










Dedication

To Diane. And to Julian, Camillo, Dominic, Charlie, and Owen, the
next generation as this wonderful journey continues.
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Dramatis Personae

In the past . . . all of them drow.

House Do’Urden
MATRON MALICE: The young and ferocious drow leads House
Do’Urden. Ambitious and insatiable, she is determined to
climb the hierarchy of Menzoberranzan’s nearly eighty
houses to one day gain a seat on the Ruling Council
reserved for the top eight houses.
ZAKNAFEIN DO’URDEN: Former weapon master of House
Simfray, Zaknafein was plucked from the battle which
destroyed that house and given to the insatiable and
ambitious Matron Malice Do’Urden to serve as her weapon
master and consort. With Zaknafein in the fold, House
Do’Urden is considered a real threat to many of those houses
ranked above them.
PATRON RIZZEN: Malice’s open consort, father of Nalfein, he is
considered an incredibly mediocre companion by the
ambitious Malice.
NALFEIN DO’URDEN: Malice’s oldest son, elderboy of the
house, Nalfein is everything one might expect from the loins



of Patron Rizzen.
BRIZA DO’URDEN: Malice’s eldest daughter. Huge and
formidable.

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 arcane magic.
KIRIY: Priestess of Lolth, daughter of Zeerith and
Horroodissomoth.

House Simfray
MATRON DIVINE SIMFRAY: Ruler of the minor house.

House Tr’arach
MATRON HAUZZ: Deceased matron of the minor house.
DUVON TR’ARACH: Son of Matron Hauzz, former weapon
master of House Tr’arach, determined to prove himself.
DAUNGELINA TR’ARACH: Oldest daughter of Matron Hauzz
and first priestess of the minor house.
DAB’NAY TR’ARACH: Daughter of Matron Hauzz. With the fall
of the house, currently in the service of Jarlaxle.



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 its 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: Eighth 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 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 logic 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

He could hear the labored breathing of his poor pony, but Regis
didn’t dare slow. For the shadows within the shadows were not far
away, black, misshapen things, lumbering and twisted by evil and
unrelenting anger.

Demons. Everywhere in the forest, demons.
The halfling weaved about the trees, urging poor Rumblebelly on.

He came down around a stone, the trail bending to the south and
into a clearing. He winced, noting the sheen of sweat on his pinto’s
brown-and-white coat.

At least now he could stop, but only briefly, and only because
Showithal Terdidy, one of the leaders of the Grinning Ponies, rode
into the small clearing from the other direction.

“Where is Doregardo?” Regis asked, pulling up alongside his
friend.

Showithal nodded back the way he had come. “The wood’s thick
with the fiends,” he said. “We’ll not get through.”

“And they’re all heading in the same direction,” Regis added.
Showithal nodded. “Doregardo is convinced that these monsters

are guided by a greater purpose, and that they know of Bleeding
Vines,” he explained. “The beasts are moving in a wide arc, by all



reports coming up and down the line, and will strike the town all at
once.”

“Then you’ve got to get there before them,” Regis ordered. “All of
you, turn about and ride as if the lives of all in Bleeding Vines
depend upon your speed, for surely that is the truth.”

“The farms . . . the villages . . .”
Regis shook his head. “You cannot get to them, and even if any of

you did, you’d only be leading demons to new victims. The farmers
will hear the monsters. They have lived in the wilds all their lives.
They will shelter and hide. You must get to Bleeding Vines. All of
you.”

“All of us, Spider Parrafin,” Showithal corrected.
Again Regis shook his head. “Waterdeep must be told,” Regis

explained. It was terribly hard for him to speak those words. He
wanted nothing more than to turn about and gallop all the way back
to Bleeding Vines, then ride the tram beside his beloved Donnola
and his dear Rumblebelly all the way to the safety of Gauntlgrym.
But he could not. Not now.

Not in this life.
In his previous life, Regis had been the tagalong, too often making

victory more difficult for his beloved Companions of the Hall instead
of helping them to achieve their goals—at least, that’s the way he
viewed it. In those long-ago years, Regis had been the least of the
heroes. This time, this rebirth, he had determined to change that
course. He would be no burden. He would live as a hero worthy of
the friendship of Drizzt, Bruenor, Catti-brie, and Wulfgar.

Now his path was clear before him. He had to get to Waterdeep,
the great City of Splendors, the Crown of the North, the most
influential and powerful city in all of Faerun. The lords of Waterdeep
could turn back the demon tide, and Regis had to get to them.

“If you’re on to Waterdeep, then you’re not riding alone,” Showithal
insisted, moving his own pony up beside Rumblebelly.

“Go tell the Grinning Ponies to return to Bleeding Vines,” Regis
ordered. “That mission, too, is critical.”

A commotion in the trees to the side turned the two.
Demons.



“Go!” Regis ordered, and he slapped the flank of Showithal’s pony,
sending the mount leaping away, then quick-turned Rumblebelly and
galloped off into the darkness in the other direction.

Heavy footsteps followed him as he wove again through the trees,
and buzzing loomed overhead, above the canopy.

“I know, my friend,” he whispered into poor Rumblebelly’s ear.
“Give me this run and you’ll find a rest.”

Regis didn’t believe it. He knew Rumblebelly would give him all
that he asked for, but understood, too, that he would likely run his
beautiful blue-eyed pony quite literally to its death.

But he had no choice.
They were all around him. They were above, and, he found out to

his great dismay, they were below him, for the ground to the side
erupted suddenly, huge pincers snipping tree roots with ease and a
massive demon clawing up from the earth. A hulking four-armed
glabrezu emerged with long, loping strides, easily pacing
Rumblebelly.

Behind Regis, a vulture-like fiend leaped and half flew, half ran in
close pursuit.

Rumblebelly’s breathing came in ragged gasps, and Regis knew
that he could no longer outrun this demon.

Still, he said, “No,” and he put his head lower, coaxing his poor
mount ahead more swiftly, recklessly even, and hoped that he would
not crash into a tree.

 
No halfling had ever ridden a pony better than Doregardo, Showithal
Terdidy fervently believed, and his dear friend was proving it to him
yet again.

Doregardo effortlessly took his black stallion through the tangle of
trees, hardly slowing for the obstacles and brambles, anticipating
each turn far ahead and leaning in, urging his pony ever forward,
obviously confident that the animal would obey. That the mount had
full confidence in him was just as obvious.

A host of demons chased Doregardo, including several he had
cleverly and brilliantly pulled from their pursuit of Showithal. They
would not catch Doregardo, Showithal believed.

No one could catch the great Doregardo of the Grinning Ponies.



He paced his mount down a slope into another copse of trees, the
demons scrambling close behind. Despite his confidence, Showithal
held his breath, and indeed grimaced when he saw those trees
shaking violently and heard the growls and roars and shrieks of the
fiends.

But Doregardo came galloping out the side, he and his mount
showing not a mark as far as the distant Showithal could see, and
there was no immediate pursuit—indeed, the battle in the copse
continued.

Showithal Terdidy managed a smile despite the desperate
situation. Doregardo had turned the demons back on each other, a
tangling mess of clawing, biting, chaotic frenzy.

When the two rejoined in a small clearing a short time later, it was
clear that Doregardo had bought them both some time.

“Our companions have all turned back for Bleeding Vines,”
Doregardo told his second-in-command. “We’ve lost none, but that
will not hold true for long.”

“Too many of the beasts,” Showithal agreed.
As if on cue, the brush behind them began to shake violently and a

pair of misshapen demons burst into the clearing. The halfling pair
were already away, though, Doregardo letting Showithal lead in a
straightaway run for the distant settlement, while he went back into
his forest dance.

But more shadows loomed at their flanks, and a loud buzzing
sound followed them overhead, and for all their efforts and all of
Doregardo’s brilliant maneuvering, when the pair joined once more
on a wide road farther along, they knew that they were in deep
trouble. They came together again soon after in another small
clearing, now understanding the depth of their predicament.

“Others will make it,” Doregardo said somberly to his friend.
“We’ll make it!” Showithal insisted.
Doregardo nodded, but clearly he was not convinced. Nor was

Showithal, for now the moving shadows were ahead of them, left and
right in the trees.

“Right, then,” Doregardo remarked. “Full charge, you. Head down
and gallop for all your pony’s life. I’ll keep our ugly fiend friends busy.
My love to Spider and Lady Donnola, aye?”



He kicked his pony and started away, but barely got moving, for
Showithal grabbed his reins, holding him and the pony back.

Doregardo looked at him curiously.
“You’ll break me clear, only for me to be caught farther along,”

Showithal explained. “And you know it. Only Doregardo can get to
Bleeding Vines, and only alone.”

“Others will get there,” Doregardo insisted.
“Perhaps, but is that a chance you are willing to take? How many

will be slaughtered if they are not forewarned?”
“Warn them, then, and I will join you!”
“No,” Showithal said softly. “You go, all speed.”
“I’ll grant you a head start.”
The two halflings, friends for all their lives, comrades in arms for

decades, shared a long look, one of friendship and brotherly love.
And of acceptance.
“Go,” Showithal said.
Still Doregardo shook his head.
“You will make a waste of my valor,” said Showithal.
Doregardo started to respond, but there was really nothing he

could say. He didn’t believe that either of them would get out of the
forest alive, but if one had a chance, given a head start here, it
would, of course, be him. “Pray Regis—Spider, makes Waterdeep,”
he said.

“Pray Doregardo makes Bleeding Vines,” Showithal replied. “And
pray he gets Lady Donnola and all the others down to the safety of
King Bruenor’s mighty gates.”

“I will see you there, then, my friend,” Doregardo said. “In
Gauntlgrym, where the demon horde will falter.”

Showithal nodded, but couldn’t find the strength to audibly
respond. He yanked back on the reins, then slapped Doregardo’s
black pony on the rump as it moved past him.

Doregardo charged away and Showithal Terdidy drew his sword.
It seemed a meager weapon indeed, measured against the

hulking forms scrambling about the shadows.
So be it.

 



Despite the pursuit, Regis had to slow Rumblebelly as he
descended a steep decline. Reins tight in his left hand, the halfling
grasped the small hand crossbow hung about his neck and kept
glancing back, expecting a huge demon to come leaping down upon
him. They were close, he knew, and yet none had attacked thus far.

He breathed a bit of relief when the ground leveled, and cut right
around a boulder at the bottom of the decline, gathering up to a
gallop once more on the level trail.

But Regis was riding blind here, in an area he did not know, and
the trail proved a false one, a dead end. A wall of trees loomed
ahead. He had nowhere to go.

He pulled up short and swung about, his only options to go back
the way he had come or to abandon Rumblebelly and run off on foot
through the tangle.

Around the boulder, not too far behind, came a pair of monsters:
the giant four-armed dog-faced demon, thrice the halfling’s height,
and another, not much smaller, that resembled a weird cross
between a large humanoid and a buzzard.

Regis considered his puny weapons, fully confident that either of
these monsters alone could easily tear him apart.

“We die together, Rumblebelly,” he said as the pair slowly
approached, their stalking angles clearly coordinated and leaving
him no room to charge past them and break free. “I could not find a
more valiant companion with whom to share these last, most
glorious moments. What ho!”

Rumblebelly reared and whinnied as if in agreement, and as the
pony came back to all fours, Regis moved to kick him into a charge.

He held, though, and tugged the reins more forcefully to hold back
the sweating steed, for across the way, the demons had turned—not
back, but upon each other!

The vulture demon, a vrock, started it, swinging about suddenly—
so abruptly that it stumbled upon its companion, giving some
strange, strained shriek, then leaping high, flapping its winglike arms,
and falling down hard on the four-armed monster, snapping its head
forward to drive its pointed beak powerfully into demon flesh. It
aimed for the neck, and almost got it, which would have ended the
fight immediately, but the glabrezu turned just enough to take the hit



in its shoulder. Both of its pincer arms immediately clamped about
the vrock, and the much heavier glabrezu continued its turn,
throwing itself and its attacker off balance, to fall upon the ground in
a heap, where they rolled and thrashed, punching, biting, pecking.
And those great and terrible pincers snapped and dragged, digging
deep gouges in the vrock, from which spurted green bile and black
blood.

Regis didn’t know how to decipher the scene before him. He knew
demons were chaotic in the extreme, knew that they would kill
anything, even each other. But never could he have expected this
sudden turn, not with a plump halfling and a plumper pony right there
for easy feasting.

So shocked was he that he didn’t, couldn’t, respond for many
moments as the two fiendish behemoths rolled and gored each other
with demonic abandon. He did wince, though, repeatedly, at the
ghastly sounds emanating from the monstrous battle, and
Rumblebelly flattened his ears and backed away nervously. Regis
was a seasoned enough rider to recognize that his poor pony was
near the edge of collapse here, with fright if not exhaustion.

That brought the halfling from his trance. He leaned forward and
whispered assurances in his pony’s ear.

“Come, Rumblebelly,” he said. “Easy now and let us get past these
beasts.”

He edged his pony forward, veering to the side, and if a pony
could be said to tiptoe, Rumblebelly was doing exactly that.

Regis didn’t turn to regard the rolling, battling demons. He stayed
low, continuing to whisper into Rumblebelly’s ear, preparing to
launch the pony into a leap and run. He was about to do just that
when both he and his pony jerked suddenly, startled. Regis sat up
straight, while Rumblebelly desperately backed up once more, head
going high in surprise and terror as a dark form flew across in front of
them.

That form, the body of the vrock, hit a tree and wrapped halfway
around it, sliding down to the ground at its base, black smoke rising
from the corpse as the dead thing sank back across the planes of
existence to the smoldering Abyss.



That left the glabrezu, rising up to its full height, battered but very
much alive, and very, very angry.

The demon moved out from the side of the trail, four arms out wide
as if daring the halfling to try to ride past it.

Regis knew he couldn’t make it. He thought to dismount and
attack, opening the way for his beloved pony.

But where might Rumblebelly go?
“We fight, my valiant steed,” he said aloud, trying to exude

confidence and lifting his fine rapier up into the air before him. “For
Rumblebelly, for Bleeding Vines, for the Companions of the Hall!”

 
By the time Doregardo regained full control of his startled mount, he
had put some distance between himself and Showithal, and had left
his friend out of sight as his pony dodged down and around some
trees, then crested a short ridge and clambered down the back side.
The leader of the Grinning Ponies pulled the reins hard, his pony
leaning back and skidding to a stop. Then, with legs and expert
control of the bridle, Doregardo had his mount quickly into a gallop.

Horse and rider nearly got run over then as Showithal’s pony
charged past.

Showithal’s riderless pony.
Only then did Doregardo recognize the screams behind him, the

wails of his friend. He kicked his pony and leaped away, but skidded
again at the sound of a last, desperate dying shriek.

Doregardo’s friendship demanded that he go back for Showithal.
Doregardo’s responsibility to his people demanded that he

continue in the retreat, organizing and warning any allies he could
find.

But it was Doregardo’s pledge to Lady Donnola that left no choice
in the matter. Bleeding Vines had to be forewarned or hundreds
would die.

“Fare well in the Green Fields of Mount Celestia, my friend,” he
whispered to the night wind, and he pulled his mount around again
and charged away for the halfling town.

For all his regret, and there was indeed much, Doregardo
understood that he had chosen right when he was spotted by the



night sentries of Bleeding Vines, hailing him and, he quickly learned,
fully oblivious to the coming army of fiends.

“To arms! To arms!” the halfling sentries shouted, a call carried
down the line, all about, and then through the small village as
candles showed in every house.

Doregardo charged his mount straight for Lady Donnola’s modest
home, and met her coming out her door.

“We cannot fight them,” he shouted before even properly greeting
her. “To arms, nay! To Gauntlgrym, or we all shall die!”

“Them?”
“Demons, milady. Such a horde as I have never seen, and never

heard in the songs of bards. Demons to rival the flights of dragons
that laid waste to Vaasa in the time of the Witch King!”

Lady Donnola, who of course was well aware of Doregardo’s
penchant for hyperbole, arched her eyebrow at that.

“Showithal is dead, milady,” Doregardo told her somberly, and it so
happened that Showithal’s pony was not far away, standing forlornly,
untethered and unattended.

“Where is Regis?” she asked with sudden urgency.
“Determined to get word to Waterdeep.”
“You just said . . .” she started to reply, but her voice trailed off.
Doregardo understood her resignation here, for they both knew

that Regis would not be easily turned from such a mission when it
was clearly so critical for the survival of Bleeding Vines. “We cannot
fight them,” Doregardo told her. “We cannot stop them. To
Gauntlgrym, I beg, and let us pray that King Bruenor’s defenses will
hold back the horde.”

“You question the might of Gauntlgrym?” Donnola retorted,
shaking her head.

Doregardo didn’t answer, but just sat stone-faced upon his stallion.
“That many?” Donnola asked.
“Run, lady, I beg. Do not even try to stop them or slow them. Just

run.”
The word went out from Donnola to her personal guards, and from

them to the sentries. And so the retreat to Gauntlgrym echoed all
through the small town. Halflings grabbed whatever they could carry
and ran for the tunnel entrance to the dwarven city, where one tram



was always stationed at the ready and another could be quickly
retrieved from the mountain depths.

On Donnola’s order, Doregardo rode over to the tram platform to
organize the retreat at that most critical choke point.

Other members of the Grinning Ponies and the Kneebreakers
filtered into the town from the surrounding hills and forests, many
carrying wounds from skirmishes with the demonic horde. Any who
could help did so, the disciplined group aiding the other halflings to
board the carts, then sending the tram away into the dark decline to
Gauntlgrym as soon as the next one’s lights were spotted in the
return tunnel.

Families, children, horses, livestock, pets, and treasure came with
every group, all rushing to board the tram, and despite the lack of
notice, the evacuation seemed to be progressing smoothly.

But then the demonic howls began to echo, carried on the wind,
and a great buzzing sound filled the air as a swarm of flying
chasmes bore down on the doomed village.

Doregardo shouted orders every which way, his subordinates
relaying them.

“Flying monsters!” one told him.
“Call the gals and boys together,” Doregardo determinedly replied.

“We fight to the last, that our friends will escape.”
Not a Grinning Pony, not a Kneebreaker blinked at that expected

command—in many ways, it was unnecessary for Doregardo to utter
it. They formed up without complaint.

Pony ears went flat all up and down that line when the dark cloud
of chasmes appeared over a nearby hill, black against the starry sky,
and in that moment, Doregardo feared that most of the village would
be slaughtered.

That feeling only deepened when another black cloud appeared,
this one right overhead, filled with flashes of lightning.

“What demon magic, this?” one of the halfling band cried.
“Nah,” came a gruff response that had the halflings, Doregardo

included, looking back toward the tram, to see an old dwarf staring
back at them. “That’s just me brudder,” Ivan Bouldershoulder
explained as the thunder began to rumble.



A strong wind kicked up, blowing straight in the ugly faces of the
flying demons, slowing their approach. Bolts of lightning shot out of
the cloud, not randomly but aimed, slicing into the monstrous flock.

“Me brudder,” Ivan Bouldershoulder said with a proud smile,
mimicking Pikel’s strange accent.

The second loaded tram rolled from the elevated station into the
dark cave, diving down into the mountain. Up came the third,
rambling into place, and this one was filled with dwarven warriors,
Clan Battlehammer soldiers, who leaped out and formed a defensive
line, ushering fleeing halflings through.

Doregardo’s chest swelled with pride and hope at the precision
and discipline of his own people and their brave neighbors. Still, he
knew that he and his charges would be in desperate battle soon, for
the magical cloud would not be enough to fully halt the demonic
aerial swarm.

Holding heavy crossbows, a host of Battlehammer dwarves ran in
front of Doregardo’s defensive cavalry line. As one, they fell to a
knee, leaving enough space between each for a pony to pass
through, and lifted their weapons at the coming threat. Down at the
right end of the line, not far from Doregardo, the dwarven
commander barked out her command to hold.

Despite the dire circumstances, Doregardo couldn’t suppress his
grin when he regarded the dwarven woman. He wasn’t sure whether
it was Fist or Fury, Tannabritches or Mallabritches, the twin queens
of Gauntlgrym. It was one of them, though, a wife of King Bruenor
himself, out here on the very front line to hold back a horde of
demons.

The chasmes closed. Another bolt of lightning reached out,
shooting a line of destruction down the middle of the pack, blasting
some to shreds, searing the delicate wings off many others so that
they fell spinning to the ground. But Pikel’s cloud was dissipating,
and many of the demons remained.

“Let fly!” the dwarven commander yelled, and as one, the
crossbowmen fired, a swarm of heavy bolts reaching into the night
sky—a few converging on the same target, as the skilled
Battlehammers chose their marks accordingly. A dozen more
chasmes fell out of the air.



“Load!” came the immediate order, already being carried out.
“For Queen Mallabritches!” shouted one dwarf near Doregardo,

clarifying the commander’s identity for him.
“Huzzah!” they all yelled, and the halflings joined in.
Down came the demons, and out leaped the halfling cavalry.

“Fours!” Doregardo yelled, and the riders broke into diamond-shaped
formations with their mounts.

“Up tall, Battlehammers,” roared Queen Mallabritches, “and put
the high low.”

Doregardo didn’t quite know what that command might mean, and
he was too busy to figure it out at the moment. Leading his
foursome, he charged upon a trio of chasmes, the demons rearing,
their long stingers twitching in anticipation of the taste of blood.

Two remained close to the ground to engage the halflings, but the
third, the central one at whom Doregardo was charging, lifted up
higher suddenly, while its companions sped in, viselike, at
Doregardo.

He spun his pony expertly, sword going one way to fend off one
chasme, the pony bucking and kicking out behind to send the other
flying.

Then Doregardo understood the dwarf queen’s command, for a
host of crossbow bolts crackled the air above him, slamming into the
rising demon as soon as it had gotten clear of Doregardo’s head,
killing the beast, putting the “high low,” as she had ordered.

Doregardo’s three companions came in hard to the fight, a pair
overwhelming the chasme he had fended with his sword, driving the
ugly half-human, half-insect monster down low with their long
spears, then trampling it with their well-trained mounts. To the other
side, the chasme stunned by Doregardo’s pony lifted up as the group
galloped in, but it flew too high and a volley of dwarven crossbow
bolts ripped it apart.

It was a good start. But it was only a start, Doregardo knew, and
his group was under assault again before they had even properly re-
formed their diamond. Off to his right came calls for help from other
riders as the cavalry worked hard to keep up with the more
maneuverable and quicker chasmes.



But many of those demons swept right over the halflings, facing
another crossbow volley in order to close in on those dwarves.
Enough got through, though, and Doregardo understood that his
aerial support was at its end when Queen Mallabritches
commanded, “Axe!”

The halfling worked his sword across his body at one attacker,
then brought it back just in time to intercept the sudden rush of
another, the slashing blade halving the demon’s long proboscis.
Doregardo took the moment of reprieve to glance back at
Mallabritches’s forces to see if they needed help. His gaze went
beyond the dwarven line, though, despite the heavy combat all along
it, and he noted the last car of another tram disappearing into the
mountain on its way to Gauntlgrym. It was replaced almost
immediately by a fourth, another filled with Battlehammer warriors—
and not just any Battlehammers, but the famed Gutbuster Brigade.
These elite, vicious battleragers leaped from the tram before it had
even climbed the platform and settled into place, hitting the ground
running, rolling, bouncing—it didn’t matter—contorting themselves
every which way to get to the fight as quickly as possible.

That heartened Doregardo, of course, but it also frightened him.
Their only course, he believed, was to cover the last fleeing villagers,
then themselves retreat, with all haste, to the greater defenses of
Gauntlgrym.

True to their reputation, the battleragers didn’t seem as if they
were in any mood for a retreat. The stubborn fools would probably
remain out here in their battle lust even after all the innocents had
been evacuated. If that was the case, the halfling leader decided,
they would be on their own.

He turned back with his team, the diamond shifting to go out to the
right, where a family of halflings ran for their lives from a pursuing
flying demon.

As they moved to intercept, Doregardo noted rustling from the
distant trees. The horde had come, and now it pounced upon them,
misshapen humanoid forms, the wretched lesser demons known as
manes, shambling out of the brush like an army of humans risen
from the dead. Behind them, between them, here and there came
their masters, the true demons of all types, enough of them alone,



not even counting the multitude of manes and chasmes, to be
considered an overwhelming force.

“Get them in quick, my riders!” he told his three companions.
They had just put themselves between the halflings and the

pursuing beasts, engaging the chasme, when a cracking sound drew
the cavalry leader’s eyes to the tree line once more.

He worried that yet another foe was emerging. Instead he saw,
standing before the advancing horde, a lone figure—a green-robed
dwarf—one arm raised and waving. The dwarf was calling upon the
grasses and trees, Doregardo realized . . . and the plants were
listening!

Branches bent to swat at demons; grasses wrapped the ankles of
the manes, slowing some, stopping others. Hope blossomed, but
only for a moment, for then a hulking demon put an end to the
dwarven druid’s spell. A mighty balor demon, the greatest of
demonkind other than the demon lords themselves, had come. All
darkness and fire, the powerful creature stamped its foot, sending
rolling flames outward to punish the grass and shrubs that dared try
to grasp it, and it moved determinedly for the lone dwarf, its whip of
fire rolling high, snapping forward and spewing deadly flames.

It cracked right above the dwarf, Pikel Bouldershoulder, who
melted downward below it, and the whip spat forth a tremendous
fireball.

Though it was far away, the heat of the blast washed over
Doregardo. He strained to see through the smoke, to catch sight of
the dwarf.

But no. He had to consider that Pikel, the sommelier of Bleeding
Vines, the druid green-thumb who had fostered the wonderful
vineyard, had been killed.

And Doregardo knew that he couldn’t go to Pikel, or to his body.
They were out of time. He called for his group to turn, shouted a
general retreat, and galloped back toward the tram station. Other
diamond groups linked up with them, and they shifted their formation
accordingly, riding tight, fighting defensively, a host of spears and
swords lifting to fend off any chasme that got too near. Back by the
trams, the battleragers leaped and spun, throwing themselves upon
demons and simply shaking the beasts to shreds under the ridges of



their sharpened armor so effectively that Queen Mallabritches had
nearly half of her contingent up with crossbows again, while the rest
gathered up the fallen—more than a dozen—and dragged them for
the tram.

Away went that train, and yet another came up, and more dwarves
joined the fight, and there, in a semicircle right before the tram
station, the halflings and the dwarves made their stand as the last of
Bleeding Vines’s civilians, including Lady Donnola herself, rode that
tram away.

“Now we die,” Doregardo told his soldiers, “so die well,” and he
shared a grim nod with Queen Mallabritches.

“You should go, good queen,” he told her.
“Me sister’ll be givin’ Bruenor his heirs,” she replied with a smile

and a wink, and she banged her warhammer hard against her shield.
In came the manes, and the halflings and dwarves cut them down

twenty to one—but there were enough of the wretched beasts to
accept those losses and still prevail.

Another tram rolled up, though with few dwarves aboard this time,
for Gauntlgrym was obviously calling for a full retreat.

“Ponies!” Doregardo yelled, and it was echoed down the line. In
such close quarters, the ponies would become a liability, but of
course there wasn’t a Grinning Pony or a Kneebreaker who would
not sacrifice his or her own life for their beloved mounts. So they
dismounted—many already had—and started to usher their horses
toward the tram.

But loading a pony on a tram was no easy task in calm times, and
with the battle raging all around, such an action seemed more
dangerous than fighting a demon.

He had no easy answers, and lamented that his beloved mount
was likely doomed. Even as those melancholy thoughts threatened
to crash over him, a piping melody filled the air above the din of
battle, the clashing weapons, and the demonic shrieks, and the
halfling watched in amazement as a dwarf, the one and only Pikel
Bouldershoulder, stepped out from a tree—not from beside a tree,
but out of a tree!—playing the pipes with surprising adeptness. The
music from those pipes calmed the ponies, and they boarded the



tram placidly as Pikel ran up and down the line, kicking the cart
doors closed as each filled.

Away went the tram, and Doregardo took heart that his beloved
pony might survive this awful day. He then turned back and launched
himself at a demon mane, fully expecting that he would not.

 
The demon responded with a word of its own, a croaking, grating
combination of hard syllables that sounded to Regis like a porcupine
being rubbed across the flesh of a giant frog.

He thought to taunt the demon, but then, so suddenly, his only
thought was to try, futilely, to hold on to his weapon as the stunning
magic of the infernal beast’s word of power slapped his
consciousness.

Dazed, he nearly fell. Dazed, Rumblebelly stumbled sideways.
The dog-faced demon grinned wickedly and came forward a step

—
Then thrashed, as the air before it suddenly filled with spinning

magical blades, a wall of whirring weapons, cutting and biting at
demon flesh. The demon’s pincers snapped and swatted, and the
floating magical swords clicked and sparked and some flew wide,
dissipating to nothingness. Some struck true, though, and lines of
blood erupted about the glabrezu, but it didn’t back down, stubbornly
fighting the blades, clearly diminishing them, picking them out of this
wall of summoned fury one at a time.

Regis didn’t know what to make of it, didn’t know how this powerful
dweomer might have come to be. He knew it to be a temporary
reprieve, though, and could only hope that the demon would be more
severely wounded by the time it got through the wall of bladed
mayhem. He looked around to find an avenue of escape, and he saw
her.

She came out of the trees behind him, behind his pony, startling
the halfling so terribly that he nearly fell from his seat yet again. She
was beautiful and terrible and powerful, but mostly, to Regis, she
was beautiful.

For he knew this young woman, this powerful drow named
Yvonnel, daughter of Gromph, friend of Drizzt, and relief flooded
through him. He was certain he couldn’t beat a glabrezu.



But Yvonnel probably could.
She walked past him without acknowledging him, her gaze locked

on the demon, who stared back at her hatefully as it slapped aside
the last of the magical blades. Its skin hung in tatters, one pincer
chipped short, both hands bloody.

It did not seem as if it would be falling over dead anytime soon,
however.

Regardless, Yvonnel did not falter in her approach. “Ecanti’tu
Rethnorel, desper nosferat,” she said, then repeated.

The glabrezu growled.
“Ecanti’tu Rethnorel, desper nosferat.”
Regis didn’t understand the words, and didn’t even believe them to

be the language of the drow, but he could sense their power.
The demon growled again, but came up straight, out of its

aggressive crouch, almost leaning back.
Yvonnel kept her determined and steady approach.
“Ecanti’tu Rethnorel, desper nosferat,” she recited, and Regis’s

eyes went wide as he realized the strength in those words, as if
Yvonnel’s breath, blowing them out, was that of a magical dragon,
one designed specifically against the life force of a demon. Rethnorel
sounded like a name to him—the demon’s name, he decided.

“Ecanti’tu Rethnorel, desper nosferat.”
The halfling noticed black shadows flowing backward from the

glabrezu, as if Yvonnel’s words had created a killing wind that struck
at its corporeal form and blew back the demonic essence animating
that physical body. Every syllable hit Rethnorel the way the flowing
breath of a speaker might make the flame of a candle blow back.

Yvonnel was quite literally blowing out the life force of this
monstrous fiend.

“Ecanti’tu Rethnorel, desper nosferat,” she continued, her voice
growing more powerful still. She was close enough for the glabrezu
to reach out with its pincer arms and cut her in half. But somehow, it
could not. The fiend simply stood very still, leaning back from the
drow, and it appeared to take all of Rethnorel’s willpower and
strength just to hold that pose.

Yvonnel recited the words of power again, then pursed her lips,
leaned forward, and blew, and such a gust of wind came forth that



the branches of all the trees before her shook as if in a hurricane,
and the black shadows of the demon stretched back many strides
from its form. Then, as if its entire life force exited with those
shadows, the hulking creature lifted off the ground and flapped
weirdly, like clothing hung out to dry in that same hurricane. It
wobbled, it flew away, it disappeared.

Yvonnel stopped. She stood very still, clearly trying to compose
herself and regain her strength.

Finally she lifted her head, nodded at her handiwork, then looked
back to regard Regis.

He nearly fell to his knees under the supernatural weight of that
stare, not in gratitude but in worship.

He tried to speak his thanks, but his shivering mouth would not
form words.

 
Doregardo came back to consciousness as he tumbled over some
small wall, landing hard despite a myriad of hands trying to catch
him. It took him a moment to realize he had been pulled into one of
the tram carts, and the hands grabbing at him belonged to a pair of
dwarves and many of his own Grinning Ponies riders. He looked to
them, but they didn’t return the stare, all instead looking past him,
and with open horror on their faces. Doregardo pulled himself up and
managed to glance back, and then he understood, for there stood
the greatest demon of the field, the mighty balor of fire and darkness.

Doregardo’s thoughts whirled as he tried to remember how he had
become unconscious. Had the balor thrown him into the cart?

But no, he realized as the tram rolled away, speeding as it turned
down the steeply descending tunnel, for in that moment, another
form had revealed itself: the lean body of a drow, and one he knew.

Standing on the raised platform. Not in a cart.
It was him, Doregardo thought. The halfling had been hoisted over

the back wall of the last cart of the last tram by Drizzt Do’Urden. Who
was still out there. Doregardo heard a whistle, clear and smooth, but
didn’t understand the significance in that moment of confusion and
fear. For Drizzt was out there.

With the demons.
With the balor.



And then the cart made another turn, and the drow warrior was
lost to Doregardo’s view.



Part 1
The Daggers of Bregan

D’aerthe

Jarlaxle has spent many hours of late—since the resurrection of
Zaknafein—relating to me tales of his early days beside my father in
Menzoberranzan. His purpose, I expect, is to help me better get to
know this man who was so important to me in my early years, a man
whose past has remained mostly a mystery until now. Perhaps
Jarlaxle sees this as a way to bridge the divide that I have
unexpectedly found separating me from my father, to soften the
edges of Zaknafein’s attitudes toward any who are not drow.

What I have found most of all, however, is that Jarlaxle’s stories
have told me more about Jarlaxle than they have about Zaknafein,
most especially of the evolution of Jarlaxle and his mercenary band
of Bregan D’aerthe. I view this evolution with great optimism, as it
seems to me a smaller example of that which I hope might come
about within the drow culture as a whole.

When he started his band of outcasts, Jarlaxle did so simply to
keep himself alive. He was a houseless rogue, a reality that in
Menzoberranzan typically ensured one a difficult and short
existence. But clever Jarlaxle collected others in similar straits and
brought them together, and made of these individuals a powerful
force that offered value to the ruling matrons without threatening



them. That band, though, was not the same as the Bregan D’aerthe
that now controls the city of Luskan, and the distinction is not subtle,
though I’m not sure if Jarlaxle himself is even conscious of it.

Bregan D’aerthe is a very different troupe now, but the change, I
expect, has been gradual across the centuries. Jarlaxle, too, must be
different.

And so, dare I hope that Zaknafein will find his way as well?
In the beginning, the Bregan D’aerthe reflected the savage culture

of Menzoberranzan’s houses, and in many ways exploited the
schisms within Menzoberranzan, both interhouse and intrahouse.
Great indeed were those treacheries! My own life was spared the
sacrificial blade only because my brother Dinin murdered my brother
Nalfein on the day of my birth. Everyone knew the truth of it,
including our mother, Matron Malice, and yet there was no
punishment to Dinin. Rather, there was only gain because of the
clever manner in which he had executed Nalfein, away from obvious
witnesses. Similarly, I would guess that nearly half the matrons
serving as the heads of drow houses arrived at their station by killing
(or at least by helping to facilitate the death of) their own mothers.
This is the way of Lolth and so this is the way of the drow and so this
was the way of Bregan D’aerthe.

As such, Jarlaxle gave his underlings free rein and little guidance
as they tried to climb the hierarchy of Bregan D’aerthe. His only rule,
from what I can fathom, was that members take care of the cost that
any of their actions might incur upon him. His underlings would fight
and cheat, steal and kill, and Jarlaxle did not care enough to get
involved. A murdered associate would have to be properly replaced
at the expense of the murderer, I suppose, but Jarlaxle imposed no
moral code upon his underlings.

I sometimes wonder if he was then possessed of such a code
himself.

I ask that honestly, for while I do not doubt that he has always held
some code of honor, that is not necessarily the same thing as a
moral center. Artemis Entreri held on to some misplaced sense of
honor, too, but it is only in very recent times that he has allowed
simple morality to even seep into his decisions.



But then, Artemis Entreri viewed the human societies in much the
same way that Jarlaxle—and Zaknafein—viewed the drow:
irredeemable and wretched and worthy of his extreme scorn and
ultimate judgment.

What a sad waste is such an outlook!
When Jarlaxle relates those early stories of his band of not-

brothers, he doesn’t even seem aware of the stark differences that
are representative of Bregan D’aerthe today. Then, the secret
society survived by strength alone, by Jarlaxle’s ability to will the
disparate and rivalrous troupe through the tasks put before him by
the matrons, particularly Matron Mother Baenre. From all that I can
extrapolate through these stories, Jarlaxle lost more foot soldiers to
Bregan D’aerthe blades than to those of enemies.

Now, though, I witness a much different structure within Bregan
D’aerthe, and one very much more powerful.

For Jarlaxle has given to his followers something truly special
among the Lolth-serving drow: an element of trust.

And he does so by example. Jarlaxle has entrusted Kimmuriel
Oblodra with the very leadership of the band on those many
occasions when he, Jarlaxle, is out on some adventure or other. He
has even tasked Kimmuriel with reining in his own worst excesses—
with keeping Jarlaxle himself in line!

Jarlaxle has given great latitude to Beniago in his role as High
Captain Kurth, overseeing the city of Luskan. Beniago does not
consult with Jarlaxle about his every move, and yet Jarlaxle trusts in
him to operate the city smoothly, profitably, and, I am led to believe,
with some measure of the general welfare and common good of the
citizens in mind.

Perhaps most telling of all is the manner in which Jarlaxle has
accepted the mighty former archmage. Gromph Baenre is not a full
member of Bregan D’aerthe, from all that I can tell, but he resides in
Luskan as the ultimate archmage of the Hosttower of the Arcane,
and does so at the sufferance of Jarlaxle. The Hosttower itself could
not have been rebuilt if not for Jarlaxle’s approval, for Gromph would
never have been able to go against the whole of Bregan D’aerthe
and would have found no support from King Bruenor, and certainly
no help in the construction from Catti-brie.



Jarlaxle granted Gromph this greatest of wizard towers, a force as
singularly powerful as any castle I have ever known, even that of
King Gareth Dragonsbane in Damara, or of Sorcere, the drow school
of wizards in Menzoberranzan. The collection of magic, and of those
who can expertly wield such magic, now residing in the Hosttower
could unleash unimaginable devastation.

But it won’t. Jarlaxle knows it won’t. Gromph’s acceptance into
Bregan D’aerthe, and into the city controlled by Bregan D’aerthe,
was highly conditional. His leash is short, and yet a large part of that
leash lies in the realm of trust.

And that’s all possible because Bregan D’aerthe has grown, has
evolved. As their leader goes, they go.

And that gives me hope.
So I dare. Dare hope that Jarlaxle’s influence and example will find

their way into Zaknafein’s heart.
Even still, I fear that Zaknafein’s transformation will not come in

time to earn friendship, even familial love, from Catti-brie or from our
child, and in that instance, it will not be in time to earn the love of
Drizzt Do’Urden.

I hope that is not the case.
But he is my family by blood. And she is my family by choice.
I have come to learn that the latter is a stronger bond.

—Drizzt Do’Urden



Chapter 1
Running Free

The Year of the False Bargain
Dalereckoning 1118

“Your mood is foul, friend,” Jarlaxle said to Arathis Hune in the
tavern known as the Oozing Myconid one remarkable night.

“My road has been long,” the weary and wary assassin replied.
“And soon will be again, I am told. Every third year, it seems,
someone in Ched Nasad is in need of being murdered.”

“You’re good at it,” Jarlaxle said, lifting a glass of powerful
mushroom bourbon in a toast.

“Tell it to the one who fills my purse,” Arathis Hune dryly replied,
and Jarlaxle returned a grin at the assassin’s quip . . . as Jarlaxle
was the one who filled Arathis Hune’s purse.

“Nothing has been decided regarding the City of Shimmering
Webs,” Jarlaxle replied, after calling for a drink for his associate.

“No movement from Matron Mother Baenre?”
“None. I doubt she even cares enough to remember that she

wanted to kill somebody there. Or, more likely, she put forth the
whispers of dispatching assassins, and that alone was enough to
elicit the behavioral change she desired. Surely, she—we have killed
enough people there so that even a Baenre whisper—”

“I,” Arathis Hune corrected. “I have killed enough people. It hasn’t
been ‘we’ in decades regarding anything to do with Ched Nasad.”



Jarlaxle leaned back in his chair to take a long look at his
assassin, at the deepening of the man’s ill mood as soon as Jarlaxle
had informed him that a journey to Ched Nasad would be unlikely.
The assassin had darkened, and that after he had hinted that he
really didn’t want to undertake the mission.

So why had he grown so salty?
Jarlaxle’s own mood was souring, too. The assassin’s words about

his lack of involvement in recent missions rang true enough. Bregan
D’aerthe was growing strong in Menzoberranzan, but that impressive
reputation—and rising number of foot soldiers—had forced Jarlaxle
to all but abandon the roads beyond the city. Bregan D’aerthe was
too tempting a target for the matrons of powerful houses—would he
go to Ched Nasad or some other distant locale only to return to
discover that the matron of House Barrison Del’Armgo or some other
rival of Matron Mother Baenre had seized control of his mercenary
band? Jarlaxle had spent fifteen decades building Bregan D’aerthe,
whose quarters now sprawled in the tunnels of the Clawrift, the great
chasm that split the cavern holding the drow city, and he wasn’t
about to lose it.

No, he simply wouldn’t risk that. Not now. Not when Bregan
D’aerthe was not yet strong enough to scare away any such
attempts. And so he stayed in this city, while Arathis Hune went on
the important missions far out in the Underdark.

That alone could not explain the assassin’s mood, though. Jarlaxle
had come to entrust Arathis Hune with these critically important kills.
That confidence should bring satisfaction to Arathis Hune, he
supposed, as the man maneuvered to become a powerful boss
within the clandestine organization. So, again: why was he sour?

Could he know the significance of this occasion? Could Arathis
Hune know why he was summoned to the Stenchstreets? If so, the
man’s barely disguised scowl would be understood.

It was an unnerving thought.
Jarlaxle rarely second-guessed himself, but he was doing so at

that moment. This was a special night for him, more important to him
than he had anticipated, because he was meeting another old friend
and associate, one he had barely seen over the past thirty years.
Someone, he realized, he missed fiercely.



Not that he could blame his friend for the long absence. As the
weapon master of a rising drow house, he’d been instrumental in
helping his matron climb the ranks of Menzoberranzan’s difficult
hierarchy. As such, his reputation had grown large—even though
that reputation did not do justice to his true skill with his swords—and
so Zaknafein Do’Urden was not often seen outside of House
Do’Urden of late. He had made too many enemies, and made
nervous too many matrons of houses that might be next in line or
those hindering the ambitious Matron Malice Do’Urden’s determined
climb toward her seat at the spider-shaped table of the city’s Ruling
Council.

Even rarer was Zaknafein outside House Do’Urden alone, and
rarer still would the weapon master venture to the Braeryn, the
Stenchstreets, the underbelly of a city whose finest neighborhoods
often knew murder.

Jarlaxle cherished the fact that Zaknafein would risk all that to
meet up.

“I had thought you would enjoy a night of respite,” Jarlaxle
apologized. “If you would prefer otherwise . . .”

“A hundred years, is it?” Arathis Hune interrupted.
Jarlaxle started to respond, but held back the words. A hundred

years indeed, he thought, since he had first pulled Zaknafein—then
Zaknafein Simfray—from a battlefield littered with the bodies of two
warring drow houses.

Arathis Hune glanced at the bar across the room, where an
impressive silver-haired woman leaned back against the far wall, a
drink in her hand, several men listening to her every word, clearly
enraptured and hoping for a night in her bed.

“A hundred years for priestess Dab’nay Tr’arach, as well,” the
assassin remarked.

“Just Dab’nay,” Jarlaxle corrected. “She has abandoned her
familial name, and no longer openly professes herself as a priestess.
But yes, ten-eighteen was a good year for Bregan D’aerthe. We
doubled our number, fattened our coffers, and added some very
powerful associates.”

“Some?”
“Three.”



“Now just that one,” Arathis Hune said, nodding his chin toward
the former noble daughter of House Tr’arach.

“More than one,” Jarlaxle argued, but he left it at that. Duvon
Tr’arach, Dab’nay’s brother, had been all but lost to Bregan D’aerthe,
for Jarlaxle had sold him to House Fey-Branche, to become their
weapon master until one of Matron Byrtyn’s own children could
become proficient and veteran enough to assume the mantle. He
had done so with Duvon’s blessing, however, and so Jarlaxle had
made it clear Duvon had a home when that time came.

And Zaknafein was simply too busy with his duties to Matron
Malice, and too “hot” to be out often on the streets, given Malice’s
growing list of powerful enemies, to be of much use these days. But
he would always be welcome among the Bregan D’aerthe.

Regardless, Arathis Hune, again, wasn’t wrong. There was no
doubt in Jarlaxle’s mind about which addition had made that year,
1018, so special.

As if reading Jarlaxle’s thoughts, Arathis Hune snorted and moved
across the tavern to join Dab’nay and some others. Jarlaxle watched
him all the way, though he wasn’t too concerned with anything
regarding the man. This rogue could be quite the charming fellow,
laughed as often as he scowled, made love as often as he made
mischief, and could drink more than any drow ought. While that
could surely aggravate Jarlaxle, and sometimes even concerned
him, in the end he trusted that he understood the assassin’s loyalties
enough to feel secure about Arathis Hune.

“Perhaps I have been too severe with you of late,” Jarlaxle
whispered under his breath. The mercenary leader nodded and took
another sip of his liquor. Although it hadn’t been a constant, Jarlaxle
had watched a rising melancholy within Arathis Hune ever since that
long-ago day when Zaknafein Simfray had been taken from the
battlefield, a melancholy that seemed to diminish whenever
Zaknafein was absent for extended periods. Of course they were
rivals, these two magnificent killers, and so of course Hune would
remain skeptical and cautious regarding Zaknafein. But this seemed
even more than that, a level of jealousy that surprised Jarlaxle.

Jarlaxle didn’t like to be surprised.



He sighed, took another sip, and turned back toward the door—
and nearly jumped out of his chair to find a very dangerous drow
standing right beside him. With a nod, Zaknafein took a seat next to
Jarlaxle, looking past the mercenary to the bar and the other two
powerful members of Bregan D’aerthe.

“Priestess Tr’arach and Arathis Hune? They plot your demise, of
course,” Zaknafein said.

“They would not be the only ones, nor the most dangerous,”
Jarlaxle answered, and waved to the barkeep, another man he had
taken from a battlefield a century before, and whom he had only
recently installed in the Oozing Myconid. He signaled for a drink for
his friend and a refill of his own. “And we call her Dab’nay now.
There is no Tr’arach.”

“Not even the one behind the bar?”
Jarlaxle just grinned and tipped his drink in salute to the observant

weapon master.
“You seem in fine spirits,” Jarlaxle remarked.
“I soon will be.”
“Even now.”
“I am . . . relaxed,” Zaknafein admitted with a shrug.
“Matron Malice has stolen all of that angry edge?”
That brought a smile to Zaknafein’s face.
“She is all that her reputation claims?”
“I would have thought that you would have learned that for yourself

by now.”
“Truly?” Jarlaxle asked, and grasped his chest as if taken aback.

Zaknafein started to respond, but held back as the barkeep came
over and placed a glass before him, then refilled Jarlaxle’s cup. The
man met the stare of Zaknafein, who thought he detected a bit of
resentment there.

“Long are the memories of foolish drow,” Zaknafein said as the
former Tr’arach warrior moved back across the tavern.

“I would think that a good thing.”
“It would be, if they also remembered that I can still kill them, and

would be glad to do so,” said Zaknafein, and to Jarlaxle’s wide-eyed
stare, he finished, “Yes, yes, I will then offer recompense for stealing
a soldier from you.”



