free
            of the grip of Lolth, as I became beyond her reach—no matter what she did to my physical being—so, too, can my drow sisters
            and brothers find their way. And I am called to help them. Whatever I may desire personally—my love for Catti-brie and our
            dear daughter; my joy when I am with my friends in these lands we have tamed and the good we have done for those around us;
            the simple pleasures of sitting on the back lawn of the Monastery of the Yellow Rose and allowing the stars to lift my spirits
            to the wide multiverse—my duty is now clear to me and the stakes could not be higher.
         

         
         I cannot ignore the spinning wheels rolling and roiling all about me. Whatever my personal feelings—a sense of completion I do not wish disturbed—I must shake them and understand that this particular journey is one that I in no small manner started, fanned, and pulled so many along with me. 

         
         Menzoberranzan is going to war.

         
         Drizzt Do’Urden is going to war.

         
         —Drizzt Do’Urden

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
What’s in a Name?

         
         “Are you intending to stutter every time you try to say my name?” the tall and broad-shouldered drow woman said to the smaller
            man beside her.
         

         
         “It is not a common name,” the one who went by Dininae replied. “Mal’a’a’a’voselle . . .”

         
         The warrior woman laughed and shook her head.

         
         “What? It comes from the breaks in the name! They simply do not roll off my tongue so easily,” Dininae dramatically explained.
            “The language was different back then, yes? Back when Menzoberranzan and Mal’a’a’a’ . . . were young?”
         

         
         “Mal’a’voselle,” she corrected. “And yes, the language was different, but not so much so. I believe that you are merely stupid,
            or, worse for you, that you are teasing me.”
         

         
         “If we cannot find something to laugh about after the centuries of torment . . .”

         
         “Millennia,” Mal’a’voselle reminded him. “I lost count of the centuries centuries ago.”

         
         Dininae shuddered at that. He had served in the Abyss as a drider slave for a very short time compared to this warrior of old walking the Braeryn, the Stenchstreets, of Menzoberranzan beside him. In those long years, Dininae had not begun to get used to the torment of being a drider, the constant pain, the constant humiliation, the constant reminder by every demon he encountered that he was an abomination, that he was inferior, that he was unable to deny any demand or refuse to suffer any insult or torture. To do so would have created only more torment, and in the Abyss, that awful well of pain, both emotional and physical, was bottomless. 

         
         No, the last day Dininae had served as a drider had been no better, no more tolerable, than the first.

         
         That abominable state of being could not numb with time, for wounds were never given opportunity to scab over.

         
         As he considered that terrible truth, Dininae looked at the proud warrior walking beside him with renewed and heightened respect.
            A century had broken him, but she had endured at least twenty of those—thirty or forty centuries, perhaps!
         

         
         “Are you sure that you’re not just stupid?” the drow from another eon asked.

         
         “When I look back at my life, I’m not sure of that at all,” he admitted.

         
         Mal’a’voselle stopped walking then, and several steps later, Dininae turned back to find her regarding him intently.

         
         “Who are you?”

         
         Dininae held up his hands as if in surrender, as if the question had no answer beyond that which he had already disclosed.

         
         “Dininae?” she asked.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Dininae what? Drow are usually proud of their surnames. I am Mal’a’voselle Amvas Tol. Even though my house was destroyed,
            even though my matron’s choices cost me . . . everything, I remain Mal’a’voselle Amvas Tol.”
         

         
         “And I remain Dininae.”

         
         “Dininae what?”

         
         “Dininae Stenchstreet, I suppose.”

         
         “I do not believe you. Do you know why I asked you to accompany me this day out of House Baenre?”

         
         “My good looks, I assumed.”

         
         Mal’a’voselle’s snort answered that.

         
         “Among the Blaspheme, the name Dininae is spoken with respect,” she admitted. “Not quite reverence, but true respect.”

         
         Dininae bowed. “For my good looks, I presume.”

         
         “For your speed and skill with the blades.”

         
         “I doubt I would survive for long in a fight with Mal’a’voselle Amvas Tol.”

         
         “You would be dead before you realized the fight had begun.”

         
         “Then it would seem that those regarding me highly are sorely mistaken.”

         
         “No, Dininae,” Mal’a’voselle said, shaking her head and enunciating his name, stretching out each syllable, as if she continued
            to suspect that it wasn’t his true identity—or not all of it, at least. “The drow have changed, as have the fighting techniques.
            In my time, many of the women, typically larger and stronger than the men, were the greatest of drow warriors. We were fast
            with the blades, but more than that, we were strong enough to drive through the inferior armor of our enemies. Now men dominate
            the warrior ranks, as all the women flutter about in their flailing obeisance to the Spider Witch. The fighting techniques
            employed by drow warriors have changed, that much is already obvious from our time in training with the Baenres.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t in Lolth’s Abyss nearly as long as you and those you most trusted,” Dininae reminded her. “I fight in the style
            more suited to the Baenre trainers’ desires. I watched the fighting styles of those trained at Melee-Magthere in these very
            techniques, and so I learned to mimic the routines.”
         

         
         “That much is true with many others of the Blaspheme, and indeed most were actually trained at Melee-Magthere. Among them
            all, however, Dininae stands as the most formidable. That’s why I asked you to accompany me this day, and many days to come,
            likely.”
         

         
         “I am humbled,” he said with another bow. “And I still don’t want to fight you.”

         
         “Ah yes, but perhaps you will train with me. The enemies I will face will find openings, I fear, and though this Baenre armor I have been given is fine indeed, I do not wish to test it against a Melarni sword.” 

         
         “I would be honored.” He wasn’t just saying that to flatter this drow who had seen the birth of Menzoberranzan. Mal’a’voselle
            was a force—she reminded him of the legendary Uthegentel Armgo, and already the whispers had begun that if that Second House
            sided with Baenre’s enemies, she would one day find a blood duel against House Barrison Del’Armgo’s current weapon master,
            Malagdorl, who was bred and trained in the spirit of Uthegentel (and indeed wore the armaments of that legendary warrior).
            Mal’a’voselle was wise to come to a warrior like Dininae to learn how to adapt to the new fighting styles.
         

         
         “Honored enough to tell me your name?”