“Surely you do not wish to kill that one, or any of them, else you
would have done so that long-ago day when they attacked House
Simfray. That one in particular,” he said, pointing at the barkeep.
“You had Harbondair beaten on the bridge between the towers, an
easy kill. Yet one Zaknafein did not take.”

“He was riding a lizard,” Zaknafein said, nodding. He didn’t
remember the warrior specifically, but he did remember knocking a
lizard and its rider over the rail.

“His beloved mount, one he had raised from a hatchling. Your
Simfray fellows gutted it above him. He rode its unwinding entrails to
the ground.”

“That explains the stench,” Zaknafein said dryly. He lifted his glass
to drink, but paused. “Should I imbibe some antivenom first?”

Jarlaxle laughed. “Harbondair could not afford to replace you, and
would not dare invoke the rage of Matron Malice. And no, to answer
your question about Malice, I would not cuckold my dear friend.”

“You might be the only drow in Menzoberranzan who has not, and
so I would hardly consider it thus.” He said it with a laugh and
quaffed the drink in one great gulp, then held the glass up for
Harbondair Tr’arach to see.

“She is all that you claimed,” Zaknafein continued. “Insatiable . . .
and insane. If Malice could fight like she ruts, she’d prove the finest
weapon master in Menzoberranzan.”

“Well, then, you’re welcome.”
“From what I have seen, I did not need to join her house to learn

the truth.”
“What of the boy, then?” Jarlaxle asked.
Harbondair approached with the bottle, but Zaknafein just took it

from him and waved the man away.
“What of him?” Zaknafein replied.
“Dinin, yes? Is he . . . ?”
“Is he what?”
Jarlaxle heaved a great sigh and sat back in his seat, staring.
“No,” Zaknafein answered. “He is not my son.”
“You have been with Matron Malice often. How can you know?”
“Not mine,” Zaknafein insisted. “It was likely Rizzen who sired him.

I had wondered if it was you, but you’ve already said otherwise.”



Jarlaxle’s expression turned curious.
Zaknafein shrugged. “He is a worthy enough boy, and one who

would do Rizzen proud, surely, after the mediocrity of Nalfein. Did I
tell you that Nalfein actually challenged me to serve as House
Do’Urden’s weapon master?”

“Truly? So Matron Malice once again has but one son?”
“I didn’t kill him. I didn’t even fight him, really, just disarmed him

before he could even draw his weapons.” Zaknafein took another
drink. “His pants fell down, too. Again, and as expected,
unimpressive.”

“Ah, yes,” said Jarlaxle, “I did hear whispers that Nalfein Do’Urden
had returned to the Academy, though I didn’t bother to confirm
them.”

“But to Sorcere, not Melee-Magthere,” Zaknafein replied. “In our
one-sided contest, it seems that I convinced him to try his hand at
wizardry.”

“And?”
Zaknafein shrugged. “He is better at that than at fighting. But then,

were he not, he’d have turned himself into a squiggle newt by now.”
“To feeble wizards, then,” said Jarlaxle, lifting his glass for

Zaknafein to tap his against it.
“To dead wizards,” Zaknafein agreed.
“And this secondboy?” Jarlaxle asked as he refilled his glass. “The

one you claim is not yours. Is he, too, bound for the winding corridors
of Sorcere?”

“Melee-Magthere.”
“Like Zaknafein,” Jarlaxle slyly observed, but Zaknafein shook his

head.
“He is clever enough to be a fighter, but he favors one hand. More

like Arathis Hune, I expect, or perhaps like Jarlaxle.”
“I have warned you many times not to underestimate me.”
“And I have warned you many times not to think you’ve been

underestimated.” Zaknafein drained his glass again and quickly
refilled it. “I expect Dinin is the son of Rizzen,” he went on. “And if so,
then that is the best that Malice will ever get from that one.”

“And from Zaknafein?”



The weapon master just stared at him from over his glass as he
drained it a third time, then poured a fourth. “Who would even know?
Even with Dinin. Perhaps he is a cambion, or the result of some dark
magic. Malice spent nearly two centuries riding partners twenty times
a tenday, and yet produced nothing but a horde of exhausted lovers.”

“She had already birthed two children,” Jarlaxle reminded. “She is
not barren.”

“Would that she were,” Zaknafein mumbled under his breath, and
if Jarlaxle weren’t wearing a tiny magical ear horn to heighten his
already keen drow senses, he wouldn’t have caught the remark, or
the continuing, “Would that they all were.”

Jarlaxle let it go at that, and sat quiet, considering his friend.
Zaknafein had come into the Oozing Myconid full of cheer, but the
mood could not ever hold with this one, not against the reality of
Menzoberranzan.

The only answer, Jarlaxle knew, was a challenge. He grabbed
Zaknafein’s arm as the man lifted his glass for another drink.

“Cavern jumping?” he asked.
Zaknafein stared at him from over the rim of the glass,

incredulously at first.
But a grin began to spread, and it carried him out of the tavern and

partway across the city, until he stood with Jarlaxle on a high ledge
along the West Wall of the cavern, not far from the balconies of
House Do’Urden. Directly east of them loomed the timeclock obelisk
of Narbondel, dark now as the night grew long.

“The risk,” Zaknafein chuckled, shaking his head.
“That’s what makes it fun,” Jarlaxle answered with a wry grin of his

own.
The pair stripped off their weapons, magical items, and armor,

hiding them away. They now wore only the simple pants, shirts, and
soft padded boots that were their custom. Here they were, out alone
in the Menzoberranzan night, fully two miles from the Oozing
Myconid.

The two exchanged a glance, then shrugged in unison, and
Zaknafein leaped away. He fell just a few feet to another ledge,
caught himself softly by absorbing the drop with a deep bend, then
launched himself outward, spinning and somersaulting to come



down in a run across the roof of a nearby structure. He sprang up
high in a vault, his hands planting on the top sill of the jutting window
of the structure’s guard tower, then flowed into a cartwheel above
that window, landing on the far side, letting his legs roll out under
him, then tumbling right off the far side of the roof to a lower roof. He
landed, flipped once, then again, came up straight, and launched
himself into a gainer, backflipping to stem his momentum so that he
could plant a landing on the street below.

Jarlaxle dropped down to Zaknafein’s right, landing in a roll that
kept him moving eastward. He went off farther to the right of a large
stalagmite, while Zaknafein sprinted around the left of the imposing
mound.

They came around with Zaknafein a step ahead of the mercenary,
another stalagmite looming before them. Up the side ran Zaknafein,
springing from a ledge, then a second, catching a third with his hand,
then spinning to reverse his grip and put his back to the wall. He
pulled up and tucked his legs, throwing himself right over backward,
clearing that section of rock and dropping down the other side. He
hand-walked to secure his landing, then threw himself outward, and
on he ran.

He hurdled the low wall of a minor house, ignoring the shouts of
some guards over in the darkness to his right. He sprang from the
bank of a small decorative fish pond, somersaulting and stretching
his legs out far before him to catch the lip of the far bank. He worked
his arms, nearly pitching backward into the water, then cursed even
as he regained his balance, for Jarlaxle came rushing past him.

“Just in time to catch their crossbow bolts,” the mercenary taunted.
Zaknafein took it more as a prudent warning than an insult,

though, and ran, dove, rolled, zigged and zagged over the next open
avenue. He thought he heard a quarrel fly overhead, but he could
not be sure, and he did not care.

He had been stuck by the darts before in this game he and
Jarlaxle played.

When they passed the open ground, around another wall, up over
the outcropping on another natural mound, Zaknafein began to
perfectly mirror Jarlaxle’s movements, leaping, vaulting, hurdling,
rolling, to mimic the lead runner exactly. He remembered the route



well enough to know where he wanted to make his move to overtake
his opponent.

Getting to the door of the Oozing Myconid first wasn’t critical and
didn’t determine the winner, but it was a matter of pride.

On they went, past Narbondel and through the section of the city
known as the Narbondellyn, running, springing, climbing, flowing
from one jump to a tumble to another roll, to a leap-and-spider-
scramble maneuver up a nearly sheer wall. They passed the long
courtyard and structures of House Fey-Branche, even going up atop
the north wall of the compound at one point, scurrying along like a
pair of giant rats fleeing the purring pursuit of a hungry displacer
beast.

They neared the northeastern corner, where the wall cut back at a
square angle. Even as the guards began to shout, Jarlaxle bent
down in his run, planting his right hand on the wall’s top, then flung
himself around and over, landing on his feet on the eastern wall,
facing into the compound, that he could wave to the shocked Fey-
Branche sentries before backflipping away to the east.

Zaknafein was similarly in the air before Jarlaxle ever touched,
turning about as he descended, as had Jarlaxle, to hit the ground
running. Right behind his old friend, the weapon master leaped up to
a wall in a narrow alleyway, splaying flat out as his feet kept moving,
with his hands slapping the opposite wall to keep him horizontally
aloft until he had rounded a corner.

There, still mirroring Jarlaxle, he dropped back to his feet and ran
to the northeast down the bending alley. He couldn’t help but smile
when he heard a hand-crossbow quarrel strike the wall at the corner
he had just smoothly turned. He stayed right on the mercenary’s
heels as the pair crossed into the Braeryn, now being seen and
quietly cheered by some of those who knew about the challenge and
were out spotting from the Oozing Myconid.

A clear patch of ground led them into a sprint, almost side by side
as Zaknafein slightly outpaced Jarlaxle, moving up along his right
flank. With two walls—the first neck high, the second waist high—the
only things between them and the door of the tavern, Zaknafein went
into his new move. He stepped his right foot ahead but turned it
inward, to the left. Planting strongly, he half turned, then kicked his



left leg out behind the right, lifting, lifting as high as he could. Up into
the air he went, clearing the neck-high wall, landing on the other side
facing Jarlaxle, who was using the more common reverse-grip, back-
rollover maneuver.

Not slowing at all, Zaknafein leaped again, lifting in a sideways
somersault up and over the second, lower wall. Landing with his feet
moving, he charged across the closing ground and shouldered
through the door of the Oozing Myconid to rousing cheers.

 
Not so far away, back near the Narbondellyn, within the very
compound upon whose wall the pair had run, a young matron in one
of the city’s oldest houses took personal interest in a courier from the
Oozing Myconid.

“He is with Jarlaxle now,” explained the man, a houseless rogue
whose blood was too thick with mind-altering mushroom spores,
fungus chews, and alcohol to be of much use to anyone—anyone
but Matron Byrtyn.

Her weapon master, Avinvesa Fey, stood beside the courier,
nodding and grinning.

“My sister is there as well,” Avinvesa told his matron, who had
acquired him from Jarlaxle’s band for a hefty sum of gold and magic.

“You have no sisters,” Matron Byrtyn reminded him. Formally, at
least, this man’s previous existence was dead and gone as far as
she was concerned, and any such references to the past were
simply not allowed. Avinvesa said nothing.

Byrtyn leaned back in her comfortable throne, pondering the news,
and waved the two males back from her dais.

“Why would Matron Malice let him out at this time?” she asked the
priestess Affyn, her third-oldest but perhaps most impressive
daughter, who stood at her side this day. “She has many webs cast,
and to so dangle her most precious asset openly . . .”

“If she even knows,” Affyn answered. “Matron Malice is often . . .
indisposed, and by all accounts, her famed weapon master is an
unruly one.”

“And a great friend of Jarlaxle’s,” Byrtyn agreed. She faced
forward again and waved her hand at Avinvesa and their guest a
second time, dismissing them.



“This might be a good time to be rid of Zaknafein, Matron,” Affyn
said when they were alone.

Byrtyn nodded, considering her options here. House Do’Urden’s
ambitious and aggressive moves had not put them directly against
House Fey-Branche yet, but it seemed only a matter of time—
unless, of course, House Do’Urden suffered the loss of an asset as
great as Zaknafein. The personal tie was there, as well, for Avinvesa
—formerly Duvon Tr’arach—still held an unhealthy grudge against
Zaknafein, whom he blamed for the downfall of his house and family.

Never mind the fact that the only reason Duvon had survived was
through the efforts of Jarlaxle and his merry band of misfits—the
grudge against Zaknafein remained. Byrtyn had seen it in his eyes
just then, the eagerness at the mere thought that his rival might be
exposed and eliminated.

Matron Byrtyn had spent great resources on Duvon, not only in
acquiring him from Jarlaxle, but in training him, outfitting him, even
placing enhancements upon his strength and speed, made
permanent by expensive wizards. She had turned him into a proper
weapon master, perhaps even one strong enough to take out
Zaknafein Do’Urden—with a little help.

“How fares Geldrin?” she asked.
Affyn was clearly caught off guard by the question, which

disappointed Byrtyn. They were talking about Zaknafein and
important and dangerous house business here, which included the
potential loss of their current weapon master. Why shouldn’t Byrtyn
then inquire about her young son, recently returned from Melee-
Magthere? He was, after all, the logical successor to Avinvesa, who
was not of Fey blood.

“His training proceeds well,” Affyn replied after composing herself.
Matron Byrtyn nodded and rubbed her chin.
“He is not nearly ready to assume a position of great

responsibility,” Affyn added, seeming concerned.
Again Byrtyn nodded, but she also smiled.
“Can he beat Zaknafein?” she asked, more to herself than to her

daughter.
“No,” Affyn answered anyway. “Geldrin? The Do’Urden weapon

master would—”



“Not Geldrin, you fool,” Matron Byrtyn scolded. “You think I would
send my own promising son against one of Zaknafein Do’Urden’s
reputation?”

“Ah, Avinvesa, then,” Affyn remarked. “From all the whispers of
Matron Malice’s latest conquests, I don’t know that I would wager
against Zaknafein Do’Urden, not even against Dantrag Baenre or
Uthegentel Armgo. Well,” she conceded, “perhaps in a fight with
Uthegentel.”

“Strong words, and if Matron Mother Baenre heard you speak
them aloud, she would kill Zaknafein out of spite, and kill you for
offering such an insult to her beloved son Dantrag.”

“I can speak honestly to Matron Byrtyn,” the young woman replied,
swallowing hard.

“Yes, but say such things only to me, daughter. I’ll not have Matron
Mother Baenre or those vicious Barrison Del’Armgo creatures angry
with us. You raise an interesting point, though: wager. There are two
questions to ask before making any wager. First, can you quietly
help your side of the bet along? And second, is there a way to
manage and mitigate a loss?”

“It sounds as if you are considering this news of Zaknafein coming
out from the walls of House Do’Urden as important, Matron.”

Byrtyn didn’t answer, other than to ever so slightly nod her head,
deep in thought. She wouldn’t get many chances against Malice
Do’Urden unless and until she had to defend against that ambitious
creature, she knew. Might she escalate and turn this to her
advantage, and quickly, this very night?

And, more importantly, might she do so from afar, without
implication against House Fey-Branche?

 
Zaknafein had stopped running, of course, but he hadn’t won the
race yet. There, right before him, stood two tables, five large flagons
of thick dark ale set upon each.

The exhausted weapon master lifted the first to his lips as Jarlaxle
came into the room. Up it tilted as he gulped, emptying it in one
hoist. He went for the second flagon.

So did Jarlaxle, having drained his first more quickly.



By the third, Jarlaxle had taken a slight lead, but neither of them
got that third one down as fast as the first two.

Zaknafein grabbed the edge of the table, steadying himself,
calming his belly. All five had to be downed, with no vomiting.

Jarlaxle was halfway through the fourth when Zaknafein lifted his
flagon again.

But Zaknafein finished that one first, as Jarlaxle had to stop and
belch several times, very carefully.

The two stared at each other unblinking as they each hoisted their
last ale.

Jarlaxle went faster—too fast, and barely had he finished, one
hand dropping the flagon back to the table, the other lifting in victory,
when he lost the race and the contents of his belly at the same time.

Zaknafein stepped back and slowed his drinking—no need to
hurry now. He belched repeatedly with the flagon still to his lips,
calming his stomach, taking his time.

Then he was done, victorious. He had beaten Jarlaxle.
“Twenty-two to twenty-two,” he told his friend.
“You remembered?” Jarlaxle replied with surprise.
“For decades, it has tightened my jaw that you were leading our

running competition by one race. How convenient, I always thought
it, that after the forty-third run, Jarlaxle had left Menzoberranzan for
nearly two years.”

Jarlaxle laughed at that, for it was true enough, though he hadn’t
left out of convenience or regarding anything to do with their
competition. Opportunities on the surface world had simply proven
too enticing for him to stay.

“You know what this means?” he asked Zaknafein.
“I’ll be back for another race soon enough,” the weapon master

assured him. Around them, the patrons cheered at that.
“I look forward to it . . . especially now that I know your closing

move,” Jarlaxle warned, to a series of accompanying oohs.
“And no doubt you’ll try to perfect it,” Zaknafein countered, along

with a number of aahs from the onlookers.
Jarlaxle shook his head. “I’ll find a better one.”
“Then I will have to use a few of the other, better ones that I’ve

perfected for other obstacles along our course.”



The huzzahs had begun with Jarlaxle’s promise, but they grew
tremendously with Zaknafein’s unhesitating rejoinder.

Jarlaxle snapped his fingers and lifted his hand up high to catch
the wand the barkeep Harbondair threw to him. Zaknafein in tow, he
moved on shaky legs to an empty table at the side of the room,
pointed the wand at it, and issued a series of command words,
dismissing the extradimensional space he had created there to
return all of his and Zaknafein’s items, other than the belt pouch and
the portable hole, which he had given to Harbondair and Dab’nay to
hold.

It would not be wise to place either of those items into an
extradimensional place!



Chapter 2
The Unexpected Interloper

See with your marvelous eyes, rogue. Let no one die. Seek profit
ever.

The magical whisper, for his ears only, surprised Jarlaxle, but only
for a moment. He immediately tried to identify the sender—a
powerful priestess, obviously—but the voice was masked.

His mind moved quickly, working to sort out the puzzle. Who knew
about his “marvelous eyes,” referring, almost certainly, to his magical
eyepatch? That made him think of House Baenre, of course, since
Matron Mother Baenre had been instrumental to Jarlaxle acquiring
this most useful item.

But no, this couldn’t be a message from her, or one of her
daughters, he figured. Baenres never shied from announcing
themselves, magically or otherwise. Nor did the city’s matron mother
ever deal with him, or anyone, cryptically.

Matron Mother Baenre wasn’t one to allow anything worth talking
about to hinge on a proper interpretation of an unclear message.

Jarlaxle lifted his glass for a drink, using that to cover a much-
needed deep breath. He replayed the message in his thoughts.

Over the top of his glass, Jarlaxle surveyed the many patrons
milling about the large common room of the Oozing Myconid. He
closed his one exposed eye and began to sway and hum, as if falling
into the melody coming from a back corner of the room, where one
bard was playing a lute, another a flute, and a third singing quietly.



Those who knew Jarlaxle well, however, knew two things about
that moment. First, Jarlaxle never closed his eyes in a public place,
and so, second, the eye under that magical eyepatch was surely
open wide and seeing as clearly as if he were wearing no covering.
Jarlaxle was quite the opposite of what he then appeared:
vulnerable.

With every head movement to the left, he focused on the door, for
there was always considerable turnover within the tavern, patrons
leaving with partners for brief sexual encounters or for stronger
mind-numbing substances than could be found among the bar’s
wares.

He knew most of the patrons as regulars, including more than a
few of his own band.

Each time he turned his head back to the right, his gaze went
nearer the bar, the rogue swaying a bit more forcefully with the
bardic melody. He noted Zaknafein, moving toward the bar to gather
more drinks.

Jarlaxle did well to hide his grin when he considered the weapon
master. He hadn’t seen Zaknafein so frequently in three decades, at
least, but now his friend was visiting once more. In the last two
tendays since their race from the West Wall, Zaknafein had
frequented the Oozing Myconid no less than three times. It seemed
like old times, and those old times, Jarlaxle thought, had been quite
enjoyable.

He couldn’t help but smile, too, when he recalled a journey of
theirs to Ched Nasad. It had been then, in flight from the city guards,
that clever Zaknafein had cut the edge of a high landing made of
webbing and used that frayed edge like a rope, swinging down
below. Such a daring move, and one that could have left Zaknafein
as no more than a stain on the chasm floor far below.

Jarlaxle let the memory fade and focused again across the way,
but not on Zaknafein. Rather, he more closely watched Harbondair
Tr’arach, whose visage soured every time he glanced Zaknafein’s
way—at least, whenever Zaknafein wasn’t looking back at him.

Jarlaxle had sent Zaknafein to get two drinks, but Harbondair put
only one up on the counter, then made a show of cleaning out a
glass, taking his time until, Jarlaxle noticed, Zaknafein had taken a



sip from the first. Then the barkeep got the second filled and up on
the bar in short order.

Interesting.
The other former House Tr’arach survivor was again at the bar by

the far wall. Dab’nay laughed and flirted with a rather notorious
rogue, one of the finest fighters and burglars in the Stenchstreets
who was not a member of Bregan D’aerthe.

Farther to the right, another group of miserable miscreants sat
around a circular table, more unconscious than not, with three of the
five having succumbed to their many intoxicants and the other two
looking ready to collapse. And just beyond them stood Arathis Hune,
fully engaged with a very young woman of obvious charms.

Jarlaxle nodded, blending the movement in with his “dance,” when
he noted that his lieutenant was still very much aware of his
surroundings beyond the alluring woman, the man’s eyes constantly
scanning, subtle movements that Jarlaxle noticed only because he
knew Hune so well. Arathis Hune didn’t let down his guard, which
was a big part of the reason Jarlaxle had moved him so high up the
mercenary band’s hierarchy.

Jarlaxle continued to turn, thinking to go all the way around and
back to the door, when a movement back to the left grabbed his
attention once more.

A young man walked past Dab’nay, very close, over to an interior
door.

She reacted, only slightly—very slightly—as if she didn’t want
anyone to note that she had reacted.

Then the young man disappeared through the door.
Jarlaxle kept turning back to the left, noting Zaknafein returning to

the table, two drinks in hand. Jarlaxle fell back into his seat, again
scanning the gathering, back to the door.

He grew frustrated. He replayed the magical whisper.
See with your marvelous eyes.
A pair of men walked into the tavern. Zaknafein took his seat and

set a glass before Jarlaxle, who opened his visible eye and gathered
his drink up absently, but still stared through his eyepatch toward the
door.



Finally the eyepatch revealed it: one of the two drow men who had
just entered was not as he appeared!

His long hair had been dyed blue, and that was a feint within a
feint, since the whole of it was a wig. Jarlaxle’s eyepatch could
determine such things, and showed him the man’s true hair: cut very
short on the sides and back, with the top longer. He was also more
slender and younger than he appeared, as his shoulders were
padded under his shabby jerkin, and with a finer set of armor hidden
underneath, as well.

This was no houseless male.
His face had been altered with makeup both mundane and

magical, but the eyepatch cut through all of that, and Jarlaxle
actually recognized the man.

The man who used to be known as Duvon Tr’arach.
In that moment, clever Jarlaxle figured out who had sent him the

magical whisper.
And why.
“Publicly drunk?” Zaknafein asked, setting his mug back on the

table.
Jarlaxle noted a slight lisp in the weapon master’s voice. He

watched as Zaknafein lifted his glass again, stared at it, then
shrugged and raised it for another sip.

Jarlaxle arched an eyebrow and Zaknafein paused, the drink just
below his lips.

“A bit pungent,” Zaknafein said. “Not a fine batch.” He shrugged
again and took his drink, and Jarlaxle looked down at his own.

“Yours probably tastes better,” Zaknafein said, suddenly slurring.
Jarlaxle caught on and smiled at his friend as he lifted his glass

and tipped it in toast to Zaknafein, before taking a large swallow.
He surveyed the room again as he drank, noting Duvon, some

distance away but casting a glance Zaknafein’s way.
“Mine is too weak,” he told Zaknafein. “Blech.” He licked his lips in

apparent disgust and rose, shaking his head, then moved to the bar,
as if he meant to exchange the glass. He didn’t, though, and instead
set himself into position so that Dab’nay could clearly see his hands
as he cupped them around the glass on the bar.



A risk is better made with a proper wager, his fingers signed to her,
and her curious expression told him that she had noted his
communication, and that he had caught her off guard.

All noble children should understand this, Jarlaxle silently and
subtly added.

Dab’nay’s eyes widened despite her obvious attempts to remain
impassive. He hadn’t just referred to her, after all, but to someone
she knew (and knew about) who had just entered the bar.

Jarlaxle drained his glass and motioned for Harbondair to refill it.
He gathered it up and started from the bar, trying to figure out how
much the little game being played this night might cost him, and from
whom he might recoup those expenses. He didn’t head straight back
to Zaknafein’s table but took a roundabout route, bringing him right
past Dab’nay and a couple of eager young men who were clearly
looking to romance her that night.

“I find myself quite lonely of late, good lady,” Jarlaxle said. “I will
leave room in my bed for you.”

One of the drow, a young man who clearly didn’t know enough
about the Braeryn to ensure a long and healthy life, turned briskly to
square up with Jarlaxle, as if to warn him away.

“My friend, I value this establishment too much to color it with your
blood,” Jarlaxle calmly said, and he gave a quick glance to Dab’nay,
an invitation.

“It would be better if no one died in the Oozing Myconid this night,”
she told her young suitor, sweetly, but with all the weight of a
priestess of Lolth’s voice behind it.

Jarlaxle moved along, smiling at the thought of playing with
Dab’nay that night—something he had not done in a long while—and
pleased that his Bregan D’aerthe associate had so clearly read the
actual meaning in his cryptic hand signals.

Not for the first time and not for the last, Jarlaxle was glad of his
decision that century ago to spare Dab’nay Tr’arach.

He looked down at his drink, sad that he had to cradle this one. He
couldn’t afford to dull his senses at that time.

“You could have brought one for me,” Zaknafein said when he
arrived at the table, the weapon master once more slurring his
words, even wobbling a bit as he spoke them.



“You don’t look like you need one, my friend,” Jarlaxle replied.
“Especially while in a dangerous place like this.”

Zaknafein snorted and pulled himself up to his feet, then started
for the bar. He stumbled, though, and went a couple of steps to the
side, bumping into another patron.

That patron’s companion took immediate offense.
A blade flashed—indeed, flashed more than anyone expected as a

sudden, brilliant light appeared, drawing groans and shouts from
stunned, blinded, and angry dark elves.

Even before countering darkness spells turned the light back to its
normal dimness, Jarlaxle (who had, of course, thrown the ceramic
pellet with the enchanted light stone into the midst) launched a
second such ball and was on to his third trick, calling forth a minor
spell from a ring he wore on his right hand.

In the eyeblink before a dozen drow darkness spells overwhelmed
the magical light and filled that whole section of the tavern with
darkness, Jarlaxle saw that the attacking patron, Duvon, had both
swords in hand. Duvon thrust one straight ahead while bringing the
second down from on high, powerfully, aiming for the hollow in
Zaknafein’s neck.

Zaknafein, drawing only then, sent his left-hand blade across and
out, taking the thrusting blade with it, while his right rose up
horizontally to execute the second block—a brilliant and beautifully
fast double draw that had Jarlaxle almost laughing out loud, both in
admiration for Zaknafein, and at himself for even fearing that his
weapon master friend might actually be inebriated.

That laugh didn’t hold as the light blinked to absolute blackness,
though, for the weight of Duvon’s blow drove Zaknafein’s sword
down and even wobbled the weapon master’s knees.

Something was wrong.
 

Dab’nay kept her focus on the spellcasting in the blinking light. She
tried to put aside her fears that Jarlaxle knew more than he should,
and her even greater fears that she would fail him now and pay for it,
severely, later on.

By the time of the second, more complete darkness, her powerful
wave of healing had launched, falling over the combatants—and not



a moment too soon, as both cried out as if stabbed!
And more cries followed, these mostly of protest, accompanied by

angry shouting and the screeching sound as a blade slipped across
metal.

Dab’nay neared panic. She started a second mass healing spell,
thinking to throw it in the general direction of the fighters and hope it
landed appropriately. Before she could, though, the light returned, a
normal light for the tavern, and now Dab’nay scrambled to take it all
in.

She was surprised to see that a block of magical webs filled the
area where the fight had started, with three drow, including the first
to strike, fully caught, and with Zaknafein at the near edge, working
to tear himself free.

Many other blades were showing in the tavern then, however, a
semicircle of drow with swords drawn and leveled at the combatants.
Dab’nay considered them, and recognized them, and quickly
relaxed. They were all Bregan D’aerthe fighters, and into the center
of their formation walked Jarlaxle.

“Enough!” the mercenary leader demanded. “There will be no
blood shed in this place this night.”

“Too late,” Zaknafein muttered back at him. “This is not your fight.”
“How dare you stop this?” said the other combatant, clearing his

mouth of the webs but not moving too forcefully to otherwise break
free.

“Delay it,” Jarlaxle corrected. “You will have your fight, fairly, in the
alley behind this very establishment, three nights hence. Are we
agreed?”

“Now, tomorrow, the next day, or any other,” Zaknafein said.
“Agreed,” said the other.
“To first blood or last blood?” Jarlaxle asked.
“Last,” both replied.
Dab’nay sucked in her breath. Someone important in her life would

likely die in three days.
Now she just had to figure out which corpse would be of most

benefit to her.
Or perhaps not, she thought, when Jarlaxle declared, “Wrong. To

surrender, and the humiliation that comes with it.



“That is worse than death.”



Chapter 3
Those Strange Oblodran

Creatures

Jarlaxle found himself at a loss as he tried to figure out who might
have instigated the conflict the previous night. The first question in
such situations was always, of course, along the lines of “Who would
benefit?”

But in Menzoberranzan, where everyone was always looking for
some way to gain, such a question only rarely narrowed the list of
suspects. In this case, Jarlaxle’s list included some of his most
important associates, a distinguished matron of one of the oldest and
most respected ruling houses in the city, and even the principals
involved in the fight—both of them.

He wasn’t going to solve this before the contest, but getting to the
bottom of it might be the only way for him to keep two valued
associates alive.

“I would ask what you are thinking, but if I wanted to know, I would
already be in your thoughts,” came a voice that brought the
mercenary leader from his contemplations. He turned to view a
diminutive drow, a tiny woman who terrified Jarlaxle perhaps more
than any other drow in the city, including the great and powerful
Matron Mother Baenre herself.

“Greetings, Matron K’yorl,” he responded, trying to collect himself
—and trying to steel himself against the strange mental intrusions for



which K’yorl and her House Oblodra were famous. They were
psionicists, mind wizards, not unlike the terrifying race of illithids
(which were, quite appropriately, also known as mind flayers).
Secretly, Oblodra was the most hated house in the city, Jarlaxle
knew, but no one would dare go against them, not even House
Baenre.

K’yorl grinned—she always wore that superior smirk!
“I warned you when I allowed you to build your complex here in

the Clawrift that I would visit,” she said, something she always
brought up on those occasions when she simply showed up in the
mostly natural corridors of the Bregan D’aerthe home.

“Collecting kobold servants?” Jarlaxle asked.
“Perhaps.”
“Seeking my services, then,” Jarlaxle stated, regaining a bit of his

swagger.
“Not as long as you wear that eyepatch,” the matron bluntly stated.

“I do business with no one who hides his thoughts from me.”
“We’ve done business before, great lady.”
K’yorl grinned again and Jarlaxle felt a compulsion to remove his

eyepatch. His hand reflexively lifted and he almost did it, catching
himself only at the last moment.

Her laughter mocked him. The too-clever matron was finding her
way through his magical defenses, he knew.

“Fear not, Jarlaxle Baenre,” she said, and the mercenary winced
at having his proper surname whispered aloud. Few knew the truth
of Jarlaxle’s heritage, or that the sacrifice of Matron Mother Baenre’s
thirdborn son, which tradition dictated, had been a farce, foiled by
the strange magical mind powers of this very same K’yorl Odran.

“I find you useful, and quite a valuable plaything,” K’yorl continued.
“You have nothing to fear from me as long as you remain outside of
the goings-on in Menzoberranzan. Jarlaxle knows everything that is
happening in the city, so they say, and that includes knowing when to
keep himself out of business that does not concern him.”

“I do try, Matron.”
“When I can confirm that with your thoughts and not merely your

words, I will believe you.”
Jarlaxle held up his hands and shrugged. “Soon, then?”



“Sooner than you believe,” K’yorl replied.
Jarlaxle flashed his own smile, that wide grin conveying too much

joy and light for the dark shadows of Menzoberranzan.
“I must be away,” K’yorl said. “I came for other reasons, but

thought it would be impolite to not pay a visit to the—patron?—of this
cavernous household.”

You came to prove that you could walk through my room’s newest
defenses, Jarlaxle thought, but did not say, and he hoped his
eyepatch had blocked her from “hearing” that.

K’yorl’s form began to flicker weirdly, but Jarlaxle had seen this
before and was not surprised. Then she was simply gone,
disappeared, and Jarlaxle wondered if she had actually been
standing before him or not. With any other drow, he might have
shifted his magical eyepatch to the other eye, that it would grant him
an enchantment of true-seeing, but he didn’t dare remove his
protections from psionic intrusion with K’yorl about.

As if he didn’t have enough to think about already, now he had to
try to discern why Matron Oblodra had come here this day.

He had a suspicion, one that led him to believe that K’yorl might
not be the only member of House Oblodra to have come down into
the Clawrift from the house above.

 
“I can anticipate your every desire,” Quavylene Oblodra, K’yorl’s
oldest and most important daughter, told Arathis Hune as she lay
atop him, the pair bathed in sweat. “I know just what you want. I
know just how you feel, and so I can feel that way with you. That is
why I like to share your bed.”

She then answered before Arathis Hune could ask the question
that came to him, “Because you are so careful and guarded. It must
be exhausting to hide from everyone. But with me you cannot hide,
and so your pleasure comes forth like a giant lake being released
from pressing cavern walls. It is a ride I do so enjoy.”

With the revelation that the woman, who was skilled in the divine
magic of Lolth and also in the ways of Oblodran mind magic, was in
his thoughts, Arathis Hune determinedly sought a mental distraction.
He settled on something that he had always wondered about
anyway.



“Because we do,” Quavylene answered his unspoken question.
“Odran and Oblodran are the same surname, from a common
source. Some, like the matron, use Odran, which was the name
before our family formally accepted the Spider Queen as our deity,
because that brags of her near indifference to the religious order of
the city and the Spider Queen herself.”

“You are the first priestess of House Oblodra,” Arathis Hune
reasoned. “A priestess of Lolth. So Odran would not do for that
role?”

“Yes. Perhaps when I am the matron, I will change my name to
Odran.”

“You are a priestess, a first priestess of a major house, yet do not
seem so devout,” he dared to say. “Doesn’t that anger Lolth?”

Quavylene smiled and kissed him on his bare chest. “Oblodra is
not a young house, and Matron K’yorl Odran, certainly no devout
priestess of the Spider Queen, has ruled it for two centuries. None
doubt that we will soon climb to a seat on the Ruling Council. The
only question remaining is which house we will replace. Lady Lolth
approves of us and the doubt and chaos we can bring to her city, it
would seem.”

Arathis Hune couldn’t disagree with that. He loved sharing
Quavylene’s bed, but couldn’t deny that she always had him nervous
and off balance. How could she not when she was so often in his
very thoughts?

Yet, this strange mind magic might prove very useful to him
someday, perhaps soon. And, as he had noted, there were delightful
perks.

Quavylene smiled as he thought about both things, and he didn’t
need to be a psionicist to recognize that she was entertaining a
similar possibility that the arrangement could prove even more
mutually beneficial.

 
“The field is ready?” Jarlaxle asked Arathis Hune as the pair exited
the Clawrift later that day.

“The betting has already begun.”
Jarlaxle nodded. “Spread as much gold as you can, but quietly

and in small bits. Let us not draw too much attention.”



“On?”
Jarlaxle skidded to a stop and whirled on his companion, his face

reflecting his shock.
“The blood in that tavern skirmish, before the healing wave closed

the wounds, was Zaknafein’s,” Arathis Hune reminded him.
“It was not a severe wound—a clipped hand from a near-perfect

parry and nothing more.”
“Blood is blood.”
“On Zaknafein,” Jarlaxle said, to which Arathis Hune simply

shrugged. “You know the identity of his opponent, yes?” Jarlaxle
asked.

“I think him more than a street rogue.”
“Yes. Perhaps one sent to get in a fight with Zaknafein.”
Arathis Hune nodded—the thought had indeed crossed his mind.

Zaknafein was well known in the Braeryn and few would dare
challenge the weapon master unbidden.

“It was our former associate, Duvon Tr’arach,” Jarlaxle told him.
“The weapon master of House Fey-Branche? Why would Matron

Byrtyn . . . ?” He stopped as the answer came to him. Matron Byrtyn
would certainly be happy with wounding the ambitious and climbing
House Do’Urden, and really, even a hundred years later, did Duvon
Tr’arach need a reason to try to kill the man who had almost single-
handedly brought his family to ruin?

“He is more formidable than I remember,” he said.
“Fine armor, fine weapons, fine training, and powerful

enchantments will do that,” Jarlaxle answered dryly.
“How did he know that Zaknafein would be in the tavern that

particular night?”
“A good question. Who sent word of the arrival of our dear friend?”
“Dab’nay?”
“Maybe. But Zaknafein was a bit off his game that night,” said

Jarlaxle. “A bit too much fungus in his drink, I believe.”
“So Harbondair?”
“Both?”
“And others, perhaps?” Arathis Hune said in a sly tone, hinting that

he might suspect that Jarlaxle might suspect . . . him.



But Jarlaxle shrugged as if it did not matter. “It is the City of
Spiders,” Jarlaxle said. “Creatures who are known to kill after mating.
Creatures who capture and torture victims to slow death. If Zaknafein
cannot keep his guard appropriately high, he will be killed. For all of
us, I say. That is the way.”

Arathis Hune conceded the point.
“I am off to visit a matron,” Jarlaxle went on. “You will go to the

Oozing Myconid to check on the proceedings and begin shuffling the
wagers? Keep it under two hundred gold pieces this night, and no
wager more than five at a time.”

“And a third of that more visibly wagered on the opponent?”
Arathis Hune knew well the tactic. Quiet bets on the one Jarlaxle
believed would win, louder bets on the presumed loser.

Arathis Hune mused that perhaps he would take some of those
louder bets himself. He had too much to gain here to let this
fortunate turn of events slip past—he had quietly built up enough
associates to secretly filter the countering money anonymously.
Even from Jarlaxle. For all of Jarlaxle’s scheming, there would be a
lot of gold wagered on Zaknafein Do’Urden in a battle against an
unknown opponent, and perhaps even more among those who had
figured out that the drow in question was Avinvesa Fey-Branche,
formerly Duvon Tr’arach.

In a fair fight, the wager would be obvious.
This, however, would not be a fair fight.
Arathis Hune decided to make it less fair still. The opportunity to

garner a small treasure shined too brightly, and even better, perhaps
Arathis would be rid of Zaknafein once and for all.

Someone had tried to poison Zaknafein in the Oozing Myconid,
not to kill him, but to slow him so that Duvon could do the deed. That
had failed—of course it had failed! And it was a stupid attempt in the
first place. Zaknafein was a true master of his craft as a warrior. How
many hundreds of times had he poisoned himself in order to render
his body immune to such parlor tricks?

No, poison wouldn’t work on Zaknafein, nor would spells thrown
secretly into the ring to defeat him.

But Arathis Hune thought of Quavylene Oblodra and wondered if
he might have found an undetectable and effective way through the



weapon master’s precautions.



Chapter 4
Perfecting the Edges

The importance of these sudden movements kept Zaknafein
practicing them over and over, a hundred times a day, every day.
They were so simple, usually, and straightforward, and the gains in
speed on the second turn so miniscule that many fighters paid only
cursory attention.

But Zaknafein knew better. The fights sung by the bards were
almost always drawn-out affairs, with great leaping pirouettes and
counters to counters to counters, but the truth of staying alive was
simpler, though perhaps unworthy of long verse: most fights were
won or lost on the draw.

So he practiced.
He sent a small disk of a carved mushroom stalk spinning up in

the air before him, relaxing himself fully as it lifted, closing his eyes
until he heard the random flip hit the floor in front of him.

He opened his eyes. He looked. He found the image facing up on
the disk, the left hand, so he moved suddenly, hands across his belly
to grab the hilts of his swords at his hips, right forearm over left—it
had to be that way to defeat the incoming attacker, as identified by
the coin, and focus on countering her first, not the associate to the
left.

Out came the swords in an eyeblink, rising and cutting across in a
double-backhand parry. He turned his right wrist as that sword came
across, bringing it vertical in its sweep, then shortening the cut, while



the left went across perfectly horizontally, with full follow-through and
even a step with the left foot in that direction. That left slash was
designed to fend off any associates on the attack, the right was a
shortened parry to deflect the thrusting attack aside and lead into a
sudden reversal and thrust designed to kill.

To kill on the draw.
To be done with the fight before it had even really begun.
Three times did Zaknafein practice that draw, double parry, and

thrust, right hand over left, then three times in reverse, left hand over
right, left sword backing, shortening, and thrusting straight ahead.

Weapons sheathed, he retrieved the mushroom disk, shook out
his neck and shoulders, and sent it spinning once more.

Then again after six more draws.
Basic movements, draws Zaknafein had executed thousands of

times in his life.
From there, he went to a series of same-hand, same-hip draws,

where he brought forth the sword on his left hip with his left hand,
right hand for the right. This was typically a reverse draw technique,
reversing the hand over the hilt, drawing and executing a flip of the
blades as the elbows rolled under, creating a reverse pincer
movement with the swords, crossing in the middle between the
extending arms and cutting outward in a short and swift sweep. This
movement was far more awkward than the first, but with repetition,
endless repetition, the muscles could be trained to safely begin the
turn of the blades as soon as the sword tips exited the scabbards.

Zaknafein had perfected three different executions of this
technique, two to mirror the more usual cross-hand draw, one
following through to the left and one to the right, but without the
steps. And, if he was facing but one opponent, he would double
parry with the reverse sweeps, shorten both, and thrust ahead with
both following the sudden stop. He had become so skilled with this
that he could even alter the angle of attack with those thrusts, every
combination of putting the blades ahead, two high, two low, or one
each way, alternatingly.

Few drow warriors would attempt this type of draw in a real fight. It
was too easy to hook a tip in the scabbard or simply be too slow to
defeat an attack by the time a parrying blade was on its way.



Zaknafein, though, could execute it as smoothly as the more typical
cross-hand draw, and he found the looks on the faces of his would-
be killers quite amusing when he immediately defeated them in this
manner.

He could almost hear them asking “How?” before falling over
dead.

The blades came forth several times, spinning, parrying, thrusting,
then snapping back into their respective scabbards.

Satisfied, Zaknafein nodded, wiped his sweaty hands on a nearby
towel, and took a deep and steadying breath.

Now came the same-hand, same-hip draw, simply grabbing the
hilts and lifting his arms up, drawing the swords fully downward for a
double vertical block, tips facing the floor.

In this routine, that draw was a first move, only a first move, and
after the block was initiated, one or both of the swords had to be
moving quickly to a more normal, comfortable, and usable grip.

This was where Zaknafein could separate himself from almost all
others in the opening moments of a fight. Drawing his swords in this
manner was the fastest and cleanest extraction from the scabbards
—there was no reversal of momentum—and so could be effective in
the very last eyeblink to defeat an incoming thrust or cut.

This was also the hardest to improvise, the most limited in second
movements, with both swords in a reversed grip.

Zaknafein had envisioned many ways to change that, though of
course it was always easier to see it in his mind than to actually
execute such a maneuver.

“A thousand times a thousand,” he whispered to himself as he
repeatedly tried his newest continuation of the draw. That was his
mantra, a thousand times a thousand, reminding him that repetition
trained muscles, and that there was no shortcut or substitute.

“A thousand times a thousand,” he said when he lost control of his
left-hand blade and it went flying out before him.

Undaunted, he gathered up the sword and replaced it in its
scabbard, then took a deep breath and drew again, both swords.

With the right, he let go ever so slightly as it rose and came free,
letting the weight of the blade drop it to be recaught with the same
reversed grip, but now with his arm slicing down and back.



That was the easy part.
When he drew with his left hand, he grabbed the hilt only with his

pointer and middle fingers wrapping above, his ring finger and little
finger going back against the hilt nearer the crosspiece. Up went the
blade and as it did, Zaknafein let go with his thumb and pressed with
his lower two fingers, redirecting the momentum of the lift to send the
blade spinning under and then up, then up and over and turning tip-
down as he brought his hand back down behind his shoulder.

The sword blade began to sweep across to Zaknafein’s right even
as it stabbed downward, intending to parry an attack from the rear.

To an onlooker, it was a beautiful and swift movement, but
Zaknafein growled in frustration, stopped short his final movements,
and let the blade fly from his grasp out to the right and clank down to
the floor.

He had not reestablished a strong enough grip on the sword to
block the cut of a child, and that with three more movements
necessary to complete the counterstrike routine.

Again.
 

Jarlaxle and young Dinin Do’Urden came in sight of Zaknafein, with
the weapon master’s back to them as he went through his practice
routines in the house training room. His left arm up high, his sword
swung through, tip-down across his back, and kept going up and
around before him; his right-hand blade thrust backward suddenly,
right behind the passing left-hand blade.

Jarlaxle held Dinin back and silent as he watched the weapon
master finish, with Zaknafein tossing his left-hand blade to reverse
his grip and back-thrust similarly as he retracted the right, then
executing a rather awkward turn, coming around with a look of
frustration clear on his face.

He noticed the visitors and stood up straight immediately.
“What are you doing here?”
“I came with business for Matron Malice,” Jarlaxle answered,

truthfully, “and decided to see how my friend fared in what might be
the last days of his life.”

That brought a smirk to Zaknafein’s face. “Be gone, whelp,” he told
Dinin.



The young man, the younger son of Malice, straightened and
sucked in his breath, obviously taking offense.

Zaknafein laughed at him.
Jarlaxle put his arm about the young Do’Urden’s shoulders. “It is

never wise to show your anger to he who made you angry,” he
whispered into Dinin’s ear. “And less so still to do it when that person
could cut you into pieces before that scowl even left your face.”

“Matron Malice told me to escort you,” Dinin argued.
“And so you have.”
“I’ll not leave you free rein of the house, rogue,” Dinin said.
Jarlaxle slightly bowed, and he did respect the young one’s

courage (though he figured it would get Dinin killed). “Wait for me in
the hall, then,” he offered. “I would speak with my friend alone.”

“Get out,” Zaknafein added from over at the side wall, where he
had collected a dry towel to wipe away his sweat.

Dinin moved back through the door, but didn’t close it.
“How many imaginary foes did you just slay?” Jarlaxle asked,

moving to his friend.
“None; I fear he is still alive.”
Jarlaxle considered the movements he had seen. “Then you are

dead,” he reasoned.
“Sadly.”
“Practicing your draw and strike techniques?”
Zaknafein nodded and wiped the towel over his face.
“You understand that you will both begin your fight with your

blades in hand?” Jarlaxle asked.
“So?”
“You will not need to draw.”
“And?”
“Do not be so obtuse. Why are you practicing something you will

not need?”
“I need it often.”
Jarlaxle started to sigh, but Zaknafein quickly continued, “Not in

the fight two days hence, no, but do you really expect me to
surrender my days of practice for the likes of Duvon Tr’arach?
Should I also practice my running in case I am assailed by a sewer
rat on my way to your play?”



“My play?”
“You should have simply let me kill him in the tavern, then and

there.”
“He is a weapon master of a powerful and long-standing house,”

Jarlaxle reminded. “What consequence for House Do’Urden if you
had done that?”

“The same as after I kill him in the arranged battle,” Zaknafein
replied without hesitation.

“Not so,” Jarlaxle answered, though he really wasn’t sure what
practical difference it might make. Either way, Duvon, or Avinvesa,
seemed to be freelancing here, so his death at Zaknafein’s hands,
whether in a bar fight or an alley fight, could bring some troubling
questions Matron Malice’s way.