         
         That didn’t catch him by surprise. “Dininae,” he said without hesitating.

         
         “Dininae what? Dininae of what house?”
         

         
         “None.”

         
         “Dininae, who learned to fight along the refuse of the Stenchstreets?” she dubiously replied. “You taught yourself, and yet
            stand superior to those of the Blaspheme who also have not been dead for more than a century or two? And yet those other younger
            driders, almost to a one, were of noble birth? From the onset of Menzoberranzan, rare were the driders who were born as houseless
            drow, for why would Lolth or any ruling matron care enough to so torture a commoner?”
         

         
         “It is not unknown.”

         
         “Ah yes, but rarer still would it be for a commoner to be more proficient with the blade than a warrior trained at Melee-Magthere,
            and to have almost certainly continued their training with a skilled weapon master after that.”
         

         
         “Still not as rare as a woman named Mal’a’voselle,” Dininae quipped. “Yet here you stand.”

         
         The tall woman smiled widely. “Voselly,” she said.

         
         “What does that mean?”

         
         “It means that you may call me Voselly. That’s what they called me in those long-ago days, before I incurred the wrath of
            the matrons.”
         

         
         “I thought your nickname was Malfoosh.”

         
         The large woman stiffened, and for a moment, Dininae thought she would strike him.

         
         “That was what they called me as a drider,” she said, calming. “The demons of the Abyss called me that to mock me. You don’t
            wish to mock me, do you, Dininae?”
         

         
         “Of course not,” Dininae quickly answered.

         
         “Mal’a’a’a’a’a’a?” Voselly mimicked.

         
         Dininae sucked in his breath, but the woman laughed heartily.

         
         “It was a friendly tease, I did not mean to mock . . .” the man stuttered.

         
         “If I thought it was anything more than that, I would have killed you. I accept your teasing in the spirit in which it was
            offered. But not Malfoosh—never Malfoosh. I am not an abomination anymore. I choose my name. I choose Voselly for those who
            are my friends.”
         

         
         “So, we are friends, then.”

         
         “Friends unless I discover that you are lying to me.”

         
         Dininae replied with a chuckle and a shake of his head, and could only hope that he had deflected the suspicion well enough
            with that.
         

         
          

         Kyrnill Kenafin Melarn took a deep breath and tried to steady herself when the curtains in her private chamber shifted on
            some breeze. She wasn’t surprised when they fell back into place, revealing the nearly translucent specter of a young and
            extremely beautiful lavender-eyed priestess standing beside them.
         

         
         What have you learned? she heard in her mind.
         

         
         Kyrnill knew that she didn’t have to audibly respond. She could feel the intruder in her thoughts. Three nights . . . House Do’Urden . . . small but formidable force to test the defenses.

         
         And if they find weakness? the intruder demanded.
         

         
         Matron Zeerith will fall.

         
         Three nights?

         
         When the light of Narbondel falls for the third time.

         
         The specter nodded and offered a smile, which seemed to Kyrnill very unsettling, coming from a being that appeared more like a ghost than a fellow drow priestess. 

         
         Will you be there?

         
         Kyrnill shook her head, but her expression gave away her uncertainty.

         
         If you are, then be quick to hide, the specter warned.
         

         
         The curtain swayed again. A torch on the wall nearby flickered and nearly went out.

         
         The ghostly intruder was gone, from the room and from her mind.

         
         Kyrnill exhaled and fell into a sitting position on the edge of her bed. She never liked these games of intrigue because she
            knew she wasn’t very good at them. She generally tried the more passive route offered, letting others decide the often-fatal
            play. Such had been the case when her house, Kenafin, had merged with House Horlbar to form House Melarn. Kyrnill could have
            battled for the position of Matron Melarn and very likely won the title, but she had conceded it to Zhindia Horlbar, expecting
            that Zhindia would be killed in the ensuing chaos.
         

         
         It hadn’t happened, and as the years had slipped past into decades, decades into a century, Kyrnill’s hopes to ever become
            again a house matron had also slipped. She was still the first priestess, outwardly seen as second to the throne.
         

         
         But she knew better. Matron Zhindia wasn’t ever going to let her ascend, particularly not now. Perhaps it had been cowardice,
            perhaps simple miscalculation, but Kyrnill understood more clearly than ever before that she had let her best and surely her
            safest opportunity pass.
         

         
          

         They entered a wide lane of taverns and brothels, some of freestanding construction, others carved into stalagmites, and still
            others no more than walls of fabric hardly shielding the movements within.
         

         
         Dininae knew this place from the days when he had been called Dinin, at that time the secondboy of House Do’Urden. He had come here often to play, to gamble, to fight—anything to break the monotony of his existence as the lowest noble of Matron Malice’s court. The Braeryn seemed quieter to him now, and quite a bit. At first, he figured that was due to recent events—the march to the surface, the brewing troubles, and the war with the demon hordes that had been fought here in Menzoberranzan only a few years before—but as he and Voselly continued their walk, he realized that no, that wasn’t it at all. 

         
         The shelves were stocked, racks of dirty glasses piled at the end of every bar.

         
         Which meant this wasn’t a sign of decline. No, this day, this moment, the avenue was strangely empty.
         

         
         He did see a few patrons and potential customers, some leaning on the bars, some standing with the prostitutes as if striking
            a bargain, a couple pitching bones in a small alley between two stalagmites that comprised a single tavern. But they were
            all so unnatural at it he didn’t think them typical denizens of the Stenchstreets. He looked for insignia, and noted from
            the subtle revelations of their armor and weapons that these were not the downtrodden of Menzoberranzan, no.
         

         
         Yet he saw no house markings, no emblems or crests.

         
         And that made it worse.

         
         “Are you at the ready?” he whispered to his companion.

         
         “Of course. You see it, too?”

         
         “I count six.”

         
         “At least eight.”

         
         “Ah yes, my favorite number, or so I was told from the moment of my birth,” Dininae replied.

         
         “Take heart, we’ve friends about,” Voselly told him. “We need only hold our ground for a short while.”

         
         “Unless they also have friends nearby.”

         
         Voselly stopped and half turned, smirking down at him. She was about to say something, Dininae was about to shout something,
            when she suddenly spun about, bringing her trident sweeping across, angled downward with great force, driving aside a sword
            stabbing for her back. Her attacker unbalanced and fell forward just enough for Voselly to roll her shoulders and launch a
            devastating right cross that crunched into the man’s face and snapped his head back viciously.
         

         
         He was fully unconscious before he hit the ground.

         
         Dininae had watched every movement, the sweep and the beautiful way Voselly had dropped her left shoulder back, essentially “throwing” the right hand with her left shoulder, resulting in such a long and truly devastating punch. 

         
         He silently reminded himself never to anger this woman, but that was all the time he had to consider anything other than the
            fight, which now came at him fast in the form of a pair of young men, or more pointedly, in a closing barrage of four waving
            and stabbing swords.
         

         
         So quick was his draw that Dininae’s swords seemed to simply appear in his hands, just as Zaknafein had taught him, drawing
            and stabbing in a single movement. His opponent to the right turned and slapped a sword across to deflect, but the other one
            had not anticipated the sudden attack and caught Dininae’s left-hand blade right at the tip of his breastplate, where it slid
            up and jabbed into his throat.
         

         
         Dininae would have finished him, would have nearly decapitated him, except that the other attacker was already countering
            with a backhand sweep with his blocking blade, forcing Dininae to fall back and turn fast to bring his left-hand blade slashing
            across to intercept.
         

         
         He had one out of the fight temporarily at least, stumbling and gagging and falling off to the side, but another enemy leaped
            into the void and pressed forward fiercely, forcing Dininae back on his heels, his two swords working furiously to keep the
            four stabbing blades at bay.
         

         
         Work for the rhythm, he told himself silently.
         

         
         Zaknafein’s litany.

         
         Work for the rhythm, fall into the flow of the battle, discover the tendencies of your opponents. So Dininae did, and he was
            quite pleased with himself as he held his ground, anticipating each attack and deflecting, parrying, riposting even, or avoiding
            with a simple twist. After all of those years as a drider, he was still living up to Zaknafein’s training, and living up to
            the compliments Voselly had just put upon him.
         

         
         His shock broke him from that rhythm and that confidence when he sensed something coming hard for his head from behind.

         
         Reflexively, he just folded his legs under him and dropped to his knees, tucking his chin as well and bracing himself.

         
         But the missile—another enemy drow warrior—went over him, falling over the two attackers, who tried hard not to stab their
            poor flailing comrade in the collision.
         

         
         With but a quick appreciative glance back at a laughing Voselly, Dininae sprang up and forward. He stabbed the thrown drow
            first, right in the kidney, and as that man crumpled in pain, Dininae blew past him, over him, seizing the initiative and
            driving back the two remaining attackers. He deftly employed an inside-out series of thrusts with his left-hand stabs, moving
            his hand in close and to his right hip and launching the attacks from there to force the stumbling, off-balance target to
            move out wider.
         

         
         A final thrust sent that drow skipping back three strides, and Dininae turned fully on the drow to the right, blades rolling
            now as if to simply overpower the fellow.
         

         
         Except, no, for Dininae broke almost immediately to go back out fast to the left, where that drow was charging, obviously
            believing Dininae fully involved with the other. The attacker came in with an offensive stance, one blade high, the other
            too far forward.
         

         
         Dininae got past the tip of that blade easily, and lifted his left arm up high, blade horizontal to steal the chop of the
            drow’s raised sword.
         

         
         These were not houseless rogues. They wore fine armor.

         
         But Dininae wielded Baenre swords, and with the momentum of both fighters bringing them fast together, that fine breastplate
            barely slowed the thrust of Dininae’s right-hand blade.
         

         
         The drow stopped abruptly, contorting weirdly.

         
         Dininae stepped back, dropping his left shoulder to send his free sword cutting out hard behind him to stay the rush of the
            remaining fighter, while his right foot went up to the impaled drow’s chest and pushed off hard, sending Dininae out and into
            a roll and throwing the mortally wounded attacker stumbling back and toppling over the first warrior Dininae had dispatched.
         

         
         A flicker to the right had Dininae snapping his sword up, and just in time to deflect a hand-crossbow quarrel.

         
         He looked all about, seeing drow flooding into the street, and at first thinking an army had come against him and Voselly.

         
         But no, most of these were Blaspheme warriors, the fellow former driders, he realized. He looked to a smiling Voselly.

         
         “They’ve been shadowing us?” he asked.

         
         “I told you we had friends,” she replied.

         
         “You didn’t say they’d be shadowing us.”

         
         The warrior shrugged. “Perhaps I wanted to confirm that which was told to me, and which I hoped to be true.”

         
         “That I can fight?”

         
         “Yes, and perhaps you will soon find trust in me to tell me the truth about Dininae. You are no commoner. You are not self-taught
            in the arts martial. You attended the Academy and were trained by a weapon master.”
         

         
         She quieted as another large drow woman walked up, a fellow of the Blaspheme warrior who had spent millennia in the Abyss
            with Lolth and her demonic.
         

         
         “What do you know, Aleandra?” Voselly asked.

         
         “Your ambushers are fleeing.”

         
         “Let them go.”

         
         She nodded. “Yes, I gave the order already. But there is one other, a priestess of House Hunzrin. She wishes to retrieve these
            enemies who have fallen, to tend them that they will not die.”
         

         
         “Why does she care? Are these murderers of House Hunzrin?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Then?”

         
         “She did not say, but my guess is House Melarn, of course.”

         
         “So House Hunzrin is trying to play a mediation role here and avoid a war,” Voselly reasoned. She looked around at the five
            fallen ambushers, of which only one, skewered by Dininae, looked to be in mortal danger.
         

         
         “Have her come and heal that one,” Voselly decided. “And do with him as she will. The others come with us back to House Baenre.
            I would not overstep my authority here. Let Matron Mother Quenthel Baenre decide their fate.”
         

         
         Aleandra rushed away and began barking orders, while Voselly led Dininae back the way they had come.

         
         “It was my kill,” he said to her as they moved off. “You did not think the disposition of the fallen warrior should be my
            choice?”
         

         
         “No,” she answered simply. “I was once weapon master of the First House of Menzoberranzan. You are but a commoner, so you
            say. Why would I care what you wanted?”
         