“You do not have to kill him,” Jarlaxle added.
“Says the man who is not Duvon’s target. He came to find me. He

moved in order to incite an excuse to kill me, not you.”
Jarlaxle had no reply to that. Instead, he said, “You would be

dead, you know?” motioning his chin back toward the center of the
room, where Zaknafein had been working on his drawing techniques.
“The turn was awkward and too removed from the draw.”

“Anything more than a second move is folly,” Zaknafein dryly
replied, reciting the mantra of Melee-Magthere regarding that most
important beginning sequence of any close combat. The draw and a
single follow were the rule of thumb. Draw and strike, nothing more,
then go to an even posture with your attacker, who previously held
the initiative.

“I counted a third and fourth, though that one failed. You are well
beyond what is considered proper. The block, over your shoulder as
it was, was brilliantly done, and the backward thrust would buy you
time to disengage and come up square against whomever it was that
tried to kill you. Why try to go beyond that when you are at such a
disadvantage?”

“You would have me play the counter to even?”
“That is how you were taught.”
“By warriors who would fall to me,” Zaknafein said.
Jarlaxle conceded the point with a helpless laugh.
“Why are you here?” Zaknafein asked.



“I told you.”
“You told me you had business with Matron Malice. Why are you

here, in this room?”
“To greet an old friend?”
Zaknafein crossed his arms over his chest.
Jarlaxle glanced back at the opened door, then moved closer so

that the eavesdropping young Dinin wouldn’t see, and signed with
his hand, Do you need me to facilitate your release from House
Do’Urden on the night of the fight?

Only if you can do so without implicating yourself in that release,
Zaknafein signed back.

Jarlaxle smiled too wryly.
Zaknafein didn’t bother to ask.

 
Soon after he left House Do’Urden, before he had even returned to
the Clawrift, Jarlaxle was met by a Bregan D’aerthe courier who
handed him a scroll.

Curious. After a magical examination to ensure that it was not
trapped, he unrolled it to find a betting ledger on the upcoming fight,
with a note from Arathis Hune informing him that all the seed money
had already been claimed in wager.

Jarlaxle rolled the parchment and considered it. In less than half a
day, all the bets on Zaknafein had been covered? Tr’arachs, he first
figured. Dab’nay and Harbondair were not the only survivors of that
house circulating within Jarlaxle’s orbit. Certainly they all knew the
true identity of Zaknafein’s assailant and so would quietly cheer for
Duvon to get revenge for what Zaknafein had done to their house
that century before.

But would they bet on Duvon? They knew Duvon best, and so
knew Duvon’s limitations. Wanting someone to win and betting on
that outcome were two very different things, after all.

“Tell him to seed half again more gold today, and another full
amount tomorrow,” Jarlaxle instructed the young courier. “Similar
amounts regarded to each combatant.”

The young man nodded and sprinted away.
Jarlaxle considered the parchment again, even opened it to see if

the amounts of each bet listed could give him some clue as to who



was thinking that Duvon—Avinvesa Fey-Branche—would win. His
first certainty, of course, was that someone expected that she could
influence the bout. In the first encounter, Zaknafein had battled some
poison as well as Duvon, Jarlaxle was positive. So who would be
able to do so again?

Or did any of these people actually believe that Duvon could
defeat Zaknafein? Certainly Duvon would be superbly outfitted, and
likely bolstered by magical enhancements to his body as well, but no
matter how much they enhanced Duvon, could they hope it enough?

Would they also try to wound Zaknafein? Poison again? Magic?
He would be guarded against all of that, of course.

Unless . . .
A hint of a smile—he would not laugh aloud when he suspected,

as he always suspected, that spying eyes were upon him—creased
Jarlaxle’s lips as he considered someone else who might be very
glad to see the fall of Zaknafein Do’Urden, and the unorthodox
methods that might be available to that person to see that it was
carried out.

Jarlaxle veered in his course, moving instead for the raised alcove
of the great cavern known as Tier Breche, which housed the famed
Academy of Menzoberranzan.

 
The sword came around over his right shoulder, rising as he swept it
before him. He let go simply to reverse his grip and began his
backward thrust as he turned.

Zaknafein stopped and snarled.
It was too awkward. The masters at Melee-Magthere had always

taught the one-move mantra: in a sudden encounter, you had one
move following a draw to make your attack, just one. After that,
revert to a fighting stance and begin the formal combat.

The weapon master shook his head. He was so close here, not
just to the second move, but the third and fourth as well, and with all
of them stealing from his attacker any choice except retreat, and
leaving that assailant vulnerable if she wasn’t smart enough to
immediately flee.

Too close.



But the balance was all wrong. He could get his left-hand blade
around, could reverse and thrust, but that would accomplish nothing
more than the initial thrust. It was a delaying tactic, designed to hold
the fight static for one more eyeblink, one more turn.

He could not execute that turn successfully. It didn’t work.
Zaknafein pondered the sword movements and his footwork.

Perhaps if he added a step to the left . . .
 

“It is a ridiculous proposition, even for you,” Archmage Gromph
Baenre answered Jarlaxle. The two sat in comfortable chairs before
a blazing hearth in the chambers of the great wizard, an
extradimensional mansion accessed through a secret closet in
Gromph’s mundane quarters in Sorcere, the drow school for wizards.

“But it can be done?”
Gromph sighed and sipped the fine—the very fine—liquor Jarlaxle

had brought to him, the price Gromph demanded for any and every
visit from the mercenary leader.

“Anything can be done,” he replied. “Not everything should be
done.”

“Why should this not be done? It seems a rather minor dweomer,
and of little consequence.”

“Because it is not worth the trouble.”
“It is simply a variation of a minor spell,” Jarlaxle protested.
“Then do it yourself.”
It was Jarlaxle’s turn to sigh. “Why would I not ask the greatest

mage in the city?”
“Should I then ask Jarlaxle when I need a rat exterminated?”
“If it is an extraordinary rat, I suppose,” Jarlaxle replied, then slyly

added, “or even a mundane one, if you were willing to pay Jarlaxle’s
fee.”

Gromph snorted. “Tell me why, then.”
“Because too many matrons know the properties from eye to eye.”
“The Oblodrans, you mean,” Gromph reasoned. “You continue to

deal with those strange creatures?”
“They live in my attic, one might say.”
“Then hire a rat-killer and be rid of them.”



Jarlaxle arched his eyebrow at that remark, and Gromph shrugged
and took another drink. Revealing his frustration, Jarlaxle knew, for
even the mighty Gromph was unnerved by the foreign powers of
Matron K’yorl Odran and her psionic clan.

“A spell wouldn’t be of much use to you because of the time
constraints. So you would have to cast it, and it would be no minor
thing, as you claim. Unless, of course, you wish it to be permanent,
and I warn you . . .”

“Oh no, not permanent,” Jarlaxle interrupted. “Just a short
duration.”

“An alchemist would be a better choice than a wizard,” Gromph
explained. “You have heard of daylight oil?”

“Of course.” In fact, Jarlaxle had used daylight oil, coating the
small stones encased in ceramic balls, to break up the fight in the
Oozing Myconid.

“Something akin to that, I believe,” Gromph said. “A temporary
dweomer once applied, one that sets in place upon the item and
does not bleed onto anything it touches. Not as simple as you might
think, but probably possible.”

“I have fine alchemists,” Jarlaxle remarked.
“And I have finer ones,” Gromph said.
“But more expensive ones.”
“You are paying my fee either way, rogue,” the archmage said. “It

was my idea.”
Jarlaxle nodded and tipped his glass toward Gromph. “When?”
“When do you need it?”
“Two days.”
“Double the fee.”
Jarlaxle started to argue, but bit it back and nodded. He thought to

offer Gromph the usual fee and tell the archmage how he could
easily double it himself, but then deferred, not really wanting to
involve any Baenres in this little fight he had arranged. Perhaps he
would just bet that fee additionally himself.

Either way, it didn’t matter. He would gain a useful item, salvage a
useful ally, and make plenty of gold in the process.



Chapter 5
Fair and Not Square

Wearing an eyepatch that did nothing more than hinder his vision in
one eye, Jarlaxle watched from afar, well past the appointed time.
Growing anxious, he went into the Oozing Myconid to find an equally
anxious Arathis Hune leaning on the bar, rolling an empty glass in
his hand.

“Where is he?” the assassin asked Jarlaxle when he sidled up
beside him.

“The opponent is out back in the alleyway.”
“With a score of onlookers, and another hundred watching from

nearby windows, and hundreds more awaiting the information from
those appointed watchers.”

“It’s been a while since the last fight between such impressive
combatants, for I suspect that word has leaked that Zaknafein’s
opponent is in fact the weapon master of House Fey-Branche.”

“There have been whispers,” Arathis Hune quietly confirmed.
Jarlaxle couldn’t help but smile as he motioned to barkeep

Harbondair for a glass of his favorite liquor. He had more than six
hundred pieces of gold spread out among the streets, almost none in
his own name, and the expected return would be almost nine
hundred, he believed, since the odds had surprisingly shifted closer.
In truth, Jarlaxle hadn’t even expected to find many takers for his
bets on Zaknafein, for who would bet against Zaknafein Do’Urden



unless the opponent was Uthegentel Armgo, or perhaps Dantrag
Baenre?

“He’s out in the alleyway, no doubt pacing nervously,” Jarlaxle
said.

“No doubt.”
“Expending his energy. Making his limbs heavier by the step . . .”
“You think this a tactic?” Arathis Hune asked. “More likely Matron

Malice wouldn’t let her toy soldier come out and play.”
“She will let him out this night,” Jarlaxle assured him. As he took a

sip of his drink, Jarlaxle caught the man staring at him with obvious
suspicion.

Where is your eyepatch? Hune’s fingers signed.
“On my head,” Jarlaxle replied aloud, drawing a skeptical stare

from his associate.
Jarlaxle turned a bit to better display the back strap of the

eyepatch, which was still visible, though the rest of the magical item
was not.

Arathis Hune’s expression turned curious indeed.
“Our Oblodran friends have come to discern which eye grants me

protection from their intrusions, and which allows me the power of
true-seeing,” Jarlaxle explained. “Better that they do not see the
item, or if they do realize that I am covertly wearing it, better that
they do not easily discern which eye it is covering. They are grand
with their mind magics, indeed, but not so much, not even their
house wizard, with more mundane magic.

“Like seeing invisible things.”
A bell chimed at the back of the bar, and Harbondair rushed to a

specific point in the wine rack, removing a bottle and putting his ear
to the opening for just a moment.

“Zaknafein Do’Urden approaches,” he informed Jarlaxle and
Arathis Hune. Jarlaxle upended his glass in one great swallow, and
Arathis Hune slid his empty glass back across the bar, turning to
leave with the mercenary leader.

“How is this possible?” Arathis Hune asked. “I have never heard of
such a thing.”

“I know formidable wizards—the most formidable—and peerless
alchemists,” Jarlaxle replied. “And I have gold. It is amazing what



magical or alchemical creations one might inspire with gold.”
Arathis Hune blew a deep breath. “But why leave the strap visible

at all?” he asked, seeming at a loss.
Jarlaxle shrugged and chuckled. “It wasn’t visible when I first

enchanted the item with the vanishing salve, but I dropped it, and it
took me a long while to find it!”

“Vanishing salve?” Arathis Hune echoed, but then just stared
blankly at his boss, finally shaking his head helplessly in surrender.

Just as Jarlaxle wanted it.
 

Zaknafein raised his hand to his ear and flipped the band over the
top of it, as it had slipped down when he adjusted the item and
begun pinching him just a bit. It was nothing serious, of course, just a
leather tie, but any crimp, any bustle, any distraction at all at this
particular time was indeed a big deal to the weapon master.

Everything had to be perfect. He had to be perfect.
There could be no distractions, and this gift from Jarlaxle, even

properly adjusted, was distracting him.
He wanted to reach up, pull it off, and tuck it away.
But he didn’t. For all of his complaining about the mercenary,

Zaknafein had to admit—though only to himself—that even as he
had come to quite enjoy the company of Jarlaxle, he had come to
trust him more.

He closed his eyes for a few strides and composed himself,
playing out his practice sessions in his thoughts, gathering his
muscle memory. He felt as though he might vomit, and to him, that
was a good thing.

He was on edge.
He was ready for battle.
Many eyes were upon him, he knew, before he even came around

the back corner of the Oozing Myconid. Drow, many nobles among
them, lined the alleyway before him, both sides, some high up on the
walls of the tavern, some on the roof, peering over. The building
across the way had been fashioned from a stalagmite mound, like
most drow structures, offering many natural seats along its uneven
wall, all of which were filled with onlookers.



He saw his opponent, Duvon—still in disguise—standing down the
way, beyond another drow, a woman he did not know, but one who
was commanding great attention. She lifted her right hand up high,
pinching her middle finger to her palm with her thumb and showing
the gap between her ring and index fingers. She moved it down to
within a hand’s width of her face and peered through to the
southwest.

Glancing that way, Zaknafein understood. She was indicating the
distant towering obelisk of Narbondel, the magical timeclock of
Menzoberranzan, one that measured the days with its glow, climbing
to the apex from the floor, midnight to noon, then diminishing back
down the great pillar as the day grew long. The indicated distance
between her straightened fingers showed how much time, how much
of the glow, she would allow to dissipate before calling for an end to
the betting.

And indeed, the coin began to flow all about that alley behind the
tavern.

Zaknafein wondered if he might look unsure, perhaps bluffing so
that those betting on him in these waning moments might find better
odds.

He looked down the alleyway to his opponent, though, and found
that he couldn’t begin to muster such a facade. There stood Duvon,
who had tried to murder him, who had arranged for poison in
Zaknafein’s drink, thinking the mushroom drug would slow the
weapon master enough for him to make a quick and clean kill.

Whatever sympathy Zaknafein might feel, whatever kinship he
might hold for the other male drow could not push through that truth.

Zaknafein walked to the near end of the alley, and there waited.
Another drow, a woman whose name Zaknafein did not know but
who was often seen about the Stenchstreets, came out of an alcove
to the side, holding a thin blue wand.

She held up her hand for silence, and indeed, the onlookers
quieted.

“Coins away!” she declared. “No wager beyond this moment will
be enforced by the rules of Braeryn.”

Zaknafein heard jingling to the sides, and in the windows above,
the last bets covered. He had heard of these organized fights, but



had never witnessed one. He now understood, though, that this
woman standing between him and Duvon held great power in the
Stenchstreets, to so calm an always unruly crowd.

“Who called this fight?” she asked.
“I did, good lady,” said Jarlaxle, coming out of the shadows to the

right side of the alleyway, through the back door of the Oozing
Myconid.

“And these are the principals?” she asked, indicating Zaknafein,
then Duvon.

“They are,” Jarlaxle answered.
“You are sure?”
“I am.”
“And they are known by the names of?”
“Zaknafein is known in the Braeryn,” Jarlaxle replied. “And of this

other fellow . . .” He paused and looked at Duvon, who narrowed his
eyes in reply. “We shall call him Blue, as he has not offered any
name.”

Zaknafein heard whispers of “Avinvesa Fey-Branche,” and even
“Duvon Tr’arach,” all about. Others even mentioned that Jarlaxle
surely knew this fellow.

Perhaps Jarlaxle was not as clever as he believed, Zaknafein
mused. If the bettors knew that Jarlaxle was intimately familiar with
both fighters, then how would he make his bets?

Zaknafein didn’t even allow his thoughts to go down that certainly
winding road. He hadn’t the time or energy for any of that. Jarlaxle
seemed quite pleased at this time, though that, too, offered only
conflicting theories and concerns to Zaknafein.

“Blue?” the woman asked.
“A name is only important in ensuring the intent of the wager,”

Jarlaxle interrupted. “Zaknafein is known. The other is irrelevant.”
“Will he still be irrelevant when Zaknafein lies dead, I wonder?”

another voice intervened, that of Duvon himself.
That brought a smile to Zaknafein’s face.
“Coins away!” the woman cried once more. “And approach,

warriors, to five strides.”
Zaknafein’s stare never left Duvon, and was reciprocated every

step, as he walked to a distance of about five strides to the woman



officiating, Duvon opposite him a similar distance away from the
officiant.

“What weapons you have are your own,” the woman said. “What
armor you wear is your own. What tricks you might play are your
own, except . . .”

She paused and looked to Jarlaxle.
“Warriors, both,” he said.
“Then no dweomers cast,” she declared, “beyond the

enchantments already upon your gear, and your noble abilities. Are
we agreed?”

Zaknafein’s hands rolled about the hilts of his swords, weapons he
and Jarlaxle had long ago stolen from the treasury of House Barrison
Del’Armgo. Fine weapons, and probably at least as good as those
Duvon was now wearing. The combatants were very likely similarly
outfitted, he believed.

“Agreed,” the warriors said, nearly in unison.
The woman pointed her wand at Zaknafein then and uttered a

command word. The weapon master felt a small blast of wind, a
wave of disenchantment. Any spells that had been cast on him, of
protection or enhancement of strength or speed or agility, would not
survive that nullifying enchantment.

She turned and similarly disenchanted Duvon, then lifted a large
and clear crystal orb for all to see.

“Should any dweomers fall upon these opponents, or within the
alleyway, I will know,” she promised.

Zaknafein just wanted to be done with this and on with the fight,
but he supposed that this was about as “fair” a battle as any drow
could manage in the City of Spiders.

Except that he was certain it wasn’t going to be fair, and hoped
that his opponent didn’t know that he knew. He had no idea of how
Duvon’s allies might get a spell through to him, but Jarlaxle had
given him the warning, and the eyepatch, for some reason.

The weapon master wanted to spit in disgust. He would have
preferred a fight in an unremarkable chamber, with equal gear, or no
gear, and no onlookers. A fight based on skill alone, his against
Duvon’s, and let the better warrior win.



No matter, he decided, and grasped his swords. That would
happen regardless.

“To surrender or to death,” the woman called as she moved toward
her alcove, and the crowd backed away as much as they could.
“Have at it!”

Zaknafein found himself engulfed in magical darkness even as the
words left her mouth. A perfectly legal attack by the rules of the fight,
since it was an innate noble ability, but having Duvon throw it so
immediately did surprise the weapon master.

Duvon was charging him, he knew, the lesser fighter going for the
quick kill. The risks seemed enormous to Zaknafein, his mind
spinning through all the possible plays here. Could Duvon correctly
guess Zaknafein’s responding move and so approach correctly?

If Zaknafein went left or right and Duvon guessed opposite, his
darkness would be foolishly wasted. If Zaknafein came forward and
Duvon was thinking otherwise, his own darkness would work against
him, perhaps catastrophically.

It was a riddle that might have ensnared a less seasoned warrior,
or even a veteran who could not process the changes of a battlefield
with the clarity or speed of Zaknafein Do’Urden. For Zaknafein
immediately understood the risks before Duvon for leading with a
summoned globe of darkness, a tactic most commonly used by a
drow battling another drow only in desperation, a moment of a
missed parry or thrust, in order to bring the battlefield back to even
ground. Few were the drow who could not fight well in absolute
darkness, after all.

Duvon would not go left, and he wouldn’t go right, nor would he
come straight ahead, for any of those choices might gain him a bit of
an advantage if he guessed right, but could lead to utter catastrophe
if he guessed wrong.

No, he had thrown the darkness to throw his entire repertoire of
tricks into one sudden killing move.

Zaknafein couldn’t see him, but Zaknafein knew where he was.
So Zaknafein readied himself and his swords and then didn’t

move.
Nor did he make a sound.



He waited, because he understood Duvon’s play, and realized that
the House Fey-Branche weapon master was now above him. Duvon
had levitated, that second drow noble ability. He couldn’t fly and
couldn’t continue any ascent, instead simply going weightless and
leaping into the air, floating upward to the end of his enchantment.

Or until he had caught a ledge on which he could wait.
He was up there, waiting to see where Zaknafein would appear,

that he might leap down from on high.
Zaknafein waited.
Zaknafein threw his own globe of darkness just ahead, hoping to

overlap the two and further confuse Duvon.
And Zaknafein waited, perfectly still, listening. He was using no

energy here, but his opponent, up high, had to have a precarious
perch. It wouldn’t last much longer.

He heard the slight scraping of a boot on stone up above, and
then he leaped, levitating, up and back to the right, swords working
overhead and forward in case Duvon came too close.

Zaknafein exited the top of the darkness globe just as Duvon
entered, some few feet before him, just out of reach—of the swords,
at least, for both combatants reached into their magical abilities and
limned each other with harmless faerie fire, Zaknafein’s purple,
Duvon’s blue. Zaknafein hit the lip of the Oozing Myconid’s roof and
threw himself back the way he had come, back into the globe,
landing with a flurry of blows, most hitting nothing until one, then a
second, struck a sword coming at him the other way.

 
Watching from the side, Jarlaxle silently applauded Duvon’s courage
and cleverness, but he was not surprised at all to see Zaknafein
quickly and methodically counter. Now the battle had begun in
earnest, deep within the magical darkness, swords ringing together
with bangs and scrapes.

The onlookers gasped and cheered; some complained that they
could not witness the swordplay.

That was a loss, Jarlaxle knew from the sheer speed of the ringing
blades. Furiously the two battled, each playing through known
routines, adapting and switching in an attempt to catch the other off
guard.



Duvon couldn’t win here, Jarlaxle felt certain. He could not beat
Zaknafein in the darkness, or even in the light—but in the light, at
least, Duvon likely had another devious trick to play.

Jarlaxle focused on the sounds, on the continuing direction.
Zaknafein was advancing, Duvon retreating.

Now Jarlaxle understood why Zaknafein had thrown the second
globe—the darkness was his ally against Duvon’s as-yet unknown
assistance! Zaknafein meant to finish Duvon before the magic
darkness faded.

But now Duvon fully retreated into the second globe, moving
through it toward the light. Finally he tumbled out of the far side, to
the cheers of those gathered deeper in the alleyway.

Duvon’s fabulous armor was visible now, Jarlaxle saw, for
Zaknafein had cut the man’s outer cloak and shirt apart. And first
blood, or at least the most spilled blood, belonged to the blades of
Zaknafein, who had snuck more than one cut past Duvon’s defenses
in the darkness.

Jarlaxle nodded in appreciation, though, when Zaknafein
emerged, for Duvon had scored a hit, too.

“You have improved,” Jarlaxle congratulated the former son of
House Tr’arach under his breath. He considered House Fey-Branche
and when Matron Byrtyn might be done with Duvon. Perhaps this
one might again prove valuable to him. “I hope Zaknafein doesn’t kill
you.”

 
Zaknafein measured his thrusts and kept his sidelong cuts short, his
swords always in position to defend. Something unusual was
coming, he knew. Duvon had taken a great chance in utilizing both
his darkness and his levitation in that initial attempt to end it.

But now, with those tricks failing and already put back on his
heels, Duvon was not panicking, and his expression showed him to
be perturbed, not alarmed.

He had wanted to defeat Zaknafein on his own, by cleverness and
boldness alone.

But that didn’t mean that he thought he was now in danger of
losing.



And he should think that, Zaknafein knew. Both of Zaknafein’s
swords thrust ahead, then retracted so quickly that Duvon missed
them in his parry. Back in for Duvon’s torso came those swords,
parallel only initially, then each angling out to send them in wide.
Thus the left-hand blade picked off the attempted powerful slash of
Duvon’s right-hand blade, a sweeping parry that the Fey-Branche
weapon master obviously hoped would move both swords
harmlessly aside. His second blade was lifting to come in over his
parry, and Duvon had to leap back and throw the blade down fast
before him simply to avoid Zaknafein’s thrust.

He still got hit—painfully, if his yelp was any indication—on the left
hip.

Duvon continued back another step and flung himself around to
his right, thinking to turn a full circuit to come up balanced ahead and
to the side.

But Zaknafein was too quick for that, and his pursuit forced Duvon
to break his circuit halfway around, then simply sprint away for the
natural wall of the stalagmite bordering the alley. Up he went with
surprising grace and speed, just ahead of Zaknafein’s blades. He
leaped and somersaulted, a move that would have normally
deposited him back on the ground behind Zaknafein. Not this time,
though, as Duvon used his own waving blades to feign that he meant
to travel such a distance, but cut short his backward spring, instead
coming down at the same spot from which he had leaped, only
facing his opponent now.

Zaknafein did get in a stinging hit across Duvon’s shin, the drow’s
armor saving him from too serious a wound.

But Duvon fell into rhythm quickly, his blades working down low,
defending. Zaknafein, though holding the low ground, played along,
for he had the initiative here, had Duvon moving frantically side to
side, had him working his blades from an awkward bend.

Finally, Duvon managed to go even higher on the stalagmite, and
Zaknafein started up.

Only a step, though, and from there he pushed off and
backflipped, landing toward the middle of the alleyway, facing his
opponent and motioning for Duvon to come on.

Duvon glanced to the side, just briefly, but Zaknafein caught it.



Duvon leaped out at him from on high. Zaknafein felt a tickle, like a
feather somehow passing harmlessly through his forehead.

That was all.
Just as Jarlaxle had promised.
Zaknafein stood very straight, blinking absently, his swords

lowering.
Duvon bore down on him, swords working in circles at either side,

back and up, over and down. He ended that furious rhythm perfectly
as he closed the last steps, the blades coming over, halting in perfect
alignment, and diving for the chest of the helpless Zaknafein. The
weapon master of House Fey-Branche, the former elderboy and
weapon master of House Tr’arach, cried out in victory . . .

Too soon.
For Zaknafein was not there, so suddenly, and Duvon’s swords

stabbed the empty air.
And a leg cracked across the front of his leading ankle, and a

second leg came scissoring in hard against the back of his trailing
knee, then his leading knee, too, as his legs came together.

Duvon pitched headlong to the alleyway, bouncing, then rolling
about and turning, desperately coming up to his knees, facing back,
weapons slashing to fend off the expected approach.

But again, Zaknafein was simply not there, not in line with Duvon’s
defense, at least.

No, he was up in the air, a great leap and turn, his swords
presented before his chest, tips straight down. He landed behind
Duvon, just behind, and kept falling, his weight driving those swords
straight down, the momentum and strength of Zaknafein battling the
fine armor. On the right side of Duvon’s head, the sword tip was
turned, but still gashed Duvon, collar to breast.

The sword on the left side caught more fully, and Zaknafein was
quick to adjust his weight to drive it down, finally pushing it through
the stubborn armor and into the soft flesh at the hollow of Duvon’s
collarbone.

Down slid the blades, a bright line of red showing on the doomed
drow’s right breast, blood fountaining from the wound in the left.

The onlookers screamed, cheered, yelled denials for lost bets, and
above them all, Zaknafein heard the voice of Jarlaxle: “Bah!”



Chapter 6
Squaring Up

“He surrenders!” priestess Dab’nay yelled, rushing forward from
the alley wall and already beginning to cast a spell of healing.

Zaknafein turned to regard her and smiled wickedly. His blade had
cut Duvon’s artery, clearly, although that would not likely prove fatal
with a powerful cleric at hand. But Duvon was helpless to defend,
and the tip of that sword was already at the man’s lung, Zaknafein
knew, and with only a slight press, he could drive it right through and
down to Duvon’s heart, killing him before any spell could help.

He gave a little press, and Duvon gasped.
Dab’nay skidded to a stop, and stopped too her spellcasting. “No,

please, I beg,” she implored Zaknafein. “He will not challenge you
again. You have won. I pledge my fealty! Please.” She inched
forward.

Zaknafein stared at her, then snapped his free right-hand sword up
suddenly, the tip coming in against Dab’nay’s soft throat.

“Perhaps I should kill you instead,” he said, and added with
venom, “priestess.”

She swallowed hard, but did not reply.
“Perhaps both,” Zaknafein said.
Dab’nay merely shrugged, thoroughly defeated.
Zaknafein pulled the sword out of Duvon, who toppled over, the

blood still flying from the wound. He lifted Dab’nay’s chin with his
other sword, smiling.



“Your loyalty is unusual,” he said, “and unexpected.”
Dab’nay said nothing.
“And your word is meaningless,” said Zaknafein.
“Mine, then?” asked another, Jarlaxle walking over.
Zaknafein lowered his sword. “Try your spell,” he told Dab’nay, the

sword still dangerously close. “I dare you.”
She stared at him hard, but began to recite her spell, stubbornly.
Zaknafein laughed at her.
Jarlaxle held his breath—this was a priestess of Lolth accepting

the dare of Zaknafein, who loved nothing more than killing
priestesses of Lolth!

“Zaknafein,” he said, and when the weapon master glanced at
him, he subtly shook his head, begging restraint.

Zaknafein flashed that smile, one promising that this was not over,
but walked away.

 
Jarlaxle got the weapon master back in his sight almost halfway
across the city. He slowed his approach and faded down one
alleyway, though, when he realized that other eyes were on
Zaknafein, and on him, at that time.

He figured it to be the handiwork of Matron Byrtyn Fey, perhaps
ensuring that Zaknafein did not return to Matron Malice, whatever
the outcome of the duel. He sprinted to the end of the alley and
threw his portable hole out before him, then rushed through the
opening and pulled the magical item out behind him, solidifying the
wall once more. He was in a training gym, where only a pair of
warriors stood in a face-off, though both were now looking
incredulously at him.

He flipped them a jaunty salute, and then was across the gym,
deploying the portable hole again, disappearing out the other side.

On and on he ran, cutting corners by moving through walls,
surprising many, until he at last came out on the main street out of
the Braeryn.

Where Zaknafein came strolling around a corner before him.
“What?” the weapon master asked, initially startled. But this was

Jarlaxle, after all, and Zaknafein calmed quickly, a stark admission
that he should not be surprised.



“Quick, follow,” Jarlaxle said, and he threw the magical hole
against the same wall he had just exited and moved for it, waving for
Zaknafein to follow.

Zaknafein did not.
“Quickly!” Jarlaxle harshly whispered. “You are in danger.”
Zaknafein crossed his arms over his chest but did not approach.

Behind him, atop a low roof, Jarlaxle saw some movement, a hand
crossbow raising before a drow sniper.

“Down! Down!” Jarlaxle cried, and he took a fast step and threw
himself back through the hole, taking cover.

“Are you okay, weapon master?” Jarlaxle heard from the rooftop.
“He is,” said yet another. “That is just Jarlaxle, as expected.”
Confused, Jarlaxle peeked above the rim of the magical hole.

There stood Zaknafein, arms still crossed over his chest, a hint of a
smile stamped upon his face. Behind him, the drow had lowered the
hand crossbow and watched closely.

Jarlaxle stood up and stepped back through the hole, then pulled
the magical item from the wall, closing the opening.

“You think I would be foolish enough to come out alone this night?”
Zaknafein asked him.

“These are Do’Urdens?”
“Of course.”
Clever Zaknafein, Jarlaxle thought, but did not say—he didn’t want

to give Zaknafein an even bigger ego than he surely had after the
fight. He started to smile, but could not hold it when he noted another
Do’Urden, Malice’s rather nasty and vicious daughter Briza, moving
toward them from the side. He felt very vulnerable then, and even
naked, for a priestess could use spells to see into his thoughts or
detect if he was lying, and he wasn’t wearing his magical eyepatch,
but this imposter piece of normal leather instead!

Your head is itchy, Jarlaxle’s fingers subtly flashed to Zaknafein.
“What?”
Itchy! Jarlaxle signaled more vehemently.
Zaknafein chuckled, but he did reach up to scratch the side of his

head. And in that movement, he secretly slipped the eyepatch off his
head, taking care to conceal the only visible part, the back band,



within his closed fist. He brought the arm down between himself and
Jarlaxle and dropped the item, which Jarlaxle caught.

With a subtle movement, Jarlaxle dipped the magical eyepatch
into a secondary belt pouch, one he had filled with a disenchanting
liquid that removed the magical invisibility salve from the item.

Priestess Briza neared, and Jarlaxle dropped a low and graceful
bow, using the movement to lift his hand to his face, where he
seemed to adjust his eyepatch to his other eye, as he was known to
often do. Using quick hands and dipping even lower as a distraction,
he actually replaced the benign covering entirely with the magical
one.

“Matron Malice will speak with you,” the brutish eldest daughter
and first priestess of House Do’Urden told Jarlaxle when she arrived
before him and the weapon master. “I think her not pleased.”

She stared at him curiously then, and Jarlaxle suspected that she
was trying to use some probing spell on him.

“From all that I am told, Matron Malice is only pleased in certain
moments,” he replied.

Briza’s face tightened at the obvious reference to Malice’s sexual
appetite. “Men have been killed for less biting words,” she reminded.

Jarlaxle merely smiled and replied, “Inform her that I will come to
visit soon.” He gave another polite bow and started to turn as if to
leave, but found drow soldiers coming at him from every direction.

“You can tell her that yourself,” Briza replied, and off they went.
“Did you really believe that you could put Matron Malice’s valuable

weapon master in such peril without evoking her anger?” Briza
asked the mercenary leader as they walked along toward the
cavern’s West Wall, which held House Do’Urden.

“It was against Avinvesa Fey-Branche,” Jarlaxle replied. “Do you
think that Zaknafein was ever really in danger?”

“Many of the onlookers were agents of House Do’Urden,” said
Briza. “So, no, we would not allow that.”

And many of the others were agents of House Fey-Branche, which
is more powerful than House Do’Urden, Jarlaxle thought, but again
did not say.

It was all such a silly game, these house rivalries and wasteful
animosity, but at least Jarlaxle could usually find a way to make



some gain in the battles. He just needed to figure out how to do so
with Matron Malice this time.

 
“You have already collected the coin?” Matron Malice Do’Urden
asked Jarlaxle when he placed a hefty bag of silver and gold at the
foot of her grand seat in the throne room of House Do’Urden.

“Oh, hardly,” he replied. “But it would not do to make a matron wait
for her gains.”

“Wise choice.”
“One taught to me since I was old enough to understand who was

on the other side of a snake-headed scourge,” Jarlaxle replied, and
bowed low.

Malice snorted but let it go. “I took a great risk in allowing my
weapon master to leave the house for this little game you arranged,”
she said.

“Not so great,” Jarlaxle assured her, but paused and rethought his
direction here when she scowled at him.

“It is true that there was danger, yes,” he said instead. “But I
watched closely, and really, Zaknafein could not lose to the inferior
weapon master of House Fey-Branche as long as there was no
untoward outside influence. And I assure you, as I did when we
made this . . . side arrangement, that I had many agents guarding
against that possibility. The bet was better than the offered odds.”

“Two-to-three?” she asked.
Jarlaxle stiffened a bit and shrugged. “They actually moved closer

to three-to-four,” he admitted.
“Unacceptable,” Matron Malice replied, too calmly.
“I cannot control—”
“Unacceptable, given the risk that House Do’Urden took to allow

this.”
Jarlaxle nodded. “I know, Matron.” He gave a sly little smile. “You

will find in that sack that I covered you at one-to-one.”
He caught her off guard, he realized when she sat up straight and

seemed for a moment like she might topple from her throne. Which
was Jarlaxle’s whole point in lying to her, after all. The odds really
hadn’t changed as he had said, and in fact had moved closer to
even, but Jarlaxle was buying goodwill here, and Matron Malice



wouldn’t waste her resources digging into the murk to see what odds
might have been offered at the time one of Jarlaxle’s unannounced
agents had secretly placed her rather substantial bets.

“Matron Byrtyn’s weapon master is dead?” Malice asked.
“He lived, I believe. At least, a priestess was tending him when I

left him, and his wound seemed to be diminishing.”
Malice let out a little growl.
“It would not have mattered,” Jarlaxle quickly added, not wanting

her to run down a tangent issue here. “Avinvesa will not serve
Matron Byrtyn in that capacity for much longer, in any case. He is
merely keeping the sword handles warm for a proper Fey-Branche
noble.”

“She will still retain a fine blade.”
Jarlaxle shrugged, then shook his head. “If she doesn’t kill him, I

will buy him out of her house, I think. No doubt Matron Byrtyn lost a
considerable amount of coin on this fight and so she will have little
use for Avinvesa going forward.”

That seemed to mollify the vicious little matron a bit, Jarlaxle was
glad to note. Once again, he had to hope that Malice wouldn’t take it
upon herself to check the veracity of his assertion—or at least, that
he had created enough plausible deniability so that his erroneous
claim could be construed merely as a mistaken, though logical,
assumption.

“This could have ended badly for Zaknafein, and so, for you,”
Malice said.

Jarlaxle shrugged. “Not too badly for me, altogether.”
“You would have surrendered your band to another. I had your

word. Matron Mother Baenre would not side with you.”
Jarlaxle gave a little laugh. “Dear Matron Malice, if Zaknafein had

fallen, I assure you that I would have lived up to our bargain to serve
House Do’Urden as its weapon master. I do not wish that, no, but I
thought it an easy concession to offer you, since I knew that
Zaknafein could not lose. He is magnificent—I don’t know that I
would bet against him no matter his drow opponent.”

He had hoped to lighten the mood with his sincere approval and
assessment of Zaknafein, but Malice’s scowl only deepened.

“You do not wish that?” she echoed in low and threatening tones.



Jarlaxle stood confused for a moment, until he realized that
Matron Malice wasn’t talking about Zaknafein’s formal role here, but
rather, he gathered, other services Zaknafein provided.

“Only the weapon master part,” he blurted inelegantly.
“You will prove that,” Malice replied, sounding very much like a cat

with a cornered mouse.
Jarlaxle wanted to shrug, but was wise enough to keep anything

that might be construed as ambivalence out of his voice or posture at
that delicate moment. He couldn’t deny that this woman before him
was alluring, even more so given her reputation, but neither could he
dismiss that Zaknafein was his friend. It didn’t much matter, he
supposed, because he was indeed a cornered mouse.

“Truly, Matron?” he asked brightly, eagerly. “You would so honor
me?”

Her eyes never leaving the mercenary, Matron Malice began to
undo her robes.

 
A disheveled and exhausted Jarlaxle—Malice’s reputation was not
exaggerated, he had learned at last—arrived at the court of Matron
Byrtyn Fey some time later, dropping before her throne a bag of gold
and silver nearly as large as the one he had given to Matron Malice.

He had told Malice that Byrtyn would be upset at her weapon
master’s failure because she likely had lost considerable money on
the fight, but the truth was quite the opposite. Heeding Jarlaxle’s
advice, Matron Byrtyn had bet quite heavily against her own
combatant.

She had done so sourly, however, and still was not thrilled with the
outcome of the battle—but her anger was not directed toward
Jarlaxle, who had begged her to hedge any losses in stature or in
the position of weapon master by taking advantage of the probable
outcome.

Especially when Jarlaxle had promised to cover her losses if
Avinvesa had somehow prevailed.

“I have already begun the whispers that the fight was not fair,”
Jarlaxle assured her. “Some strange force was used to stun
Avinvesa Fey-Branche and that Oblodran agents were seen near to
the Oozing Myconid.”



“Those rumors will gather no real credibility.”
“They do not have to,” Jarlaxle replied. “A seed of doubt is enough

for House Fey-Branche to avoid any fall of reputation. That seed is
being planted all about Menzoberranzan, as we agreed.”

“You should have let him die,” Matron Byrtyn said with obvious
disgust.

“I, too, am amazed that his sister from House Tr’arach maintained
enough loyalty to him to bother with spells of healing,” he lied. He
was doing that—lying—quite a bit this day, and to quite powerful
women. How glad Jarlaxle was that he had regained his magical
eyepatch!

“He is an embarrassment to my house,” Byrtyn said.
Jarlaxle pulled another bag of gold from his magical belt pouch, a

marvelous satchel that could hold a roomful of goods. He held it up
and gave it a little shake.

“Then sell him back to me. Same price as you paid for him.”
Matron Byrtyn cocked her head at that. “You did quite well in your

betting this day,” she said.
Jarlaxle didn’t deny it.
“Enough so that perhaps Jarlaxle made sure that he could not

lose, yes?”
The mercenary swallowed hard. “I did nothing to impinge upon the

rules of the fight,” he stated flatly. “And I would say that under your
divining eye.”

She motioned for him to remove his eyepatch and began casting a
spell. Jarlaxle did so but couldn’t help but sigh as he moved to obey.
The matrons were all coming to understand the powers of that
magical eyepatch, and he feared that this might be a request—nay, a
command—he would hear often in the future.

A few heartbeats later, Byrtyn Fey went silent and looked at him
directly and intently.

“I did nothing to impinge upon the rules of the fight,” he restated
with confidence.

She motioned for him to expand.
“Nor did any of those under my control.”
The matron stared at him a while longer, her expression skeptical.

But Jarlaxle hadn’t lied—for once today. All that he had done was



provide a defense to Zaknafein against a cheat, which, in itself,
surely wasn’t cheating.

Matron Byrtyn finally gave a slight nod, though she hardly seemed
satisfied, and Jarlaxle replaced his eyepatch.

“You play dangerous games, Jarlaxle,” she remarked.
“The dangerous ones are the most profitable.”
“One mistake will be the end of you,” she promised.
“More reason to take great care, then.”
Matron Byrtyn Fey was a devout Lolthian, her house one of the

oldest and most respected in the city. But her smile gave it away to
Jarlaxle at that time: though she was sneering at him now, she loved
his games. The intrigue, the risk-taking, the ultimate stakes, the
chaos. Yes, the chaos. She saw Jarlaxle as an agent of chaos, and
no matron could give a higher compliment to any drow, particularly a
male drow, than that.

It was in that very moment that Jarlaxle first realized the true
potential here for Bregan D’aerthe, a band he had created simply out
of self-preservation. Now he was beginning to fully appreciate the
evolution of his gambit. The matrons, powerful matrons, knew about
his eyepatch yet rarely ordered him to remove it in their presence.
Matron Malice had trusted him at incredible risk—losing Zaknafein
would have crippled her ambitions.

Or it would not have, if she believed Jarlaxle equally worthy, and
that, too, was a startling admission from her.

Jarlaxle was still playing mostly in the Braeryn, the Stenchstreets,
but he was bringing the most powerful women of Menzoberranzan,
the most powerful drow in the entire Underdark, to his games.

“I will keep him,” Matron Byrtyn announced suddenly, startling
Jarlaxle from his contemplations.

“Matron?” Jarlaxle really didn’t know who she was talking about in
that moment, so overwhelmed was he with his epiphany.

“I will keep him.”
Avinvesa, Jarlaxle realized.
“For now,” Matron Byrtyn continued. “Until I have confirmed the

particulars of the fight with more reliable informants.”
“Of course,” Jarlaxle said with a low bow. “And then?” he dared

ask when he came back up straight.



“I will kill him, or put him to guard the wall for the rest of his
miserable existence.”

Jarlaxle shook the bag of gold.
“Dear Jarlaxle, you remind me that you are, after all, a simple

male,” she said. “How would it appear for the dignified House Fey-
Branche to sell him back to you and so be inextricably tied to a band
of houseless rogues?”

“I will purchase him when next I have a mission from Matron
Mother Baenre to the City of Shimmering Webs,” Jarlaxle answered
without hesitation. “A journey to Ched Nasad will remove Duvon
Tr’arach from Menzoberranzan for nearly a year, at least, and when
he returns, who will know that he left on that same caravan, or that
he was not in Ched Nasad for all these years?”

“His living siblings who serve in your very band will know.”
“And they will say nothing to keep from losing their tongues most

horribly,” Jarlaxle replied. “And truly, Matron Byrtyn, in a year, who
would even care, especially since your own position will have been
filled for that year with a proper Fey-Branche noble son?”

Matron Byrtyn smirked but said nothing and motioned to the door,
dismissing the rogue.

Jarlaxle was happy to be out of there, since he was certain then
that he would indeed be able to buy back Duvon Tr’arach from
Matron Byrtyn for a similar price to the one she had paid for the
fighter. Only now Duvon would be coming back better trained, more
seasoned, and more mature.

Yes, it would work out soon enough. All Jarlaxle had to do was
figure out how to make sure Zaknafein didn’t kill the returning Bregan
D’aerthe soldier.

 
More than a tenday passed before Zaknafein appeared again at the
Oozing Myconid, but ever patient, Jarlaxle was there waiting for him.
The mercenary pulled a couple of drinks from the bar and moved
across to intercept Zaknafein just as he was taking a seat in his
favored area of the common room. He dropped the glass on the
table before Zaknafein, then sat down opposite the man, lifting his
own glass in a toast.

“To a battle well fought and a victory well earned,” he said.



Zaknafein stared at him hard, but eventually did lift his glass.
“They attacked, as you expected,” he said quietly. “Without your
mask, I would have . . .” He ended there and just sighed and took his
gulp.

“You probably would have fought through the mind attack and won
anyway. I just could not take that risk.”

“So you—so we—cheated.”
“Not so,” Jarlaxle argued. “We simply stopped them from cheating.

That is not a subtle distinction, my friend. Do you doubt that you
would beat Avinve— Duvon, in a fair fight?”

“A hundred fights out of a hundred,” Zaknafein replied. It was not
an idle boast, Jarlaxle knew, which was why he had bet so heavily
on Zaknafein and had dared to entice two matrons to do the same
through him.

The two sat in silence for some time, and through another round of
drinks.

“I know your designs,” Jarlaxle said finally.
“Do you indeed?”
“You think to find Duvon and finish him, and perhaps to quietly kill

Dab’nay, too.”
Zaknafein smiled and tipped his glass to the mercenary’s

reasoning, but when he did, Jarlaxle noted something. He couldn’t
quite put his finger on it, but it seemed to him that perhaps his guess
was not correct after all, at least, not wholly.

“They are valuable,” he said, probing.
“He is a treacherous fool, and if I see him again—”
“You will do nothing,” Jarlaxle forcefully interjected, for he sensed

sincerity in that threat. Perhaps he had been wrong about Dab’nay?
But yes, he was sure that Zaknafein wanted to kill Duvon, something
Jarlaxle had no intention of allowing him to do.

“I am the weapon master of a noble house, one whose matron
may soon enough sit on the Ruling Council,” Zaknafein reminded
him.

“And I am the only one who can get you out of that house safely,
for these excursions such as you have found tonight. Without my
imprimatur, how long would Zaknafein survive the Braeryn?”

Zaknafein snorted and downed his drink, then motioned for a third.



Jarlaxle took his time with his own drink. He wanted to stay fully
within his wits this night, to watch and to make note. He took a
calculated gamble then, in allowing more drinks to flow Zaknafein’s
way. He knew that other eyes were upon Zaknafein. Perhaps it was
time to strip it all bare and bring the intrigue boiling to the surface.



Chapter 7
Stripped Naked

His steps uneven, his route meandering, Zaknafein walked out of
the Oozing Myconid later that night.

From the edge of the bar, Jarlaxle watched him go, smiling
knowingly when Zaknafein took a step a bit too far to the side,
crashing into the doorjamb, against which he had not-so-subtly
braced.

The mercenary leader took his time finishing his drink before
taking his leave. Just outside, he went around the side of the
building, then again around a second corner, back into the alleyway
where the fight had taken place. There, at a specific spot, he used
his portable hole and went back into the building, into a room he
knew to be empty, then stepped out of sight and pulled the portable
hole from the wall. He cast a spell out of a ring on his left hand, then,
invisible, he slipped through the room’s opened door, padded silently
down the hall, and passed through the common room along the wall
to once again exit the tavern.

He picked up his pace, moving swiftly down the course he knew
Zaknafein would take. There were no Do’Urden agents spying from
the rooftops to protect the weapon master this night.

Logically, Jarlaxle knew that he should not be worried. With his
cavern-jumping techniques and training, Zaknafein could elude
almost anyone, even with a fair amount of liquor flowing through him
—how many times had Zaknafein come out alone to the Braeryn,



after all? For some reason, however, perhaps something he had
noticed subconsciously, the skin on the back of Jarlaxle’s shaved
neck was tingling.

He sprinted along as fast as he could go, his magical boots
keeping his footfalls perfectly silent. He thought he was nearing
Zaknafein when he noted someone else, someone casting a spell
and facing the alleyway that he expected Zaknafein would be
traversing.

Jarlaxle ran toward the nearest building, tapped his noble house
emblem, one of House Baenre given to him by the matron mother
herself, and leaped from the ground, floating up to the roof. He
moved across slowly and carefully to look over the alleyway.

There stood Zaknafein, unmoving.
Perfectly still. Not blinking, not even seeming to breathe.
A woman approached him, one Jarlaxle certainly recognized. She

walked toward the weapon master, rolling a dagger about in her
hand.

“Oh, Dab’nay,” Jarlaxle whispered under his breath, shaking his
head and thinking it all such a terrible waste.

 
“Ah, weapon master, you have truly surprised me with your
foolishness,” Dab’nay said, standing right before the House
Do’Urden swordsman. “You cannot be poisoned by an enemy, yet
you poison yourself with drink!” She shook her head and sighed. “I
would not have expected you to let down your guard so quickly. Did
you think that there would be no consequences, no ill will, after such
a fight as you waged with my brother? How many sinister characters
lost coin in that battle?”

She rolled the dagger in her hand, bringing it up slowly before
Zaknafein’s face.

“When you are the central player in a game of gain and loss, do
you not think it wise to take extra precautions?” she asked. “Or is it
that you are so full of self-hatred that you simply do not care?”

She laughed at him. “And so even the great Zaknafein let down his
guard and finds himself caught by my spell—an enchantment I would
never even dare to cast on you were you not intoxicated. It would



seem that I overestimated your skill, your mental discipline, and your
quest for perfection. That disappoints me.”

Dab’nay sighed again. “You are fortunate this night, Zaknafein
Do’Urden,” she said, lowering the blade. “For I’ve no desire to hurt
you. None.”

Up on the roof, wand leveled and ready to strike Dab’nay down,
Jarlaxle nearly laughed aloud with relief.

Zaknafein’s arm moved then, exactly as he practiced every day,
drawing his sword and turning it to strike in the same movement,
practically the same instant. The blade ended its stab right beside
Dab’nay’s neck, before Zaknafein, after a moment of staring the
woman in the eye, flipped it and returned it to its sheath, nearly as
quickly.

“If you thought you would ever get that dagger near to me, then I
am the one who should be disappointed,” Zaknafein answered
evenly to the shocked priestess, who seemed as if she might simply
fall over.

“Come with me,” Dab’nay said after she had collected herself, and
she led Zaknafein away.

Jarlaxle knew relief, great relief—almost as great as his shock at
all of these surprising events. He didn’t know what to make of it, any
of it, including these two unlikely companions walking off together.

Was there anyone Dab’nay wanted to kill more than Zaknafein,
given what the weapon master had done to her brother, a sibling to
whom she held an unusually close bond?

Was there anyone Zaknafein wanted to kill more than a priestess
of Lolth—any priestess of Lolth?

It didn’t make sense to him.
So he followed.
He tracked them to an inn where he knew Dab’nay to stay on

those occasions when she was not in Bregan D’aerthe’s Clawrift
complex. He secretly followed their movements from outside the
building, watching the candlelight in the room on the corner of the
top floor that he knew to be Dab’nay’s, and went to the roof above
that spot. He waited just long enough for them to settle in, then
carefully set his portable hole again, keeping it small so that he could
peer through without attracting their attention—he hoped.



He heard them before he finished setting the peephole, but it didn’t
register clearly to him, and so his surprise was complete when he
looked down to see the bottom of a bare foot, then a second, lifted
into the air. Dab’nay’s legs . . . and with Zaknafein between them.

A shaken Jarlaxle removed the hole and staggered away. He felt
as if the ground beneath his feet had become shifting sand, all of his
preconceptions of these two shattered.

He had to rethink so many things: the hierarchy of his mercenary
band, the positioning of his lieutenants, his very existence. Why
would Zaknafein willingly play with a priestess of Lolth, unless, of
course, such play included deadly weapons?

All the way back to his quarters in the Clawrift, the unshakable
Jarlaxle couldn’t stop shaking his head.

 
“I am grateful that you did not kill him,” Dab’nay said, lying beside
Zaknafein on her side, propped up on one elbow.

Zaknafein couldn’t deny her beauty, her delicate lines and curves,
her graceful neck, her long hair cascading across it. He had to
remind himself many times that she was a priestess of Lolth, and
thus that beauty was more likely lure than allure.

To her thoughts, though, she had caught him helpless in the
alleyway, and she hadn’t struck. Why would he doubt her now?

Because she was a priestess of the Spider Queen, and keeping
him alive would merely allow her to utilize him in some greater evil,
perhaps? Or so that she could play with him before killing him?

Zaknafein had no intention of letting his guard down, no matter
how much he—surprisingly!—wanted to.

“I am unused to priestesses caring about their brothers,” he
replied. “Or about any males.”

Dab’nay shrugged, then shook her head, her hair falling back
behind her, affording Zaknafein a full view of her naked form.

“Or about anyone, for that matter,” Zaknafein pressed.
That brought a laugh. “I wish I could deny your words, but alas, it

does seem that we all hold ourselves too high above anyone and
everyone else. That is how Lady Lolth teaches us.”

“But you do not agree with it?”
“I didn’t say that.”



“You didn’t have to.” Zaknafein grinned as he reached up to run
the back of his hand gently across Dab’nay’s angular cheek. She
closed her eyes when he brushed her ear, just a slight breeze-like
touch, then moved down the side of her neck. “But yes, you did say
that.”

Dab’nay’s red eyes popped open and a flash of anger flared in
them, one that Zaknafein, who had spent the entirety of his life under
the thumb of Lolthian priestesses, certainly knew well.

But it passed, very quickly.
“How so?”
“Duvon—or should I say Avinvesa Fey?—holds no practical value

to you anymore, and forevermore,” Zaknafein explained. “When
Jarlaxle sold Duvon to Matron Byrtyn, he offered you as well.”

Dab’nay’s face went very tight.
“You knew that, of course,” said Zaknafein. “And you knew why

Jarlaxle had tried to do that. Having a priestess of Lolth in the midst
of his mercenary band raised his profile higher than he was
comfortable with. Rightly so. Noble Dab’nay Tr’arach could have
brought ruin to Bregan D’aerthe.”

“But she did not.”
“No,” Zaknafein agreed. “And Matron Byrtyn didn’t want you, and

that at a price cheaper than that which she paid for your brother, a
mere male. I am surprised that did not, and does not, infuriate you.”

Dab’nay merely shrugged again.
“That bothered me more than it bothered you,” Zaknafein went on.

“But then I came to understand that there was likely a good reason
for it, and one that you understood.” He stroked the woman’s face
and neck again. “You are not in Lolth’s favor. You weren’t then, when
Duvon was sold, and you are not now.”

“She still gives me her gifts. My spells do not fail me.”
Zaknafein shrugged as if that did not matter, for of course, it did

not. A priestess had to do a lot more than simply fall out of Lolth’s
favor to lose her spells, particularly the lesser enchantments which
taxed the limits of Dab’nay’s mediocre powers. She would have to
enrage Lolth to the point where the goddess left her helpless to face
the executioners of her wrath.

That wasn’t the way the Spider Queen played her chaos game.



“I was often wicked to Duvon when he was a child,” Dab’nay
admitted. Her gaze went past Zaknafein, and she wasn’t looking at
anything in particular in the room, he knew. Her mind’s eye was far
away, on a long-ago day in House Tr’arach.

“Even more than I had to be. I enjoyed it: the whippings, the sheer
dominance I exerted over him. It is a heady elixir, this power. I was
told not to care about his pain, his screams, his heart, and I wanted
to believe that, and so I did. And it made it all so easy.”

“But you grew closer,” Zaknafein reasoned.
“Hardly. I fully expected him to die on the field when we raided

House Simfray. I expected him to die at the edge of your blades,
Zaknafein.” She looked him right in the eye. “I even hoped for it.”

“But now you are grateful that I did not kill him?”
Dab’nay gave yet another shrug. She was struggling here,

Zaknafein recognized. And why shouldn’t she be? Her heart was
leading her in a direction diametrically opposed to everything she
had been taught to believe and practice—something he knew a great
deal about.

“Something changed after that disaster at the compound of House
Simfray,” she admitted.

“I do not consider it such a disaster.”
That brought Dab’nay’s eyes to meet Zaknafein’s gaze.
“I suppose that I do not, either, when I step back and look at it

these hundred years removed,” she admitted. “I have learned much
with Bregan D’aerthe. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say
that I have unlearned much. To my surprise, Jarlaxle kept Duvon in
line, and it wasn’t just that my brother was afraid of Jarlaxle.”

“He was happy,” Zaknafein concluded.
Dab’nay nodded. “And now, he is again Duvon,” she admitted.

“And you would have been justified in killing him. You still would be,
and perhaps that is your wisest play.”

“But you don’t want me to.”
“I beg you not to.”
“And again, I am left asking, ‘Why?’”
“Because something even greater has changed within me,” she

said. “Outside of my house, outside of the daily rituals of the Spider
Queen and the constant reminders of the inferiority of males, and the



constant reinforcement of the selfish nature of drow, I have come to
see the world—not just Duvon, but the world around me—quite
differently.” It was her turn to reach out and gently stroke Zaknafein’s
face. “I find men much more pleasurable when they lie with me of
their own accord and desire.”

Zaknafein grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her hand away,
holding it fast. “And again, I am left with the truth that you still retain
great powers from Lady Lolth.”

“Not so great,” Dab’nay humbly admitted. “Never that. Never spells
powerful enough to require divine permission or interest. But yes,
she still grants me my spells,” she conceded. “Why wouldn’t she?”

“You just said why.”
“Do not lie to yourself or deceive yourself, ever-angry Zaknafein,”

she said. “Jarlaxle, too, is in the favor of the Spider Queen and
always has been.”

“I’ve never seen him pray to her or to anyone else.”
Dab’nay offered no answer, other than another shrug.
“You promise that there will be no retribution against me by

Dab’nay?” Zaknafein bluntly asked.
Another shrug. “That would depend upon whether or not you

anger me,” she said coyly. “Or maybe if you fail to please me when
we are at play.”

“I am your servant again?”
“Willingly!”
Zaknafein found himself matching her grin.
“Still, you did try to cheat in my fight with Duvon, and so would you

have stayed his blade if your cheating had borne the expected
results?”

She appeared honestly perplexed by that. “My cheating?”
“You do not admit that you would have preferred that Duvon win?”
“I would have preferred that you did not fight, and not only

because I lost a large bag of gold.”
“You bet on Duvon.”
“I did.”
“But you know him well, and you know that he could not defeat

me.”
“That, too, is true.”



“Because you cheated?”
“I did nothing.”
Zaknafein stared at her doubtfully, then came to understand her

dodge. “Because you knew that someone else was cheating.”
Dab’nay shrugged and did not deny it.
“Who?”
“The attack upon you in the fight was not divine, nor arcane,”

Dab’nay stated.
“It was similar to that which you tried this very night in the

alleyway, I think.”
“No. It was no spell of Lolth’s giving, and none cast by a mage.”

When Zaknafein didn’t seem to understand, she stated it more
clearly. “Who among us is in bed, quite literally, with an Oblodran?”
Dab’nay asked.

“The mind magic,” the weapon master whispered, more to himself
than to Dab’nay. He hadn’t even considered a psionic attack, for the
Oblodrans were not ones to bother with such matters as duels in the
Braeryn, certainly.

“Who?” Dab’nay asked again.
Zaknafein could only shrug, as he had no idea.
“Ah, of course, you have not been in the Clawrift in decades,”

Dab’nay said. “An easier clue, then, my lover. Who among Bregan
D’aerthe would most benefit from the death of Zaknafein Do’Urden?”

“I am not of Bregan D’aerthe any—”
“Oh, but you are,” Dab’nay insisted. “You are still the favorite of

Jarlaxle, and you know it. And for one other, that remains
unacceptable.”

Zaknafein tried to keep his expression blank as he considered the
reasoning. He found himself wincing more than once, though, and
more than twice, as he tried to process the dire implications here.
This could cost him his life, of course, but worse, to his thinking, this
could force him to stay inside House Do’Urden!

“Why do you tell me this?” he demanded.
“Because I lost a large bag of gold.” Her expression was grim, one

Zaknafein was far more used to seeing from a priestess of Lolth, and
in that moment, had he been wearing a sword, he might have struck
Dab’nay down.



A moment later, though, she merely shrugged again, a reminder to
him that this was the way of the drow, even among allies, and
despite himself, Zaknafein was glad that he didn’t have a sword in
hand. He wasn’t going to stay mad at Dab’nay because she had tried
to profit over some inside information. Would he have done anything
differently if their roles had been reversed?

 
Jarlaxle was surprised to see Zaknafein returning to the Oozing
Myconid that night, but when he noted the man’s scowl as he
approached the table, he was able to guess the reason.

“You knew,” Zaknafein said with a growl, standing, pointedly not
sitting, right beside the mercenary leader.

“I know much.”
“No games, Jarlaxle.”
“My friend, it is all a game. Would you care to narrow the horizon

of your question?”
“I would care to take you out in the alley and cut you apart.”
“I wouldn’t care much for that.”
“Jarlaxle!”
Jarlaxle held up his hands for Zaknafein to see, showing him that

they were empty, then slowly rose. “Let us go in the back.”
Zaknafein started to argue, but then motioned for Jarlaxle to lead

and followed the man into a room just off the common room. No
doubt, ears were pressed against the door, but Jarlaxle produced his
portable hole and motioned for Zaknafein to go in.

The weapon master hesitated, eyeing Jarlaxle with open
suspicion.

Jarlaxle heaved a heavy sigh, then placed his belt pouch to the
side and entered the hole, and when Zaknafein finally entered
behind him, he pulled in the edges, creating an extradimensional
pocket.

“Be quick,” he said. “I do not wish to have my pouch stolen.”
“You knew—you know—who did it,” Zaknafein stated.
“Did what?”
“Attacked my mind in my fight with Duvon Tr’arach,” Zaknafein

spat. “Arathis Hune.”
“Quavylene Oblodra, more likely.”



“Hired by Arathis Hune,” the weapon master said through gritted
teeth.

“That would be my guess, yes,” Jarlaxle confirmed.
“Where is he?”
“Nowhere that matters to you, Weapon Master of House

Do’Urden.”
Zaknafein stared at him with his jaw hanging open.
“I’m sorry for being so formal, but you leave me no choice. If you

strike at Arathis Hune, then House Do’Urden will have struck hard at
Bregan D’aerthe, and Matron Mother Baenre will likely have a word,
or more like a scourge, with Matron Malice in that event.”

“Do not play that game!”
“It is all a game.”
“Shut up!” Zaknafein growled in frustration. “Just shut up. Why

haven’t you punished him? Why is he still alive?”
“Because he is valuable to me.”
“He tried to kill me.”
Jarlaxle’s shrug deflated Zaknafein, visibly so.
“We are drow, my friend Zaknafein. We are all drow. You are drow.

This is our lot, this is our way. So, we are ever on our guard, and so
we survive.”

“And if treachery is revealed?”
“By whom? To what court? Would you have me take your charges

to the Ruling Council? I am sure the matrons will give it proper
consideration.”

“Don’t be foolish. He tried to have me killed, and so I will kill him
myself.”

“No.”
“No?”
“We’ve been through this. He is valuable to me, and I need him

now, with you spending your days in the service of Matron Malice.
You cannot kill him.”

Zaknafein stared at him hard.
“Are you intending to kill every drow who might use your own

demise as a manner of personal gain?” Jarlaxle asked. “If so, you’ll
be dead or you’ll be alone.”

“Does that include Jarlaxle?”



“Fair point, my friend. You’d then be alone, except for my
wonderful company.”

“Which is what you’d have to say to stay alive, isn’t it?”
“Ah, Zaknafein, I promise you, if we two were trapped in a cave

alone and starving, I would not kill you. But if you died first, I cannot
promise that I wouldn’t eat you.”

Zaknafein just shook his head, the hints of a smile impossible to
stymie.

“You will find no allies, not even me, if you pursue this to your
desired end,” Jarlaxle warned in all seriousness. “Let it go.” Jarlaxle
rose and moved toward the common room, aware the whole time of
Zaknafein’s eyes on his back.



Part 2
Every Front

If I am to believe the wisdom of Grandmaster Kane, then I am made
of the same stuff as all around me, then we are one. All of us,
everything.

Is this observation merely a philosophical bend or the truth of it?
For surely this is not how the matrons of Menzoberranzan view the
world, nor the dwarves of Gauntlgrym, nor even my beloved wife,
who foresees her future in the Grove of the Unicorns within the
House of Nature, wherein resides the goddess Mielikki.

So is it that Grandmaster Kane has seen the truth, beyond the
religions and dogma of the material world? Or is it that his truth is not
in opposition to the others; that his truth is, perhaps, a different angle
viewing the same image?

It gives me great pleasure and satisfaction to recognize that this
ancient human who has taken me as his student would not bristle at
my question. Nay, he would celebrate it, indeed demand it of me, for
this oneness of all he envisions requires inquisitiveness and
curiosity, open heart and open mind. I cannot deny the power of
Kane’s truth. I have seen a blade pass through him without
disturbing his mortal flesh.

He can walk through a stone wall. In the body of Brother
Afafrenfere, he vanished to sparkling nothingness before the breath



of a dragon, only to soon reconstitute in the mortal corporeal form
and slay the beast.

It occurs to me that a wizard or high priestess might do the same
with their varying spells, and I know that Kimmuriel can replicate
much of what Grandmaster Kane accomplishes with the use of his
strange mind magic.

Yes, perhaps Kimmuriel Oblodra and Grandmaster Kane are more
alike than either of them would wish to admit. Neither consciously
calls upon the elements or some godlike being for his powers. For
Kimmuriel, it is the power of a trained mind, and so it is with
Grandmaster Kane.

I wonder, then, are their philosophies joined? Or are they
accessing some hidden power from different directions?

I do love these puzzles, I admit, but also, I am troubled by the
seeming contentment and acceptance shown by my mentor. Once
more, if I am to believe the wisdom of Grandmaster Kane, then I am
made of the same stuff as all that is around me, then we are one. All
of us, everything. Is it sentience and reasoning that gives us form?
What then of the stones and clouds? Is it our sentience that gives
them form?

I am not sure that even Grandmaster Kane could answer those
questions, but there is another inescapable question to his
philosophy that seemed not to bother him at all: If we are all one, all
of the same stuff, and our ultimate fates are thus joined, then to what
point do we make determinations of good and evil? Why should I
care for such concepts if we are all of the same stuff, if we are all to
be joined in the eternity of everything? Am I to meld with ogre
pieces, then? Or demon bits?

But Kane cares about this question, and his answer is simple, and
one I find satisfying. To him, the universe bends toward goodness
and justice, and the ultimate reward for us all is that place of
brotherhood and tranquility. There is indeed a philosophical and
moral compass to it all, say the sisters and brothers of the Yellow
Rose, and so such gains are not merely temporary conveniences but
lasting measurements in a universal scale.

Perhaps they’re correct. Perhaps it’s all for nothing, and there is
no ultimate reward or punishment beyond this mortal coil. These are



answers for those who, to our experience, are no more, who have
returned to whatever eternity or emptiness there might be for us all.
For now, says Kane, and so say I, we must follow that which is in our
heart and soul. A belief in universal, eternal harmony and oneness
does not discount a belief in goodness, in love, in joy, in friendship
and sisterhood.

I found my peace here in this monastery nestled in the Galena
Mountains of Damara. True peace and contentment, and in that light,
when I return home to Longsaddle or Gauntlgrym, on those
occasions when I am beside Catti-brie or any of the others, I know
that I will be a better friend.

—Drizzt Do’Urden



Chapter 8
Commander Zhindia

The Year of Dwarvenkind Reborn
Dalereckoning 1488

“We will meet with them?” Kyrnill Melarn, the first priestess of
House Melarn, asked Matron Zhindia. They and their charges, the
350 soldiers of House Melarn—half that number of goblin and kobold
slaves, and more than a hundred driders—had come out of the
Underdark in the midst of the rocky and hilly region known as the
Crags, just a few miles from the now ruined halfling city of Bleeding
Vines and the back entrance to the dwarven complex where Bruenor
Battlehammer was king.

More important than where he ruled was the fact that Bruenor was
the best friend of the heretic Drizzt Do’Urden, whom Zhindia meant
to capture or kill, along with Drizzt’s father, Zaknafein, who had been
mysteriously taken from his grave and returned to life.

To Zhindia, that act of soul-stealing had been the greatest insult to
her dear Lady Lolth imaginable.

“We must,” Zhindia told the priestess. “They are our fodder to
bring the dwarves out of their holes.”

“Why do we need them?” Kyrnill asked, turning about to view the
other “soldiers” House Melarn had brought to the surface with them:
a pair of gigantic golems fashioned in the shape of spiders. The truly
monstrous beasts, retrievers, were among the most prized



constructs of the lower planes, used by demon lords and demon
goddesses, created with single-minded purpose at tremendous
expense and sacrifice. A retriever was built to bring back, dead or
alive, a single being.

Only the most valuable of outlaws would warrant such an expense
as this, and the Spider Queen, the goddess Lolth, through her
yochlol handmaidens, had clearly agreed with Zhindia’s estimation
that Drizzt and Zaknafein qualified in that regard.

“Can the dwarves stop our . . .” Kyrnill fumbled around for a word
to properly describe the powerful creatures before them, and finally
settled on “blessed spiders? Can anything?”

“Never be imprudent,” Matron Zhindia scolded her. “We are
entrusted by our goddess with the most precious constructs of the
Abyss. Arrogance is uncalled for.”

“What can stop them, other than the completion of their mission?”
“They are not invincible. No,” she said, staving off another protest,

“I do not underestimate their power. They were created by the
greatest of the demon lords, and so they are mighty allies to be
treasured, and beyond the power of anything else we can bring to
bear against our enemies. But they are not immortal, and never think
of them as such. Yes, they will capture or kill Drizzt Do’Urden and
Zaknafein, no doubt, but then they will be gone, back to the Abyss,
and we will still be here facing a formidable and entrenched enemy.”

“But you will have achieved greatness, my matron,” Kyrnill said,
bowing. “You will have done what the Baenres failed to do, and when
we return . . .”

“When we have defeated the two heretics, then conquered the
dwarven city and all lands about it, we will return in true victory. Only
then will I enact that which Lolth most deserves: that her most
devout and loving matron becomes, at long last, matron mother of
Menzoberranzan. The time of the Baenres is nearing its end. It is
past time to return to pure devotion to the Lady of Chaos, past time
for the drow to become the unquestioned rulers of the Underdark,
with tendrils ever rising to the surface to remind the heretics above
that we, not they, are the chosen beings of the true god.

“But first,” she continued sharply, “we must protect what we have.
The retrievers have sensed that Drizzt and Zaknafein are nearby,



down below. Without my control—and indeed it wavers!—they will
run straightaway for the tunnels to crash against King Bruenor’s
walls.”

“And they will knock those walls down.”
“They will, if we are clever. Our allies among the humans and

dwarves, with the army of demons seeded by House Hunzrin
merchants, will wound the dwarves and show us their strengths and
weaknesses, and through those weaknesses, the abyssal retrievers
will deliver a scalding blow to King Bruenor and his friends.”

“Forgive my imprudence,” Kyrnill begged with another bow.
Matron Zhindia gave an atypical smile, since it was an honest one.

First Priestess Kyrnill, who had been matron of House Kenafin and
could have fought for the same position when that house had
merged with House Horlbar, had never really offered sincere and
honest respect to her rival, Zhindia. Things had changed, though,
since Zhindia had properly and mercilessly punished Ash’ala,
Kyrnill’s third daughter. Ever since they had left Ash’ala in the milk
bath, being slowly eaten by maggots, Kyrnill had at long last come to
understand the true balance of power here. That was one of the
reasons Zhindia had decided to be so cruel, of course. Ash’ala had
surely deserved her gruesome and painful fate, but equally important
to Zhindia, the ever-dangerous First Priestess Kyrnill needed to see
it.

“It is easy to become arrogant, even complacent, with such power
in our grasp,” Zhindia said, a rare offer of understanding. “We must
all properly guard when the future seems so wonderful.”

 
The two dwarves sighed in unison and shook their heads in unison,
their reactions, mannerisms, and appearances so similar that any
casual onlooker would surely think them father and son.

“Tweren’t it our gripe with that Athrogate fool that he be friendin’
dark elves?” Frenkyn, the younger of the two, asked sarcastically.

Bronkyn sighed again and scratched his head, his yellow hair
tightly bound into scalp braids in neat little rows hanging down past
his shoulders to blend in with his enormous yellow beard.

Conversely, Frenkyn let his yellow hair hang loose and bushy, but
still reached up almost at the same time as his uncle Bronkyn to



similarly scratch at his scalp.
Down the ridge before them stood two humans, Margaster

women, alongside a handful of drow, with horrid creatures—half
drow and half spider—all around the drow women and filtering back
through the many shadows of the forest. Scores of these horrid
mutants milled about, and even for the dwarves, who were
consorting with demons themselves, the cursed behemoths seemed
simply . . . wrong.

“I’m thinkin’ we shouldn’t’ve listened to them damned Margasters,”
Bronkyn admitted. “Even though we got us Thornhold.”

“And are to be gettin’ Gauntlgrym,” Frenkyn said with a wide grin.
Bronkyn shrugged, not willing to count on that just yet. “Now half

our boys are half demon, and we’re to have all o’ the north hating
us.”

“Only if we don’t win,” Frenkyn reminded him.
Bronkyn had to nod, for there was the truth of it. For all their

proclamations otherwise, to the supposedly noble lords and ladies of
the Sword Coast, might for right was a quaint and public concept,
whereas might makes right was more akin to the reality. And looking
at the army of demons all around the destroyed halfling village—and
now with the drow and their freakish drider monsters, and all the
money moved and stashed between the Margasters and Lord
Neverember—winning certainly seemed in the cards.

And by his deal with Inkeri Margaster, Bronkyn Stoneshaft would
then become second king of Gauntlgrym, with all the power of the
fire primordial, all the influence of the greatest magical forge in
Faerun, and in friendship to Lord Dagult Neverember of Neverwinter
and Waterdeep—Luskan, too, for that city was sure to soon fall.

It was worth the terrible feeling in his gut as he looked at his allies.
Win first and worry about getting rid of the demons after, Bronkyn

silently told himself.
 

The tram to Bleeding Vines sat quiet on the raised platform across
the dark underground pool from the castle walls of Gauntlgrym.
Beyond loomed the vast entry cavern, like a dark forest with its
stalagmite and stalactite trees. Fortified dwarven positions in some
of those hollowed-out structures occasionally sent a torch flare flying,



lighting one area or another just long enough for the crews of the
many side-slinger catapults to sight in on the area, or to throw
missiles at any intruders.

Mostly, though, the giant cavern was quiet, unnervingly so. The
demons were out there, in great numbers. Every dwarf in the place
could sense them, like crouched lions ready to spring.

Waiting and plotting.
And the waiting was the worst.
“How much can you give me?” King Bruenor asked. He walked

with Jarlaxle and Zaknafein along the bank nearest the city wall of
the underground pond.

“What would you have me say, my friend?” Jarlaxle replied. “I’ve
not many soldiers, and I don’t know if their tactics would play well
with those of your dwarves.”

“I’ll be takin’ whatever ye’re givin’ me,” said Bruenor. “Just send
yer boys in up above at Bleeding Vines to sting the damned
monsters.”

“I will see what I can do,” Jarlaxle promised.
“And tell them wizards at the Hosttower to get the durn gates to

the Silver Marches burnin’ with their magic soon,” Bruenor replied
after a long stare at the drow mercenary. He had been around
Jarlaxle long enough to trust the eccentric fellow, but also to know
that Jarlaxle would always put Jarlaxle first. Still, he had to take the
drow’s weaselly promise for what it was. “I ain’t got enough to chase
’em out, but give me those gates and I’ll be bringing in the boys from
Mithral Hall, Felbarr, and Adbar, and then ye’ll see some demon
splattering, don’t ye doubt!”

Jarlaxle laughed and nodded, glancing at Zaknafein, who didn’t
seem to understand. The problem was not the language, for with
Catti-brie’s help, the weapon master had already become quite
proficient in the common tongue of Faerun’s surface races, but the
meaning behind the words.

“Three dwarven citadels in a land called the Silver Marches,”
Jarlaxle explained. “Good Bruenor here was king of Mithral Hall,
twice, before reclaiming this most ancient dwarven homeland of
Gauntlgrym.”

Zaknafein arched a white eyebrow at that.



“If the teleport gates are opened to the appointed location in the
tunnels between those three citadels, King Bruenor can bring in ten
thousand heavily armored dwarven soldiers in short order.”

“We’d sweep the dogs all the way back to the Sword Coast and
drown them in the ocean,” Bruenor declared, and Jarlaxle nodded,
not doubting the claim.

“It will still be a while, from everything Gromph has told me,”
Jarlaxle replied. “The magic is growing, but given the danger of the
primordial, it has to be carefully cultivated.”

“Aye, me girl’s said much the same,” Bruenor muttered, and began
ascending the stair to the bridge that crossed over the pond to the
tram platform. “So we got to hold.

“So we’ll hold,” he said with firm finality.
“It is so strangely quiet,” Jarlaxle remarked when he came up

beside the dwarf on the bridge, the two and Zaknafein looking out at
the dark forest of stone trees.

“Oh, they’re out there, don’t ye doubt,” Bruenor assured him.
“My son is out there,” Zaknafein added.
“I don’t doubt that, either,” Bruenor said with a chuckle. “Trust him.

He’s been out there many times all around the world and against
anythin’ ye can think ye might be fightin’. Trust him,” he repeated.

Zaknafein stared at the orange-haired dwarf curiously, seeming off
guard here, and it occurred to Jarlaxle that Zaknafein had not
thought for a moment that this person, a dwarven king, would offer
him words of comfort regarding Drizzt. But Jarlaxle knew, of course,
that Bruenor was more friend to Drizzt than Zaknafein had ever
been, and indeed, more father to Drizzt than Zaknafein had ever
been. Not through any fault of Zaknafein’s, no, but because Drizzt
and Bruenor had spent centuries together, supporting each other,
defending each other, counting on each other.

His friend was looking at him now, and Jarlaxle nodded at
Zaknafein. Drizzt could handle himself.

No, what worried him were their opponents.
“I do not doubt that they’re out there, good dwarf,” Jarlaxle said,

“but these are demons. Demons. Chaos embodied. Always
hungering for blood. They are out there, but what are they doing?
Why is it so quiet?”



“Yeah, been wonderin’ the same,” said Bruenor. He looked at
Zaknafein and offered a warm smile, white teeth shining in the
torchlight from within the tangle of his orange beard. “Yer boy
probably killed the lot o’ them!”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Jarlaxle dryly added, and the three
looked back to Gauntlgrym’s huge antechamber.

“Nah,” Bruenor decided. “They’re still out there. Demon scum. I
can smell ’em.”

 
“You must press them without pause,” the sharp-featured drow
matron told the trio of leaders in Bleeding Vines, under the shadows
of the trees across from the two tunnels that led into the mountain.

Bronkyn stared at the white-haired woman, shaking his head
repeatedly in disbelief. She was handsome enough, he thought, as
elves went, though she needed a lot of fattening up, but aside from
that, the thick-limbed dwarf didn’t really know what to make of her.
Her gown, certainly of fabulous and expensive materials and design,
had so many spiders on it that it made Bronkyn’s head spin, and he
was pretty sure that some of them, at least, were actual spiders,
living and crawling, and not just decorative stitching or brooches.
The Margasters had warned him that this one was particularly
fervent about her so-called Spider Queen, but really, to Bronkyn, this
devotion seemed a bit much.

Even the way she talked grated on him, every bitten-off word
making him feel like someone was running the bark of an old and
gnarly oak tree down the back of his neck. It seemed like this drow
woman could barely get the words out of her mouth, so tight was her
jaw, and when they did come out, they carried the hissing timbre of
an open fire in a downpour.

Truly, he wanted to just punch her, but Inkeri and Alvilda had
warned Bronkyn that she was important to their cause—indeed, that
this Matron Zhindia of House Melarn gave them a chance to defeat
Gauntlgrym and take the whole of the coastal lands north of great
Waterdeep as their own.

“We will, Matron,” Inkeri promised. “With these magnificent
baubles your associates have given us, we will keep the dwarves
caught in their hole.” She looked to one of Matron Zhindia’s



entourage as she spoke, one Bronkyn knew well: Charri Hunzrin,
who had delivered many of the magical phylacteries to Clan
Stoneshaft.

He didn’t much like that one, either.
“Bah, but it’s a killing field in that cavern,” Bronkyn interjected.

“They’ll take us down ten to one.”
“That is the beauty of our demon allies,” Matron Zhindia told him.

“Let Bruenor’s dwarves kill the manes and other minor demons. The
greater demons will simply open magical gates to the Abyss to bring
more in.”

“Aye, but ye’re not to be replacing Stoneshafts, so I ain’t to be
sendin’ too many o’ me boys into King Bruenor’s flesh grinder.”

The drow woman snorted at him, clearly derisively, and snapped
her critical gaze over the two Margaster women.

“And that’s what I be wonderin’, and needing yer answer about,”
Bronkyn went on. “So ye tell me and tell me now. Some o’ me boys
got yer demon friends in their gems and jewels, and them demons
come forth with power and rage. But they lose—I seen some lose—
and then go all smoky and melt away. And sometimes me dwarf gets
back up, wobbling but livin’, and sometimes me dwarf don’t. So
what’s it about? What happens to me boys when the demon loses?”

“Ask the ones who got up,” Matron Zhindia told him coldly.
“I’m askin’ yerself,” he said, just as cold.
“It is what you said, dwarf. Some will survive the shock of the

destruction of their demon companions and some will not.”
“Then ye’ll understand me when I say that I ain’t for sendin’ the

whole o’ Clan Stoneshaft down to that cavern full o’ catapults,
crossbows, and ballistae. We got plenty o’ demons that ain’t paired
with me dwarfs to send down, but—”

“But?” Matron Zhindia interrupted sharply. “We have Bruenor and
his friends caught in a hole.”

“Good place for them,” said Bronkyn.
“Yes—until they get their portals opened to the Silver Marches to

the east, and all the dwarves of the north join together against you,”
she snapped.

“Against us,” Bronkyn corrected.



But Matron Zhindia shrugged and grinned that awful grin. After all,
she had somewhere to run where Bruenor’s dwarves would not dare
to chase. Could Clan Stoneshaft claim the same?

“Press them,” she said, more to the two Margasters than to
Bronkyn.

“Bronkyn Stoneshaft leads these forces,” Inkeri informed her, and
Zhindia looked back to the dwarf, barely containing her sneer.

“So, them spiders crawling on ye,” Bronkyn asked, barely
containing his snarl, “ye keep ’em for snacks?”

“Snacks?” Matron Zhindia echoed, seeming sincerely confused,
and beyond her, both Margaster women were looking at Bronkyn
pleadingly, shaking their heads, begging him to quickly change the
subject.

The dwarf chortled. “I’ll be sendin’ down the demons, whole
hordes o’ the beasts, but I’m not bringing me flesh ’n’ blood boys into
that murder zone ’til we’ve softened Bruenor up a bit.”

“Snacks?” Zhindia asked again.
Bronkyn hawked in his throat and sent a wad of spit to the ground,

then walked away, barking orders for his charges to ready an
assault.

Behind him, Matron Zhindia turned her scowl upon the two
Margasters.

“Clan Stoneshaft will press Bruenor hard,” Inkeri promised. “The
greater demons have been creating portals to bring in minions since
we destroyed this halfling village. They are legion.”

“And they are all hungry,” Alvilda added with a grin.
“You two will lead,” Matron Zhindia said. The Margasters looked to

each other, but were shaking their heads in unison when they looked
back at her.

“We are fast to Waterdeep,” Inkeri explained. “There is too much
happening all at once and it is imperative that we remain available to
Lord Neverember to help him keep the lords of Waterdeep in their
palaces and safely away from the battlefield.”

“If the brunt of that city came against us, our fight would be lost,”
Alvilda added.

Zhindia’s lips curled in an awful smile. “Do not be so certain of
that,” she said evenly.



Again Inkeri and Alvilda exchanged looks, both intrigued. The
unexpected arrival of House Melarn, with its small army of mighty
driders, had unnerved them. Driders and something more, so they
believed, though whatever upper hand Zhindia might be holding was
only vaguely hinted at by this supremely confident drow matron.
Perhaps it was merely a bluff, but if so, Zhindia had surely perfected
the art. Her confidence was infectious.

But it had also unnerved them more than a little.
“No matter, then,” Zhindia went on. “Dismiss this fool dwarf and his

charges to their coastal home, where they can serve as vanguard.”
She looked around. “My house will take control of this field of battle.”

“Bronkyn wants Gauntlgrym above all else,” said Alvilda.
“Then perhaps he should act as if the gain is worth the price”

came Zhindia’s curt reply.
 

The drow ranger arrived at the top of the egress tunnel, where the
Gauntlgrym tram exited the mountain to roll to the platform in the
station at Bleeding Vines—a station that, like almost everything else
about the halfling village, had been destroyed. Drizzt wasn’t too
concerned with that at the moment, for he knew that the dwarves
would help Regis and Donnola and their citizens rebuild it into
something magnificent.

If they could survive.
Drizzt stared at the village upside down, standing on the ceiling, as

it were, for he had not gone past the ending point of the magical
reversal of gravity, which allowed the tram to roll “downhill” up the
mountain on the ceiling of the tunnel. That point had been clearly
marked simply by the rolling turn of the tracks as they descended
from the ceiling to put the tram back upright in the area unaffected by
the magical inversion.

What a marvelous creation this had been, he thought. And now
these demons were intent on tearing it all down.

What could they do about it? Drizzt wondered, considering his
options here. Should he go out and try to decapitate the attackers?
Certainly he and his allies had to take down the major demons
among their enemies, or that foul crew would continue gating in
lesser fiends to throw against them, an inexhaustible supply.



That thought crystallized a few moments later when a horde of
enemies came into view, crossing the broken village and heading
straight for the tram tunnels. Hardly thinking of the movement, purely
on instinct, the drow ranger leaped forward past the inversion line,
caught a handhold, and hooked his feet on the descending tracks as
he started to fall. He pulled himself up and over the tracks, wedging
himself in against what was now, again, the ceiling. Drizzt called
upon his training, monk and ranger, and his innate drow abilities
then, and all but melted into the stone, contorting himself perfectly to
fully disappear from any view below.

And not a moment too soon, for the demons—misshapen
humanoids ambling like the undead, flying chasmes, powerful
birdlike bipedal vrocks, and all other manner of misshapen beast—
swarmed below him. If the situation hadn’t been so dire, with
Gauntlgrym certainly about to enter another ferocious fight in the
entry cavern, Drizzt might have thought the next moments amusing,
as the demons, clearly unaware of the permanent gravity inversion in
the tunnel, began flailing and falling . . . up!

Even the flying chasmes, with their bloated human faces and
proboscis-like noses, veered and swerved and collided with the walls
and ceiling and floor, so disoriented did they suddenly become.

It didn’t deter their forward progress, though. The line of charging
demons went on and on, and while the larger and greater fiends
seemed to figure out the strange enchantment, the lesser monsters
kept stepping into the tunnel and falling upward to crash against the
ceiling.

Any bit of damage on them might help down below, Drizzt thought,
and as the horrific procession went on and on, he could only hope
that the unexpected fall would truly wound many.

Because if not, there were a great many foes to face.
Perhaps too many.
He watched as they charged past him for a long, long while, and

an equal number, he realized, were likely heading down through the
tunnel to the right side of the broken tram station as well, one that
was not enchanted with reverse gravity, one that let the tram simply
roll back down the mountain to the Gauntlgrym station far below.



Drizzt crept out of the tunnel, crawling along the ceiling, then
crossed behind the station ruins to the other tunnel and started
down. He glanced back before the village went out of sight, though,
and then so much of this sudden onslaught came clearer to Drizzt
Do’Urden.

Driders.
If driders were here, then drow were here, and if drow were here,

then there was little doubt in Drizzt’s mind as to their role as leaders
in this demonic invasion.

Which raised the question: why hadn’t Jarlaxle known?
He couldn’t worry about that then, however, for the demons were

far away now, far below him in the tunnel and likely nearing the entry
cavern outside Gauntlgrym. The battle was possibly already joined.

Drizzt blew the whistle hanging about his neck and started running
down the tunnel. Soon he was caught by Andahar, his great unicorn
steed, and he leaped up atop the wide and strong back and grabbed
a handful of shining white mane. Down they charged into the
darkness of the mountain depths.

 
“It’s not as confusin’ as it seems,” Bruenor explained to Jarlaxle and
Zaknafein when the three of them scaled the tram station to look out
over the vast underground chamber. “We got throwers—side-slinger
catapults, mostly—aiming down every straight run. Throwing
scattershot, flamin’ if we want it, but against demons, probably not,
eh?”

“There don’t seem to be many such straight avenues,” Zaknafein
replied.

“More than ye think,” Bruenor assured him. “We cut ’em, but so
they’re hard to see, and we got others with walls shaped to bank the
shot around corners.”

Zaknafein looked to Jarlaxle, and Bruenor gave a great laugh
when Jarlaxle just shrugged and nodded.

“Ain’t no one better at makin’ killin’ zones, elf. No one,” the dwarf
king insisted. “We got every spot on the floor sighted, ready to light
it, ready to melt it.”

“How many dwarves are out there?” Zaknafein asked.



“A dozen catapult flingers, half again that ballista crews, half-a-
hunnerd crossbow boys, all set up high, and always a dozen
Gutbusters covering any retreat,” Bruenor said. “We got tunnels cut
about the ceiling to get most of ’em to this side o’ the lake, and a
hunnerd guards on th’other side o’ that wall behind us in the throne
room, ready to come out and lend a boot. And I can get another five
hunnerd up here in short order, don’t ye doubt.” Quite satisfied with
himself, Bruenor crossed his arms defiantly over his burly chest.

“You’ll need them,” Zaknafein said before he had even completed
the action.

“Eh?”
“What do you know?” Jarlaxle asked.
“Shh,” Zaknafein bade his companions. “I hear them.”
No sooner had he said that than the far side of the cavern erupted

in flames and shrieks, and elongated shadows of misshapen
monsters flickered and flitted about the patches of fiery, and then
magical, light.

“Lot of ’em,” Bruenor agreed. “What d’ye got for me, elf?”
Jarlaxle looked to Zaknafein.
“Cavern looks like a challenge,” Zaknafein said slyly. “Lots of

uneven walls and millions of ledges, wide enough for those who can
sense them.” He gave Jarlaxle a wink and drew out his swords. “Do
you think you can still vault and hurdle, flip and spin?”

Despite the obviously grave situation, the shouts and explosions
growing nearer by the moment, a wide smile spread over Jarlaxle’s
face. “I’m older now, so it will hurt in the morning, I am sure. But I
can sure keep up with you.”

“Not on your life.”
“It may just be,” Jarlaxle said with a laugh.
“Boys,” Bruenor interrupted. “We got a fight out there.”
“Obviously. Your best killing lane, King Bruenor?” Jarlaxle asked.
“Eh?” Bruenor shook his head, then pointed out into the cavern to

the left-hand side of the tram station. “Long and wide run, and with
lots o’ crews . . .”

The dwarf paused and shook his head again, for the two drow
were already gone, over the station wall and down to the stone
below. Bruenor caught one last glimpse of them: Jarlaxle running up



the side of a stalagmite to the left, Zaknafein doing likewise to the
right. The dwarf started with surprise as both leaped off toward each
other, turning flips and spins that Bruenor couldn’t quite follow,
crossing paths in midair, then each replacing the other as they ran
on.

“It all started when me girl found Drizzt on the side of a hill in
Icewind Dale,” Bruenor muttered, and he called for his guard
commanders, pulled a mug of ale from his magical shield, drained it
in one swallow, then sent both the tankard and a loud belch flying.



Chapter 9
Epler Veien

“The Melarni have marched,” Kimmuriel told Gromph, the two of
them in the archmage’s suite at the Hosttower. “In force, all of them,
and House Hunzrin beside them, I expect.”

“When?” Gromph demanded. “And where have you been?” He
was feeling especially edgy this day, with whispers all about Luskan
of an approaching hostile fleet and the news from the south of the
advance of demon hordes.

“I was sent to speak with priestess Ash’ala.”
“That was tendays ago.”
“What she hinted to me required confirmation, and so I sought

confirmation, but not any that could be found on this plane of
existence.”

“You went to the illithid hive mind,” Gromph stated.
Kimmuriel nodded.
“Over the disposition of puny Matron Zhindia Melarn?” the great

wizard asked incredulously. “Does she make you so unsettled that
you run to the mind flayers? Would you like me to find her and
destroy her?”

Kimmuriel’s expression did not change in the face of Gromph’s
sarcasm, or the great wizard’s boast, which, under normal
circumstances, would be a perfectly reasonable one.

“Well?” the agitated Gromph prompted.



“Arachna’chinin’lihi’elders,” Kimmuriel replied. “Matron Zhindia is
not alone.”

Gromph stared curiously at the diminutive psionicist for a few
heartbeats, replaying the strange word in his thoughts. It was in an
old language, older than he, older than Menzoberranzan. His eyes
widened as he at last deciphered it.

“A retriever? Zhindia has been granted a retriever?” Gromph
paused and took a deep and steadying breath, then shook his head.
“You are certain?”

Kimmuriel didn’t blink.
“Then it was not Lolth who brought Zaknafein back from his

eternal sleep, no,” Gromph reasoned. “And now the Spider Queen
will have him back, and she has chosen Matron Zhindia Melarn as
her spear?” He shook his head again. “Zaknafein, yes? It must be
Zaknafein.”

“It is an old word,” Kimmuriel replied. “Perhaps I misspoke.”
“Then take better care,” Gromph scolded. “Do not throw such a

prospect as a retriever—”
“Arachna’chinin’lihi’eldernai,” Kimmuriel corrected, the proper way

to pluralize the demonic constructs.
“Eldernai?” Gromph echoed breathlessly. “Plural?”
“Two,” Kimmuriel confirmed.
“Then Lolth is truly with her,” said Gromph. “And we must consider

that our lives and allegiances—”
“We do not know that it is Lolth at all,” Kimmuriel interrupted.
“Then who?” Gromph said dismissively, but the question slammed

back against him before Kimmuriel had even responded.
“There is another demon lord, who titles himself the Prince of

Demons, who is not pleased,” the psionicist reminded him.
Demogorgon, the archmage realized, brought to the material plane

by Gromph, and destroyed in its corporeal form through the power of
Menzoberranzan channeled through the might of the illithid hive
mind—channeled, in no small part, by these very same two drow.

“You assume the targets to be Zaknafein and, possibly, Drizzt
Do’Urden, of course,” Kimmuriel said. “But there are others who
have gained the enmity of demons powerful enough to create
retrievers. I find it unlikely that Drizzt is so hunted, though Matron



Zhindia surely loathes him, since Lolth had him in the tunnels of
Damara and did not destroy him. Perhaps they are both for
Zaknafein.”

Now it was Gromph’s turn to shake his head. “You cannot aim two
such beasts at the same target, for they would attack each other for
interference, so singularly are they focused on one task alone.”

Gromph played all angles out in his thoughts. Matron Zhindia was
leading this charge—that was the only thing giving him hope here
that he was not one of the targets. Zhindia hated Drizzt and Jarlaxle,
and the human Entreri, for they three had attacked her in her house
and had murdered her only daughter—with Entreri’s awful dagger, so
said the whispers, and so she could not be resurrected. But would
Zhindia, would Lolth, waste a retriever on the likes of a mere
human?

Gromph didn’t think that likely.
“It is not Artemis Entreri,” Kimmuriel said to him, an unsubtle

reminder that the psionicist was reading his thoughts.
“We must learn who, then,” Gromph demanded, growing angry. “It

must be confirmed. Did you learn anything among the mind flayers?”
“The hive mind does not exist to answer my questions on my

timetable,” he replied.
“Press them.”
“Press? One does not press illithids.”
“Need I remind you that it was Kimmuriel who brought the power

of the hive mind to bear against Demogorgon? It is quite possible
that these unstoppable golems are here for you.”