         
         Dininae stopped and let her move a few steps ahead of him, and stood there with hands on hips until she turned back.

         
         “You mean to play the same games that decided our mutual fates in times past?” he asked.

         
         “Your words have consequences. When I can trust you, I will respect you.”

         
         “Because I am a noble, you believe?”

         
         “Because you will no longer be lying to me. Do not misunderstand me, warrior. I am as fearful as you regarding our disposition
            in this struggle, and regarding our future, if we even have one. We are the Blaspheme, so they have decided. We are Matron
            Mother Baenre’s shock soldiers, her fodder. She will throw us against her enemies, no doubt, and will shed no tears when we
            are torn apart.”
         

         
         “Or Lolth will reveal her joke and revert us to a state of abomination,” Dininae replied, admitting his deepest fear.

         
         “It has crossed my mind. And that is why I intend to bring the Blaspheme tightly together beneath my command. Here or back
            in the Abyss, we stand together or we face torment—and actual death only if we are fortunate. But I like people who tell me
            the truth, Dininae.”
         

         
         She practically spat his sobriquet.

         
         He didn’t want to cross Voselly. He really didn’t want to cross Matron Mother Baenre. And most of all, he didn’t want to become
            a pawn in the grand scheming of the Demon Queen of Spiders.
         

         
         But in the end, he was a Do’Urden, Elderboy Dinin Do’Urden, and in this most confusing and dangerous time, he simply couldn’t
            discern how that truth would play.
         

         
          

         Yvonnel’s sensibilities came back into her body in a quiet meditation chamber of House Baenre. As soon as she was whole again, body and spirit, she instinctively reached up and brushed away the squid-like tentacles that were set about her head, then shook her long white hair from her face and rubbed repeatedly, as if trying to further rid herself of the creepy touch of the illithid who sat before her. 

         
         “Should I be insulted, priestess?” that creature said in its gurgling, watery voice.

         
         “I am surprised you recognized my movements.”

         
         “I did not. I felt your revulsion toward me.”

         
         “You must admit that you elicit such . . .” Yvonnel said, holding up a hand and offering a wide smile—two gestures she knew
            would be completely lost on this one, Methil El-Viddenvelp, the same mind flayer that had inserted the memories of Matron
            Mother Yvonnel the Eternal into her mind when she was still in Minolin Fey’s womb.
         

         
         “You sensed the exchange, I expect,” Yvonnel said.

         
         “I sensed that you trust Kyrnill Melarn,” the illithid replied.

         
         “Kyrnill Kenafin,” Yvonnel corrected. “She is only Melarn because she had no choice when the houses were forced to join together
            as one. She never truly accepted that, particularly as Matron Zhindia has become more . . . zealous. And especially not now,
            if what we have heard regarding the conception of this city is true.” Yvonnel considered it for a moment, and almost felt
            guilty for having initially reached out to Kyrnill those tendays earlier.
         

         
         Only for a moment, though, for the information of Zhindia’s attack would go a long way in stunting the appetite of those houses
            thinking to side with Zhindia’s planned coup.
         

         
         “Courage is often found in anger among the lesser beings.”

         
         It wasn’t lost on Yvonnel that Methil included her in that group. She let it pass, of course, for Methil was an illithid and
            had no way of truly understanding the concept of conveying insult when merely, to his thinking, conveying the truth.
         

         
         “Kyrnill walks a dangerous road. Matron Zhindia is not known for mercy.”

         
         Indeed, Matron Zhindia had a well-earned reputation for devising the most exquisite tortures ever seen this side of the Abyss. Her murder of Kyrnill’s daughter Ash’ala Kenafin Melarn was said to involve maggots, a slow death of being eaten alive while soaking in a tub of her own feces and rothé milk. 

         
         The mere thought of it made Yvonnel sick to her stomach.

         
         And made her hate the wretched fiend Lolth all the more.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
That Troublesome Sister

         
         “They fought along the southernmost way of the Braeryn, in sight of the Spiderfangs,” the unexpected visitor to House Baenre
            reported to her sister, Matron Mother Quenthel.
         

         
         Quenthel hardly heard the words of priestess Sos’Umptu, as she was still trying to recover from the shock that her Lolth-loving
            sister had dared return to the Baenre compound after their heated falling-out on the surface, an argument that had included
            more than a few pointed threats.
         

         
         “Lolth herself will come against you,” Quenthel reminded her slowly and deliberately.

         
         Recognizing her own words being thrown back at her, Sos’Umptu fought hard to suppress her fear and her anger.

         
         “That is what you promised, is it not?” Quenthel asked. Beside her, the priestess Minolin Fey Baenre wore the look of a displacer
            beast after cornering a giant rat.
         

         
         “I believe that you expressed your desire that Lolth would use your own body as her vessel to destroy this house. Your house.
            House Baenre.”
         

         
         “There is still time for House Baenre to correct our errors,” Sos’Umptu said.

         
         “Our errors? Or your error?”
         

         
         Sos’Umptu tucked her chin and gave a quick curtsy.

         
         “Continue with your tale of this fight,” Quenthel told her. “They fought? Who?”

         
         “Your soldiers, the Blaspheme and their leader, Mal’a’voselle Amvas Tol—”

         
         “I am their leader,” Matron Mother Quenthel corrected.

         
         “The field commander, I mean,” Sos’Umptu clarified. “I meant no disrespect.”

         
         “Didn’t you, then?”

         
         She ignored that. “The Amvas Tol warrior was ambushed along the avenue, but had cleverly set an ambush for the anticipated
            ambushers, so I am told.”
         

         
         “And who told you?”

         
         Sos’Umptu swallowed hard.

         
         “Matron Zhindia Melarn?”

         
         “No, First Priestess Charri of House Hunzrin,” Sos’Umptu admitted.

         
         “Hunzrin soldiers ambushed my Blaspheme?”

         
         “Who can really know? Priestess Charri came upon the fight as the ambushers—”

         
         “The Melarni,” Quenthel interrupted.

         
         “The ambushers were fleeing, with several downed by the Baenre force. One was mortally struck by another of your Blaspheme
            warriors, but fortunately, High Priestess Charri was able to save the man.”
         

         
         “So, she and her house have taken sides.”