Kimmuriel shrugged again.
“You will flee to the illithids if that is the case!” Gromph accused.
“As would, as will, Gromph if he learns similarly.”
“This is no play in which I wish to partake,” the archmage said.

“We must learn the alliances behind this rise of darkness. Who
granted the arachna’chinin’lihi’eldernai, and why?”

“Whoever it was, and for whatever target, our world has changed,
Archmage,” Kimmuriel stated, and to that Gromph could only nod his
agreement. If either of these beasts had Gromph as its target, he
would spend the coming decades, centuries even, in constant flight,



plane-walking, unless and until he was caught or somehow found a
way to defeat that which was virtually unbeatable and unstoppable.

 
Penelope Harpell crawled onto the side of her large bed in her
comfortable chambers at the Hosttower.

She paused and stared at her lover’s naked back, huge and
strong, thick but hard as granite, and with clear defining lines
separating the many muscles. It seemed to Penelope that if he stood
and bent forward, arms wide to either side, you could put the whole
world on that back and he would hold it aloft. The woman waited a
moment longer before she crawled up behind him as he sat on the
bed, near the bottom, legs crossed before him and seemingly
unaware that she had returned.

Wulfgar had a lot on his mind, she knew. The news from the south,
from Gauntlgrym, where his adoptive dwarven father was king and
where many of his dearest friends resided, was not promising. And
Bleeding Vines, the village he had helped build with his friend Regis,
had been utterly sacked, the vineyards torn asunder, the tram station
to the Causeway ruined.

And Wulfgar had been here through all of that sudden assault and
the ensuing press on Gauntlgrym, visiting Penelope, wanting to
share her bed. All seemed relatively secure in Gauntlgrym at the
moment, at least, and Bruenor had sent word through the magical
portal for Wulfgar to remain in Luskan as Bruenor’s emissary. That,
too, had weighed heavily on this warrior, Penelope understood. He
wanted nothing more than to go through that gate and join the fight
on the front lines beside his friends. He wouldn’t disobey King
Bruenor on this, however, and so he had returned to Penelope.

That thought, that Wulfgar had sought comfort and distraction with
her, sent shivers down the woman’s spine, particularly now as she
looked at his huge and chiseled body, a body that was somewhere
around twenty years of age, though the man’s consciousness was
much older than that, older than Penelope by far. She was closer to
fifty than forty, with gray beginning to show in her dark hair and a few
more lines in her face, particularly around the eyes from all the
squinting she did when studying spellbooks and old scrolls. She was
still quite strong and healthy, though thicker than she liked in a few



places, and not as firm in others as she had once been. She didn’t
really care too much about all that, but it felt good to know that she
could still turn the eye of a man like Wulfgar.

He kept coming back to her bed, eagerly, happily.
She crawled over to kneel behind him and brought her hands to

either side of his neck, digging in her thumbs to massage the corded
bands of muscle that ran to his shoulders.

“My magnificent man,” she said, “why are you here in my bed once
more?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” he responded, bringing his left hand up and
across to place it atop her right.

“Is there a woman on the Sword Coast who wouldn’t open for you?
Is there a young and pretty girl who would not love to be safely
enwrapped in your strong arms?” As she asked, she ran her hands
down over his shoulders to his giant biceps. “And yet you are here,
with me.”

Wulfgar gave a little laugh. “Penelope Harpell, the grand dame of
the Ivy Mansion, doubts herself?” He swiveled his head to let her see
his incredulous look. “Few things surprise me, woman, but yes, I am
surprised.”

“Not a doubt,” she returned with a playful slap on his shoulder.
“Merely simple honesty.” She shuffled around the side of him to
better look into his crystal-blue eyes—ah, those eyes! Even
Wulfgar’s eyes spoke of the startling and wonderful contrasts of this
man. He was dark and he was light, hard and strong but oh so
gentle.

“You are a young man,” she said, “and I am not a young woman.”
“I was a century and four years when I was killed by a yeti,”

Wulfgar reminded her with a sincere and warm laugh.
“Yes, but you were reborn, and given youth and strength and all

the beauty that comes with them. You could have almost any
woman, but here you are. Why?”

“Epler veien,” Wulfgar answered after a brief pause.
“Epler . . .” Penelope, too, paused, and considered the root of the

language—she knew most of the dialects in the north, and
recognized this as an Uthgardt barbarian phrase, certainly. She



became even more confused as she did sort it, though, and it
showed on her face.

“Trail apples,” Wulfgar said.
“You think me deer poo?”
“I think you honest,” Wulfgar replied. “Not just to others, but to

yourself. I think you wonderfully and refreshingly selfish.”
“The compliments just flow from your pretty lips,” Penelope

answered with a grin and a shake of her head. She leaned back from
the side of his shoulder and looked at him a bit sidelong.

“Perhaps selfish is the wrong word, but I do not mean it as an
insult,” Wulfgar told her. “Quite the opposite. Penelope Harpell
knows what she wants and moves to get it. You are honest with
yourself and brave enough to proclaim that honesty to all around
you. You tear free the bindings of convention and tradition and . . .
signs.”

“Signs?”
“Aye,” said Wulfgar, nodding and gaining clarity in his own

thoughts now. “Signs. They are everywhere, written or spoken, rules
and laws, and some matter, and some are there because they are
there, because somewhere, sometime, someone put them there.”

“Like trail apples.”
Wulfgar laughed. “Exactly. And no one has had the courage or the

sense to tear them down. But you don’t step in them, no. There is no
pretense to Penelope. There is no hidden Penelope. Do you not
understand, my beautiful and wonderful friend? You are not just who
I desire, you are what I desire of myself.”

Penelope spent a heartbeat trying to digest that. “Am I your lover
or your teacher?” she asked.

“Yes, and more!” Wulfgar proclaimed. He playfully reached down
and touched the inside of Penelope’s knee as she knelt beside him,
then ran his fingers lightly, so lightly—perhaps they weren’t even
touching her, but just calling to her skin!—up the inside of her thigh.

“You are my truth,” he said earnestly. “You are my hero.”
Penelope swung around before him and straddled him, never

letting go of his intense gaze. She gasped as he thrust forward to
join them together.



“But there are so many pretty girls,” she said, and now she was
just playing with him. “Do you not wish to . . . ?”

“Have you ever told me that I should not?”
Penelope pulled her head back and stared at him slyly.
“Are you jealous?” Wulfgar asked with a playful grin.
She returned the look. “Only if I am not there with you,” she

teased, and came forward to kiss him, and they held the kiss all
through their lovemaking, a long and single kiss, then melted
together to the blankets to fall asleep in each other’s arms.

 
Ringing bells awakened Wulfgar and Penelope sometime later.

“What?” the big man asked, and when he realized the location of
the bells, right outside Penelope’s door, he laughed. “Of course,” he
said to her as she pushed herself up on her elbows and shook the
hair out of her face. “You would not accept a simple knock upon your
door.”

“That is not my doing,” the woman assured him. She rolled over on
her back, sat up, and pulled the bedcovers up.

“May we enter, lady?” Gromph Baenre asked from beyond the
door.

Wulfgar was confused. Penelope’s chambers, like those of many
of the great wizards housed here at this most unusual abode, were
extraplanar, pockets of extradimensional space much larger than the
physical area they inhabited at the Hosttower.

But it sounded to him as if Gromph was right outside the physical
door—despite the fact that this physical door was not even on the
same plane of existence as the archmage at the time.

Or was it?
“Wizards are confusing creatures,” the man grumbled.
“Enter,” Penelope answered, and waved her hand. The door

swung open, revealing two of Wulfgar’s least favorite people:
Gromph Baenre and Kimmuriel Oblodra. With only a very few
exceptions, wizards unnerved Wulfgar because he didn’t understand
them, but compared to Kimmuriel, Gromph would be a welcomed
dinner companion.

The two walked right up to the foot of the bed, Kimmuriel looking
straight at Wulfgar and offering a clearly derisive snort.



“We’ve trouble brewing,” Gromph said.
“We’ve heard,” said Penelope.
“You’ve heard of Bleeding Vines and the press on Gauntlgrym, but

we are speaking of a different event,” Kimmuriel corrected.
“There is a fleet bound for Luskan, a great war armada,” Gromph

explained. “Port Llast was sacked, we believe, though there has
been no word directly from the town, and the fleet sailed out from
there to the north.”

“For Luskan,” Penelope said.
“So it would seem. High Captain Kurth is rallying the ships to sail

out to meet the challenge, that we might at least learn their intent,”
Gromph went on. “We suspect they mean to attack straightaway, but
we need to know more about their disposition, and their strength.”

Penelope nodded.
“I will discern all of that,” Kimmuriel explained. “And I would take

you, Wulfgar, with me, to guard over me.”
“Of course,” said Penelope, clutching the blankets tight to her

chest. She looked to her lover and promised, “We will stop them.”
“Not you, lady,” Gromph told her. “Him. You go home to

Longsaddle.”
Penelope scoffed openly at that, staring at the man angrily.

“Gromph does not—” she began to say.
“Go to Catti-brie, lady,” he interrupted, “and keep her safe.”
“She can well keep herself safe,” Penelope angrily replied, and

would have gone further, except that Wulfgar put his hand on her
shoulder to quiet her.

“What do you know?” Wulfgar demanded.
“This darkness is more than you comprehend,” Gromph explained,

speaking more to Penelope than to Wulfgar. “A great evil is come,
and it is aimed and with purpose, and that purpose is for chosen
people. I think it is aimed at the man Catti-brie loves most, but I
cannot be certain. If that is the case, then she, too, might be in great
danger, and so I bid you to go to her.”

“Catti-brie is more powerful than I,” Penelope replied. “If she
cannot defend herself, then what am I to do?”

“Put the eyes from the Ivy Mansion all about,” Gromph told her.
“And if the darkness approaches, then send her away, far away, to



the ends of Faerun, to another plane, even.”
“What are you babbling about, wizard?” Wulfgar demanded. He

moved forward, the blankets falling away, showing the muscles of his
arms and chest tight with tension.

Gromph ignored him. “Would you have Drizzt breath his last
knowing that Catti-brie died before him? Knowing that their child was
killed because of him?” he asked of Penelope.

The tone of his voice surprised the woman, for it was filled with
unexpected humanity.

“Lady, go to Catti-brie and make sure that she is safe,” the
archmage stated flatly.

Penelope turned to Wulfgar, both wearing expressions of
confusion and trepidation.

“We must go,” Kimmuriel said to him. “We must learn the truth of
this armada that sails against Luskan. The ships are readying.”

Wulfgar nodded.
“You’re going to die out there,” Penelope whispered.
“This is my truth,” Wulfgar quietly replied. “I hate the signs. I love

you because you ignore the signs, but this, this I cannot ignore. The
sign of friendship is one I welcome and must not, cannot ignore.” He
pulled her face up to look her in the eye. “Nor can you.”



Chapter 10
Clandestine

With the strange young drow woman’s magical prowess, Regis,
Athrogate, and Yvonnel covered the many miles to Waterdeep in
only a few days, with Athrogate, still sorely wounded, riding the
entire way on a conjured magical disk.

Now the city—not the most populous of the Realms, but
considered by most to be the greatest in Faerun—lay in sight, off in
the distance to the southeast, with its great towers and palaces, and
bridges, and giant statues.

Regis took a deep breath, signifying the importance and danger of
his chosen mission.

“You are certain of this?” Yvonnel asked him.
“The lords of Waterdeep have to know. I do wish you’d come in

with me.”
“My life is complicated enough already,” Yvonnel replied. “I am not

even sure of what role I have played in all of this, or of what my role
might be going forward. Having me there would more than
complicate your message, my friend; it would give those who oppose
you weapons to use against you with those who might otherwise be
sympathetic to your pleas.”

Regis nodded. They had already discussed this extensively. Still,
he had witnessed the power of Yvonnel Baenre quite clearly—the
woman had used a simple word of power to dissolve a major demon!
And Athrogate—how could Regis look upon his battered dwarven



friend and not recognize that without the amazing magical healing of
Yvonnel, Athrogate would be long dead? Even now, for all her
efforts, the mighty dwarf slept most of the day, with groans and not
snores, and whenever he had to get off that disk, it took Regis’s
shoulder to hold him upright.

“You will heal him again this day?” he asked.
“Every day, or he will die,” Yvonnel answered. “He was stung by

the barbs of the lower planes. The poison is thick. Truly, I am
surprised that he survived.”

“If ye’re thinkin’ me dead, then make yer bet. I’ll be takin’ yer coin,
’cause I ain’t dead yet,” Athrogate said, his voice weak and shaky,
but his tone defiant. Usually there was a laugh to accompany the
black-bearded dwarf’s silly rhymes, but not this time, Regis noted.
Not at all. The dwarf was deadly serious and had told Regis that he
wasn’t dying until he had found revenge for his beloved Ambergris.

Regis heard it in Athrogate’s voice now and realized that he
certainly wouldn’t be betting against this tough old dwarf!

“How will you know which of the Waterdhavian lords to trust?”
Yvonnel asked, taking him back to the matter at hand. “And which of
them might betray you to Lord Neverember or these other
conspirators?”

“We have spies in place in Waterdeep,” Regis replied. “I know
where to find them, one in particular. I’ve no doubt that he has
already sorted friend from enemy.”

“Artemis Entreri?”
Regis nodded.
“Your friend?”
Regis chuckled. “I don’t think I’d ever call him that, but in this

matter, I can trust him. At least, I hope I can.”
“And if not?”
Regis shrugged. “A fine Companion of the Hall would I be if I

wouldn’t even have the courage to try.”
Yvonnel looked at him curiously, obviously not getting the

reference.
“Here’s to hoping that someday we’ll be sitting by my hearth in

Bleeding Vines rebuilt, and I can tell you all the stories, lady. All of
them.”



“Ye tell her about me Ambergris, Amber Gristle O’Maul,” Athrogate
said from the floating disk.

“You’ll tell her those tales,” Regis replied.
“Aye,” the dwarf said unconvincingly. He heaved a sigh. “And if I

can’t, yerself’ll tell ’em, eh, Rumblebelly?”
Regis couldn’t help but smile at the nickname, his own nickname

and the one he had given to his pony, a nickname Bruenor had given
to him years and years before on the banks of Maer Dualdon in
Icewind Dale.

“I will,” he promised, then said to Yvonnel, “Keep him alive. Make
him well.” He slid from his mount and handed the reins to the drow
woman. “And keep him well, too. He’s been a fine companion.”

The striking Yvonnel—whose eyes were now purple to match
those of Drizzt, Regis noted—offered a nod.

“And where will you go?” Regis asked.
Yvonnel looked to Athrogate. “We’ll find our way. Eventually back

to Drizzt, I hope. But we may be doing some good out here.”
“Thornhold!” Athrogate said, coughing some blood as he did.
Yvonnel patted her hand in the air to calm him. She had warned

him not to become too agitated, and not to speak loudly or harshly
for a while. She turned back to Regis and shrugged deferentially,
making him think that they would indeed revisit the old and battered
keep where Amber had died, where Athrogate had been so wickedly
wounded.

The halfling nodded his farewell, took a deep and steadying
breath, then turned to the southwest and the distant waiting city. He
thought of his friends, caught in a hole beneath the mountain. He
thought of Donnola and Drizzt and Bruenor and Wulfgar and Catti-
brie. He remembered why he had agreed with the proposition of
Iruladoon, the magical afterlife forest where he, Bruenor, Catti-brie,
and Wulfgar had been given the opportunity of rebirth. On that
occasion, when the choice was laid bare, Regis hadn’t hesitated,
and had been glad for the ability to live his life once more, primarily
because he vowed that this time would be different, particularly in his
relationship with his beloved friends. This time, he wouldn’t be the
tagalong. This time, he had vowed, determined, and trained all of his
second life to ensure he wouldn’t be the one the others had to look



out for. No, this time, Regis would more than earn his place among
the Companions of the Hall.

Now that meant he had to go into a nest of powerful vipers, the
Margasters and their allies. Demonic villains, literally.

“They need me,” he whispered under his breath, and he
straightened his belt and took his first bold step toward Waterdeep.

 
Dahlia moved carefully about the grand hall, batting her eyes at the
gentlemen and offering polite but somewhat icy nods to the ladies at
the ball. From her years in Thay, the graceful elven woman had this
act perfected, and so she blended in seamlessly with these lords and
ladies, all of whom she considered rather dull and contemptible. Had
any of them truly earned their place in these exclusive circles?

Birthright and nothing more, she was certain for most at least, and
to Dahlia there was little worse than station without merit. But she
knew how to play this game, and how to use her charms to garner
whatever information she might need. Information was power, and
Dahlia liked power, particularly now with word from Jarlaxle of the
brewing trouble. Entreri had tasked her with sorting out where the
lords and ladies might stand on Lord Neverember and King Bruenor.

Dahlia hoped to gain a lot more information than that, particularly
when noting how many young men here, and more than a few young
women, kept looking her way hungrily.

She painted on a pretty and demure smile when a young lord and
lady approached her, the man holding an extra glass of fine Feywine.

“I’m not sure I’ve had the pleasure,” he said, and he introduced
himself and his friend—pointedly calling the lady his friend, and not
wife or companion. Dahlia was pretty sure what he wanted.

“Dahlia Syn’dalay of the Shakebrook Syn’dalay,” she replied,
honestly, for she was certain that none here would know of that
distant, tiny elven clan. She said it with the practiced haughtiness of
a finely bred elf, which she was, or would have been, had she not
been kidnapped by the horrid Netherese at the tender age of twelve.

Certainly, in her sleeveless and backless crimson gown, she
looked the part of one who would be invited to such a ball as this.
She was tall for an elf, nearly six feet, with black hair that she dyed
with streaks of cardinal red. For most of her life, she had kept her



head mostly shaven, with a single braid running down the back and
over her shoulder, that she could chew on it when she was
concerned or confused, but now she had let the hair grow quite long
on the right side, and had grown it out, too, on the left, though she
kept that much shorter, so as not to cover her left ear, which was
nearly fully lined with small diamonds.

Those diamonds meant a lot to her, and not for reasons monetary.
Displaying those diamonds meant a lot to her, and not for reasons

of vanity.
She wasn’t wearing any studs in her right ear these days and

hadn’t since she had come to understand the truth of her relationship
with Artemis Entreri. Indeed, the thought of adding a stud for him had
not, other than initially, crossed her mind.

For those studs meant something, signifying lovers she meant to
kill, so that she could transfer them to her left ear, with their diamond
match, to show off how many lovers she had already killed. She had
once worn as many as five at one time in that right ear, but now
there could be only one, and for a man she had no intention of ever
harming, a man who understood her because his youthful
experiences had been so awfully similar to her own.

Artemis Entreri had overcome those demons, finally, and was
helping Dahlia do the same. So she hoped.

“Well, milady Syn’dalay, truly I am so very pleased to meet you,”
the man said, and at that moment, Dahlia realized that she should
have been more attentive so that she might actually remember the
names of her conversation partners.

“Yes, well, that is the whole point of such gatherings, is it not?” she
purred back, leaning forward as she took the offered drink from him.
She watched his eyes as she did and decided to find a way to get his
name, because she knew that he would do much to make her happy.
Yes, it would be very important to this young lord to make Dahlia
Syn’dalay like him.

His companion knew it, too; Dahlia could tell by her not-quite-
hidden scowl as she watched his eyes following Dahlia’s bow, a
scowl she extended to Dahlia, knowing very well that the elven
woman’s forward bend was neither unconscious nor unintentional.



For the first time that night, Dahlia was enjoying herself—not
because she had any intention of even kissing this pompous fool, but
because she did so enjoy the play of confounding, frustrating, and
angering these powdered and perfumed empty souls.

So, she set about the task immediately, or started to, when out of
the side of her eye she noted the entrance of another quite striking
figure.

He was almost exactly half her height, though his grand blue beret
made him seem a bit taller. While he appeared to be in fine physical
health, there wasn’t much girth to him, but somehow, the halfling
seemed much larger than that, with his perfectly trimmed mustache,
curling upward just beyond his ample lips, and a hint of a beard
running down the center of his chin. He wore the fashionable beret
and a cape to match, thick and luxurious, along with a fine leather
vest over his red shirt, a bandolier of hand-crossbow quarrels
crossing from his left shoulder to his right hip. A brilliant rapier sat on
his left hip, and a three-tined dagger showed fantastic craftsmanship,
with the outer two swordbreakers shaped as cobras about to strike.
His black boots with silver buckles were so shiny that Dahlia fancied
she might comb her hair in her reflection in them.

Yes, he was quite the dashing figure, his cloak flung back over his
left shoulder to give a full view of that marvelous rapier and his vest
undone just enough to hint at another weapon he carried beneath it:
a hand crossbow of drow design.

“Spider Parrafin,” Dahlia muttered, for she knew this newcomer. In
fact, she knew him better as Regis, friend to her former lover, Drizzt,
and his gang, the Companions of the Hall. “What are you doing here,
you little troublemaker?” she muttered under her breath, but not
quietly enough, apparently, for the man standing before her said,
“Your pardon? Troublemaker? Why yes, I suppose—”

“Shut up,” said the woman with him, and he did.
“Oh, I am terribly sorry,” Dahlia said. “I did not mean . . . there are

these voices that will not leave me alone. Well, one voice, low and
grating, and telling me to do all kinds of awful things . . .”

The man blanched, the woman gasped, and both fell back a step.
“These are strange times,” said the woman, clearly trying to pull

the man away.



“Who are you visiting in Waterdeep, good Lady Syn’dalay?” the
man asked, determined to continue his acquaintance with the elf.

Dahlia suppressed her grin, thinking she had stumbled onto a fine
and possibly beneficial tangent here. “Just some friends. I thought
they would be at the ball, but alas, I see none. I am afraid that I know
no one here, to my surprise.”

“What friends?” both asked together.
“Why do you ask?”
The way they looked at each other told the perceptive Dahlia quite

a bit. These two had heard rumors of some strange happenings, she
realized, and she could well guess which house of Waterdeep they
might now be thinking of as Dahlia’s hosts.

“No reason at all,” the woman replied to her. “It’s just that perhaps
we might know them and so could suggest some course of action for
you to see about this . . . affliction.”

“Oh, it’s no affliction!” Dahlia said dramatically. “And nothing new. I
was kicked by a headstrong pony—but then, I repeat myself—when I
—” She paused, recognizing that the man was about to speak.

“Not the Margasters, then?” he asked, and again Dahlia did well to
hide her grin, for that was exactly what she had wanted to hear.

“Kicked when I was young,” she finished, “and these voices have
followed me ever since. I do believe the little beastly thing kicked a
spirit into my head!” She ended with a laugh, then paused and said,
“Margasters?” as if she had never before heard the name.

The young lord and lady again looked to each other, the woman
rolling her eyes, the man wearing a disappointed expression indeed.

“Well, do enjoy the ball, with your voice . . . er, friend,” the woman
said, moving away and tugging her companion with her, leaving
Dahlia’s path open to Regis.

Dahlia watched them a few moments longer, rolling her eyes
rather crazily when the woman glanced back her way. She knew that
she shouldn’t be standing out like this with her feigned troubles, but
sometimes she just couldn’t resist.

Finished playing, she moved toward Regis, who was at the
cloakroom just inside the main hall, handing over his sword belt,
bandolier, and finally, with apparent great remorse, his precious hand
crossbow.



He turned before she arrived, his face brightening when he
recognized her, but Dahlia quickly lifted her hand to rub her eye, the
Bregan D’aerthe signal to feign that they were not companions or
known to each other.

“A so pretty elf at a Waterdeep ball,” Regis said loudly at her
approach, and he bowed gracefully. “I am not used to such
unexpected pleasures.” He took her hand and kissed it, looking
rather stupid in the process, she thought.

“And what is your name, beautiful lady?”
“Dahlia Syn’dalay,” she replied.
“Spider—” he started to answer.
“Parrafin,” she finished for him. “Yes, of course I know of you and

the Grinning Ponies who protect the Trade Way. Who has not heard
of the dashing halfling?”

She tried not to laugh at Regis’s confused expression.
“In truth, my heroic one, I came here hoping to meet you,” Dahlia

said. “Perhaps we can go find a quiet place to discuss our evening’s
plans? To see if they, perhaps, coincide, I mean.”

The man collecting cloaks and weapons put on a knowing grin,
even tossed a wink to Dahlia over the halfling’s head.

Regis spun about to collect his weapons. “I have only just arrived,”
he said, feigning some disappointment. “But how can I refuse one of
your obvious charms?”

Touch one of those charms and I’ll kill you, Dahlia thought, and
meant, but did not say. She wasn’t very fond of halflings in general
and had little love for the Companions of the Hall on top of that.

“We’ll soon return,” Dahlia told the man, retrieving her own cloak,
and she grabbed Regis’s arm and pulled him hurriedly out of the
room.

Through the large anteroom and down a side hallway, several
smaller rooms had been set up for the party, some as bedrooms,
others as conversation sitting rooms, complete with a bartender and
tables set apart for private chatter. Dahlia really didn’t trust these
second rooms, as Artemis Entreri had come to an earlier ball with
another Bregan D’aerthe associate and had dropped some rumors in
them, just to see if they had spread—which they had. Those sitting
rooms were not secure from curious eavesdroppers.



The bedrooms, though, likely were—one Waterdeep family had
been caught eavesdropping on a dalliance years earlier and was still
shunned to this day for their voyeurism and troublemaking. After all,
the Waterdeep noble families, indeed noble families everywhere,
really weren’t that different from the drow of Menzoberranzan or the
Red Wizards of Thay, Dahlia knew: you could do anything you could
get away with, but anyone interrupting and gossiping about that
secret play would never again be allowed in “polite” company.

She yanked Regis roughly into one of the bedrooms and pulled
the door closed behind them, even as the halfling was crying out,
“Lady, you are quite the aggressor!”

“What are you doing here?” Dahlia demanded when the door was
closed.

“I—”
“Who told you to come here this night? Are you trying to expose

me, you fool?”
“Lady, no. There is much . . . I mean, I had no choice.”
“Explain,” Dahlia demanded, crossing her arms and glaring down

at the little halfling.
Regis glanced around nervously.
“No one can hear,” Dahlia said.
So Regis did explain. He told her about Thornhold and the

demons, about the attack on Bleeding Vines and Gauntlgrym, and of
how he and the other Grinning Ponies had decided that they needed
to get to Waterdeep to beg intervention, or all might be lost, even
Luskan, with an invading fleet sailing north along the Sword Coast.

Dahlia couldn’t hold her anger at him as he explained, her arms
gradually slipping down to her sides.

“I only came in here because I thought I might find you or Entreri in
attendance,” Regis finished. “I don’t know which lords I might trust,
and a wrong word would be disastrous.”

Dahlia nodded. He had done everything correctly, she knew, and
indeed, his caution was merited.

“Tell no one,” Dahlia warned him. “Go back into the ball and play
the night away however you might—with no intoxicating drink or
smoke!”



“I have already taken appropriate precautions, lady,” he said with a
sly grin, then on impulse, he whispered, “For the love of pink pearls,”
the trigger words for his pouch, which was really a pouch of holding
with a large extradimensional pocket. He reached in and pulled out a
small flask, then a second.

“This will prevent you from being poisoned, even with alcohol or
some other intoxicating thing,” he told Dahlia, handing it over. “And
this one . . .” He grinned wickedly and held the flask aloft, swirling it,
showing her the pink ovoid floating within the somewhat translucent
purple liquid. “This one will let you scan the thoughts of another,
preferably one who has had a bit too much to drink.”

That, too, he handed over.
“You may find it of some use, though you’d likely not need it to

discern the thoughts of any man you might be speaking with.”
“Playing on my vanity?” Dahlia replied. “Such a charming one.”
“Speaking simple truth, and don’t pretend you don’t know it, and

know how to use it,” said Regis, and when Dahlia cocked an
eyebrow, he quickly added, honestly, “Because I do the same thing,
as does my lovely wife, Donnola.”

That brought a chuckle, at least.
Dahlia glanced around, although they were in a small, enclosed

room and there was obviously no one else about, then moved near
and whispered an address into Regis’s ear. “South Ward,” she
explained. “Tonight, after midnight. And take great care in making
your way. It would be better if you were not dead quite yet.”

Regis nodded, then closed his eyes and silently repeated the
address to commit it to memory, exactly as his years at House
Topolino in Aglarond—where paper trails meant hanging thieves—
had taught him.

When he opened his eyes again, Dahlia was already gone, back
to the ball.

With a shrug, the halfling followed. He had hours to kill, so he
might as well enjoy himself and learn what he could in the meantime.

 
“You are awake.”

“Aye, ye might be callin’ it that. Wish I weren’t.” The sound of his
own voice, shaky and breaking, reminded Athrogate of just how



miserable and weak he felt, as if every joint in his body had been
driven through with a stake, as if his skin had been taken off and
then put back on, but with biting midges lining the inside of it. He was
too hot and too cold, all at the same time, and the mere thought of
food made him want to vomit.

“I will soon have more spells to offer to ease your pain,” Yvonnel
said.

With great effort, the dwarf propped himself up on one elbow and
looked around. He was still on the magical disk and it was moving,
following Yvonnel as she moved slowly along the road, Regis’s pony
in tow. North, Athrogate realized, since the water was on the left.

“Still at the coast?” he asked, sinking back down as he did, for the
sensation of motion as the ground rolled past the disk had his belly
roiling. It took him a long while to settle himself enough to add,
“Thinked we’d be turnin’ inland for the Crags and Gauntlgrym.”

“There is an army of demons surrounding the place,” Yvonnel
replied. “We’ll do no one any good there, particularly with you in such
a state.”

“Bah!” He sensed the disk stopping. Then Yvonnel towered over
him, staring down.

“Good Athrogate, I warn you that you are not yet healed, and far
from recovered,” she said. “I am doing all that I can, and will continue
to do so, of course, but do not misperceive that your survival is
assured.”

“Good,” he muttered as soon as he had deciphered the highbrow
and somewhat obtuse remark.

Yvonnel grabbed him by the collar and forced him to look at her. “I
could let you die,” she said calmly, “if I truly believed that you wanted
to die, or that your immediate belief that you would prefer death
weren’t solely because of the great pain of losing one you loved.”

“Bah, what d’ya know?” the dwarf asked.
“More than you can imagine,” the drow woman replied. “You think

me young, but I have memories longer than the oldest person you
will ever meet. Older than Jarlaxle by a millennium.”

Athrogate harrumphed.
“Look at me, dwarf,” Yvonnel quietly demanded, and he did,

though with a scowl he simply could not wipe off his face. “I do



understand your pain. It is pain I have known many times.”
To his surprise, Athrogate found that he believed her.
“It will ever be there, but it will diminish, and it will diminish more

for you, particularly for you, if you know that you dealt with this in a
way that honors the memory of your beloved Amber.”

“Ye think ye know her, then?”
“I wish I had,” she said with sincerity. “I know of her, though. I

know what others say about her. I know what you have said about
her. Amber was no coward, and if she were here now and Athrogate
were the one who had been killed . . .”

“If only that!”
Yvonnel smiled and nodded, conceding the point to him. “She

would have said exactly that to my point,” she said.
The words hit home. Athrogate couldn’t dispute them.
“And she, I believe, would come forth from the dark shade within

her heart to honor the loss of Athrogate. She, if she was all that you
and others claim, would accept my help and fight her way back to
health, if only so that she could inflict great pain upon those who took
you from her.”

Athrogate had no answer to that. Clever woman, he thought, to so
turn the tables on him!

Yvonnel leaned in very close. “I’m going to get you healthy and
strong once more,” she whispered. “If you’re so content with the
thought of your own death, then be not afraid of punishing the
monsters who took your love from you.”

“Aye, lass, ye make a good argument.”
“And I’ll be there right beside you, Athrogate. What say you then?

For Amber Gristle O’Maul of the Adbar O’Mauls?”
The dwarf smiled, widely and warmly, then closed his eyes as

Yvonnel began a spell, one that sent waves of warm healing through
him and sent him falling, falling, into a deep sleep.

 
“We’ve been in this wretched city almost entirely since I returned
from the Underdark,” Artemis Entreri told Regis when the halfling
joined him and Dahlia at his apartment in Waterdeep’s South Ward
much later that night. “And neither of us has any idea of which are
friend and which enemy.”



“And we haven’t the time to figure it out,” Regis replied. He tried to
hold his voice steady, tried to remind himself that everything was at
stake here, and that the very reason he had decided on this second
chance at life was to succeed in exactly this position. Still, he
couldn’t deny the intimidation of Artemis Entreri. Regis knew
everything that was said about the man, of how he had grown and
become a better person, an ally.

But Regis kept nervously fidgeting with the remaining stub of his
left pinkie finger, lost in this life, the result coincidentally mimicking
almost exactly the stub he had worn for most of his first life, after this
same Artemis Entreri had cut off that finger to send it as a message
to Drizzt.

Was there any amount of time and any number of deeds that could
fully erase that? Regis wondered.

“So you decided to openly proclaim your presence?” Entreri
asked, barely containing a sneer. “Yes, I know all about your play at
Neverember’s palace, and of Spider Parrafin’s drinks with a pair of
Waterdhavian nobles in the Driftwood Tavern in Neverwinter City.”

“How could—”
“And if I know, do you not believe that half of Waterdeep knows?

Or at least, half of those who would wish to know? What were you
thinking walking into that tavern openly? Are you fool enough to
believe that the names Spider Parrafin and Regis are not realized to
be one and the same?”

“I . . . I had no reason to disguise myself at that time,” the halfling
tried to explain. “I was not known to be in the city, and since my
purpose there was to legitimately sell wine from Bleeding Vines,
there seemed no reason for any cover. We had no idea at that time
how deep—nay, how demonic this conspiracy lay.”

“But now you do,” Entreri retorted, “and you still walked into the
ball tonight openly as Regis Topolino, or Spider Parrafin, or whatever
you fancy to call yourself at this time.”

Regis felt sick to his stomach, but he fought it away. “Strong words
from Barrabus the Gray,” he said back, drawing a snort from Entreri.

“Do not even pretend you understand that,” Entreri warned,
holding fast his aggressive upper hand and not wanting to discuss



that long-past time in his life, when he had been enslaved. “I’ll ask
again: why would you enter that ball this night?”

“Because I expected I would find you,” Regis replied, “or her, or
another of our operatives in attendance. There was no ball in
Delthuntle that did not include a member of House Topolino in my
years there.”

“But openly?” Dahlia interjected.
Regis shrugged at her. “How else might I have gotten an invitation

if not as Regis of Bleeding Vines, friend of King Bruenor
Battlehammer?” He turned determinedly back to Artemis Entreri.
“None mentioned the battles in the north. None blinked an eye when
they learned of my identity, even though Bleeding Vines is likely
under siege as we speak.”

“Bleeding Vines has been wholly sacked,” the assassin replied.
Regis was beginning to reply before Entreri had even finished the

sentence, but the weight of that statement stole the breath from the
halfling.

“Lady Donnola is alive and well,” Entreri quickly added, and there
seemed to be something unusual in his voice. Sympathy? “Almost all
of the town got down the tram to Gauntlgrym, and so survived, but
Gauntlgrym now is under attack itself.”

Regis fought frantically and futilely to find his voice.
“The lords of Waterdeep surely know what is happening in the

Crags,” Entreri went on. “But they don’t want anyone, particularly
one like you, to know that they know.”

“But why?”
“Because then they would have to do something about it,” Dahlia

said, and Entreri nodded.
“You poor little fool,” Entreri added. “You still hold out hope for the

valiance and altruism of the ruling nobles of Faerun.”
“That would include King Bruenor,” Regis reminded.
“Bruenor is not typical of the class,” said Entreri. “Understand that

first and foremost.”
“I am no inexperienced waif.”
“Then quit acting like one.”
“You seem to believe that I had many options before me!”
“That is a reasonable point,” said Dahlia.



Entreri thought on that for a moment, then nodded. “So you came
to inform and mobilize Waterdeep.”

“I had hoped to discern ally from enemy first, through your
information.”

Entreri nodded. “Would that it might be so simple. We know the
main enemy.”

“Margasters, and likely Neverember himself.”
“Lord Dagult remains in Neverwinter, from all that I can tell. But

yes, the Margasters are deep in this. Do not underestimate them.”
“I don’t. I have seen their treasury.”
“And that is but a part. As far as I can tell, they have bought the

acquiescence, if not alliance, of several other noble houses, and half
the city guards.”

“We don’t know that,” Dahlia said.
“I prefer to assume it,” Entreri replied. “We know it to be true of

some, at least, and I do not believe they’d leave things to half
measures.”

When Dahlia didn’t dispute that, there followed an uncomfortable
silence, the weight of dread palpable in the room, until Regis broke it
with a meek “What do we do?”

“We know the serpent’s head,” Artemis Entreri quietly replied, and
he gave that look, that awful look—awful to Regis even though he
knew he wasn’t the target of it!—that had become so synonymous
with his reputation through the decades.

“I see no reason to appeal to the good nature of the proper
authorities, then,” the halfling agreed, mimicking the assassin’s
deathly even tone so completely that it drew an arched eyebrow from
Entreri.

Regis took that as a compliment.
But he found his moment of pride short-lived when the room’s door

burst open and what looked like a rolling ball of abyssal sludge
rambled into the room.



Chapter 11
Skitterwombles in the

Sarcophobulous

“Yeah, but ye don’t understand,” Ivan Bouldershoulder told Queen
Mallabritches Battlehammer. “This is the sarcophagus of Thibbledorf
Pwent. The Pwent.”

“Sarcophobulous!” giggled Pikel, who was standing on the ladder
opposite. “Hee-hee-hee.”

“Oh, but we’re understandin’ well enough,” Queen Tannabritches
replied. “We’re understandin’ a pair o’ dwarfs standin’ on ladders in
our husband’s throne room, not twenty steps from the Throne o’ the
Dwarven Gods, tryin’ to tear down a monument King Bruenor put
there. What’s not for understandin’, ye durned Bouldershoulder
skitterwombles?”

“Why we’re doing it,” said Ivan.
“Skitterwombles in da sarcophobulous, hee-hee-hee,” Pikel

proclaimed.
The other three sighed in unison.
“Because ye’re hopin’ Bruenor’ll put his fist in yer eye?”

Mallabritches guessed.
“Bah!” Ivan snorted.
“Ye’re bats!” Mallabritches declared.
“Nah, but we’re thinking Pwent might be,” Ivan replied, and the

Gauntlgrym queens looked at each other curiously. Before either



could respond, the throne room, which was just inside the wall
before the entry cavern’s dark pond, shook under the weight of an
explosion out in that vast cavern, and a sentry dwarf kicked open the
outer door.

“Fightin’!” he yelled. “Demons come chargin’ back! To arms!”
“Bruenor’s out there with Jarlaxle and Drizzt’s da,” Tannabritches

told her sister, and the two rushed to gather their weapons and
armor.

“Well, let’s go smack some demons,” Ivan said to Pikel, but Pikel
shook his head and waggled a finger back at his brother.

“Uh-uh.”
“Ye heared ’em!”
Pikel didn’t seem to be listening, instead working at one of the

latches at the back of the sarcophagus, which they had loosened
from the wall.

“Ye really think it?” Ivan asked.
“Ayup-yup.”
The fastened sarcophagus shifted just a bit as Pikel wedged his

hand in behind. Ivan crinkled his face, thinking his brother was about
to grasp the butt end of a rotting body.

“Nope,” Pikel said.
“Nope? What? He ain’t in there?”
“Nope,” the dwarf repeated, wagging his green-haired head.
“Well, where?” Ivan demanded.
In response, Pikel gave a great open-mouthed hiss, bringing his

one hand to his mouth, two fingers pointing down to mimic vampire
fangs.

“Stop with that!”
“Hee-hee-hee. Nope.”
Ivan sighed. “Ah, ye dumb Pwent, what’re ye about?” he

whispered. He grasped the outer supports of the ladder and slid
quickly down the fifteen feet to the floor, while Pikel relatched and
reset the sarcophagus. Old Ivan Bouldershoulder scratched his
yellow beard, not really knowing how he was going to tell his friend
Bruenor that they might have yet another problem.

Another explosion shook the room. Ivan gathered up his axe.
First things first.



 
From the high deck of the tram station across the underground
pond, Bruenor watched the unfolding battle in the huge and high-
ceilinged cave. At this point, the action was all far in the back, with
flames exploding and lightning bolts flashing, the bits of sudden light
inevitably showing the misshapen forms of demonic foot soldiers.
Horns blew notes of coordinated defense for the dwarven strategic
positions, and shouts echoed, begging reinforcements at one
stalagmite or another, or calls for retreat at positions sure to be
quickly overrun.

Bruenor tried hard to put those horns and shouts out of his mind.
His forces had practiced and practiced for this day. They knew their
roles, when to fight, how to fight, when to fall back, which positions to
let go and which to hold to the last dwarf.

Bruenor, too, had a role, right here, at the last line of defense
before the wall of Gauntlgrym itself.

Thibbledorf Pwent was lost to him. Athrogate and Ambergris were
lost to him. Dagnabbet was queen of Mithral Hall and could not get
to his side until those magical gates were at last opened.

Drizzt was out there, somewhere. Wulfgar wasn’t here but in
Luskan. Nor was Regis, who had ridden for Waterdeep. Nor Catti-
brie, very pregnant and home in Longsaddle. The dwarf king felt very
much alone.

He glanced to his right, where Jarlaxle and Zaknafein had gone
over the wall.

“So it’s come to this,” he muttered, but he didn’t let any doubts
diminish his stubborn and unyielding determination. He was Bruenor,
King Bruenor, who had gone forth into Keeper’s Dale to turn back an
army.

He was King Bruenor, who had reclaimed Mithral Hall and brought
it to new heights of prosperity and acclaim, who had reclaimed
Gauntlgrym and control of the godlike primordial, which powered the
most magical forge in Faerun.

He was King Bruenor, who had united, or would soon unite, the
Delzoun dwarves into a singular force.

Unbeatable.



Still, he felt much better when two old friends rushed up to join him
on that tram platform centered on the outer wall, across the small
pond from Gauntlgrym proper.

“Dere! Dere!” Pikel implored his brother, pointing to a patch of
ground between the tram wall and the lake, over to the right, near
where the two drow had gone out.

“Me brother wants ye to . . .” Ivan began, but stopped as Pikel
interrupted with “Me brudder!”

“Aye, he wants ye to bring in yer dwarfs through the gate to the
right,” Ivan finished, pointing to the spot Pikel had indicated. “He’s
got a bit o’ surprise to hold any demons chasing them in, one that’ll
serve ’em up for yer crossbows and catapults.”

Bruenor looked from one Bouldershoulder to the other, finally
nodding to assure them that he trusted them.

“And here, if I might,” said Ivan, hoisting a large bandolier full of
heavy crossbow quarrels of unusual design. He pulled one from the
chain and held it up for Bruenor to see. “Old design,” he explained.
“One made by Cadderly.”

“Cadderly! Boom!” said Pikel.
“Aye, boom,” Ivan agreed, pointing to the open center of the large

bolt, which held a tiny flask filled with some liquid and supported only
by thin lines of metal from the front half to the back. “When it hits, it
folds. When it folds . . .”

“Boom!” Pikel happily explained.
“Oil of impact,” Ivan remarked. “Sure that it’ll be leavin’ a mark.”
“Spread them around, good dwarf,” Bruenor told Ivan.
“Dere! Dere!” Pikel reiterated, pointing his one arm frantically at

the spot to the right.
“Aye, dere,” Bruenor played along, using the dwarf’s own word.
“Hee-hee-hee.”
“Look for the light!” Bruenor shouted to his commanders along the

wall. “Tell yer boys all about the cavern that we got friends directing
their fire!”

“Where’re ye needin’ us, me king?” came a call from behind, a
woman’s voice, and Bruenor spun about to see his two queens, aptly
nicknamed Fist and Fury, hustling up to join him on the platform.
Battle-scarred and full of as much fight as Thibbledorf Pwent at a



goblin inn, the powerful and battle-ready sister queens surely
bolstered Bruenor’s spirits.

“Right with meself,” he told them, and indeed he needed them,
and the Bouldershoulders as well.

King Bruenor Battlehammer nodded and puffed out his muscular
chest. He was not alone.

 
Flipping and spinning, wall to floor, floor to wall, Jarlaxle and
Zaknafein crossed paths with every dart and tumble, the swords of
one always covering for the movements of the other. They passed
demons large and small, scored hits big and little, and were always
gone before anything could touch them, running free, as Zaknafein
put it, around the next stalagmite, somersaulting, vaulting, flipping,
and sprinting, a growing horde of angry demons in hot pursuit.

“Bleeding line,” Jarlaxle called, coming down one expanse, a
straight and wide run culminating in a pair of thick stalagmites with
walkways built up high.

Zaknafein reached into his pouch and produced a handful of
pellets, ceramic balls specially coated with enchanted oil to harness
the energy within. He dropped them behind him, confident one of the
horde not far behind would crush the casing, releasing the magic.

Up to the right he ran, gaining height on the slope of a mound,
then leaping and spinning from it to land in a dead run, crossing
Jarlaxle’s path as the mercenary leader similarly rushed the other
way.

That avenue behind them lit up as the pursuing demon horde
trampled the pellets, releasing the brilliant magical light enclosed
within. The response was almost instantaneous, dwarven side-
slinger catapults letting fly and ballista bolts vibrating the air above
the heads of the leading drow pair.

Behind the companions, demon minions died by the score under
the barrage.

Around a huge mound the drow pair went, then across a side
channel, and around another, turning now and heading generally
back toward Gauntlgrym, looking for another suitable causeway for
carnage.



 
From a side position, not far from the running pair, Drizzt watched
his father and friend with mounting admiration and joy—joy to see
his father so willingly risking his life for the cause of the goodly folk of
the Crags!

With Taulmaril the Heartseeker in hand, the ranger measured the
progress of the two running drow, marveling at their coordination and
movements, immediately deciphering the elements inciting their
seemingly random flips and crosses. Drizzt passed behind a
stalagmite mound, the pair coming into view as they rounded a wider
turn before him, then noticed an intercepting group of flying chasme
demons.

Away went his arrows, streaking silver with the power of magical
lightning, skimming just behind Zaknafein and Jarlaxle to catch the
distracted demons right in their bulbous faces.

Down went the chasmes, spinning and crashing, one after
another. And as the last of his barrage flew away, Drizzt turned and
twisted the magical bow, breaking it down once more so that it would
fit into his belt buckle as he sprinted away.

Around another bend came Jarlaxle and Zaknafein, and this time,
a third companion jumped into their midst, twirling past Zaknafein as
he leaped, landing right before Jarlaxle, and sprinting along to keep
up with the running pair.

“Orbs!” Jarlaxle called as they rounded another bend, coming in
sight of the outer defensive wall, to the left of the tram station. He
and Zaknafein somersaulted past each other, both pulling forth
handfuls of the light-encasing ceramic balls, while Drizzt rushed off
to the side, finding a shadowed cubby along a stalagmite mound and
drawing forth his magical bow from the buckle of his belt once more.

On came the pursuing demons, ravenously, too focused to realize
that they were once again crushing light pellets, revealing their
position.

Catapult balls and ballista bolts charged down the avenue at them,
laying waste, melting and impaling, and the carnage was made
worse by the drow ranger with the recurved bow off to the side, as
Drizzt Do’Urden let fly arrow after arrow, missiles made all the more
powerful by the stalled horde of demons, for the arrows of Taulmaril



blew through their first targets to score deadly hits on the next in line,
and even the third on many occasions.

Demons melted under that withering barrage, and it took a long
while for them to catch on to the presence of Drizzt and his bow.

When they did, the chase took on a new dimension, but Drizzt was
ready for them.

“Guenhwyvar, I need you,” he beckoned to his magical statuette,
and the gray mist collected behind him as the loyal panther came to
his call, forming right before a charging vrock and taking down the
vulture-like demon as easily as a real leopard might take down a
rooster.

On ran Drizzt, scimitars drawn. He noted another area lit up by
magical ceramic balls, and the whole of the cavern then shook with
the booming resonance of side-slinger catapults. He jumped to the
top of a low wall, noted a marilith demon—six-armed, and with each
hand holding a sword—and moved to intercept.

Drizzt veered right for her, leaping to a low stone, flipping from it to
drive in hard at the creature, his blades neatly ringing against her
multipronged attack. Out went his right-hand blade, Icingdeath,
driving wide three of the marilith demon’s swords, then past them
and back again, picking off the attacks as the demon swept its
various weapons back in.

Down and over went the scimitar, and Drizzt turned and kicked
out, high and fast, his foot slamming the demon in the face, dazing it.

With a hiss of protest the marilith lifted all six arms high and wide,
like a crowning eagle about to devour its prey.

But then the creature was flying backward, hit by a living missile of
muscle, claws, and fangs.

Drizzt couldn’t wait, and on he ran, firing shot after shot to light up
the path before him and clear it of demons, and soon enough,
Guenhwyvar was running beside him. He was separated again from
Jarlaxle and his father, but they didn’t need him, and indeed, in
watching their precision, he feared that his presence might trip them
all up.

They knew he was here, too, now, running and shooting, leaping
along the stalagmite mounds and turning too often and too fast for
any of the invaders to take up a serious chase.



And if they did, Drizzt knew this cavern better than any. He knew
where the dwarven crossbowmen perched, and knew, too, the lanes
for the catapults and ballista.

The demons were about to pay a steep price for chasing him.
 

Demon fire roared through the cavern. Formations of chasmes flew
for the stalactites, many hollowed and set with crossbowmen and
spotters. Rushing at them, demons faced withering fire, bolt after bolt
taking the flying monsters down.

But there were too many, and for all the carnage in the hall, almost
all of it inflicted upon the invaders, the dwarves were forced back,
again and again, scrambling along ceiling tunnels to the next
defensive position, and as those positions tightened, more dwarves
were forced all the way back beyond the tram wall, sliding down
smooth poles within constructed chutes.

“Farthest third’s lost,” McCorbis Gemcutter told his king and two
queens up on that wall.

“Did they all get out?” Bruenor asked.
The dwarf, bleeding from a host of scratches and bruises from

scrambling fast along the tight stone tunnels, offered only a shrug.
“Didn’t see none die, but I heared some screams. Dwarf screams.”

Bruenor nodded grimly and patted the dwarf on the shoulder, then
looked out at the cavern as the battle inched closer.

“We’ll be holdin’ them here, don’t ye doubt,” Queen Tannabritches
said.

“Aye, and then we’ll drive ’em back across the hall and up the
tunnel and might that I’ll run a tram over ’em in the Causeway just for
the fun of it!”

From somewhere not far to the side, a crossbow clicked.
“Hold yer shots, boys!” Bruenor yelled, then added to those near,

“Might be more of our own coming in.” He looked to his queens and
nodded, and the two darted away to spread the word.

They had barely gone a running stride, though, when there came a
blinding flash followed by a thunderous retort out in the cavern, up
high along the ceiling. Stones fell and dwarves fell behind them from
on high.



“They’re findin’ the crawl tunnels!” Bruenor cried. “Get yer bows up
and ready! Ivan!” He looked back and to the side to see the
Bouldershoulder brothers standing by the dark pond between the
tram platform and the right-hand wall.

“We’ll have boys comin’ in fast,” Bruenor shouted to them.
Ivan pointed straight ahead to the gates on that side of the wall,

before which he and Pikel had just been walking. “Them,” the old
yellowbeard yelled back to Bruenor. “Bring ’em in through them
doors!”

Ivan spun and gave a shrill whistle and Bruenor looked back
across the small pond to see dozens of dwarves readying heavy
crossbows.

Another huge explosion rocked the cavern, and fires blew out from
one hollowed stalagmite mound, side-slinger catapults falling from its
sides in flames.

“Juicers!” Bruenor called.
His well-trained forces were already on it, rolling the heavy

crushing machines over the pond’s bridge, then down a forking trail
to the main gate’s doors. The machines were nothing more than
huge flat-nosed rams, with long poles extending out the back to be
held by a team of running dwarves. It was hard to get one of those
things rolling with any speed, but harder still to stop it once one had.

“Yer brothers and sisters’ll be coming fast,” Bruenor shouted to the
dwarves lining the parapets. “With demons right behind and demons
flying above. Ye give them dogs a fast trip to the hell what spawned
’em!”

 
Zaknafein ran up high and leaped out, throwing his arms and legs
wide to shorten the jump, which landed him several strides from a
powerful boar-like demon. The ravenous beast leaped at him in blind
fury, too hungry to even realize the second form, the one taking
advantage of Zaknafein’s shortened leap.

Jarlaxle flashed between the demon and Zaknafein, cutting from
left to right before his friend, his swords working furiously as he
crossed, and as soon as he went beyond weapon’s reach, he began
pumping his arm, first throwing a sword, then creating dagger after



dagger in his hand from his magical wrist pouch, a line of stinging
missiles streaming out at the demon.

The strange creature, which ran hunched, almost on all fours,
squealed with each hit, but somehow managed to keep its focus on
Zaknafein and charged ahead.

But Zaknafein wasn’t there, flipping an easy cartwheel to his left
but turning in midspin, landing, planting, and coming right back in.
He caught the demonic beast as it turned, getting in behind its
thrashing tusks, his fine swords quickly finishing the task Jarlaxle
had started.

As the demon fell aside, already melting and smoking as its vile
life force sank back to the lower planes, Zaknafein noted that
Jarlaxle’s expression was hardly one of victory.

“Our game nears its end,” Jarlaxle said, nodding his chin over to
the left, deeper into the cavern, behind Zaknafein.

When the weapon master turned, he understood, for the demons
were organizing well, driving the dwarves from one entrenchment
after another.

Crossbows clacked on the outer wall—the tram wall.
“Left of the tram, Bruenor said,” Zaknafein reminded him. “Let’s

bring the dwarves a host to slaughter.”
“They’re already fighting at the wall,” Jarlaxle said. “The dwarves

might be in full retreat.”
“How much do you trust this King Bruenor?”
Jarlaxle gave a little grin. “Let’s bring them a host.”
Off the two ran, deeper into the cavern, a circling route that would

turn them back to the tram wall, all the way over to the left side of the
vast chamber. They took care not to fully engage any monsters
anymore—their goal was to taunt, not to get bogged down in any
fights.

They cut fast corners and leaped up high. Zaknafein slid down on
his knees under the wind-whipping cut of a giant hammer, wielded by
the thickly muscled arms of a huge and squat beast that came out
from one side alley swinging.

Jarlaxle leaped instead, actually touching down briefly atop that
hammer and diving away into a somersault and roll that brought him
right back to his feet in a dead run.



“You have your toy?” Zaknafein cried when a host of chasmes and
other flying fiends appeared overhead, diving at them.

Down went Jarlaxle, tumbling and coming around with a strange-
looking wheel-like object in his hand and a sly smile on his face.
“Sometimes I have too many toys to remember,” he said, working
fast to take four feathers off the object and stick the tips of their
shafts into holes set equidistantly within the inner wheel of the
object.

“Akadi,” he said—the command word and also the name of a
powerful aerial being—as he started to run off once more, Zaknafein
pulling him along.

Jarlaxle took care to hold the item far from him as the feathers
spun faster and faster, creating a small vortex. He struggled to hold
it, and seemed to struggle with something more, Zaknafein noted, as
if Jarlaxle was afraid of the power he now held.

“Do it!” the weapon master yelled, and Jarlaxle growled and
clenched hard, yelling the command word more insistently,
demanding everything the item could offer.

Now he held the bottom tip of a tornado, and he swept it above
and about, sending the aerial demons flying and spinning every
which way. He lowered it back the way they had come, thinking to
scatter the nearest pursuers, but as soon as the item went sidelong,
the enchantment simply ceased. But it had been enough to gain
them some time.

“Run!” Zaknafein cried, and they did. A horde of demons, lesser
fiends by the score and even a few powerful beings like vrock and
glabrezu and other misshapen monsters huge and terrible, came on
in thunderous pursuit.

 
Drizzt dove to the floor and rolled, appearing desperate to get aside
from the demonic flames flowing out from what seemed to be the
powerful commander of this assault, a hulking bipedal monstrosity
creating a field of flames about itself and wielding a shining red
sword and a whip that crackled with lightning.

A balor. The same balor he had fled outside the tram station up
above.



Drizzt knew this type of demon quite well, for he had battled them,
and one in particular, Errtu, on several occasions. He knew their
flame shields rolling out from their massive bodies, curling and
puffing with every stamp of the monster’s foot. He knew their terrible
whips.

He knew.
But this particular balor didn’t know him, it seemed, for he could

hear its victorious laughter as he rolled and squirmed through the
flames.

Because if the demon did know who it was dealing with, it would
know those flames couldn’t touch Drizzt Do’Urden, not while he was
holding Icingdeath, a blade that hungered for the very life force of
these beings of fire.

He didn’t want the balor to figure that out, though, because he
understood balors. Such cruel beings would play with their prey
before the slaughter.

So, Drizzt rolled and screamed. The whip cracked very near and
really did sting him, so he screamed again, then curled up. Knees,
elbows. And face on the hot floor. He heard the monster’s approach
—so confident, the great demon didn’t even try to mask it. Up went
its huge foot to smash down on Drizzt . . .

. . . and the drow ranger swiftly rolled to his back and planted the
pommel of Icingdeath against the floor, holding on to it with all his
strength and determination when the fiery demon stomped upon it.

How the balor roared!
How the balor thrashed!
It hopped, howling as Icingdeath ate at its life essence, and kicked

out with all of its gigantic strength, sending Drizzt spinning across the
floor.

The drow rolled, contorting his body perfectly to take the
momentum of that throw and transfer it as he came up, leaping high
and spinning a circle kick that drove his foot into the face of the
pursuing behemoth.

A balor would normally walk right through such a kick from a puny
elf, but this was no ordinary strike. Drizzt’s training with Grandmaster
Kane had taught him to harness his own life energy and guide it
through his limbs to devastating effect. So when his foot hit the



demon’s face, it snapped its head back, sending it staggering
backward a limping step, its red eyes unfocused, its tongue lolling
out between jagged knifelike teeth.

Drizzt would have liked nothing more than to charge in and
engage, but the demon was not alone, far from it, and so many
others appeared not so far away.

His hesitation cost him.
The balor extended its giant bat wings and puffed up its chest,

throwing forward one arm, reaching to full length with that awful
whip. Drizzt felt the sting as he fled, sharp and full of fire, and full of
poison.

 
Bruenor watched nervously from the right-hand side of the defensive
outer wall, far down from the tram station and above the gates Ivan
had designated. A large group of fleeing dwarves came into view,
running hard and with a horde of monsters close behind. The dwarf
king winced every time a straggler got pulled down, to be devoured
by the demons.

“Ye give ’em cover,” he shouted to the archers. “Shoot higher than
a dwarf and lower than a demon! And kill them damned overgrown
houseflies!”

Crossbows began to sing out from the wall, but the volley seemed
a pitiful thing against the sheer volume of the demonic press.

“Run, me boys!” Bruenor shouted at the retreating forces, banging
his many-notched axe against his shining shield. “To me! To me! For
all yer lives, to me!”

A chasme demon, ahead of the horde and ahead of the fleeing
dwarves, dove down from the darkness above at the dwarven king.

But Bruenor saw it. With pure nerve, he held his posture, seeming
oblivious, until the last second, then exploded in a fast turn, right arm
coming about with all the speed and power the dwarf king could
muster. And his axe, that legendary weapon, enchanted anew in the
fire of the Great Forge of Gauntlgrym, sheared right through the
demon, human face to insect arse, splitting it neatly down the
middle.

The dwarves cheered. The crossbows fired anew.



“Run, Battlehammers!” a score of voices, then a hundred voices,
implored their fleeing kin.

Bruenor glanced below inside the wall, noting a team in place to
swing wide those doors. He looked back a bit from the wall to see
Pikel Bouldershoulder standing resolutely, eyes closed and muttering
something. “Trust the fool doo-dad,” Bruenor quietly reminded
himself.

The retreating dwarves neared the gates, and the crossbow
volleys became more pointed and devastating, several archers
working together to send a barrage into any major demons they
could pick out among the charging monsters.

“Gates!” Bruenor yelled, but no sooner had the word escaped him
than a cry came out from way down at the other end of the wall, far
to the left, warning of a second horde of demons coming in strong.

Bruenor chewed his lip, thinking that it had to be Jarlaxle and
Zaknafein bringing the monsters to slaughter. But he couldn’t be
there, not now with a large group of fleeing Battlehammers about to
be overrun. He nodded as he reminded himself once more to trust in
his forces, for that far end of the wall, left of the tram station, was the
most fortified position of all, thick with artillery and commanded by
capable generals.

Below him, the gates swung open and in swarmed the fleeing
Battlehammers. The archers leaned over the parapets, plunking the
leading demon pursuers, desperate to give some daylight. Still,
they’d never get the gates closed in time, and many a dwarf cried out
in concern.

But Bruenor just smiled, readied his axe and shield, and watched
the first foray. He glanced at Pikel, who had his eyes opened wide
now, his one arm up and fingers waggling. He watched the plants
sprouting from the sand and through cracks in the stones, coming
out to the call of the powerful and unusual dwarven druid.

Those plants surprised the fleeing dwarves but did not trip them
up.

Those plants weren’t even noticed by the ravenous horde—until
they began to grab at demon legs, holding fast.

“Well, get ’em!” Bruenor heard Ivan Bouldershoulder yell, and the
air filled with the clanking of a hundred heavy crossbows, launching



large and very special quarrels at the slowed demons.
Every bolt that hit—and almost all did—collapsed upon itself, the

center vial shattering in the impact, the two heavy ends crashing
together with the magical oil in between.

A hundred thunderous explosions sent demon bits flying and blew
the front ends of the quarrels right through the struck beast, usually
to take down a second, third, or even fourth behind it.

Again those crossbows sang, and unearthly howls and shrieks
filled the cavern, and the smoke of melting demon corpses filled
Bruenor’s nostrils.

Such a beautiful, awful smell, at once the sweetest and most
horrid stench in all the world.

The fleeing Battlehammers turned as one, Ivan’s brigades rushing
to join, archers reloading for a third devastating volley.

“Close the gates!” yelled Mallabritches when that third went off,
cutting into the horde outside and thinning those demons inside so
much that there was little doubt that Ivan and the others could tear
them apart in short order.

So yes, the logical move was to close the gates, secure the wall,
put the horde back outside and cut them down from the parapets.

But King Bruenor had another idea.
“Battlehammer!” he yelled, and to the surprise of all, mighty King

Bruenor leaped down from the wall—not inside to join with Ivan
Bouldershoulder, but outside, among the disoriented and blasted
demons.

Despite the unexpected move, Queens Fist and Fury were quickly
down to flank him, demon body parts flying every which way from
each swing of that mighty axe. A score of shield dwarves,
Gutbusters all, the elite guard of King Bruenor, rushed over the wall
and surrounded their rulers, hungry for battle.

And Ivan Bouldershoulder and his boys ran over those demons
caught inside the wall, and didn’t slow in coming through the gates,
old Ivan himself the tip of that flying wedge of destruction.

At the opened gates, Ivan’s archers trained their crossbows and
explosive quarrels higher, and soon enough, shattered chasmes and
other winged menaces swirled down like the whipping snows of an
Icewind Dale blizzard.



 
Jarlaxle leaned far to the left, hooked his fingers on a jag in the
stone, and pulled himself around the base of a mound, rolling his
feet and flipping over to keep his momentum as he cut the sharp
turn. He had not time to slow, nor did Zaknafein, who cut in behind
the nearly horizontal Jarlaxle, leaped up upon the wide base of the
stalagmite, kicked a forward flip to a higher spot, then a second,
coming over the edge, straightening his legs to catch the downward
slope and running down it with that same amazing agility that had
marked his son’s reputation.

He hit the floor behind the rising and running Jarlaxle, but with
more momentum behind him, enough so that he was quickly
sprinting beside the rogue.

Now they were in the last stretch of their run, the outer wall of
Gauntlgrym in sight, with explosions and the screams and shrieks of
battle echoing before them and to the left.

Jarlaxle wondered if the dwarves had been pressed too hard in
other areas—was the coordinated defense that had been promised
on this side of the tram already compromised? The mercenary put it
out of his thoughts. He had no time for that. He had no time for
anything but moving forward.

He and Zaknafein ran on, a full sprint here, the last couple
hundred strides to the wall.

And then what? For there was no opened gate before them, no
ropes or ladders hanging down to help them up to safety.

Trap doors opened on the wall face, revealing the gleaming
barbed tips of huge ballista bolts. Two other flaps of the wall fell
away, showing side-slinger catapults stacked atop each other, ready
to let fly.

And dwarves appeared atop the wall, heavy crossbows leveling.
“Don’t wait for us!” Zaknafein screamed, to which Jarlaxle gasped,

“What?”
Atop the wall, some dwarves let fly, aiming up high, quarrels

whipping out, some hitting demons, others stalactites, and all
collapsing and exploding, powerfully, beautifully.

“Let ’em fly, boys!” came a cry from the wall.



Zaknafein yelled, expecting to catch the coming barrage square in
the face. He thought it ridiculous that he had returned to this life, to
his son, only to be killed so quickly. And for dwarves? Still, these
were Drizzt’s friends, he reminded himself. If his last act in this
rebirth was to aid in that defense, then so be it—he would have to
trust Jarlaxle and his son that the sacrifice would be worth it.

He yelled again when he heard the crossbows and ballistae from
the wall firing, expecting to die.

But then, so suddenly, he was flying, falling, across a sudden pit,
slamming into the other side and clawing at the floor to hold his
precarious perch.

“Let go, you fool!” Jarlaxle yelled behind him. Then Zaknafein
understood, and as the ballista let fly, two huge spears soaring forth
with a heavy and sharp chain bound between them, and as the side-
slingers, one, two, three left, and one, two, three right, flung their
payloads, Jarlaxle and Zaknafein fell into the magical hole, Jarlaxle
taking the back lip of the hole with him, Zaknafein inadvertently
taking the front lip with him, as they tumbled down together, turning
the pit into an extradimensional space.

They were away from the carnage, though they heard it, the
demonic shrieks of surprise and pain. And they smelled it, as demon
corpses melted to the abyssal fumes that would take the host’s life
essence back to the lower planes.

In the darkness, though, they couldn’t see it.
 

The carnage and chaos intensified when the first juicers rolled
across to that left-hand slaughter lane. The artillery and crossbow
barrage had already destroyed so many demons, and had created
confusion among the remaining fiends, which turned many of them
upon each other.

The juicers did good work taking care of the rest.
But there were always more.
With Bruenor, Fist, and Fury taking the lead, the dwarves weren’t

about to surrender their advantage. They came on in perfect support
and coordination, the juicers slicing lines through the demon block,
the dwarven wedge formations catching the remnants and cutting
them apart.



And right there was the king, at the angle of one such wedge,
willing his charges on behind him, his mighty axe, so steeped in the
power of Gauntlgrym’s forge and with a wielder so steeped in the
strength of the magical Throne of the Dwarven Gods, chopping
through any defense the demons tried to offer.

 
As the dwarves pressed down the lane, passing the unseen haven
of the two drow, Jarlaxle peeked out of his portable hole. The demon
horde had already been decimated, and those remaining,
surprisingly, had turned tail and were fleeing back across the entry
cavern, back the way they had come, the dwarven forces in hot
pursuit.

“When did demons learn to retreat?” Zaknafein asked, but Jarlaxle
could only shrug.

 
The balor’s laughter receded as the ranger sped away, winding
through the stalagmite maze. It thought the poison would kill Drizzt,
surely, and had Drizzt been a lesser being, had he not been trained
by the Grandmaster of Flowers, it might well have done so. Even as
he ran, the drow flexed and unclenched his muscles, feeling the
poison in the wound, pushing it back out of his flesh. By the time he
had made his third turn, the poison had been defeated, and on the
ranger ran.

When he reached the far edge of the cavern, Drizzt, too, was
surprised by the sudden and violent turn of events over by the outer
wall, by the sheer carnage so suddenly inflicted on the demon
invaders. He moved off to the side as far as he could manage,
finding a sheltered hole beside the entrance of the Causeway from
which he could launch a barrage of lightning arrows. He let the first
of the demons move past, minor fiends and mostly the misshapen,
zombie-like manes.

Whenever a major demon approached, Drizzt noted its turn to the
right, moving across the cavern to the exit Causeway, which made
sense because just a few dozen strides in there, the creatures would
be effectively running downhill, instead of making the steep climb all
the way to the surface of this tunnel.



They herded all of the minor demons, their fodder, into this uphill
one, though, likely to split the dwarven pursuing force.

A wise move, but Drizzt couldn’t quite understand it all. They were
retreating. These were demons, and they were running away and
taking their fodder, which they considered expendable, with them.

The drow ranger eased out of his sheltered cubby, into view of the
next approaching manes . . .

. . . who seemed not to notice him and kept their course for the
tunnel.

Purely on a hunch, Drizzt took a chance, leveling Taulmaril and
letting fly at the group, blasting a hole in one mane, and then the
second behind it, both falling to smoking husks.

Even with this attack, the rest kept up their determined march for
the Causeway entrance and the rising tunnel beyond. Drizzt’s
immediate reaction was to take advantage of this unusual and
unexpected circumstance, and he put Taulmaril to devastating effect,
blasting away at the moving horde. Manes fell two or three at a time;
chasmes spun down from above, shattered by the enchanted
missiles of the bow known as the Heartseeker.

Drizzt kept firing, and even moved into the cavern’s tram entry
tunnel, climbing up behind the manes and other minor demons,
throwing lightning arrow after lightning arrow through their ranks,
expecting them to turn.

But they still did not.
Something was very wrong here.
He came back out of the tunnel into the cavern to see another

group of demons approaching, and with fierce fighting—no, not
fighting, but slaughter—close behind, the dwarves rolling out in
pursuit, chopping the monsters down.

Across the way seemed quieter now, but a second group of
dwarves was coming on strong, Drizzt noted, mostly from the
explosive crossbow quarrels blasting off stones and through the
straggler demons.

The fact that he couldn’t figure out why they were retreating chilled
Drizzt.

He knew it was reckless, but he blew the whistle hanging about his
neck to summon Andahar anyway. He leaped up and the unicorn



sprang away, up the tram tunnel. Drizzt led the way with a barrage of
arrows, then collapsed the bow back into his belt buckle and drew
out both scimitars. He did not need to guide Andahar with his hands,
for the magical steed understood his telepathic commands. He
closed on the back rows of fleeing demons, who remained heedless
of his approach, and he urged Andahar right through them, trampling
the monsters directly in line while Drizzt’s blades destroyed those to
either side.

He knew it was risky, perhaps even stupid—would the monsters
suddenly turn on him and catch him in between two demon hordes?
—but he had to find out what this was all about.

Andahar charged up the slope. More demons fell to the horn and
hooves and flashing scimitars. A commotion far up ahead had Drizzt
squeezing his legs and leaning back while telepathically screaming
at the mount to stop.

With his keen vision, Drizzt could see that something was
happening—he just wasn’t sure what. The manes and other minor
fiends were now scrambling to the sides of the tunnel, but he
couldn’t quite make out why.

He pulled Taulmaril again and let fly a lightning arrow, straight up
the tunnel, aiming for nothing but distance.

Drizzt’s eyes widened, and he suddenly understood.
For there, far ahead but coming down at him with speed, he saw

the beast, a monstrous spider, skittering down the tunnel along the
ceiling. He knew instinctively that this wasn’t merely a giant spider, or
even one of the guardian jade spiders he had seen in
Menzoberranzan. No, from the way the demons were avoiding this
animated catastrophe, he knew. This was a demon lord, likely, or
some other horror from the lower planes.

He let fly another arrow, then a third, aiming higher. The first hit the
ceiling just before the charging monster, which didn’t slow, while the
second caught the spider right in the face, or seemed to by the flash
of explosive lightning. But again the spider didn’t slow, and if the
magical arrow had done it any harm at all, Drizzt couldn’t see it.

“What monster is this?” he whispered, and he let fly again and
again, the arrows rushing up the tunnel to score two more hits.

Or maybe not. He couldn’t tell, and the creature never slowed.



The spider rushed down the tunnel and Drizzt spun Andahar about
to flee . . .

Too late, he realized.
 

Jarlaxle and Zaknafein spilled out of the extradimensional hole onto
the floor of the cavern before the dwarven wall, and amid the
carnage, demon bits, and limbs and blood and brains.

“Warn me when you throw that!” Zaknafein scolded, still gasping
for breath and certain that he had cracked more than one rib when
he had flown across the sudden pit to slam into the opposite wall of
it.

Jarlaxle wasn’t really listening, but rather was taking in the lay of
the battle. The dwarves were far away by then and moving farther.
He could see the light of their torches and hear their calls of victory.

Zaknafein moved past him. “Are you coming?”
But Jarlaxle shook his head. “No reason,” he said, and motioned

for Zaknafein to follow him the other way back to the wall, where
rope ladders were dropped for them by the remaining sentries.

Up and over they went, and back into the complex proper through
the throne room, where Jarlaxle heard a whisper in his head, and
recognized the call. He pulled Zaknafein with him into a side
chamber to find Kimmuriel Oblodra waiting for him.

“What do you know?” he asked. “What word from Luskan?”
“None yet,” Kimmuriel answered. “The armada approaches. But

that is not why I have come to you.”
“Pray tell, then,” said Zaknafein, drawing a scowl from the

psionicist, who rather petulantly tightened his lips and crossed his
skinny arms over his chest.

“Leave us,” Jarlaxle ordered Zaknafein immediately, and with a
snort, the weapon master went back out into the corridor.

Jarlaxle looked at his lieutenant curiously. “You’re not really here,
are you?”

“In thought,” the specter answered.
“Where in body?”
“On a ship out of Luskan, sailing to learn of our enemies.”
“But you find the need to speak with me before you have the

answers,” said Jarlaxle, in a tone that made clear his intrigue and



worry. It was not like Kimmuriel to travel side streets when on an
important mission.

“You should know what soon comes against you,” the psionicist
explained. “Matron Zhindia Melarn has taken the field with the
demon horde.”

“At which I am not the least bit surprised,” Jarlaxle replied.
“She brought friends. Tools of great power. Two of them, with

specific goals.”
“Demon lords?”
“Demon constructs.”
Jarlaxle’s face screwed up in confusion as he scoured his own

thoughts for any hint of what that might mean.
“One for Drizzt and one for Zaknafein,” Kimmuriel added.
Jarlaxle paused another moment before his eyes went wide and

his jaw went slack.
He hurried to find his oldest friend.



Chapter 12
Icy Waves and Demon Fire

Though the twilight air was not especially warm, the cold water
splashing high and washing back across the deck felt good on
Wulfgar’s bare arms and face. He found it invigorating and bracing,
putting him in the exact frame of mind he would need to fulfill his
duties this day. The droplets flew up above him, catching the last
rays of sunlight glinting across the water before them from the right,
the western horizon, which now seemed to be swallowing the sun.

He was on a swift ship, Joen’s Heirloom, in full sail with following
seas out of Luskan Harbor, slashing through the swells to meet an
incoming flotilla of invaders, mostly human but with other, more
notorious creatures, including one ship, so the scout ships had
reported, crewed entirely by vicious gnolls.

The hope was to parlay, with Luskan showing a powerful force of
its own, nearly a hundred vessels representing all five of the city’s
high captains. And including quieter, but more powerful
reinforcements still, like the drow man standing not far from Wulfgar
on this very deck.

“We’ll not strike any sails,” he heard Calico Grimm, the ship’s
captain, tell that unusual drow, and in a tone too sharp, Wulfgar
thought.

“He’s busy,” Wulfgar called back over his shoulder.
“Busy?” The captain’s confusion didn’t surprise Wulfgar. Kimmuriel

was simply standing there, propped and secured against the rail of



the higher prow deck. To all appearances, he was just standing and
watching, but Wulfgar knew better. Kimmuriel’s consciousness
wasn’t in his body at that time, but was far away, reporting to
Jarlaxle. He had bidden Wulfgar to watch over him, over his helpless
physical form at least, while his spirit was far afield.

When Wulfgar didn’t respond, the captain snorted, and Wulfgar
turned again to make sure that the foolish Grimm didn’t strike the
strange drow. They certainly didn’t need that out here on the open
waters! Calico Grimm was a tough one, aye, but he’d do better than
picking any fights with this particular dark elf. Even not counting
Kimmuriel’s position of power within the Bregan D’aerthe, whose
complete domination of Luskan was an open secret among all the
crews, this drow was not one to be trifled with. Wulfgar would rather
anger Jarlaxle, or even the great Gromph Baenre himself, before
engaging in any conflict with Kimmuriel and his strange and
unsettling psionics.

Wulfgar could understand a fireball, and while ducking under one
wouldn’t be a pleasant experience, against Kimmuriel, such an
explosion would happen inside one’s mind, an illusion become all too
real, and with no place to hide and no cover to shield.

It was cold on the water, but for the first time today, he shuddered.
“Have I asked you to do so?” came an unemotional response from

Kimmuriel, an apparent reply to Calico Grimm’s first declaration.
Wulfgar swiveled his head to regard the drow. Was there any other

kind of response from this one? With a helpless shake of his head,
confident now that Kimmuriel was back in control of his physical
body, and therefore, of the situation around him, Wulfgar looked
back out over the prow, squinting against the spray, pondering, and
not for the first time, whether Kimmuriel was actually alive or just an
animated construct, or even some emotionless undead thing.

“You’re demanding parlay,” Calico Grimm said.
“I am saying that it is wiser. We do not know the disposition of this

fleet, or what intent brings them so far to the north.”
“You know what happened in the Crags, in Port Llast,” Calico

Grimm reminded.
“I do.”



“They’ve gnolls sailing with ’em,” added Bonnie Charlee, the first
mate, a woman covered in battle scars, the grease of rope lines, and
sea spray.

“I admit, it does not look like a happy enjoining,” said Kimmuriel.
“Eh?” asked the captain.
“Says they’re going to be shootin’ at us,” Bonnie Charlee

remarked.
“I will discern their intent before we ever get close enough for any

meaningful exchange of words or missiles,” Kimmuriel assured the
pair.

“And how do you propose to—” the captain started to ask.
“Just believe him,” Wulfgar interjected. He swung around a guide

rope to turn back facing the trio. “Believe him,” he repeated. “We’ll
know all about this approaching fleet long before they learn anything
much about us.”

Calico Grimm and Bonnie Charlee exchanged looks and a shrug.
“If they’re wanting to talk, then we’ll do it one boat out to one boat,”

Calico Grimm told Kimmuriel. “And no other is striking sails or
unloading catapults. If it comes to a fight and they lose, they run. If
we lose, we lose our home behind us. Don’t you forget that when
you’re asking for a parlay, eh?”

“Eh, indeed.” Kimmuriel snorted dismissively.
Wulfgar glanced back to the approaching fleet, then turned back to

see Kimmuriel walking toward him, the captain and his first mate
staring angrily at the psionicist’s back and both looking like they were
about to say something unpleasant.

Wulfgar slowly shook his head at them, and to his surprise, the
two remained quiet.

The four watched the approaching sails draw nearer, then
Kimmuriel announced, “I go.”

“You go where?” Calico Grimm asked.
The drow closed his eyes and seemed to shrink within himself.
“To parlay,” Wulfgar answered for him.
“Eh now, what d’ye mean by that?”
“Patience, captain,” Wulfgar said. “When the drow speaks again,

we will know much more about those who sail against us.”
 



Brevindon Margaster paced the deck of the square-masted caravel,
wondering how it had come to this, and wondering, too, if he could
end the path he was on simply by removing the magical necklace, a
phylactery that contained the spirit of a most wicked cambion.

It seemed so simple, after all. Remove the necklace and toss it
into the sea. He could do it, then go to his sister, Inkeri, and take her
necklace, and those of the other Margaster nobles, and similarly be
rid of the demons.

So simple.
But his hands did not move, and his doubts crept higher.
What would happen to him, to them all, when the lords of

Waterdeep learned the truth of the Margaster family? How might
anyone protect them when all the powers of the north came to
realize that the Margasters had been washing money with Lord
Neverember, stealing millions from the city? Brevindon had thought
the whole thing funny at first—wasn’t the back-dealing and double-
crossing all just a game, after all? Everyone was corrupt, of course,
so what harm could it be? Also, Lord Dagult Neverember, who had
hatched the schemes with Inkeri, was one of the most respected and
powerful men on the Sword Coast. Like many Waterdhavian men his
age, Brevindon had grown up idolizing the handsome Dagult. Every
woman wanted him; every warrior wanted to train with him.

What did it matter, then, if the Margasters threw in with
Neverember in creating a new power about Neverwinter City,
perhaps to rival Waterdeep itself in the coming years? Why would
that be any worse than the current lords ruling, essentially, the entire
Sword Coast north of Baldur’s Gate, with the sole exception of
Luskan, which was in control of pirates, or worse, if the rumors were
true?

The justifications rang hollow to him and Brevindon blew a heavy
sigh, wondering how it had come to this point. How was it that he
was leading a fleet of scoundrels and scallywags, unrepentant
murderers one and all, and with a boatload of gnolls along for the
ride? How had it come to pass that the army thrown against King
Bruenor would be led by demons, actual demons, pulled from the
Abyss to rain carnage on the enemies of Neverember?



Brevindon couldn’t even remember who had given the order, or
when it had been decided that they would march against
Gauntlgrym. One little step had led to another, to another, to another,
and, seemingly suddenly, here they were.

The fleet had just left the unfortunate settlement of Port Llast,
which was mostly in ruins now, the surviving citizens put to work in
their quarries in service to the House of Margaster.

You cannot do great things if you fear small . . . inconveniences,
said a voice in Brevindon’s head, the voice of Asbeel, the cambion
contained within the phylactery hanging about the Margaster
nobleman’s neck.

No, not contained, he thought. Perhaps initially it had been so, but
that word wouldn’t properly describe the phylactery or the
relationship between Asbeel and Brevindon anymore. Asbeel was in
Brevindon’s thoughts at Asbeel’s preference, not Brevindon’s. In the
phylactery, Asbeel could hide from him, but the enchanted bauble
was no longer a two-way barrier.

Was there anywhere Brevindon could now hide from Asbeel?
No, the voice in his head answered the thought.
Brevindon gave a helpless laugh.
When Luskan is ours, you will begin to see the gain and glory of it

all, impatient host, Asbeel telepathically imparted.
Brevindon tried to mentally agree, or pretend to agree, or

something, anything, to keep the beast from looking deeper into his
thoughts.

And, of course, he knew that Asbeel had felt that effort as well.
Before the demon could respond, however, a shout rang across the
ship.

“Sails to the north!” came the cry from the crow’s nest high above.
Brevindon was glad for the distraction, any distraction.
“Many sails!” the man above yelled. “The Luskan fleet, to be sure!”
Brevindon smiled, reminding himself that Luskan was under the

control of the dark elves, friends of Bruenor, and so enemies of Lord
Neverember.

This was a fight, he told himself resolutely, against enemies worthy
of feeling the sharp edge of his weapon.



But then he winced yet again, considering the new black blade
slung across his back: a curving, viciously serrated bastard sword
with a handle of jagged spikes that cut into his hands when he
wielded it, biting barbs digging deep into his flesh. The torturous
sword healed him as fast as it wounded him, leaving him with no
injury but in constant torment.

A reminder to be done with his enemies quickly, Asbeel had told
him.

Brevindon had not yet wielded the finished sword in battle—its
enchantments and magical edge had only been completed in the
town of Port Llast after the sacking—but he could well imagine its
horrible power. Merely thinking of an enemy while holding the sword
in hand brought a coating of biting red fire to the metal, and though
the sword was not telepathic in any meaningful sense, Brevindon
could certainly feel its hunger. It had been designed for one purpose
alone: to inflict horrible pain. Fashioned with a purpose, the weapon
ever sought to satisfy that hunger.

Your imagination is not strong enough to truly understand the
pleasure, Asbeel’s telepathic voice rang in his head, melodic and
high-pitched, the voice of an elf, but twisted and grating.

Brevindon tried hard to focus on the task before him, on reminding
himself that Luskan was under drow control and so this was not an
unwarranted attack, and to turn his thoughts from the sword.

Asbeel’s sword. The awful, terrible, diabolical sword.
 

Like a ghost, Kimmuriel’s disembodied thoughts soared across the
cold water, closing fast on the incoming enemy fleet. With a quick
perusal, he became confident as to which was likely the command
ship, so much larger and finer was it than the others. He gave it a
wide berth, circling up high. One man, dressed in expensive armor
and with a large black sword strapped to his back, was clearly giving
the commands here.

Kimmuriel went past him, to the wheel before the aft deck, to a
chubby and greasy little human who looked quite simple-minded.

All the better.
A moment later, the psionicist blinked through human eyes, and

was surprised at how dark the evening had become, absent his keen



drow vision. It didn’t much matter, for the pilot stood within earshot
now of the ship’s captain. Kimmuriel soon enough confirmed from
the imprisoned mind of the man he had possessed that the captain
was indeed the fleet commander.

That man—well dressed, Lord Brevindon by name, he knew from
his hostage—snapped his head about suddenly to regard Kimmuriel,
or at least, to regard the man Kimmuriel had possessed.

Surely Brevindon couldn’t know.
The captain waved away a nearby woman moving to ask him

something, then painted on a wicked grin, drew the terrible sword
over his shoulder, and took a step toward Kimmuriel.

Kimmuriel looked into his thoughts.
The drow psionicist floated out of the possessed pilot just before

Lord Brevindon, his jaw clenched in apparent pain, cut the man
nearly in half, that wicked sword driving through the poor fool’s
shoulder, down across his chest, and out just above the opposite hip.
Knowing now the truth of the commander and his minions, including
a sorceress who appeared human but certainly was not, Kimmuriel
didn’t look back but soared across the waters and into his own
corporeal body with all speed.

“Well?” Calico Grimm demanded of him the moment he blinked his
eyes and moved.

“There is no parlay,” Kimmuriel replied.
“So we fight,” the captain said, turning to Bonnie Charlee and

nodding. The woman leaped away to order full sails.
“Or run,” Kimmuriel quietly replied.
“Eh?” Calico Grimm said. “What, ye ain’t got the spine for a good

fight, skinny one?”
Wulfgar shook his head, unsurprised by the sardonic drow’s

typically cynical suggestion.
Kimmuriel’s snort in response was all that he needed to reply. The

captain took it as if the drow was simply answering a challenge
against his courage, of course, but Kimmuriel glanced at Wulfgar
and knew that the veteran warrior understood the true context of the
dismissive response.

Kimmuriel really didn’t care if they fought the incoming fleet or not.
Kimmuriel had spent years living among the illithids—he wasn’t



much concerned about getting killed in such a crude battle, after all.
 

The crews of all the boats around him were singing, off-key and
different songs, and different words, even, to those songs they were
trying to coordinate, but their energy was infectious and exhilarating,
and with the spray in his face and battle against a worthy foe so
near, Wulfgar could not wipe the smile from his face.

He was a warrior to his bones, in this life and in his previous. He
lived and thrived on the edge of fear, because nowhere else could he
feel himself so very much alive.

Almost nowhere else, he corrected himself in his thoughts, and he
imagined then that he was in the arms of Penelope. He wished she
were here and was glad she was not all at the same time, and so he
told himself, vowed to himself, that he would survive this fight and
return to her.

The first skirmish began far to the side of Joen’s Heirloom, where
a stroke of lightning and the flash of a fireball erupted, two ships
closing to melee range and each leading with a blast from a wizard.

“Do you wish to die out here, friend of Drizzt?” Kimmuriel asked
him, and he spun on the strange drow, as surprised by Kimmuriel
actually beginning a conversation with him as he was by the
ridiculous question.

“You know many who wish for death?” Wulfgar replied. He saw
immediately that his sarcasm was lost on the drow. “No, of course I
do not,” he answered more seriously.

“It would not be an honorable death for you?”
“Yes, of course,” a confused Wulfgar answered.
Kimmuriel nodded, then pointed past the large man to a fine ship,

the largest and most decorated vessel in sight. “Their commanders, I
believe,” he said. “We should go—”

“Fireball! Wizard!” came cries from behind.
“Drow, where are you?” they heard Calico Grimm shouting.
“Keep the course to that ship and perhaps we’ll find victory,”

Kimmuriel told Wulfgar, and the drow turned and walked back
amidships, where Grimm and Bonnie Charlee and others were
scrambling, trying to find some cover. Following their looks, Wulfgar
understood their fears, for on a ship closing from starboard stood a



man in fanciful robes, waggling his fingers dramatically, wisps of
flame wafting from them.

Back amidships, the captain continued screaming at Kimmuriel, a
loud reminder that the drow was brought along on the word of High
Captain Kurth specifically that Kimmuriel could provide the needed
magical defense of the ship. When Kimmuriel didn’t respond, the
volatile Grimm began hurling insults against Kurth for foisting the
drow upon him.

Taking it all in, Wulfgar relaxed, seeing Kimmuriel’s posture. He
had been thinking of going low over the side to the slack anchor line,
down near the water and thick in the prow spray as protection from
the incoming fireball, but now he decided against that course and
simply stood his ground instead.

Because he knew what Kimmuriel was capable of.
Calico Grimm ranted and yelled, even shoved the drow, who fell

over limply to the deck—which only made the captain grow more
incensed, to the point where he drew out his saber.

“Do not!” Wulfgar yelled, at the same time another crewman called
out for everyone to take cover.

Indeed, across the way, the wizard went into the last moments of
his spellcasting, his hands aflame, creating another fiery bomb. He
moved to throw it across the water to ignite Joen’s Heirloom, but
then he suddenly froze in place and simply held the pose.

He was still holding his fireball when it exploded, engulfing his own
ship in biting flames.

Wulfgar laughed.
Kimmuriel stood back up and straightened his clothing.
“Well now,” Calico Grimm said, as much of an apology as the man

would ever give.
“You should have some faith,” Kimmuriel told him, to which the

captain snorted. “And you should repent your actions.”
“What’re ye meanin’ by that?” asked Bonnie Charlee.
Kimmuriel stared hard at Calico Grimm.
“Well?” the first mate demanded.
“Repent,” Kimmuriel ordered.
Calico Grimm snorted, but then his face contorted weirdly, a look

of utter surprise, a combination of shock and terror. The look of a



man who was not alone in his own mind and body.
Calico Grimm spun about and sprinted away, past his surprised

companion, running face-first into Joen’s Heirloom’s mainmast. He
dropped to the deck hard, blood flying from his nose, a pair of teeth
falling out onto the boards.

Bonnie Charlee gasped, then looked past the groaning captain to
the laughing Wulfgar, who merely shrugged in response. Clearly
agitated, outraged even, the woman put her hands to the hilts of the
daggers on her belt, and she turned to follow Kimmuriel as he moved
back toward Wulfgar.

The big man shook his head. Bonnie Charlee wisely did not draw.
It would have been the last thing she ever did, Wulfgar knew,

unless one counted her gasping for her final breaths as she sank
under the waves after, for some reason she could not understand,
she had decided to jump into the middle of the ocean. Wulfgar found
himself pleased that Bonnie Charlee hadn’t so foolishly tossed her
life away.

And he found himself hoping that Calico Grimm, when he
recovered from his face-plant, would.

By the time Kimmuriel arrived at the prow beside Wulfgar, it was
clear that the lead enemy ship had noted their approach and was
turning to meet the charge.

“His sword is a demon blade,” Kimmuriel warned. “Do not be
struck.”

“Whose?”
“Their commander. A Margaster, but much more than that.”
Wulfgar nodded and brought his warhammer, Aegis-fang, into his

hand, slapping the heavy weapon easily against his other palm.
“Mage ahead!” came a cry.
“Let them blow themselves up, then,” said Wulfgar.
But Kimmuriel shook his head. “Such a possession as I performed

before might overwhelm a stupid human, but not the spellcaster on
the ship before us.”

“You already know about him . . . her?” Wulfgar asked, changing
the pronoun when he noted the woman at the prow of the ship, deep
in concentration.



But then she wasn’t, and she staggered back a step, blinking in
confusion.

“I have bought you moments, Captain Grimm,” Kimmuriel called
back. “If you slow, the wizard will strike at you.”

Grimm spat out blood, but yelled to his pilot, “Bring her alongside!
Thump her hard and tangle the sails, and let’s be done with these
dogs!”

“Brace!” came the shout all along Joen’s Heirloom’s deck, and the
crew knew to a man and woman exactly what was expected of them.
This swift schooner had been built for ramming and tangling. She
was reinforced in all the critical areas, and the crew had been
selected for their skill in close combat, as the pilot had been chosen
for his talent and his nerve. He showed both then, guiding Joen’s
Heirloom in at full sail right alongside the enemy ship, close enough
so that the tips of their longest spars crossed, tangling rigging. At
that precise moment, the crew dropped the sails and the pilot cut
hard to starboard, crunching the ships together, tearing rigging and
sails and locking them in place, the momentum of both pulling them
in a dancer’s turn and sending a swirl of watery swell outward.

Both crews were quick to their respective rails, crossbows leveling
and firing. A hulking ogre charged across the enemy’s deck, leaping
over the rail, flying for Joen’s Heirloom.

A spinning warhammer met the brute in midair, smashing it with
tremendous force, enough to stop its breathing and its momentum. It
flew in short, slamming against the side of Joen’s Heirloom,
somehow managing to catch the rail with one outstretched hand.

But Wulfgar was there above it.
The ogre groaned and tried to pull itself up.
“Tempus,” Wulfgar whispered, the command word to return that

warhammer to his grasp.
He let the ogre climb up just high enough, then drove the

warhammer through its skull. The weapon tangled in the bone, so he
let it drop into the sea with the dead behemoth.

“Ha!” he heard across the way, and looked up just in time to see
an enemy leveling his crossbow.

Wulfgar stared him down, and moved with the speed of a viper
when the quarrel flew his way. He wasn’t quite quick enough for a full



dodge and took it in the side, a painful bite and somewhat serious
wound, but Wulfgar was in his battle lust now, and the pain angered
him more than it hindered him.

“Ha!” the archer across the way said again.
“Tempus,” Wulfgar replied, followed by a “Ha!” and throw of his

own.
The archer ducked, but Wulfgar had aimed low, expecting the

dodge. The man got behind his ship’s rail, which hardly mattered
against the brute force of Aegis-fang, which broke through, slammed
him, and sent him sprawling.

More than a dozen feet separated the hulls, and many planks
were being set by both sides. But Wulfgar didn’t need that. A single
running stride and leap sent him flying, calling to his god as he went
to once again magically retrieve his warhammer.

The poor wounded archer shrieked and clawed to get away.
Wulfgar paid him no heed, for he hadn’t the luxury. As soon as he

skidded down on the deck, a handful of enemies charged at him.
He set Aegis-fang in a wild spin, halting the charge, driving them

back. On one swing, he let the hammer fly, striking dead one
woman, throwing her broken body across the deck. Even as he let
go, the barbarian half turned the other way, then leaned back to
avoid the stab of a long pike. He caught the weapon shaft cleanly
and with a sudden and brutal jerk launched the wielder into the air
and over the rail.

Up went Wulfgar’s left arm, bent at the elbow to catch the
downward cut of a battleaxe, the handle slamming his forearm—
which didn’t budge. He slapped that arm down and around, rolling
his shoulders to slug the man with a right cross and with such force
as to send that one, too, tumbling away.

He knew that the remaining rogues were rushing in at his exposed
back, but a roar brought Aegis-fang back into his hand, and this time
when he turned and swept the weapon powerfully about, he caught
both in its sweep and sent them tumbling.

By then, the planks were set and fighters charged back and forth,
deck to deck, the melee growing wild all about him. Now the
enemies couldn’t come at Wulfgar all together in coordinated
fashion, so he waded along, easily destroying any who moved to



intercept. For no shield short of Bruenor’s magnificent spiderweb
buckler could hope to stop the pounding hammer, and no parry from
a less-than-exceptional warrior could deflect the strong man’s aim. It
didn’t take the fighters on the other ship long to realize that, and so
the path became clear for Wulfgar.