         
         “No,” Sos’Umptu said emphatically. “High Priestess Charri, like many of us, is trying to avert a war. The wounded was a nobleman,
            a graduate of Melee-Magthere.”
         

         
         “A nobleman of what house?” Quenthel demanded.

         
         Sos’Umptu hesitated.

         
         “If she knew he was a noble, then surely Charri Hunzrin would know of which house, and surely Sos’Umptu would think to ask.
            House Melarn?”
         

         
         “No,” Sos’Umptu admitted.

         
         “Speak it!”

         
         “House Mizzrym,” Sos’Umptu said.

         
         Quenthel wore her surprise on her face. Beside her, Minolin Fey gasped.

         
         “It cannot be,” Minolin Fey said, but she quieted abruptly when the Matron Mother snapped a glare over her.

         
         “Why are you so surprised?” Sos’Umptu asked. “This is what I tried to warn you about after your actions up on the surface.
            Your new soldiers, your Blaspheme warriors, openly walk the streets of Menzoberranzan. They were driders, Matron Mother! Abominations
            given to Lolth as punishment for their crimes against her, only to be stolen from Lolth by—”
         

         
         “By us, yes,” said another, and all turned to see Yvonnel Baenre enter the audience chamber. Beside her walked Velkryst, once
            a formidable wizard of powerful House Xorlarrin, but now Quenthel’s consort here in House Baenre.
         

         
         Sos’Umptu locked stares with this strange young woman, Yvonnel Baenre, the daughter of Gromph Baenre and Minolin Fey, whose
            status and power were not relegated by her birth order in the Baenre family tree. This one was different, powerful in magic
            both divine and arcane, and yet her high rank here—high enough to walk into the Matron Mother’s audience hall without invitation—had
            been predicated on still more than that. Like Quenthel, Yvonnel had been given the memories of Yvonnel the Eternal, the great
            and old Matron Mother Baenre who had ruled Menzoberranzan for two millennia.
         

         
         Sos’Umptu tried to hide her hatred for this young woman, whom she considered the epitome of an apostate. Once rumored to be
            the very avatar of Lolth in Menzoberranzan, Yvonnel had betrayed the Spider Queen, had betrayed House Baenre, had betrayed
            them all in the greatest act of heresy imaginable. Yet here she was, at the court of Matron Mother Baenre in the city’s First
            House, walking in openly and speaking out of turn as if she were Matron Mother Quenthel’s equal!
         

         
         And thus, by implication, Sos’Umptu’s superior.

         
         “One of Matron Miz’ri’s children attacked the Blaspheme?” Yvonnel asked.

         
         “A nephew, I believe,” Sos’Umptu answered.

         
         “Trying to make a name for himself and garner the favor of Lolth, no doubt,” Yvonnel said.

         
         “Why would he not?” asked Sos’Umptu, turning her gaze and her words back at Quenthel. “Why would any of them not? Even if
            they do not wish to side with Matron Zhindia in any potential war, even if they fear the wrath of House Baenre, would not
            the other houses see soldiers of the Blaspheme openly walking the streets as a challenge to the goddess, and so as a way to
            find Lolth’s favor?”
         

         
         “Matron Miz’ri’s nephew was not killed?” Quenthel asked.

         
         “Charri Hunzrin saved him, I am assured.”

         
         “How many lie dead on that avenue?”

         
         “None, Matron Mother,” Sos’Umptu replied. “But Mal’a’voselle and her soldiers will soon return with several prisoners in tow.”

         
         “More Mizzryms?”

         
         Sos’Umptu held up her hands. “I do not know. But I would not be surprised. Nor would it surprise me to learn that warriors
            of other ruling houses were involved. House Vandree, likely. Barrison Del’Armgo . . .”
         

         
         “Not House Barrison Del’Armgo,” Yvonnel said, walking up and taking the seat right beside Quenthel. She turned a catlike smile
            on Sos’Umptu, who narrowed her gaze in response.
         

         
         Sos’Umptu fought hard to suppress her anger at the young woman—no, not a woman, she reminded herself. Yvonnel was only a few
            years old, or at least, only a few years alive. She had used magic to age her physical body into that of a young drow woman.
            So much about her was magically created or enhanced, even her choice of eye color.
         

         
         Lavender eyes, so rare, and so connected to the greatest heretic of them all: Drizzt Do’Urden.

         
         “What do you know?” Quenthel asked, cutting short Sos’Umptu, who was about to ask the same thing.

         
         “I know that Matron Mez’Barris Armgo is not stupid. She’ll not play her hand, one side or the other, until she has gathered much more information. She doesn’t need the blessing of Lolth. She has an army at her command second only to our own—and only second because we have enlisted the eight hundred warriors of the Blaspheme as Baenre recruits.” 

         
         “You underestimate the power of the blessing of the Spider Queen,” Sos’Umptu insisted.

         
         “And you overestimate it,” Yvonnel retorted. “And if you don’t believe that, you are a fool to come here. House Baenre spat
            in Lolth’s face on the field under the open sky. We stole her driders from her chosen Melarni army, so you believe. We stole
            her driders from the very state of being driders. Do you entertain foolish hopes that there is a way to come back from that
            ultimate heresy in the eyes of the Spider Queen?”
         

         
         Sos’Umptu didn’t answer other than to stare—and to lick her lips. She stopped that as soon as she realized it, not wanting
            to let Yvonnel recognize her profound dread.
         

         
         “Why are you here?” Yvonnel asked.
         

         
         “I tend the chapel. That is my—”

         
         “You lead the Fane of Quarvelsharess in the West Wall,” Yvonnel corrected. “That is all.”

         
         “Priestess Myrineyl tends the Baenre chapel now,” Quenthel said. “After your threats against me and this house on the surface,
            I elevated her to First Priestess of House Baenre.”
         

         
         “Tending the chapel of Lolth?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “No? Not to Lolth?” Sos’Umptu asked incredulously. “Then to which god? Corellon of the elves? Or one of the dwarven gods for
            your new friend, King Bruenor, who murdered our mother? Are we all to grow beards?”
         

         
         “Not to Lolth,” Yvonnel answered, obviously interjecting before Quenthel exploded back at Sos’Umptu. “We’ll see if a goddess
            or god earns the right to our chapel.”
         

         
         “Then what? To whom?”

         
         “To Menzoberranzan,” Quenthel answered. “A place of meditation and prayer to the city’s hopes at the time of its inception.”

         
         “The fairy tale,” Sos’Umptu returned, barely able to spit out the words. “The illithid trick!”

         
         “I warn you now, sister,” Quenthel stated very deliberately. “Once, I allowed you to speak to me in such a manner and walk
            away unscathed. I did so out of respect for your work in House Baenre these many decades. Once, but not again.”
         

         
         “Because you are the Matron Mother? But isn’t that a position sanctioned by—”

         
         “Because I am in command here, in this house,” Quenthel cut her short. “And if you are so determined to threaten the house,
            I am bound to act. You came here with news that the war is escalating. Do you wish to leave of your own volition, or as a
            casualty of that war?”
         

         
         Sos’Umptu looked from Quenthel to Yvonnel, and there, in the woman’s lavender eyes—the eyes so akin to those of Drizzt Do’Urden!—the
            High Priestess of Lolth, the mistress of Arach-Tinilith, the once and longtime first priestess of House Baenre, the leader
            and first priestess of the Fane of Quarvelsharess saw without any doubt that if she spoke out of turn in the next moment,
            Yvonnel would kill her.
         

         
         And Sos’Umptu knew without any doubt that Yvonnel could do it.

         
         “You were given the Fane of Quarvelsharess by the generosity of House Baenre,” Matron Mother Quenthel stated. “You were given
            your seat on the Ruling Council, the ninth seat added just for you, by my own beneficence. I have not taken either from you,
            and will not—not yet, at least. I expect the Ruling Council will be convened in the near future, before the war begins in
            full, if that is our fate, and know well that I will hear your every word on that important occasion, dear sister.”
         

         
         “That is not a threat,” Yvonnel added, surprising both Sos’Umptu and, quite obviously, Quenthel. “We will all have to pick
            sides, it would seem. You are ally or you are enemy.”
         

         
         “But we need not pick right now?” Sos’Umptu asked, more than a little confused.

         
         “We have not asked that of you,” said Quenthel. “And we have not taken your outrage on the surface to heart. Indeed, it was reasonable outrage given that you, unlike we two, are not privileged with the actual memories of Matron Mother Yvonnel the Eternal, and given, well, the work of our entire lives previous. Trust me, trust us, when we tell you that this was not an easy choice for those who have risen under the shadow of the Spider Queen. I am Matron Mother because of Matron Mother Baenre’s centuries of accumulating power within the framework of Lady Lolth’s designs. Do you think I do not understand that?” 

         
         “You could have just joined with Matron Zhindia up there,” Sos’Umptu said, her voice calm and quiet. “You could have assumed
            command of the entire demon, drow, and drider force, and paid back that wretched King Bruenor for all the harm he has caused
            us, for taking our great Matron Mother Baenre from us.”
         

         
         The Matron Mother sighed at Sos’Umptu’s seeming lack of understanding. “No, I could not,” Quenthel answered. “Not after I
            examined the memories of Yvonnel the Eternal. Not after I learned so viscerally and intimately that it has all been a lie.”
         

         
         “And now you will plunge the city into war, and half the drow or more may pay with their blood,” said Sos’Umptu. “The other
            way was easier, I say, and equally just.”
         

         
         “No. Nor would Matron . . .” Quenthel paused and shook her head. “Nor would Zhindia,” she corrected, “have accepted the alliance
            you propose. Not there and not here.”
         

         
         “Matron Zhindia is proud, but she is not stupid.”

         
         “I think her quite stupid,” Yvonnel interjected. “But that is not the point. Matron Zhindia is a zealot, devout to all her
            faults, and Lolth would not accept us now because we cannot accept her.”
         

         
         What bothered Sos’Umptu the most in that moment of overt sacrilege was the smirk that grew on the face of Minolin Fey, a nobody,
            a minor priestess from a dying house who had been fortunate enough to be impregnated by Archmage Gromph, and more fortunate
            still when Lolth had blessed that pregnancy and had given to the ungrateful child, Yvonnel, such a tremendous gift as her
            namesake’s memories and wisdom.
         

         
         “You may visit the chapel before you leave,” Quenthel told her. “First Priestess Myrineyl is doing wonderful work with it.”

         
         “No, she cannot,” Yvonnel corrected, and she and Quenthel looked at each other. “Sos’Umptu is not ready to open her eyes and heart to our cause. She will simply make mental note of our improvements and use the images against you in the next meeting of the Ruling Council.” 

         
         Sos’Umptu bit back her intended retort. She thought to question the true reason for her removal as first priestess of House
            Baenre, but she realized that she couldn’t make her case. Myrineyl was Quenthel’s daughter, but even if nepotism was the real
            reason, how could these heretics expect a devout Lolthian priestess like Sos’Umptu to continue to serve them in any capacity
            such as that?
         

         
         “Whether she visits the chapel or not, Sos’Umptu will take great care at the next Ruling Council to listen more than she speaks.
            Isn’t that right?”
         

         
         Sos’Umptu didn’t respond.

         
         “You believe that everything that happens in Menzoberranzan is bent by the favor of Lolth,” Quenthel reminded her. “And so,
            if we prevail, then obviously that is part of Lolth’s plan. She is, after all, the Lady of Chaos, and what might please her
            more than to have an underground movement of zealots fighting to return her place of honor in Menzoberranzan?”
         

         
         “It is the same dilemma as we found with Drizzt Do’Urden,” added Yvonnel. “Lolth favored him. She loved him and all the chaos
            he wrought. Did he ever genuflect before her?”
         

         
         “I do not believe he did,” Quenthel replied. “And yet, he is still alive! And you, Sos’Umptu, were among us when we let Drizzt
            walk away free from Menzoberranzan. How do you reconcile that choice?”
         

         
         “It was not my choice.”
         

         
         “No, it was mine, and Yvonnel’s. Did you hear any arguments from the handmaidens? Did Lolth scold you in your prayers for
            our decision to free him?”
         