And not just for him, he noted, for his own crewmates were taking
great pains to avoid a different warrior, one dressed in the
magnificent armor of a Waterdeep nobleman and wielding a bastard
sword with a curving black blade licked with fire. He knew in a
moment who this was, and though it was unlikely that the man knew
him by name, there was little doubt that this man, Brevindon
Margaster, had seen the devastation Wulfgar had inflicted on his
crew.

The two stalked toward each other, each occasionally flicking out
his weapon left or right to stop or even kill a lesser fighter. Slowly
they closed, though, until they were but a few strides away, when
both, as if some silent understanding had passed between them,
leaped into the air and roared, coming together in a sudden
whirlwind of fury.

Kimmuriel had warned Wulfgar that this one was more than he
seemed, and Wulfgar was glad he had heeded the message, for in
those first moments of combat, the barbarian came to realize that
this foe was far more akin to Drizzt or Entreri than to what he’d
expect from a pampered Waterdhavian lord. The man’s sword
worked in a blur, every movement sending it at Wulfgar in a different
angle, sometimes a slash, sometimes a stab, sometimes a punch
from the hilt.

The big man soon found himself blocking more than attacking, the
barrage coming at him relentlessly, and his opponent crying out as if
in pain incessantly. Wulfgar realized the source soon enough, as
blood flew from the man’s hand—from both hands when he gripped
that awful spiked hilt with his second hand as well. The sword was
wounding him, and in turn inciting his rage, a fury that he threw into
every strike.

Had Kimmuriel not warned him, Wulfgar expected that he would
have been cut a dozen times already!



Now he had the measure, and he fell into a rhythm of blocks,
spinning his warhammer before him, sending it out with one hand,
then both, deflecting a cut from the left, using it to keep the sword to
his right by lifting it vertically before him and dodging left behind it,
then clasping it wide-gripped horizontally up high to intercept a
powerful downward chop.

And there was his opening. With remarkable agility for a man so
large, Wulfgar turned that block into a sudden punch, sending the
hammer’s head out to connect heavily with the shoulder of his
opponent.

The man staggered back several steps, grimacing, his torn
shoulder curled before him.

Wulfgar waited until he started to straighten, then hurled Aegis-
fang into his chest, throwing him away.

“Tempus!” Wulfgar roared in victory, thinking the fight at an end,
but even as the hammer reappeared in his waiting hand, Brevindon
Margaster pulled himself up from the deck, glaring hatefully at
Wulfgar, standing as if he was hardly injured.

And there, before Wulfgar’s eyes, the man began to change. He
began to shrink in on himself, going from the muscled body of a
human to a lithe and more elf-like form. His face grew very red—at
first Wulfgar thought it was the blood of rage. But no, his skin itself
became a reddish-brown hue. He pulled off his now ill-fitting
breastplate and tossed it aside, and finally, most tellingly, a pair of
leathery wings sprouted from behind his shoulders, rising wide and
ominously.

His crew cheered. They had known.
The crew of Joen’s Heirloom, the few on this ship at least, recoiled

in horror.
Wulfgar glanced to the side, thinking to retreat. He saw, though,

that there was nowhere to run, for this demon’s minions were
winning on Joen’s Heirloom and seemed as much in control of that
ship now as this one.

So Wulfgar took up Aegis-fang, thinking to at least kill this demon
creature.

I am with you, came a voice in his head. Fight without fear. Strike
when it is time and fear not your opponent’s blade.



Wulfgar wasn’t sure what that meant, but he had witnessed
enough of the strange powers of Kimmuriel Oblodra to know that the
drow had put something devious in motion.

The barbarian leaped ahead, roaring to his god, closing on the
demon with a series of short and powerful chops of his warhammer.
He drove the creature back on its heels and might have bowled it
right over and buried it then and there, but those wings thrashed at
the air and kept the demon aloft, even lifted it from the deck at one
point so that its block of Wulfgar’s strike sent it farther backward than
the barbarian had intended, causing him to overbalance forward.

He tried to retreat, but too late, and that awful flaming blade got in
over Aegis-fang’s block and drove hard into his forearm . . .

And did nothing, startling both Wulfgar and the demon.
No, not nothing, Wulfgar realized, for he felt the energy of that

strike thrumming within him, and so solved the riddle. For this was a
trick Kimmuriel had used before, and very recently with Drizzt in
Menzoberranzan, creating a telekinetic barrier that absorbed the
power of every strike, magical or physical, holding it in stasis, ready
for the magically armored person to release it back.

Grinning fiercely, Wulfgar charged in ferociously, not even trying to
defend, accepting the demon’s strikes in order to get in some of his
own. He didn’t release the mounting energy, not yet, wanting to
utterly destroy the being when he turned its own strikes back on it.

That would come sooner than he had expected, he realized when
a crossbow quarrel slammed him in the back—but did not penetrate.
The demon’s crew was charging him, striking with clubs and gaffs,
swords and spears. Wulfgar swatted them aside with Aegis-fang,
trying to keep his focus on the demon, but it got around him with a
flying leap, landing back amidships near the mainmast.

Wulfgar turned and charged, desperately so, for he understood
that he could not hold this energy within him much longer. Perhaps
not at all, for he could feel his blood beginning to churn, and he
understood instinctively that if he didn’t throw forth the kinetic power,
it would implode within him, obliterating him wholly.

So he charged at the demon, ignoring the others, and leaped
headlong, launching a powerful swipe.

But the demon dodged.



Aegis-fang struck the mainmast and Wulfgar had no choice but to
release the gathered energy.

The explosion rocked both ships, the warhammer exploding
through the thick oaken beam with ease, separating it so cleanly
from the trunk that it fell straight down upon the deck, like a giant
spear, blasting through, tearing lines on both ships, crashing down to
the hull’s shell and more.

No one on that deck, not even Wulfgar, was still standing against
the shock of that blast, but the demon, up in the air, had escaped its
effects.

The mast leaned to the right, away from Joen’s Heirloom, creaking
and groaning. Rigging lines snapped, a spar fell free, and the mast
went over more, tilting the ship to port.

Men and women slid down the sloping deck, some grabbing at the
rail, but that, too, was soon swamped. Wulfgar caught the base of
the mast and there held—until the demon swooped down and drove
its sword across his back.

He wasn’t protected by Kimmuriel’s telekinetic barrier any longer
and felt his skin tearing, felt the fiery bite of the jagged blade, felt the
lethal demonic poison.

He was sliding, but hardly knew it.
Then he was in the water. Somewhere he sensed the profound

chill, though consciously, he hardly registered it.



Chapter 13
In the Shadows

Regis wasn’t sure if the intruder was a living being or some sort of
trap, or maybe even a combination of both. It looked like a pile of
feces held together with webbing, unrolling like a cut sod strip. With
every circuit, the intruder also flapped out its sides, widening, filling
the room.

The halfling wasn’t sure where to go. He started up from his chair,
moving left, then right, then realized to his horror that he had been
too slow. Dahlia, too!

Artemis Entreri hit him squarely in the chest, a powerful grab and
throw that sent Regis tumbling to the back of the room, rolling head
over heels to crash into the outer wall right under the window. At first
he thought the assassin had turned on him, but then Dahlia, too,
came flying, thrown sidelong by the man, who leaped upon the table
as the monstrous thing rolled in, and sprang away, the only way he
could go, straight up, as the beast or trap or web or whatever it was
rolled under him. Entreri caught a beam and lifted himself up high,
just getting above the enveloping sludge.

Over the table went the abyssal thing, and the wood of the chairs
and table began to smoke and dissolve immediately.

“Out! Out!” Dahlia yelled at Regis, and she smashed out the
window and shutters with her metallic staff.

“Go!” Regis bravely told her, drawing out his rapier, though what
that might do against this sludge thing, he had no idea. It didn’t



matter anyway, for Dahlia was having none of his silliness. Faster
than Regis could register, she grabbed him by the shoulder and
shoved him out the window. For the second time in a matter of
seconds, someone had thrown him, and even as the halfling caught
the ledge at the last moment, avoiding a fifteen-foot drop, he was
beginning to resent being tossed about so. He started to yell at the
woman, but when he heard the screaming, he realized that Dahlia
had done him a great favor.

He quickly slid his rapier away and lived up to the nickname he
had been given as a child, moving like a spider across the wall, and
noting as he did that other shadowy figures were moving about both
exits of the alleyway.

The sludge thing wasn’t alone.
 

“Leap!” Dahlia yelled back to Entreri as Regis went crashing out the
window. Seeing her lover’s predicament, dangling and hardly yet in
control, the sludge rolling out beneath him, Dahlia jumped back
toward the center of the room and took up her enchanted staff,
Kozah’s Needle. She swatted at the thing, releasing the pent-up
lightning energy within the powerful weapon, blasting the muck and
webbing—but if she was harming the thing, if the thing was even
alive, it did not show.

Worse, the impact sent sludge flying, the same acidic substance
that had melted the table. Dahlia fell back, stung about her face and
hands, her vision blurred.

“Artemis!” she yelled from the window.
“Go!” he shouted back, and with both hands on the beam now, the

assassin began to rock back and forth.
Dahlia understood immediately, for she had witnessed the graceful

acrobatics of Artemis Entreri enough to hold confidence that he’d
come sailing through the window right behind her.

She didn’t have a choice anyway, for the sludgy sod continued
unwinding, nearly filling the room already. Dahlia had nowhere to go
but out.

“Now!” she yelled back to Entreri, throwing herself through the
broken window. She might as well have been speaking to the sludge,
though, she realized in that last terrible moment, for as she exited,



she glanced back to see Entreri in his last swing. But just before he
let go, the sludge creature snapped upward, its entire perimeter
rising about the room like some giant snare trap. Entreri leaped and
was lost from Dahlia’s sight immediately, engulfed by the sludge
monster, enwrapped and dropped to the floor within a cocoon of
stinking feces, sludge, and webbing.

Dahlia tried to grab at the windowpane, tried to catch herself and
get back in to save the man she loved.

But she couldn’t quite reach it, and she fell away, clawing at the
side of the building to somewhat lessen her fall, spewing curses and
denials all the way down to the ground. She landed hard, but
managed a roll to absorb the impact and avoid too much damage.
She thought to go right back up the wall to the room, but before she
could begin the climb—hands scraped and raw from the fall, her
knee bruised, one eye swollen and closed, the other still blurry—she
heard closing footsteps and swung about to see armored soldiers
coming at her, three left, two right.

She was too bruised, too disoriented, and too blind at that moment
to even begin to flee, so Dahlia slipped her hand to a trigger on
Kozah’s Needle and broke her metallic staff into two pieces, one in
each hand. A second movement had those two falling in half, joined
end to end by a length of fine and strong metal chain.

In the same singular, fluid procession, she sent those nunchaku
into wide and flamboyant spins, moving them all about, hoping to
keep the soldiers at bay long enough for her to recover from the
drop.

But the three to her left commanded all of her attention, and when
she at last had driven them back enough to spin about, the other two
were simply too close!

Except then they weren’t, one flying backward, then the other,
thrown to the ground and each with a leering, undead apparition
looming behind, the specters clutching garrotes as they choked the
life from the soldiers.

Dahlia didn’t understand the shocking scene in that moment of
confusion, but neither did she hesitate, diving out to the left, rolling to
the ground, then back upright just before the kicking feet of the two
desperate soldiers as they thrashed about.



The other three came at her, the middle one slumping as she did,
to her knees, then facedown to the ground, a small dart sticking from
the back of her neck.

A quick glance past that fallen soldier answered Dahlia’s
questions, for there, perched on a balcony of the next building,
peeking out from behind some drying laundry, she spotted the blue
beret of Regis. Somehow that little fool had taken down three of her
attackers in short order, leaving two for Dahlia, who had shaken the
sting from her eyes now and had her nunchaku spinning once more.

 
Regis glanced at the broken window over to the side, then down at
Dahlia and past her to the far end of the alleyway. He knew that
more enemies were coming, likely from every direction. They had to
move, and quickly.

“Time to be a hero,” the halfling whispered and drew out his rapier,
the magnificent blade that had once belonged to the great Pericolo
Topolino. He glanced down, then widened a grin as he considered
the clothesline strung around this balcony.

He jumped up, caught it, cut the line with a deft flick of his blade,
and swung down, the gallant halfling hero swooping down to rescue
Dahlia.

He came in far too high, fumbled and flailed, and got his rapier
nowhere near either of the opponents facing Dahlia. He swung past,
nearly falling from the rope as he tried to better angle his return
pendulum swing.

But no, on this second swing he did no better, and the return angle
scraped him against the building, stealing his momentum, leaving
him hanging some ten feet from the ground and far to the side of
Dahlia’s fight. The halfling did manage to invert, hooking his leg
within a spiral of the rope. He replaced his rapier on his belt and
fumbled with his hand crossbow, trying to set a bolt—which was no
easy task, hanging upside down!

“Hang on,” he quietly implored, glancing nervously to Dahlia. Then
he nearly laughed aloud, realizing that the woman needed no further
help from him. She rolled between her assailants, nunchaku spinning
to whack at their weapons and shields, then coming in close to clang



together, each rap of the metallic poles causing an arc of energy, the
magic of Kozah’s Needle creating and holding the lightning.

Above her head went those strange weapons, spinning furiously
as she cut fast and turned to the left, her left arm coming down
suddenly in a powerful backhand that sent her nunchaku slamming
against the nearest soldier’s shield. And there, Dahlia released the
energy, a sudden shock and blast that folded the shield and sent the
poor soldier flying hard across the narrow alleyway to slam into the
wall.

Regis yelped, trying to warn Dahlia of the remaining soldier’s short
charge.

Dahlia was continuing her turn, however, and that kept the left
nunchaku sweeping before her again, the right one going into a
sudden vertical spin that brought it down and around, coming up
under her armpit, where she clamped her upper arm tight about it,
holding it fast, her right wrist down-turning, straining to tear it free.

As she came fully around, square to the charging soldier and,
more particularly, that soldier’s leading shield, Dahlia jerked the
trapped nunchaku free, snapping it forward like a serpent’s strike.
This one, too, released its pent-up charge as it connected with the
shield, but so powerful and focused was the strike, so direct the
release of lightning, that the nunchaku drove right through that
shield, right through the forearm holding the shield, and right through
the soldier’s armor, stopping the burly warrior in his tracks—indeed,
sending him flying backward.

Regis rolled over, unhooked his leg, and scrambled down the side
of the building. He sprinted past Dahlia, who watched him curiously,
and to the two warriors who had been garroted by the specters, the
creatures still tugging at the cords around the necks of their victims
—cords that had been the snake side-blades of Regis’s darkly
magical dirk.

Regis knew the deeper secret of those specters, and he exploited
that now, poking each in turn with his rapier, the single touch making
the monster vanish.

Neither of the prone soldiers moved at all—the halfling had no
idea if they were unconscious or dead, nor did he have the time to
check.



“Run!” he told Dahlia, who was back beneath the broken window,
her staff returned to its full length. “No!” he added, when it seemed
like she meant to go back up.

As if to accentuate the halfling’s point, at that moment, a thick and
short demonic beast appeared at the window to throw a heavy block
down at Dahlia. The agile elf woman dodged aside, just barely, as
the block crashed into the cobblestones.

“I can’t leave him!” she yelled at Regis.
“Neither of us is any good to him dead,” the halfling replied.
Shouts came at them from both sides of the alley. More demons

appeared at the window, raining stones.
Across the way the pair sprinted, Regis leaping upon the building

wall and scrambling up, Dahlia setting her staff between two
cobblestones and vaulting high to land on the first balcony.

Arrows and hurled stones chased them up the side of that
building. Regis made the roof first and pulled Dahlia up behind,
tugging her along as he ran off.

“Yasgur’s,” Dahlia told him, the name of a safe house all in Bregan
D’aerthe and House Topolino knew, and she turned aside, running
across the roof, leaping to the next in line, then to the end of that
one, where she planted Kozah’s Needle again and in a great running
vault cleared the wide street to crash down on a distant roof, where
she collected herself and ran on.

Regis thought the leap impressive, but couldn’t really stop and
marvel at it, for he too was running for his very life. He heard the
shouts below and behind, the heavy footfalls of armored boots on
the cobblestone streets.

He couldn’t outrun them. He thought to use his beret, a magical
cap of disguise, but it was early in the morning and the streets were
deserted. What guise might he don to fool them?

He came over the peak of one roof and realized that he was
running out of room, for the buildings were farther apart now and he
couldn’t keep going roof to roof.

He moved to a nearby chimney, too tight for him to squeeze in. He
pulled the magical pouch from his belt and lay it atop the brickwork,
opening it as far as he could.



A moment later, that pouch fell down into the hearth of a private
Waterdeep home.

 
With her vaulting skills and staff, Dahlia was far afield of the pursuit
in short order. She came down to the street and turned back,
thinking to circle in behind the soldiers and get back to the room and
Entreri. She did get close, and at an angle that allowed her to see
the now darkened window.

Could she get there?
She was picking her course, determined to try, when she spotted

the procession.
Dahlia fell back, trying to catch her breath. Below her, marching

along the alley, went a host of soldiers—Margaster soldiers, she
presumed—along with a quartet of short and thick demonic,
dwarflike creatures, each holding a pole of a litter bearing the thing
that had unrolled upon them in the room, now balled up like a fecal
sculpture of a closed tulip.

Dahlia knew what was inside that foul, deadly flower.
 

Foresby Young had a lot of work to do that day. The architect had
been commissioned to redesign a warehouse space for a merchant
guild and they wanted to see the drawings later that same tenday.

He went into his workshop, which had once been the den (and
would be again once his wife’s patience had run out, he knew), and
spread out his parchment upon his drawing table. He thought a fire
might be in order here. He was always inspired by the dancing
flames of a good fire, even on hot days in the summertime.

He took a log from the pile and bent low to toss it in, but paused.
“What?” he asked, placing the log on the floor and reaching in
among the remains of the previous day’s burn, where sat a leather
pouch of some sort.

“Now, how—” he started to ask as he pulled it open, but the end of
the question came out as a gasp as a small dart flew out of the
pouch and stabbed him under the chin.

Foresby tried to scream, but no, he was already falling backward
to the floor, and was fast asleep before he even plunked down.



Out of the pouch, the wonderful pouch of holding, crawled Regis,
taking in a big gulp of air after the stuffy confines of the
extradimensional pocket.

He looked around, noted that dawn had come, then tapped his
beret.

A few moments later, a young human girl walked out of the house
of Foresby Young. She trotted, she skipped, she giggled and played
the silly games young humans often played, all the while making her
determined way to the house of farmer Yasgur.

Where Dahlia waited.
 

Buzzing . . . stinging . . . little bursts of
fierypainbrightandorangeflashing . . .

They’re climbing up under my pants, biting, a thousand wasps, a
thousand thousand countless. Too many.

Gackgadsgod, ah! In my mouth! They’re in . . . Why can’t I move?
Why can’t I see? O the pain, the little pains, too many little pains
altogether.

Wasps! Not wasps!
Fierypainbrightandorangeflashing . . . kill me. Kill me, please.
Dahlia . . . Dahlia . . .



Part 3
Cultural Boundaries

So many guiding sayings follow us our every step, but are they
wisdom or boundaries? Snippets of value to be heeded or the lesser
ways of lost times, best forgotten, or at the very least updated?

So many times, I find these traditions, or ancient wisdoms or ways,
to be the latter. The very notion of the wisdom of the day seems . . .
malleable, after all, and if we are to be tied to the ways of our
ancestors, then how can we hope to improve upon that which they
have left us? Are ritual and tradition so very different from physical
structures? Would the dwarves stop mining when they reached the
boundaries of the tunnels in their ancient homelands?

Of course they would not. They would dig new tunnels, and if in
that work they were to discover better materials or designs for their
scaffolding, they would use them—and likely would go back to the
older tunnels and better the work left behind by their fathers’ fathers’
fathers’ fathers.

Why, then, would this be different in matters of tradition? Certainly
among my own people, traditions are limiting, terribly so. Half the
population of Menzoberranzan is trapped into lesser roles, their
ambitions caged by words older than the oldest dark elves, words
inscribed millennia past. Part of the reason in this case is obvious:
Lady Lolth and her decrees. Indeed, religion, to those of the faith,
any faith, is often unbending and not subject to the scrutiny of reason



or to pleas against simple injustice. The Word is eternal, it is
claimed, and yet, on many occasions, it is obvious that it is not.

Why, then, do these so-called wisdoms hold on so tightly?
The whims of an unavailable, and conveniently unassailable, deity

are only part of the answer, I believe. The other part goes to the
darker corner of the ways of every reasoning race. For those
traditions kept past all plausible rationales or obvious moral failings,
those held most fervently, too often serve those who gain the most
by keeping them.

In the city of my birth, those in power do not have to compete with
half the population. The matrons need not worry about a patron,
surely, and indeed, by tradition, can use their male counterparts as
they please. Even those acts as personal as lovemaking are
determined by the demands of the women of Menzoberranzan—and
let there be little illusion about the “love” in such an act—and a man
who will not comply could face harsh retribution for his insolence.
Only women can serve as the head of a house. Only women can sit
on the Ruling Council, and even the highest-ranking man in the city,
typically the archmage of Menzoberranzan, is, by tradition, by edict,
by the demands of those merciless rulers, still counted more lowly
than the lowest-ranking woman.

The drow are not the only people cornered and held fast by such
systemic indecencies—far from it! In Wulfgar’s tribe and throughout
many of the peoples all about the north, tradition demands patriarchy
instead of matriarchy, and while the men are not as brutal in their
control as the drow women, the result, I expect, isn’t much different.
Perhaps the treatment is softer—I recall Wulfgar’s shame, so
profound that it led him to run away from us, when, in a fit of demon-
induced memories, he struck Catti-brie. I could never imagine
Wulfgar beating a woman intentionally, or demanding sexual
pleasures from her against her will, but even in his contrition there
remained inside him for many years that soft condescension. He
must protect the women, he thought, which might be a noble
undertaking, except that it came with an unspoken—but surely
evident—belief that they were not capable of protecting themselves.
He placed them on a pedestal, but as if they were fragile things—he
simply could not bring himself to understand the true competence of



a woman, even one as powerful, intelligent, capable, and proven as
Catti-brie.

It took him years to brush it aside and fully recognize the value,
the equal worth and potential, of Catti-brie and of all women. So
ingrained were the teachings of his earliest years that even when he
was faced with so much clear and convincing evidence of the error
of his ways, it took a great effort on his part to free himself.

Yes, to free himself, for that is what it is to fully accept that that
which you have been taught so thoroughly, the designs of the entire
society around you, might be in error.

Wulfgar let go of the nonsensical sexism of his people, and the
greatest beneficiary of that dismissal was, in fact, Wulfgar himself.

Dare I hope the same from Yvonnel? For this is Jarlaxle’s hope, I
know, and his quest, and one in which he continues to use me as his
shining example. I can only laugh.

And can only hope that the powerful matrons of Menzoberranzan
don’t grow so tired of Jarlaxle’s games that they come and kill me to
take from him his preeminent symbol.

There are people all about free of such sexism, of course, but
they, too, are chained by their ways. In the Delzoun dwarf tradition,
the gender of a dwarf is unimportant against the weight of merit.
There is in Mithral Hall now a queen, Dagnabbet, daughter of
Dagnabbit, son of Dagna. It matters not. Her rule will be judged by
her actions alone. In every aspect of dwarven life, from combat to
cooking to mining to ruling and everything in between, merit and
competence are all that matter.

If the person in question is a dwarf.
I cannot complain—far from it!—of the treatment I have received

from the dwarves in my many decades on the surface, but that was
more the matter of Bruenor’s personal compassion. For he is a true
credit to his people. A friend is a friend and an enemy is an enemy,
and not the size of one’s ears, the color of her skin, or the height he
stands makes a lick of spit difference to King Bruenor Battlehammer.

Were it not for him, though, the dwarves of Icewind Dale would not
likely have ever accepted a lost and wandering dark elf into their
homes as kin.



Unless there was another like Bruenor who first happened upon
me on the slopes of Kelvin’s Cairn. I cannot dismiss that possibility,
for within every people, every culture, there exists the rainbow span
of qualities, prejudices, compassion, kindness, and cruelty.

It is an absurd belief of the humans that the drow are simply evil—
oh, many drow have earned that reputation, to be sure! But so have
many humans. They make war on each other as commonly as drow
houses battle in the shadows, and on a scale so great that one battle
might leave more broken victims, including those who have no part
in the fight, than exist in the entire city of Menzoberranzan. I have
witnessed Prisoner’s Carnival, where the magistrates torture fellow
humans with as much skill and glee as any whip-wielding priestess
of Lolth. I have seen the elves of the surface turn refugees away
from their shelter, leaving them to the mercy of those pursuing them.
Even the often carefree halflings are not exempt from the darker
shades of the heart.

Yet for all of this, I remain confident of a better tomorrow. Bruenor
and the other dwarven kings and queens do not hold their people
clenched within as tight a fist as their predecessors did. Regis and
Donnola do not rule Bleeding Vines, no. They are called the lord and
lady of the village, but they are more the overseers of the business
of the place, and, amazingly, they serve at the sufferance of their
villagers. For Donnola has changed the tradition of the Topolino clan.
And now the people of Bleeding Vines have been given a great gift:
their voice.

Because that’s what tradition does: it robs an individual of their
voice. It eschews the solo and focuses solely on the chorus—and
woe betide the singer who goes against the conductor!

No, Bleeding Vines is more of an orchestra, each instrument
having its say but playing in harmony, creating a whole. If the people
there choose others to lead, then Donnola and Regis will step aside.

This is the tomorrow I hope for, because, I believe, only in a
culture where the demands of all the people are heard can the needs
of the people be met.

This is the sound of tomorrow, and so tomorrow will be better than
today.



—Drizzt Do’Urden



Chapter 14
If Only

The Year of the False Bargain
Dalereckoning 1118

Dab’nay stirred from her deep slumber, rolling about in the thick,
warm furs. She didn’t open her eyes, because she wanted to focus
entirely on the softness and comfort. She knew where she was, on a
quiet ledge on Menzoberranzan’s eastern wall, a safe place where
few drow happened by, mostly because the area was thick with the
stench of monster slaves. There were goblins here, and kobolds, but
they remained down below in their filthy hovels, and none would
dare climb up to challenge a priestess and a weapon master.

So here, ironically, Dab’nay and her lover could find moments of
reprieve.

At last she stretched and opened her eyes, and as they adjusted
to the low light on this darker end of Menzoberranzan, she made out
the silhouette of Zaknafein, sitting on the edge, legs dangling over,
taking in the view of the city. She crawled up behind him and draped
her arms around his neck and shoulders.

“It is beautiful, yes,” she said. Far away, nearly a mile and a half,
the giant pillar of Narbondel showed the early-morning glow, a slight
orange-red hue amid a sea of faerie-fire-decorated stalagmites and
stalactites, mostly blue and purple, but with every color of the
spectrum represented. All of the giant cavern seemed a living,



breathing thing, the lights shifting hue and intensity to fit the
aesthetic demands of each house’s demanding matron. The greater
houses up on the Qu’ellarz’orl carried the most magnificent designs
within their accent lights.

Such a serene facade for the always tumultuous City of Spiders,
the city dedicated to the Lady of Chaos. It occurred to Dab’nay that
anyone who entered the great cavern from this end without
understanding the drow would look upon Menzoberranzan with a first
impression that would likely get them murdered or enslaved.

Exactly as the matrons wanted it.
Never before had Dab’nay considered that the appearance might

be tactical and not simply pretty dressing. But now, here, it all made
sense.

“It should be beautiful,” Zaknafein replied, rather sourly.
“Think of the power concentrated there, among those lights and

shadows,” Dab’nay said, snuggling a bit closer. “Who but the gods
and great lords of the lower planes could come against us and
survive?”

“The power to build whatever we choose,” Zaknafein agreed,
“except that we are so busy killing each other that we dare not look
beyond our own walls. Walls that we have built against each other
more than any outsiders.”

“‘So busy killing each other,’” Dab’nay slyly echoed, smirking.
“Something that Zaknafein is quite adept at doing, I seem to recall.”

The weapon master shrugged and glanced back at the woman. “If
not, then I would be long dead. And does it matter? If I didn’t kill
them, I’m sure they could find others to offer their blades for the
task.”

“How many others feel the same, I wonder?” Dab’nay asked.
“Not enough,” he said. “And so it perpetuates until, perhaps, we kill

enough of each other to allow some other people to come in and pay
us back for our viciousness.”

“Our viciousness? It was their viciousness that put us here in the
first place!”

Zaknafein’s little responding laugh was so full of resignation that it
gave Dab’nay pause.



“It was Corellon Larethian who betrayed us,” Dab’nay reminded
him. “Corellon, who is god to the elves of the surface worlds, who
gave us to Lolth—gave us, as if we were rothé cattle.”

“Yet you love Lolth,” Zaknafein retorted.
Dab’nay knew that her hesitation was likely quite telling, but she

was truly taken aback and couldn’t react fast enough. “Love” was not
the word she would use to describe her feelings for the Spider
Queen. She feared Lolth and understood her duty to Lolth, and so
she was devoted to Lolth, because to be otherwise in
Menzoberranzan was to be abandoned and likely soon dead.

“Do not most people of all races love their goddesses?” she
asked, trying to find some way around this uncomfortable line of
discussion, particularly with one as blunt and cynical as Zaknafein
Do’Urden.

“Do they? Or do they love having their fear of death assuaged?”
“Devotion is more than fear,” she insisted.
“It can be, but with the notion of gods and an afterlife, I expect it

most usually is not,” Zaknafein answered. “The fear of death is too
pervasive, as is the fear of never again seeing those we love.” He
gave another of his helpless chuckles, dripping with resignation and
venom. “But then, we are so afraid that we don’t dare love, do we?”

Dab’nay buried her face in Zaknafein’s hair and did not answer.
Not with words, anyway, but he felt her sobs, surely, and that should
be sufficient.

“We’re all trapped,” he whispered—to the city and to himself, she
knew, and not specifically to her. “We have been ruled by fear for so
long that we are afraid of being afraid.”

“Lolth taught us that we are superior,” Dab’nay did say then,
because she was indeed afraid at that moment, afraid that even
such a conversation as this would throw her from the favor of the
Spider Queen. A priestess without that favor—even one without
official title anymore—would be vulnerable indeed. “Would you rather
we grovel beneath the evil elves, or crouch in the mines of smelly
dwarves, or beg for acceptance from the short-lived, stupid
humans?”

“No, of course not,” he replied, and Dab’nay thought she heard a
hint of sarcasm creeping in. “Better that we hold fast to a grievance



that has been passed down through generations, about an incident
that may or may not have actually occurred and perhaps or perhaps
not in the manner in which we’ve been taught.”

“Blasphemy,” she whispered in stern warning.
“Is it, though? Would it be against the edicts of the Spider Queen

for Matron Mother Baenre or any other matron to so tilt the very
history of the elven races to her own benefit?” Zaknafein answered.

It was a question that Dab’nay had privately considered many
times, and one that she expected almost every other drow had
asked of herself or himself many times.

“Prisoners,” Zaknafein whispered. “All of us, in jails of our own
making.”

“Is life so bad for you, Zaknafein?” she asked, and she squeezed
him tighter and nuzzled his neck. “To think so now, at this particular
moment . . . well, truly, you wound me.”

That brought a smile from him, she was glad to see. Both fell silent
then and just stared at the dancing and glowing faerie fires of
Menzoberranzan, enjoying the beautiful stillness.

Even though they knew it a lie.
 

Only a couple of days later, Zaknafein ducked down a dark alleyway
in the Braeryn. He thought himself a fool for coming here, on word
from Dab’nay alone, and figured that he was walking to his doom.

But the prize was simply too great to ignore.
At the end of a straight avenue between two structures, he moved

cautiously around a stalagmite that formed the right-hand corner of
the alley bend, and peered ahead. This second juncture was also
empty, with the path varying in width but not enough to create any
hidden alcoves. Zaknafein didn’t know this place, but he had already
circled the buildings and stalagmites forming this alley network and
was confident that if the prize was waiting, it would be around that
second bend.

He crept down silent as death. He peered around.
Arathis Hune stood only ten strides away, leaning on the alley’s

back wall, a doorway to his left for a quick exit.
Zaknafein could turn this into an ambush, he knew, considering

the man’s posture. Arathis Hune wasn’t holding weapons. He was



expecting someone, but not Zaknafein. No, he was expecting
Dab’nay, and so he had no reason to be overly on his guard.

If he came around in a full charge, Zaknafein would hold all the
initiative, and he was superior to Arathis Hune and so would likely
end the fight before it could ever truly begin.

But Zaknafein shook his head and walked around instead, openly,
his weapons sheathed, to face his foe.

Arathis Hune’s expression revealed his surprise. He came up off
the wall to stand straight, hands going to his sides.

“What are you doing here?”
“You were expecting someone else?” Zaknafein replied.
“Or I was expecting no one at all.”
“You come here to ponder the meaning of life?”
Arathis Hune scowled at him.
“Or perhaps to consider the deceit that guides your every move?

The treachery that fills your heart? The inability to determine friend
from foe?”

Zaknafein kept walking as he spoke, finishing within three strides
of the man.

“What spittle falls from your lips, Zaknafein?” Arathis Hune
demanded.

“You deny it?”
“Probably,” Arathis Hune answered with a snicker. “What am I

denying?”
“My fight with Duvon Tr’arach,” said Zaknafein, “was not fairly

waged.”
“Wagered? The betting was open and, for many of us, quite

profitable.”
“Waged,” Zaknafein reiterated. “Duvon cheated, or someone

cheated for him.”
“Not very well, then,” the man returned dryly.
“From what I have heard, Arathis Hune did not fare so well in his

betting,” Zaknafein said.
“Ask Jarlaxle about the bags of gold I returned to him.”
“Jarlaxle’s gold. What of your own?”
“Why would that be of concern to Zaknafein?”
“Because someone cheated on behalf of Duvon.”



“Are you accusing me?”
“I am.”
“You know the workings of Menzoberranzan, weapon master, and

so I urge you now, as your friend, to caution. One does not make
such accusations without—”

“Do not think to act my better and teach me the ways of our
people. I’m well aware of what I say. But know this: I am making the
accusation only to you, openly and alone, standing right here before
you.”

“An accusation I deny.”
“Of course you do, but it is my experience that most cheaters are

also liars.”
Arathis Hune snickered. “A hundred eyes were on that fight. What

might I have done—”
“Quavylene Oblodra,” Zaknafein interrupted.
Arathis Hune’s expression changed rather dramatically at that

moment and he suddenly seemed quite uninterested in replying.
Both realized there was nothing left to say.
Both drow drew out their weapons, two swords for Zaknafein, a

sword and a long dirk for Arathis Hune.
Zaknafein started forward quickly, bringing up his opponent’s

blades. He cut fast to the right and leaped up onto the alley’s side
wall, then immediately sprang back the other way in a sidelong
somersault, landing with solid footing and soft legs that bent to
absorb the weight of the landing and to redirect him forward to finish
the charge he had started.

Now, though, Arathis Hune wasn’t quite as square with him,
having followed the break to the side with both his eyes and posture.

He had to cross-block with his sword, coming across right-to-left to
intercept the downward chop of Zaknafein’s right-hand blade, then
making a slight turn to catch Zaknafein’s sword before sliding fast
and hard back the other way.

He surprised the weapon master then, though, by not completing
the returning block with that sword against Zaknafein’s second,
thrusting blade. Instead, Arathis Hune ran his right hand under the
engaged swords, his dagger neatly catching Zaknafein’s sword,



which he turned inward and across as he turned his hips the other
way.

Arathis Hune had escaped the initial engagement, and now ran
two strides to leap up against the rear wall of the alley, angling so
that his second spring brought him to the wall to Zaknafein’s left, and
there angling so that his third leap, adding a tight somersault, landed
him beside the spot, but now to the side, and ready to take the
initiative.

Except Zaknafein wasn’t there.
For as Arathis Hune had begun his retreat, Zaknafein had instantly

measured the likely angles and jumps he had planned, and so
Zaknafein had rushed and jumped out to the right-hand wall, up high,
catching a ledge, springing again even higher from that point, tossing
his right-hand sword up high while catching the top of the door frame
with his right hand to begin a swing that sent him against the back
wall to rebound high and into a backward somersault.

He noted Arathis Hune’s progress as he executed that move and
tucked his legs to properly time his own landing.

He came down an eyeblink after Arathis Hune, appearing
suddenly before the puzzled man. Zaknafein caught his descending
sword up high even as his left-hand blade worked fast to properly
align his opponent’s blocking sword and dagger, keeping them too
low for a deflection of the higher strike.

Just like that, Zaknafein had him.
 

“The Do’Urden weapon master could have gained a great
advantage by charging straight in instead of engaging his enemy
with banter,” Matron Soulez Armgo told her visitor. The two women
stared into a scrying pool of still water to watch the events unfolding
in the prescribed alleyway.

“Zaknafein would not do that,” Dab’nay Tr’arach replied to the
powerful matron. She shifted nervously, wondering, and not for the
first time, if she had made a terrible mistake here. “He is too
honorable.”

“Too stupid, you mean. He will not survive for long. Matron Malice
has undeniably caught herself a fine fighter, but unless he becomes
a great killer, he’ll just be another rotting corpse soon.”



Dab’nay started to reply, but caught herself and just nodded. She
tried not to wince and thus betray her emotions toward Zaknafein,
but inside, the woman’s stomach was twisting with anxiety. It was
more pain than she had imagined possible when she had taken the
deal offered her by Matron Soulez and had quietly arranged this
fight.

She focused on the images revealed in the magical pool, then,
watching her magnificent lover in a great struggle with an able
opponent for the second time in a tenday.

As great as Zaknafein had been against Duvon, now, with more
room and fewer observers about, she saw him in all his glory,
leaping, spinning, landing in line for the next attack. She began to
breathe a bit easier, growing confident that Arathis Hune could not
defeat Zaknafein.

But then the image, unexpectedly, blinked out to blackness.
 

Zaknafein went for the kill, his caught sword aimed perfectly for the
assassin’s skull.

But then Zaknafein got hit—he felt as if a large rothé had kicked
him. His sensibilities flew from him, his thoughts scrambling and
flying off in shocked tangents. He tried to bring his swords up
defensively, only to realize that he wasn’t even holding the weapons
anymore.

The realization hit him starkly, as he understood then that he was
hopelessly, helplessly vulnerable. He stumbled aside, toward the
back wall of the alley, but couldn’t even control his muscles enough
to hold his balance, and down he crumpled, expecting Arathis Hune
to come up over him and cut him apart.

Only after he had settled, seated against that wall, did he realize
that his opponent, too, had been hit. Arathis Hune was facing the
alley entrance, taking staggered steps, trying to hold his footing, but
futilely, for he toppled hard to the stone.

Zaknafein heard the sharp thump as Arathis Hune’s face hit the
cavern floor. He could make no sense of that, of any of it, until he
glanced past Arathis Hune to see a familiar figure walking calmly
down the alleyway.



Jarlaxle bent before Arathis Hune and retrieved the man’s
weapons, then tossed them back the other way down the alley. Then
Jarlaxle took Zaknafein’s swords, rolling them about in his hands,
holding them at the ready.

Zaknafein was still groggy, still trying to get his sensibilities in line
with the events unfolding before him, whatever they might be.

“It was not . . .” he heard Arathis Hune say, the man’s voice slurred
and his speech broken, as he, too, had not yet recovered from
whatever it was that had struck the fighting pair.

“I care not,” Jarlaxle sternly replied. “My thoughts on this have
been made clear to both of you.”

“Zaknafein attacked me,” Arathis Hune replied, his voice growing
steadier.

“Go and retrieve your weapons and keep moving,” Jarlaxle
ordered. “Out of the alley, out of the Braeryn. You and I meet
tomorrow when Narbondel’s light begins to glow once more.”

Arathis Hune started to reply, but Jarlaxle interrupted with “Go!”
Zaknafein managed to pull himself to a seated position, looking

back down the alley, watching his enemy depart and another drow,
one he did not know, coming forward, passing the assassin without
any acknowledgment at all, as far as Zaknafein could determine.

“And you,” Jarlaxle said to the unknown associate. “What am I to
do with Zaknafein?”

“You’ve already done it,” Zaknafein reminded him. “For Zaknafein
is Do’Urden and not Bregan D’aerthe.”

Jarlaxle sighed.
“You are the betting king,” Zaknafein told him. “Another match,

then. Put that foul Hune in the alley and do not bet against me. On
this one, I promise, do not bet against me.”

“We’ve already had this talk,” Jarlaxle countered.
Zaknafein looked past him to the newcomer drow, a very young

man, he seemed, who stood a few steps behind Jarlaxle and
appeared rather bored with this all.

“You are both valuable to me,” Jarlaxle said, drawing his attention
again. “More valuable than a few sacks of gold coins. We three have
many years of growing power ahead of us, my friend, and you trying
to kill each other would put a serious damper on my plans.”



“To the Abyss with your plans! He tried to have me killed. By
cheating. If Arathis Hune had gotten his way, I would be dead by
Duvon’s hand.”

Jarlaxle shrugged. “We are drow. This is our way. We kill when we
see gain. But for one of you to die—that would be to no one’s
advantage here. Arathis Hune does not appreciate the true power of
Bregan D’aerthe quite yet, perhaps, but he will come to see the
benefit for us all with Zaknafein on our side.”

“You’re a clever fool,” Zaknafein said. He didn’t try to keep his
anger out of his tone. “And a bigger fool when you believe you are at
your most clever.”

“Again, we are drow. Have you not figured out what that means?”
“Tell me, Jarlaxle, what does that mean? That we should expect

deception and treachery? That none are worth trusting?”
“Yes, to both!”
“Yet you ask me to trust you,” Zaknafein said, and Jarlaxle, for

once, seemed at a loss for words.
Behind Jarlaxle, the young man snickered.
“Who are you?” Zaknafein demanded angrily.
“This is Kimmuriel,” Jarlaxle answered.
No one you want to anger, Zaknafein heard in his mind, and it all

came together for him then. He had heard the name Kimmuriel
before, in connection with House Oblodra, those of the mind magics.

Mind magics, like the unseen blast that had sent both Zaknafein
and Arathis Hune spinning to the ground.

Like the kind Hune had used against him in the duel against
Duvon.

Zaknafein turned his glare over Jarlaxle again, now focusing on
the mercenary leader’s eyepatch and wondering if there was some
way he might borrow it—just long enough for a single strike.

 
Dab’nay kept glancing at the black scrying pool, betraying her
nervousness. She had arranged the fight, indeed, in order to garner
the favor of Matron Soulez, who was trying to protect Uthegentel.
The hulking weapon master of House Barrison Del’Armgo had long
been watching Zaknafein, reportedly. Dab’nay knew Uthegentel only
from afar, but even that cursory understanding of the man made it



clear to her why Soulez was so interested in being rid of Zaknafein.
Not only would that wound the ever-ambitious Matron Malice
Do’Urden and likely halt her ascent, but it would stop the valuable
Uthegentel from battling the man, a fight Uthegentel would likely, but
not certainly, win.

What a disaster Uthegentel falling to Zaknafein would be for
Soulez Armgo!

Dab’nay looked to the matron, who was also staring at the
darkened pool and seeming none too happy.

“What do you think happened, Matron?” Dab’nay dared to ask.
Matron Soulez snapped her glare over to the priestess. Despite

her station, Soulez wasn’t much older, Dab’nay believed. But there
was no question of their relative power. Dab’nay struggled with the
basics of the religion, while Soulez was a powerful high priestess,
and now a matron. And Soulez played the game of Menzoberranzan
better than almost anyone—her house was not as openly ambitious
as House Do’Urden, but the Armgos were likely to sit their matron on
the Ruling Council sooner, and certainly Soulez was destined for a
higher seat on that council than Malice Do’Urden could ever hope to
achieve.

If the two houses ever went to war, Malice would likely be dead
within an hour.

If Zaknafein were no longer in the picture.
He might add another hour.
The pool began to shimmer once more, finally, and the alleyway

came back into focus.
The empty alleyway.
“There is no blood,” Dab’nay observed.
“You will go and find out what happened,” Soulez told her.

“Immediately.”
Dab’nay shuffled nervously from foot to foot. She had no idea

which of the two remained alive, if not both. She had no idea
whether someone had intervened—perhaps someone who had
learned of her visits to House Barrison Del’Armgo, and so had
figured out her role in arranging this fight.

Arathis Hune would certainly murder her if he learned of that.
Zaknafein might not kill her, she thought, but in a way, that might be



even more painful.
Because, she realized now, she did love him.
And yet she had arranged for him to very possibly be killed.
Dab’nay looked from the image in the scrying pool over to Matron

Soulez. The woman had offered her so much—too much for her to
refuse. No matter who won the fight, Dab’nay would climb within
Bregan D’aerthe through simple elimination of one higher up than
she, but Soulez had also promised her a place in House Barrison
Del’Armgo.

She would become a priestess in a powerful house, and one that
Dab’nay could not help but respect, mostly because of how expertly
Matron Soulez had kept it away from the attention that could lead it
to disaster.

One reason it kept such a low profile—and also a reason behind
so much of its power—was how Soulez’s house used its men,
specifically drawing strength from warriors and wizards, and not from
its clergy, which was sparse and mostly unimpressive. The arrogant
matrons of the other houses could not comprehend, or would not
admit, the power of Barrison Del’Armgo without the appropriate
balance of priestesses.

And yet, despite its seemingly low ranking among houses,
Barrison Del’Amargo was dismissed at the other matrons’ peril.

With all that, the path for Dab’nay was alluring. If she could be
brought into the house, her competition in the altar room would be
akin to that she had known in House Tr’arach, an even lesser house.
Other than Matron Soulez, and perhaps her promising young
daughter Mez’Barris, there was little divine power to oppose her.

Yes, Dab’nay would like that. And she would know safety for the
first time since her days in House Tr’arach.

She looked back at the scrying pool. A big part of her hoped
Zaknafein had won the fight and Arathis Hune was dead.

But a bigger part hoped that the two had killed each other.
She didn’t want to admit that, not even to herself, but she told

herself repeatedly that there was no place for love in
Menzoberranzan, and even less place for honor. Even if Zaknafein
had not been killed by her interference, how long might he survive?



And how long would she survive, she wondered as she departed
House Barrison Del’Armgo, a question that would be raised again
not long after when she went to the Oozing Myconid and learned
from barkeep Harbondair that both Zaknafein and Arathis Hune had
walked out of that alleyway due to the interference of Jarlaxle
himself.

Dab’nay retired immediately to one of her many rooms scattered
throughout the city, and there she remained for several days, even
summoning her own food and drink so that she would not be near to
any potential assassins. She played through every scenario she
could think of, given the disaster of the failure in the alleyway. Would
Zaknafein try to kill her? Would Arathis Hune? Would Matron
Soulez? She had to be prepared for the first two, but not the latter,
and certainly not the possibility of both (or all three) at once. That
compounded her nerves, for the two men would approach revenge
very differently.

And who could know how the cunning matron would play it.
For the moment, though, it was the two men that preyed on her

thoughts, especially when she considered that perhaps they would
both come to see the role she had played, and figure out why she
had done so, and so come after her in unison.

Few in the city could survive a determined murder attempt by
those two.

Many times over the next half tenday, Dab’nay told herself that she
was being foolish, that her role in the fight had been a minor thing,
after all, and that it was more likely that both Zaknafein and Arathis
would thank her than blame her for the chance at killing the other.

Still, when the soft knock came on her door on the fifth day of her
self-imposed exile, poor Dab’nay nearly jumped out of her slippers.

She moved to the door and listened.
“Don’t bother opening it,” came a voice from behind her, and she

whirled about to see Jarlaxle sitting on the edge of her bed. “I only
bothered to knock to announce that you had a visitor.”