         
         Sos’Umptu held her words. She realized that these two were getting an advantage over her here, were raising inconsistencies
            and unexpected twists to shake her off balance, and so they had. She wasn’t about to let them see that.
         

         
         “Visit the new chapel of House Baenre,” Quenthel decided. Pointedly, she looked at Yvonnel, who should have had no say against the Matron Mother, and Yvonnel nodded her agreement. “But do not forget what is expected of you should the Ruling Council convene. Because you are Baenre—only because you are Baenre—I am offering you time to meditate and pray on these swiftly moving events. We were rivals by birth,
            but never really so. I have always respected you, and always valued your advice. Again, I recognize that you cannot understand
            as clearly as we two sitting here before you. Mother’s memories belong to me and to Yvonnel as if they were our own—indeed,
            they are our own because of the magic of the illithids, not Lolth.”
         

         
         “Or the deception of the illithids?” Sos’Umptu dared to interject.

         
         “We will see,” said Quenthel. “You are free to go, to the chapel or back to the Fane of Quarvelsharess, or wherever else you
            think wise. And you are free to return. You have my ear. I hope that I have yours.”
         

         
         Sos’Umptu gave a little bow and spun on her heel, quickly leaving the audience chamber.

         
         She did pass by the Baenre chapel, but gave it only a quick glance, for Myrineyl was in there, and she could see with just
            that cursory look that many of the decorations she had so lovingly crafted in that place over the decades had been removed,
            particularly the spider murals and reliefs.
         

         
         Sos’Umptu forced down her anger and resisted the urge to go in and assault the daughter of Matron Mother Quenthel.

         
          

         “What are you thinking?” Yvonnel asked Minolin Fey, who was chewing her lip as she stood beside her powerful daughter and
            Matron Mother Quenthel.
         

         
         “Do you trust her?”

         
         “Of course not,” Quenthel answered. “My sister’s fealty is to Lolth and Lolth alone. From her youngest days, she was known
            as the most devout Baenre of all, even more diligent in her duties to the Spider Queen than our mother. She was never as cruel
            as Vendes and Bladen’Kerst, but I believe that Lolth favored Sos’Umptu over them, over all of us. Never once in all her years
            have I known her to take any action that would be contrary to Lolth’s desires.”
         

         
         “My mother has spoken often about your . . . our, House Baenre’s lost priestesses Vendes and Bladen’Kerst,” Minolin Fey said, struggling to keep her thoughts clear and obviously more than a little nervous here. “They were among the most feared of Matron Mother Baenre’s daughters.” She sucked in her breath as she finished the thought, her eyes going wide and staring at Matron Mother Quenthel, clearly fearing reprisal for that last statement, which could very well have been interpreted as a slight. 

         
         “I never had the pleasure of meeting them,” said Yvonnel.

         
         Quenthel laughed heartily. “There was no pleasure missed, I assure you. I doubt that either of them would approve of our actions,
            and likely, they would have fought us on the surface. Of course, if Bladen’Kerst were alive, she would have succeeded Triel
            to this very chair as Matron Mother, and she, not I, might have been given the memories of our mother. And then none of this
            would have happened.”
         

         
         “Do you think those memories would have turned her heart as they have turned yours?” Yvonnel asked.

         
         The wizard Velkryst laughed at the question, and when all turned to him, he explained. “I remember a day when no one would
            have dared ask such a question as that to the Matron Mother of House Baenre—I don’t look back on that time fondly, of course,
            but I remember it.”
         

         
         “True enough,” Quenthel agreed. “But then, if Bladen’Kerst had been sitting here and Minolin Fey had listed Vendes as the
            cruelest of all, Bladen’Kerst’s mission for a hundred years thereafter would have been proving Minolin Fey wrong.”
         

         
         Again, Minolin Fey sucked in her breath.

         
         “Be at ease, sister,” Quenthel assured her. “You did not insult me, far from it. And to answer you,” she said, turning to
            Yvonnel, “no, I do not see any conversion of Bladen’Kerst, or of Vendes, as a possibility. Perhaps if Triel had still held
            this chair, she would have come to our way of thinking, though I doubt she would have had the courage to so discard Lolth.
            But Bladen’Kerst? No. She was too far gone, had committed too many heinous crimes. She wasn’t devoted to Lolth with the same
            depth as Sos’Umptu, but it was clear that both she and Vendes truly enjoyed the power Lolth gave to them, particularly the
            power to torture others. They reveled in it.”
         

         
         “Then I hope there are not too many like them throughout the city,” Minolin Fey quietly put in.

         
         Yvonnel didn’t miss Minolin Fey’s sheepishness here, nor the hopeful fact that Quenthel had referred to her as “sister.” Though
            she was Baenre by her union with Gromph, that was the first time Yvonnel had seen any of the bloodline Baenres refer to Minolin
            Fey in a familial way.
         

         
         That, she decided, was a good and important thing.

         
         Quenthel snorted at Minolin Fey’s remark, but Yvonnel was quick to interject. “That is a fine point and a critical question
            before us. Does a society—a closed and parochial society with little experience outside a secluded cavern—that has been trained
            for many generations, many centuries, in the way of Lolth, the way of chaos and cruelty and with the near absence of mercy,
            have enough people willing to step away from that darkness and unlearn almost everything that has been whipped into them collectively,
            as it was whipped into their parents and grandparents before them? Was the cruelty, the depravity even, of Bladen’Kerst and
            Vendes a matter of their hearts or a matter of resignation to simply not care, to simply make the most of the vile and inescapable
            circumstances surrounding them? I think that’s an important question for us to remember as we go forward in trying to convince
            our fellow drow of better possibilities.”
         

         
         In that moment, Yvonnel considered the woman sitting next to her, the Matron Mother who had helped her create the great heresy
            and begin the turn away from Lolth. Was it a sincere and redemptive change of heart for Quenthel, or simply her easiest way
            out of the trap Matron Zhindia Melarn had built around the Matron Mother?
         

         
         Yvonnel reminded herself that only a few years before, Matron Mother Quenthel had filled Menzoberranzan with demon hordes
            in order to stabilize her rule in a tumultuous time. Quenthel had just claimed that her sisters Bladen’Kerst and Vendes had
            traveled too far down the road of Lolth’s evil ways, but had either of them caused more misery than the demon-bringer Quenthel?
         

         
         Yvonnel didn’t discount the power of the stunning revelations of the shared memories between herself, Quenthel, and Yvonnel the Eternal, or the effect the exploration of those memories had enacted upon her, and hopefully upon Quenthel. But Yvonnel did not believe that she would have ever been capable of filling Menzoberranzan’s streets with demon hordes as Quenthel had done. 

         
         Chaos begets order, she thought but did not dare say, for that had been Quenthel’s justification for her litany of commands to bring forth the
            demon hordes, Yvonnel had later learned.
         

         
         Yes, Minolin Fey had, no doubt inadvertently, asked a most profound and important question as the battle for the heart and
            soul of Menzoberranzan began to take shape: Could drow, could any society raised so completely within the web of Lolth, truly
            find and accept a new and better way of existence?
         

         
         Could the woman sitting next to her, her co-conspirator against Lolth, the Matron Mother of Menzoberranzan who had recently
            filled the city’s streets with hordes of demons in order to hold tight her power, truly convert?
         

         
         “I do believe that you will find more men readily accepting the change than women,” Velkryst said, drawing Yvonnel from her
            private concerns. “We were most often the ones on the wrong side of your Lolth-inspired snake-headed whips, after all.”
         

         
         She noticed Quenthel’s scowl—one that the woman quickly seemed to mellow into a casual chuckle. This wizard Velkryst was cleverer
            than Yvonnel had thought, she realized in that moment. He was feeling around the edges of his relationship with Quenthel here.
            He had lived most of his life in House Xorlarrin, a powerful clan that was far more generous to men with regard to rank and
            station than any other houses. It had not been Velkryst’s choice to come and join House Baenre and serve as Quenthel’s patron.
            No, as with most such maneuvers by the more powerful houses, that arrangement had been made between Quenthel and Matron Zeerith
            Xorlarrin. While no doubt benefiting in stature by the move, Velkryst certainly had been given no say in the matter. He would
            go to live in House Baenre and serve Quenthel’s every bedtime desire, and hopefully sire her children in order to tighten
            the bond between what was then the Third House, Xorlarrin-Do’Urden, and the First House, Baenre.
         

         
         Had he found Quenthel attractive? Yvonnel wondered. Had he desired her in any way? If not, was the trade-off still worth it to him? He had, after all, likely sired the future Matron Mother of Menzoberranzan in Myrineyl. 

         
         Or was it simply a matter of resignation on his part, for such was life in the city of the drow? Had he ever been in love?
            Had any in Menzoberranzan ever truly known that most wonderful and powerful emotion of all?
         

         
         Yvonnel had to think back to the earliest memories of her grandmother and namesake to feel any hints of such emotion in Yvonnel
            the Eternal. And even then, none of those memories matched the intensity she had felt when she had looked upon and come to
            know Drizzt Do’Urden.
         

         
          

         “They are not making a lie of my life,” Sos’Umptu Baenre told Matron Shakti Hunzrin soon after leaving House Baenre. She had
            not gone to the Hunzrin compound, in the section of Menzoberranzan known as Eastmyr—that would have been far too dangerous,
            for it was widely known that the Melarni were often there, including Matron Zhindia herself. Instead, Sos’Umptu had crossed
            through the Braeryn and past the fungi farm on the easternmost end of the great cavern, then out to the Isle of Rothé on the
            small lake of Donigarten. The Hunzrins controlled this area of Menzoberranzan, giving them far more power than their rank
            as the Eleventh House would indicate.
         

         
         The meeting had been prearranged.

         
         “Need it result in that?” Matron Shakti replied, surprising Sos’Umptu.

         
         The Baenre leaned back in her seat and regarded the matron for a few moments. Shakti’s closest ally was Matron Mez’Barris
            of the powerful Second House, the biggest rival of House Baenre, and she was also a frequent guest of Matron Zhindia Melarn.
         

         
         “Why have you requested this audience?” Shakti asked. “When First Priestess Charri returned from her efforts in the Braeryn and told me of your request, I admit I was taken by surprise. It is not often that Baenres and Hunzrins meet. Is Bregan D’aerthe finally failing House Baenre, then?” 

         
         Sos’Umptu resisted the urge to sharply retort. The Hunzrins were to the other houses, certainly to Mez’Barris Armgo, as Jarlaxle’s
            mercenary band was to House Baenre, serving as merchants beyond the confines of Menzoberranzan. Shakti’s question was absurd,
            of course, and the matron knew it, for Bregan D’aerthe had never been stronger, their bond with House Baenre never deeper.
         

         
         Indeed, Bregan D’aerthe had recaptured Luskan from the hordes unleashed by Hunzrin trade.

         
         “This is not about trade, Matron,” she quietly answered. “It is about preserving Menzoberranzan.”

         
         “The City of Spiders,” Shakti pointedly replied. “The city of Lolth. There is only one family trying to change that, it would
            seem.”
         

         
         “That is where you are mistaken,” Sos’Umptu dared to point out.

         
         “Ah, yes, House Xorlarrin, or should we call it Do’Urden now? If House Baenre is counting on Matron Zeerith Xorlarrin, then
            they . . . you, should prepare to be disappointed. At the first sign of defeat, she will preserve herself and her house, whatever
            gifts Matron Mother Quenthel might have bestowed upon her these last years. Matron Zeerith has ever been known as a windsock.”
         

         
         Sos’Umptu glanced at Charri, who stood to the side. Charri arched her eyebrows and shrugged, and even gave a little shake
            of her head when the normally reserved Sos’Umptu returned an angry glare.
         

         
         “Can we stop with this inane probing?” Sos’Umptu asked directly. “Matron Zeerith is a windsock? What, then, of Matron Shakti
            Hunzrin?”
         

         
         “Careful, High Priestess,” Shakti warned.

         
         “I sit on the Ruling Council, have you forgotten?” Sos’Umptu retorted. She knew she had the high ground here and the truth,
            for Shakti Hunzrin’s own history was one of double-dealing, even against Lolth. “I am Baenre—yes, still, even after my argument
            with Matron Mother Quenthel on the fields above. I come to you in good faith.”
         

         
         “To betray your house.”

         
         “No, to begin
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