“Well met, then,” Dab’nay replied, trying to stay calm. “I was about
to have some supper—I have gotten quite good at summoning
feasts that are as tasty as they are filling. Would you care to join
me?”



“How could I possibly refuse?” asked the ever-cagey mercenary.
Dab’nay had not been lying about her growing proficiency in

summoning food and drink, and she conjured up a feast worthy of
the station of her guest, to which Jarlaxle added his own touch by
producing a bottle of vintage Feywine from his magical pouch.

“You have not been about of late,” Jarlaxle remarked almost as
soon as they had started their meal. “I grew worried that perhaps I
had lost a powerful ally. Bregan D’aerthe is not rich in those with
divine powers, of course.”

“Just that, of course,” Dab’nay replied, a bit more testily than she
had intended. As she considered her reflexive response, and
Jarlaxle’s answering dumbfounded expression, she really didn’t care
at that moment. Perhaps it was past time that someone put this
arrogant rogue in his place.

“Do you need a proclamation of mutual interest and benefit?”
Jarlaxle asked.

“I do not even know what that means,” she answered. She knew
what she really wanted but wasn’t about to say it. The proclamation
that Dab’nay desperately wanted was one of friendship and loyalty.

She wasn’t going to get it, though, and knew that she couldn’t.
Rarely would a drow in Menzoberranzan leave themself that
vulnerable.

“I am glad that you are well, Priestess Dab’nay. Truly.” He lifted his
Feywine in a toast to her.

She accepted that, even tapped her glass against his, and told
herself that she should be satisfied with that, for it was more than
most would get from any dark elf. She believed it, too, and would
have believed Jarlaxle if he had indeed called her a friend, just as
she believed that Zaknafein truly cared for her.

As she took her sip, she was glad the glass was hiding her frown,
for Dab’nay realized that the cruel little woman she had thrown in
with, Matron Soulez Armgo, would never see her that way.

Never.
“How fare your two lieutenants?” she asked.
“Three.”
That was a surprise to Dab’nay, and her heart flitted a bit. Was he

offering her such a position?



“I have found a third,” Jarlaxle went on. “A new companion to us
all, and one whose value cannot be underestimated.”

Dab’nay stared at him blankly.
“You will meet him soon enough, I expect.”
“Who?”
Jarlaxle held up his hand and shook his head. “It is not my place to

introduce him when he is not beside me.”
Dab’nay took another drink, this time to hide her scowl.
“As to Zaknafein and Arathis Hune,” Jarlaxle said, “they are well.

Zaknafein is back by Matron Malice’s side, and there to stay for
some long while, I would think. She’ll not risk him again anytime
soon. Whispers say that Mali— Matron Malice is preparing another
ascent among the city hierarchy.”

Dab’nay knew that his slip of the tongue in referring to Matron
Malice as simply Malice was Jarlaxle’s way of taking a measure of
her. She was a priestess of Lolth, and no true priestess of Lolth
would let such a break in etiquette go unscolded.

But Dab’nay remained impassive.
“Arathis Hune is out of the city,” Jarlaxle went on, apparently

satisfied with her lack of response. “His mission might take him all
the way to Ched Nasad.”

Dab’nay searched Jarlaxle’s red eyes for a hint of deception.
Wouldn’t that be a convenient story to get her off her guard, so that
Arathis Hune could kill her quickly?

He continued, “When do you expect to be returned to the Oozing
Myconid?”

“That I might meet your new lieutenant?” she answered coldly. “Do
you expect me to bow?”

“To no one!” Jarlaxle was quick to reply. “Of course not. Ah, dear
Dab’nay, I hear the anger behind your words. And I understand it.
But I am surprised to have to explain this to you: You will never
assume a position in the top ranks of Bregan D’aerthe. Not openly, at
least. Do you think that Matron Mother Baenre and the others of the
Ruling Council would ever allow such a thing of a priestess of Lolth?
As far as they are concerned, as far as they must ever be
concerned, you are an associate, an independent priestess who



sometimes works with Bregan D’aerthe, and always with fine
recompense.”

“As one can discern from my lavish surroundings,” Dab’nay replied
sarcastically.

Jarlaxle rose to leave. He paused and looked around the large and
somewhat well-furnished room, which they both knew was one of
several Dab’nay owned. “Better this than where Dab’nay found
herself after the disaster of House Tr’arach’s attack on House
Simfray.”

“A battle my house won.”
“A battle you lost,” Jarlaxle corrected. “To the death of Matron

Hauzz.”
“Only because—” she started to argue, her ire flaring.
Jarlaxle stopped her with an upraised hand. “It was a drow house

war,” he said. “There is no ‘only because.’ House Tr’arach found
disaster because greater forces than House Simfray were allied
against them.”

“Including you.”
“Including me. Which is the only reason you survived. Or your

brother, for that matter.”
The two stared at each other for a long while, then Jarlaxle tapped

his forehead in a semi-salute and departed through the room’s door
—which was locked, but which opened to his verbal call before he
ever touched it!

Dab’nay sat there for a long while, not even bothering to get up
and shut the door, pondering the conversation. Jarlaxle had openly
placed a limitation upon her ascent within his mercenary band, but
strangely, she was not angry, and was not even glad then that she
had thrown in her lot with Matron Soulez. It took her a while to sort
through that seeming paradox. If she couldn’t climb the ladder of
Bregan D’aerthe, shouldn’t she logically want to join House Barrison
Del’Armgo?

But Dab’nay couldn’t deny the truth of Jarlaxle’s reasoning. Were
he to elevate Dab’nay or any other priestess within his band to a
position of official leadership, particularly now that Bregan D’aerthe
was growing quite powerful, some of the matrons would likely see
them as a threat, perhaps even as a potential new house, and one



more dangerous because it was mobile, ethereal even, and with
business connections to the greatest houses in the city.

She couldn’t sort through it. Not then.
Nor was she sure how she felt about Zaknafein being trapped

within House Do’Urden. She missed his caress and his kiss, but
perhaps it was for the better. At least with him in there beside Malice,
the cruel Soulez could not soon try to arrange his demise once
again.

Dab’nay got up and went to close the door, carefully checking the
hallway.

She hoped that Arathis Hune was really out of the city, and hoped,
too, that he would stay away for a long, long time.



Chapter 15
Every Angle

The young drow warrior peered over the edge of the balcony, trying
to stay out of sight. He didn’t want the man in the mostly empty
chamber below him to know he was there. To him, it was like
watching a woman undressing or a priestess at prayer. If the target
knew he was there, watching, the thrill would not be the same, nor
would the insights he hoped to gain.

Dinin Do’Urden, secondboy of the house, had gone to great
lengths to manipulate this area of the balcony ringing House
Do’Urden’s training gymnasium so that he might watch the display
below unnoticed.

Now, finally, his efforts had paid off.
Below him stood Zaknafein, the drow whose reputation was

spreading far and wide across the winding ways of Menzoberranzan.
Stripped to the waist, sinewy muscles glistening with sweat, the man
had already completed the more energetic part of his daily training
ritual.

Now he stood calmly, his back not quite square with Dinin’s
position. His arms hung loosely at his sides—he was affecting a
posture of relaxation, a normal pose in an unthreatening situation.
Before him and to the right, a large rat sat up on its haunches,
chewing some tidbit it had found.

Dinin didn’t understand that. There were not supposed to be rats
in House Do’Urden; how might one have gotten into this room?



The vermin squeaked and skittered, and then Dinin understood
the creature to be somehow a part of this practice session, for
Zaknafein exploded into action.

Up came his hands before him, taking with them his swords from
their scabbards. His left-hand blade rolled over as it rose, right over
his shoulder, to stab, point-down, behind his back, immediately
sweeping across and up over the back of Zaknafein’s right shoulder.

Even as that sword crossed by, the weapon master sent a
backhand stab out behind him with his right blade. And with all that,
he was turning, the left blade coming back across before him.

Dinin’s warrior instincts informed him that Zaknafein would go right
around with that blade, a complete circuit that would have it cutting
across as he turned around and backed away, disengaging from the
imaginary assassin who had tried to stab him in the back.

But no!
Zaknafein stopped the blade’s swing, reversed his grip, and thrust

it back, as he had with the right, and he came around behind it, now
with his right-hand blade recovered and cutting a wide and wicked
down-angled slash.

Dinin had seen Zaknafein hundreds of times, had even sparred
with him.

But never like this.
Zaknafein sheathed his weapons and threw a crumb across the

floor to the rat.
Once more, the rodent sat up and began to eat, and once more,

Zaknafein assumed his relaxed posture, exactly as before, except
that now Dinin could see the man more from the front.

The rat squeaked and moved, and the weapon master’s blades
seemed to simply appear in his hands, the left going up and over
with startling and beautiful fluidity. Dinin’s gaze locked on Zaknafein’s
left hand, on the intricate work of the weapon master’s fingers in that
brilliant and exact sword roll.

Not a wasted movement. None.
Dinin tried to keep up with the routine: the sweep; the thrust; the

second, unexpected thrust; and the final, devastating slash. Every
movement bled into the next. Every turn, twist, or shift of balance in



completing one move angled, positioned, and set Zaknafein to
execute the next.

Another crumb flew out toward the rat. Zaknafein was using the
living creature because its timing could not be predicted. The rat, not
Zaknafein, would dictate the furious start.

Dinin thought it perfectly brilliant. Instead of dictating the beginning
of his practice, which of course was no option for a man defending
against an actual ambush, this superb weapon master was letting a
creature—something wholly chaotic—do it. Even more remarkable,
the fighting sequence on display before Dinin was designed for a
specific and singular situation, for one unexpected strike from one
angle alone.

How many hundreds of hours had Zaknafein toiled at perfecting
these few sequential movements? How many other similar routines
had he devised and perfected for other specific threats?

Up there on the ledge of the training gymnasium, Dinin Do’Urden
came to understand the truth of Zaknafein. Dinin thought himself a
promising young drow warrior, and he had witnessed many of
Menzoberranzan’s finest swordsmen at play, even a real duel
between masters on two separate occasions. He understood the arts
martial and the beauty of the sword dance.

But this? This was something more. This was a level of perfection
and danger Dinin had never imagined.

Again Zaknafein went through the routine, and again after that.
He’d do it a dozen more times, Dinin understood. Two dozen,

perhaps. A hundred, perhaps!
Dinin shook his head and slipped back silently, exiting the gym

through the small secret door he had fashioned. Walking alone out in
the corridors of the house, he could only shake his head, his
thoughts lost somewhere between the sheer beauty of what he had
seen and his sudden and intense dislike of weapon master
Zaknafein. At one point, he stopped, closed his eyes, and replayed
the sequence: the rolling sword, the thrust, the thrust and turn, the
slash.

How much would he have to sacrifice to even approach that level
of precision and speed? Could he even attain such mastery if he
gave every hour of his life in the pursuit?



Dinin appreciated Zaknafein.
Dinin was in awe of Zaknafein.
Dinin hated Zaknafein.

 
Dab’nay nearly gasped aloud when Zaknafein entered the Oozing
Myconid, more than seven tendays since the fight she had arranged
against Arathis Hune in the alleyway. She couldn’t deny her
happiness at seeing him, but neither could she ignore her profound
trepidation.

Her heart pulled her toward the weapon master.
Her head told her to run.
It was rare with Dab’nay—or with any dark elf—that her heart

would win out, but this time she did not heed the sound warnings
and flee, and instead found herself standing beside the seated
weapon master.

Zaknafein looked up at her and offered a smile, warm and inviting,
and she thought it sincere. He motioned for her to sit beside him, so
she did.

“I was hoping to find you here,” he confided.
“You didn’t come here at the request of Jarlaxle?”
Dab’nay raised two fingers and motioned to Harbondair.
“I haven’t seen or heard from Jarlaxle in . . . since that day in the

alleyway when he interrupted my victory.”
“Victory?”
“Oh yes,” Zaknafein assured her. “And Arathis Hune knew it. He

has left Menzoberranzan, I am told.”
Temporarily, perhaps, Dab’nay thought but didn’t say.
Harbondair arrived with a pair of drinks and set them down before

the patrons. No sooner had he turned and started back to the bar,
though, than Zaknafein pushed his glass away.

Dab’nay looked at him curiously. “Surely you do not believe . . .”
Zaknafein reached across to her, took her drink, and slid his in its

place. He sat back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest in that
typical and powerful Zaknafein pose, one hand coming up just
enough to motion for her to go ahead and partake.

Dab’nay looked down at the swirling amber liquid in the glass, then
over at Harbondair, who was not looking their way.



She shrugged and waggled the fingers of one hand over the glass,
casting a minor spell, then grabbed the glass, lifted it in a toast, and
brought it to her lips.

No sooner had she set it down than Zaknafein slid the other glass
before her and motioned for her to purify that one, as well.

“That was mine,” she protested. “Do you think Harbondair would
deign to poison me?”

Zaknafein arched his eyebrows and offered a sly grin but made no
move to uncross his arms again and take the glass back.

Dab’nay started to laugh, but bit it back, realizing the implications
of Zaknafein’s continued doubts. He knew that Harbondair wouldn’t
poison Dab’nay, but did the barkeep, perhaps with Dab’nay’s help,
expect a switch of glasses?

The woman laughed and cast another spell, noting the intensity of
Zaknafein’s stare as she went through the precise motions and
uttered the exact syllables. When she finished, she started to slide
the glass back to him, but to her surprise, he stood up.

“Let us be gone from this place,” he said.
Dab’nay started to motion to his drink but changed her mind when

she noted Zaknafein’s hateful stare toward the bar. She rose to
follow, and well enough, she decided. She had not been in
Zaknafein’s arms for far too long.

Some time later, they lay beside each other, the soft glow of
candlelight catching pinpricks of sparkle in the beads of sweat they
both wore.

“I missed you,” Dab’nay said.
“I trust it was worth the wait.”
“You were worth the wait,” she corrected, and ran her finger

playfully along the top of Zaknafein’s nose.
“I came forth from House Do’Urden three times in the days after

the fight. But alas, you were not to be found.”
“I didn’t know—I still do not!—what happened in the alleyway,” she

replied. “And when you did not return immediately, I became afraid. I
thought it best that I tend to other matters.”

“One thing I have been curious about,” Zaknafein said. “Tell me,
however did you coax Arathis Hune into that alley that night?”



“Same way as I lured you,” Dab’nay replied, hardly considering the
response, though it was not entirely true. Zaknafein had gone there
expecting a fight with Arathis, but Arathis had gone in anticipation of
a rendezvous with Dab’nay and a different weapon master, one
regarded by most as the greatest warrior in the city.

She caught a hint of doubt in Zaknafein’s eyes as he stared at her.
Just a flash, an instant, that either passed as soon as it had begun,
or had been suppressed before it could be revealing.

 
Late one night many days later, Dab’nay sat alone in one of her
apartments, reading through some histories of Menzoberranzan that
Jarlaxle had given to her. She was lonely, and more than that, she
was bored.

She hoped that Zaknafein would come out again soon. She hoped
that Jarlaxle would start some mischief or other—something,
anything, to bring some excitement to her life.

Most of all, she wished that Matron Soulez would have given her
enough credit for her efforts bringing Zaknafein and Arathis Hune to
battle to follow through on her promise and formally allow Dab’nay
into the ranks of her promising house. Yes, that would be grand, she
thought. House Barrison Del’Armgo was full of men, and having so
many about to serve her every need seemed much more enjoyable
than this lonely existence, where she was always looking over her
shoulder.

The knock on her door startled her, an insistent sharp rapping. Not
Zaknafein’s knock, she knew.

Dab’nay silently placed her book down beside her, then rose and
scanned the room, noting her escape routes. Taking great care, she
padded to the door and listened.

“Do not make me wait, priestess,” came a voice from the hallway,
a woman’s voice, and one that Dab’nay recognized.

She sucked in her breath, near panic, her thoughts swirling with
great hopes and great fears. What was Matron Soulez doing outside
her door at this hour? How did the matron even know where to find
her?

Dab’nay’s sensibilities told her to flee, to run out one of the secret
exits in the room, through the narrow tunnel walls, and out of the



building altogether. She almost did it, even took a step toward the
hearth, with the fake shelves beside it.

She held back, however, and shook her head at her own stupidity.
This was a matron, and a powerful one at that. Soulez would not be
here knocking on Dab’nay’s door if the entire area within and about
the small inn weren’t teeming with her agents. Fleeing was not an
option.

And even if she did somehow get away, there were few places she
could hide where Matron Soulez couldn’t find her—the knocking on
the door of her secret apartment was evidence of that.

As if on cue, another sharp knock had her nearly jumping out of
her soft slippers. Without hesitation this time, she yanked the door
open.

“Your pardon, Matron,” she said, and she began smoothing the
ruffled material of her robe.

Matron Soulez pushed past her into the room. Dab’nay managed
to glance both ways along the corridor and was happy to see that the
powerful woman at least seemed to be alone.

“What have you learned?” Soulez asked impatiently. She scanned
the room briefly, then took the largest and most comfortable chair as
her own.

“Jarlaxle intervened,” Dab’nay replied, closing the door.
“Yes, of course. But what have you learned? You have seen

Zaknafein Do’Urden, yes?”
Dab’nay nodded. “Yes, and I retain his confidence.”
Soulez gave her a look that seemed more scowl than intrigue. “If

only someone who held confidence with Zaknafein would find a way
to use that to be rid of him,” she said. “A great gift that would be for
me.”

Dab’nay tried to digest that.
“Arathis Hune returns to Menzoberranzan on the morrow,” Soulez

said.
“You would have me arrange another . . . meeting between those

two?”
“Do you think that you retain the confidence of Arathis Hune as

well?”



“I . . . I . . .” Dab’nay really didn’t know what to make of that
statement.

“You only gave Zaknafein that which he desired, foolish girl,”
Soulez scolded. “Arathis Hune could not defeat him in that alley,
given the way you arranged the meeting. Zaknafein came in aware
of an impending fight, and his opponent did not.”

“But Zaknafein did not use that advantage.”
“Because he did not need it,” Soulez replied. “Arathis Hune serves

best from behind his foe. He could not beat Zaknafein in such a fight
as you arranged. He knows it, Zaknafein knows it, and you know it.”

The look Zaknafein had flashed at her when she had answered his
question as to how she had persuaded Arathis Hune into that alley
came back to Dab’nay then, that instant of surprise from the cunning
weapon master.

“If that is true, then at least Jarlaxle would have lost his oldest
lieutenant, one he has trusted since before the Tr’arach-Simfray
war,” Dab’nay said.

“Wounding Jarlaxle would please me, yes. But I care nothing for
Arathis Hune. My desire is to halt the ambitions of Matron Malice
Do’Urden. Her actions are complicating my own ascent.”

“What are you saying, Matron?”
“The task before you is to rid me of Zaknafein, however you might.

Another fight with Arathis Hune? Yes, that would be fine, but it will be
no fair fight this time. I’ll not depend upon the blade of Arathis Hune
to defeat the great Zaknafein.”

Dab’nay swallowed hard and had no response.
“Zaknafein has been about again of late and Arathis Hune will

soon enough return. I am possessed of great patience, child, but I
have already waited many months. When you are ready, I will grant
you those resources that you need to properly complete your task.”

“Yes, Matron,” Dab’nay said, because, after all, what else could
she possibly say?

 
“So here we are,” Jarlaxle told Zaknafein and Arathis Hune, the
three of them sitting in his chambers in the Clawrift beneath House
Oblodra. “I trust that enough time has passed to dull the edges of
your common hatred.”



“You underestimate my determination,” said Zaknafein, glancing at
his enemy.

“You overestimate the amount of time,” Arathis Hune added,
meeting that stare with his own.

“And you both disregard the cost of your feud,” said Jarlaxle. He
motioned down the hallway and a fourth entered the gathering, a
smallish man dressed in finery worthy of a noble house. His face
was clean-shaven, his hair cut short and neatly trimmed.

“Because of your . . . stubbornness, I have found the need to bring
in another confidant,” Jarlaxle explained. “One who will quickly climb
above the both of you in the hierarchy of the band, I’m sure.”

“Good for him. I am of House Do’Urden now, by Jarlaxle’s
demand,” said Zaknafein, as if that explained, and so justified, his
disregarding the remarks.

“And that might prove temporary, and you might indeed need me
again someday, Zaknafein.”

The weapon master shrugged.
“Do you wish full dismissal from Bregan D’aerthe?”
Zaknafein glared at Jarlaxle but did not answer.
“If so and I grant it, and then you continue your pursuit of Arathis

Hune, you will be doing so merely as an agent of House Do’Urden,”
Jarlaxle explained. “The implications of that are perhaps more dire
than you recognize in this moment, so I will give you all the time you
need to sort it out.”

“What do you want from me, Jarlaxle?” Zaknafein demanded.
“And from me?” Arathis Hune agreed.
“You don’t like each other,” Jarlaxle said. “I understand. Just do

not kill each other! That is all. No fighting.”
“Then keep us apart,” Arathis Hune demanded. “Surely your many

plots are wide-flung enough that I never need see the likes of
Zaknafein again.”

“Nor I him,” Zaknafein agreed.
“Insufferable,” Jarlaxle remarked, looking to Kimmuriel, who

seemed wholly bored with all of this.
The mercenary leader heaved a great sigh and waved them all

away.
 



However she might play this, it was going to be delicate, she knew,
and all of this was getting very dangerous for Dab’nay. She feared
that she was in way above her abilities with Matron Soulez, never
mind Zaknafein and Arathis Hune.

That point was hard to ignore as she lay there next to Zaknafein
this quiet night. She looked to the bottom of the bed, where the
weapon master had hung his weapon belt, those beautiful sword
hilts glimmering in the candlelight.

She leaned over to study Zaknafein’s breathing. So rhythmic and
even. Surely he was asleep. Dab’nay could be done with all of this
so easily. After all, Zaknafein was the one Matron Soulez wanted
dead.

And now, so easily, Dab’nay could grant Soulez her wish to be rid
of him. Dab’nay would be brought into House Barrison Del’Armgo as
a full priestess, perhaps even with a path to becoming a high
priestess someday. Too, she would be a noblewoman again, and not
a houseless rogue. Given Zaknafein’s unending hatred of the Spider
Queen, she figured that Lady Lolth would certainly bless the move
as well!

All she had to do was collect one of those swords and stab it
through Zaknafein’s heart as he slept.

She stared at the weapons.
She hated them and hated what they might do.
If she took one, she would be stabbing herself in the heart no less

than Zaknafein.
But what choice did she have? She had put herself in an

untenable situation, one that was very likely going to get her killed if
anything at all went wrong along the way.

Dab’nay buried her face in Zaknafein’s hair.
The sword called to her.
She didn’t look back at it. She couldn’t.



Chapter 16
Deaths Deserved, Deaths

Undeserved

The three drow warriors raced around a corner, hand crossbows
drawn. Up went the weapons, and two let fly at the same time that
the third drow yelled for them to hold, seeing a figure coming their
way.

That lone figure executed a brilliant and swift dance, spinning
about, his piwafwi cloak flying wide to harmlessly catch the quarrels.
He came out of that spin in a leaping charge at the trio, boldly one
against three.

Out came four swords from the two in front to meet him, while the
third, still back a few steps, yelled, “No! No! Zaknafein!”

The two in front stabbed their nearest blades in unison, each
sweeping across with the other in perfect harmony, a tremendous
and practiced defense that would have killed or at least halted
almost any drow warrior.

Their opponent did not fit that description.
He slid down low to his knees, engaging their thrusts with uplifting

blades that brought those two swords up high enough to intercept
their slashes.

And up the attacker popped to his feet, his blades angling
perfectly, each coming to a stop with its tip under the chin of its
respective target, drawing blood, lifting the drow to their toes.



“Your weapons on the ground or your blood on the ground,” the
attacker said. “I care not which.”

Four swords clanged to the stone.
“Idiots,” said the drow behind them, the noble secondboy of House

Do’Urden. Then to the attacker, he added, “Are you quite done with
your play, weapon master?”

Zaknafein stared at Dinin from between the two trapped soldiers.
With an amused grin, he turned his wrists, sending the pair
staggering backward, extending the superficial wounds, and as he
let them disengage, he held out the side of his piwafwi, showing the
hanging darts.

“You might have just stopped down the hall,” Dinin Do’Urden said
dryly.

“I do not live my life on uncertainties like ‘might have,’” Zaknafein
replied.

“You did not recognize us?”
“Oh, of course I did. That doesn’t mean I trust you.”
Dinin blew a sigh. “The house is almost clear,” he said to change

the subject. The four Do’Urdens and a host of others had come into
House Ben’Zarafez, a weak house whose high ranking was based
on inertia from its long-ago glory days, along with the way its matron
had wisely sidestepped any ascending houses who desired to pass
her by. That desperate situation had come to an end when the same
matron, Decliz Ben’Zarafez, had secretly plotted to hire on a host of
mercenaries, a pitiful attempt to try to sneak some true power back
into her overranked house.

The fallout had been swift and severe, leaving House Ben’Zarafez
without its mercenaries and with its external spy networks destroyed.

Leaving House Ben’Zarafez an easy target for Matron Malice.
Perhaps a war had not been necessary, since Matron Decliz,

wounded as she was, would have certainly allowed House Do’Urden
to step above her house in rank, but this had apparently proven too
tempting an opportunity for Malice to show her power for her to
accept any such agreement.

Besides, she had told the Do’Urden attack force, this would be
good training for the certain wars against more imposing houses, like
House DeVir, coming up in short order.



Here they were, then, sweeping through the middle levels of the
central and largest stalagmite of the three mounds that comprised
the main structures of House Ben’Zarafez, finding minimal resistance
and rolling over it with not a single loss of a Do’Urden soldier yet
reported.

“The house was almost clear before we came into it,” Zaknafein
quipped in reply, and truly, he expected that they would have found
more resistance if they had attacked the Oozing Myconid than they
had encountered here.

“We are nearly to Matron Decliz’s chamber,” said Dinin.
Zaknafein hardly heard him, as he was focusing on the warrior to

his right, who held his hand up to his throat to stem the bleeding and
glared at Zaknafein with open contempt.

“Well, strike then if you wish,” Zaknafein said to the man.
The look of hatred turned to one of fear. “Weapon master, no, of

course not,” the warrior said, falling back a step and holding his
hands up submissively.

“If you ever deign to look at me again in that manner, then strike
and strike to kill,” Zaknafein warned him. “Because if you don’t kill
me, I will kill you.”

The terrified soldier seemed as if he would simply topple over.
When Zaknafein looked back to Dinin, he found the young noble

staring at him incredulously, shocked even. So was the other soldier,
farther to the left. When he thought about it, Zaknafein understood
the surprise, for his words to the poor soldier had been quite harsh
and extreme, no doubt.

Uncharacteristically so.
But so be it, he decided. This unpleasant business had left a most

foul taste in his mouth.
“Matron Decliz has been severely weakened,” he told Dinin. “Her

defenses will be minimal, no doubt.” He wanted to tell Dinin to take
his two soldiers and go get her, and he almost did so. But the
thought of Matron Malice’s reaction to such a thing was not a
pleasant one. She didn’t want her young son going into battle
against any house matron, of course. She had tasked Zaknafein with
that role specifically—that was part of the reason she had paid so
dearly to bring him into her house, and that was also the message



she wanted to filter out into the streets after events such as this, to
build the reputation of Zaknafein and thus build the status of House
Do’Urden.

Zaknafein certainly didn’t mind the task, either. Killing priestesses
of Lolth remained one of his few joys in life.

But alas, he knew that Matron Decliz wouldn’t be alone.
“Follow on a count of two hundred,” he told Dinin, and he moved

back down the hallway to the stairs that would bring him to the
highest level of the hollowed-out stalagmite mound.

He had already discerned and disarmed the two traps on the
curving staircase, so now Zaknafein sprinted up, taking three steps
at a time. He came to a landing set with a heavy door.

He brought the monocle Matron Malice had given him up to his
eye and carefully scrutinized the edges and the lock. Finding no trap,
he lifted his hand and whispered a command word into an onyx ring.

He heard the tumblers clicking, but the door did not open.
Zaknafein shook his head and snorted, thinking that Matron Decliz
was just delaying the inevitable.

Into the ring he uttered a different command, this time sending
forth a wave of dispelling energy to defeat the magical hold on the
portal. Then he issued the first command again, expending the last
of the three spells Malice had put into this ring, another dweomer to
open portals. This time, the door flew open, revealing a curving
hallway.

Zaknafein didn’t hesitate; sprinting along, he went up on the wall
around the bend, coming back down to the floor with a spinning and
tumbling maneuver that had him flinging himself onward, straight at
the two guards standing before the matron’s chambers.

He could see the fear on their faces, could see the hesitation as
they lifted their swords in what they knew would be the last moments
of their lives.

For even if they defeated this invader, they understood that a host
was following close behind.

Zaknafein darted left to fully engage the one on that side, throwing
his right sword back the other way to pick off a thrust by the other.
The guard before him used a thrust-and-slash combination that he
easily blocked, ducked, then blocked again, and on that interception



of the second thrust, Zaknafein turned his blade over that of the
Ben’Zarafez soldier, then up and over again, and around a third time,
each circling move twisting the soldier’s arm a bit more as the
overmatched drow tried desperately to disengage.

For the blade of Zaknafein moved too quickly for that guard to
pace it, and so, predictably, the soldier tried to simply back away.

But Zaknafein’s right hand picked off another stab from the other
soldier, went up to intercept and defeat a downward slash, and
whipped across underneath that blade to send the man falling away
to the wall, leaving the weapon master free to advance in concert
with the first soldier’s retreat.

The man was against the matron’s door then, and out of room to
continue his retreat. He tried to maneuver as Zaknafein bore in with
sudden ferocity, but Zaknafein had him cornered, and every
movement of that guard’s sword was met with a ringing rebuttal.

Zaknafein pounded him relentlessly, numbing his arms under the
weight of his blows. In those first furious instants, the weapon master
saw at least three opportunities to slip a blade past the awkward and
desperate defenses and kill the Ben’Zarafez soldier, but he didn’t
take them.

Out from the wall came the other soldier, swords leading.
Zaknafein noted his every move.
Down and across went the weapon master, to his knees and

turning underneath the stabbing swords of the guard to the right.
This one, too, he could have gutted, but no, instead he came up
inside the man’s reach and still turning, going right around to come
out of the spin by driving his pommel hard into the poor guard’s face,
snapping the man’s head to the side. Over he tumbled, facedown to
the floor.

Zaknafein was back the other way before the unconscious man hit
the stone.

His blades worked in a blur, picking off every thrust and cut, and
indeed, hitting the man’s swords two or three times for every parry,
overwhelming him with sheer speed.

The poor guard just threw his swords aside and his hands up high.
He fell to his knees, begging for mercy.



Zaknafein gave him what he wanted . . . of a sort. He kicked him in
the face, knocking his head back against the wall, and he, too,
slumped down. He wasn’t unconscious, like his companion, but
neither was he about to get up anytime soon.

Zaknafein kicked in the door.
This was the throne room of the house, the inner sanctum, the

place of House Ben’Zarafez’s greatest power. Yet so depleted was
the house that there sat Matron Decliz, alone and clearly frightened.
She was not surrounded by other priestesses or nobles of the house.
It was just her.

And she made no move to strike at him with spells or her snake-
headed scourge, which lay lifeless on the table before her.

Zaknafein glanced out to the sides and behind, ensuring that the
two guards were not about to jump into the fight anytime soon.
Satisfied that they were finished, he moved cautiously into the room
to the table opposite the matron.

“You are that Zaknafein creature, no doubt,” she said.
He didn’t answer, moving cautiously, looking all about for traps or

hidden doors, trying to sense other people in the room who might be
waiting invisibly for him to let down his guard.

“Long ago, I could have petitioned the Ruling Council to strip my
house of its rank,” Matron Decliz said, and she gave a resigned
shrug when Zaknafein focused again on her. “Every ascendant
house learned the truth easily enough, after all.”

“What truth is that, Matron?”
“That House Ben’Zarafez is little more than an illusion.”
“And thus you simply allowed them to pass above you, accepting

the demotion.”
She nodded. “I knew it was only a matter of time before one too

desirous of a victory would deny the ruse and put an end to House
Ben’Zarafez. I even came to predict that it would be Matron Malice—
that one is ever hungry, from all that I have learned of her.”

Zaknafein kept his expression impassive. He wasn’t about to give
away anything here.

“Where are your children, Matron Decliz?” he asked.
“There are only two.”
“I know. Why are they not with you?”



“I removed them from the house. I took away their surname.” She
offered a pathetic little shrug, but one that touched Zaknafein. She
cared enough about her children to remove them to safety? Such
actions were hardly commonplace in Menzoberranzan.

“And your priestesses?”
“None remain. There is only me.”
“You expect me to believe that?”
She chortled. “I expect you to kill me. That is why you are here,

yes?”
“Take up your weapon. Gather your spells.”
The matron stood up and glanced at her scourge, but left it lying

on the table as she stepped away from her seat.
Zaknafein’s thoughts swirled here. He considered Dab’nay—might

Jarlaxle be interested in gathering up another priestess, and perhaps
a few soldiers as well?

“Raise your swords, weapon master,” Matron Decliz told him.
“You ask for a merciful death?”
She laughed at him, harshly, mockingly. “It is time for me to go to

Lady Lolth,” she said, and Zaknafein found his sympathy fast flying.
“It is a journey I eagerly accept. If you wish to torture before the
killing blow, then do your worst, filthy male. The Spider Queen favors
me. I have prayed.”

“Then why is your house so pathetic and falling?”
“Lolth appreciates how long beyond our time House Ben’Zarafez

has managed to survive,” the matron explained. “She appreciates
my cunning. She has told me this through her handmaidens.”

“Such devotion,” Zaknafein replied sarcastically.
“Is there any other purpose?”
“Yet you removed your children,” the weapon master countered in

an effort to dissolve her ridiculous claims.
But Matron Decliz laughed at him all the louder. “I gave them to

Lolth, idiot,” she said.
That was the last word Matron Decliz Ben’Zarafez would ever

utter, for before another could leave her mouth, before she could
even gasp in surprise, Zaknafein was there, right before her, his
sword expertly taking out her throat.



He stared at that bloody sword when the woman crumpled to the
floor before him. She hadn’t even enacted any defensive spells. The
cut had been so easy!

He shook his head, trying to make sense of all this. What god
would expect such things from devout followers? What god would
ask for the sacrifice of the children? And Zaknafein knew that Matron
Decliz’s son was only a decade old.

Sounds from the hall spun him around, to find that horrible witch
Briza playing with the two guards he had downed. She had one up
against the wall, the poor man trying to cover himself as her scourge,
its barbs a pair of living, venomous snakes, hissed and bit at him.
The other guard kept trying to rise, but Briza kicked and laughed at
him, stomping him flat to the floor.

The rest of the house was almost certainly cleared by then,
Zaknafein knew, and he knew, too, that Briza would torture these two
through the night. And then she would kill them—there would be no
reprieve for any of House Ben’Zarafez, no bartering for slavery, no
selling them to Jarlaxle for Bregan D’aerthe. In the name of Lolth,
none of House Ben’Zarafez would survive this night.

That was the rule in Menzoberranzan for a house going to war
against another: there could be no witnesses, because no witnesses
meant there had been no war in the first place.

But neither could Zaknafein stomach the taunting serpents of
Priestess Briza. The poor victim’s wails of agony assaulted the
weapon master’s heart. His own misplaced sense of mercy toward
the two had precipitated this predictable situation.

Zaknafein moved to the doorway. “Matron Decliz is not quite dead,
I believe,” he said to Briza. Her red eyes sparkled and she verily ran
past him, eager to claim the greatest prize of all.

No sooner had she stepped into the room than Zaknafein took her
place in the hall. He stared at the three priestesses who had
accompanied Briza, warning them back with his scowl, then put his
swords to sudden and violent work with expert precision, ending the
torment of the doomed Ben’Zarafez guards.

The priestesses gasped, one yelped, and behind him in the room,
Briza spun about to glare at him, offering an almost feral growl.
Zaknafein turned slowly and matched that stare, unblinking.



Briza swung back around and leaped ahead, guessing his ploy, he
knew. The pool of blood had widened around the body of Matron
Decliz, with the woman quite obviously dead before Briza had gone
to her. The first priestess of House Do’Urden stormed back to the
door, scourge in hand.

“She is dead,” she stated.
“Ah, I thought she had a bit of life left,” Zaknafein replied with a

purposely unconvincing shrug.
Briza stared at him hard, then glanced to the guard slumped

against the wall, then to the one on the floor, both gone from this life.
“You play dangerous games, weapon master,” she whispered, as if

she believed that lowering her voice would somehow unnerve the
man.

Zaknafein tried not to smile. In that moment of outrage, he hoped
she would make a move at him, and resolved that if she did, he’d kill
her and be done with it, then kill the three priestesses of her
entourage for good measure. Because they did this, all of them. All
of the priestesses who listened to the murderous call of the Spider
Queen, that most horrible goddess. The house guards hadn’t
deserved death, let alone torture—this was not a war.

No, it was murder, and now he was a murderer, a killer fighting for
no noble cause, no higher purpose, and not out of necessity to
protect himself or any loved one.

Zaknafein had trained for all of his life to be a warrior, a great
warrior.

He didn’t feel like one in that dark moment.
 

Two hours later, Zaknafein sat at his table at the Oozing Myconid,
cradling a very potent drink. He knew that he would be punished by
Malice when he returned to House Do’Urden, something he should
have done immediately after House Ben’Zarafez was declared dead
by Briza.

So be it.
He needed the reprieve offered by this place, a filthy little tavern

with terrible food and worse liquor, but one outside the rules of the
wicked matrons and their horrid goddess. Upon arriving, though, he



found his relief short-lived, as he was met by word of the impending
return of a particular agent of Bregan D’aerthe.

He lingered longer than he had intended, into the early morning
hours, when finally Jarlaxle entered the tavern.

“Matron Malice will be pleased,” the mercenary leader said, taking
a seat opposite Zaknafein. “I heard that your victory was without
cost.”

Zaknafein could hardly agree with that sentiment, but he didn’t
bother replying.

“Why are you here?” Jarlaxle pressed. “Won’t she wish to secure
her house fully, fearing some retribution after such a raid?”

Zaknafein lifted his glass in a toast. “Here’s hoping that the whole
lot of them gets murdered,” he said, and he gulped down the
contents.

Jarlaxle’s expression reflected sincere concern, but still, Zaknafein
thought it might be grand to punch him right then.

“What?” the mercenary leader asked.
“You bought him back.”
“Who?”
Zaknafein’s expression hardened.
“Yes,” Jarlaxle admitted with a shrug.
“And I cannot kill him, I suppose.”
“I would greatly prefer that you do not. The coin to repurchase

Duvon Tr’arach was not insubstantial. Matron Byrtyn Fey drove a
ferocious bargain.”

“Then why didn’t you let her keep the fool?”
“She was done with him and I feared she would sacrifice him to

Lolth, and that, I believe, would be a waste. He is not without talent.”
Zaknafein snorted.
“He gave you a finer fight than even you expected! Admit it, my

friend.”
“In Menzoberranzan, the second-best swordsman is usually as

dead as the worst of the bunch,” Zaknafein dryly replied.
“I did not wish to see him dead,” Jarlaxle admitted.
“So you bring him back that he will try to kill me?”
“He will not,” Jarlaxle insisted.



“Ah, yes, Jarlaxle of Bregan D’aerthe. So sure of himself, the
puller of strings.” He waved for another drink, then turned back to
lock stares with Jarlaxle. “Until a puppet’s dance goes awry, and then
there is blood.”

“Duvon will not seek revenge,” Jarlaxle reiterated.
“If he does, your money will be wasted, do not doubt.”
“I do not.”
Zaknafein laughed, and it wasn’t meant to comfort the man sitting

across from him.
“And what of you, then?” Jarlaxle asked.
“I would have you pay for my drinks this night.”
“Indeed, and fair enough. But what of you, Zaknafein?” he

repeated.
“What of me?”
“Duvon returns. Perhaps it is Zaknafein who will seek to finish that

which Duvon started on that long-ago day.”
“Not so long ago.”
“Zaknafein?”
The conversation paused as Harbondair moved between the two,

placing a glass before each and offering a quick and less-than-
friendly look at Zaknafein as he did.

“I will not kill Duvon,” Zaknafein promised, and Jarlaxle lifted his
glass to toast to that.

But Zaknafein wasn’t finished.
“The other one will satisfy me,” he added.
The unexpected request put a blank stare on Jarlaxle’s face and

he slowly lowered his glass. “Other one?”
Zaknafein glanced over his shoulder at the man walking away

from them, the barkeep who had tried to poison him that night when
Duvon had attacked.

“Harbondair?”
“Harbondair Tr’arach,” Zaknafein reminded him.
“He is a good barkeep.”
“When he isn’t trying to poison his patrons, you mean. Besides,

how hard is it to serve this swill?”
“Yet you trust him enough that you come in here and drink that

which he placed before you,” Jarlaxle reasoned.



“Because he is afraid of me and has no support should he anger
me. That will change when Duvon returns, perhaps.”

“No, it will not. I will not—”
“I gave you a choice,” Zaknafein interrupted, and lifted his glass to

his lips. After a small sip, he stated flatly, “You choose or I will. Or
perhaps I’ll just take both.”

“You forget your place in Bregan D’aerthe.”
“I forget nothing. You owe me this.”
Jarlaxle glanced from Zaknafein to Harbondair and back again. He

shook his head, but then blew a heavy sigh, tremendous
disappointment clear upon his face.

“It still seems a waste.”
“With House Ben’Zarafez defeated, Matron Malice will lie low, and

so you will find me at your side more often.”
“If I grant you this, you will need to learn how to properly prepare

drinks,” Jarlaxle warned.
Zaknafein offered no smile at the poor attempt at a joke.
“Do not kill Duvon,” Jarlaxle flatly ordered, and he rose and left

abruptly.
Zaknafein nodded as he watched the door close behind the

departing mercenary leader. Then he went back to his drink, which
he knew was not poisoned.

He remained in the Oozing Myconid throughout the night, sitting,
just sitting, with his back against a wall. When all the patrons had
departed, he focused his gaze upon Harbondair, who was clearly
growing increasingly uncomfortable.

“Would you like another drink?”
“No.”
“Some food, perhaps?”
“No.”
“The morning is come,” Harbondair said. “I must take my leave.”
“Who is stopping you?”
“Well, I am to lock—”
“You know who I am; you know who I, who we, serve.”
“Yes, but—”
“Take your leave.”



The man moved deliberately, his gaze never leaving the seated
Zaknafein until he was through the door.

Zaknafein lifted and drained his glass—the same one he had been
sipping with Jarlaxle hours before. He rose and threw on his piwafwi,
then moved to the door.

A glance left, a glance right, and off he sprinted, up the side of a
stalagmite mound, leaping, spinning, somersaulting, to hit the ground
in perfect balance and at a full run. At the next bend in the lane, he
went up the side of another mound, then backflipped off of it, turning
as he soared to land on the roof of a lower structure. Three running
strides took him across to a parallel road, and there, without even
looking, he leaped and twisted again, dropping lightly to the street,
facing back in the direction of the Oozing Myconid.

Facing Harbondair.
“Draw your weapons,” Zaknafein told him.
“I . . .”
Out came Zaknafein’s swords. “Now! Or I will take my time with

your flesh.”
Harbondair drew out a sword and a long dirk with unsteady hands.

“I wish no fight with you,” he said.
“Truly?” Zaknafein taunted, and he held his swords out wide to

either side.
As he expected, Harbondair took the bait and charged ahead. He

stabbed hard, and with surprising accuracy, but Zaknafein seemed to
somehow melt away, falling to the side, supported strangely by one
turned leg. He came out of the bend with a hop and a somersault,
landing facing the man in a low crouch, from which he exploded up
and forward, his left-hand blade working furiously in a slap-and-roll
movement to take the sword from Harbondair’s grasp and send it
flying, his right-hand blade coming under the man’s dirk arm and
lifting it up high.

Zaknafein turned under it, dropped his right-hand blade, and
slapped his free hand over Harbondair’s fist. With tremendous
strength, the weapon master bent the barkeep’s hand at the wrist,
turning it down painfully—so painfully that the dirk fell free.

And in that instant, Zaknafein jerked the man’s arm up higher,
rolled back underneath it, and came face-to-face with the horrified



barkeep, his sword coming in across Harbondair’s neck, pinching the
tender flesh. With that blade and his free arm, Zaknafein guided the
man across the road to slam hard against the side of a building.

“Please, please,” Harbondair gasped.
“Do not beg,” Zaknafein told him.
Harbondair closed his eyes.
“You poisoned me that night when Duvon first returned to the

tavern,” Zaknafein said.
Harbondair’s eyes popped open wide. “No, no!”
“Admit it,” Zaknafein said calmly, too calmly, and the barkeep

began to slump, and would have fallen over if Zaknafein had not
been holding him so tightly.

Harbondair was fighting back tears, Zaknafein knew. He stared at
Zaknafein, trying to slightly shake his head, but carefully, so that his
own movements didn’t do the sword’s work.

“I am a patient man,” Zaknafein whispered.
“I did,” Harbondair blurted. “Just to slow you. I feared for Duv—”
Zaknafein pulled him from the wall and slammed him back against

it, hard.
“You poisoned me again this night,” he said.
“No!” the barkeep gasped.
“Why not? Would it not have served your purpose to simply kill

me? Or did you fear that you could not?”
“I would not. I have no call,” the man sputtered.
“I killed two men who did not deserve to die this night,” Zaknafein

explained, his voice going suddenly somber, and truly, it pained the
weapon master to even speak of it. “And so . . .”

He stepped back, retracting his sword as he let go of Harbondair.
“They didn’t deserve it, but you do,” Zaknafein said.
Harbondair just stared, frozen by uncertainty.
Zaknafein shook his head. “But no. I cannot bring them back. For

you, then, I grant reprieve, and I’ll not ever threaten you again,
barkeep . . . unless you force my hand.”

Harbondair didn’t move, didn’t even appear to be breathing, and
clearly did not trust anything he heard.

But Zaknafein simply bent over and retrieved his dropped sword,
then slid it and the other into their scabbards.



“Fare well, Harbondair Tr’arach,” he said, and he walked away.
The ghosts of the dead Ben’Zarafezes followed him through the

mostly deserted streets of Menzoberranzan. Soon, behind him, the
light of Narbondel just began to hint of the coming day, while before
him loomed the city’s West Wall and the compound of House
Daermon N’a’shezbaernon, House Do’Urden.

As he walked those last steps to the lair of Matron Malice, he
considered the difference between Jarlaxle and the others, between
Bregan D’aerthe and those who followed the edicts of evil Lolth. He
remembered the fateful battle with House Tr’arach that century
before. He had tried to keep as many of the invaders alive as he
could. Harbondair had been one of them!

This time, though—and in all these new battles in which Zaknafein
found himself—he could not hope to offer mercy. To do so would
leave witnesses of the aggression of Matron Malice. In their
adventures at removing rivals and houses above them in rank,
House Do’Urden could take no prisoners.

Zaknafein had never felt so trapped by the misery of Lolth.
Perhaps, he thought, that was why he had not killed Harbondair

this night. Maybe he just needed to show mercy to someone,
anyone, and know that there wasn’t someone directly behind him
who would spoil that clemency.

Even if that meant sparing someone who had once tried to kill him.



Chapter 17
Trapped

“My patience thins,” Matron Soulez told Dab’nay nearly a year to
the day after House Do’Urden’s elimination of House Ben’Zarafez.
“Matron Malice has been quiet long enough for her to be up to
trouble once again, and I would not prefer that.”

Dab’nay nodded but said nothing. House Do’Urden was nearing
the upper echelons in rank now—soon fifteenth, by her calculations
—an amazing climb since the addition of Zaknafein a century and a
year previous. That number was significant, Dab’nay knew, because
in that range, Matron Malice would become an attractive ally for the
ruling houses, mostly so that she would choose her conquests to
climb higher among her enemies. At the point where House
Do’Urden moved into the top fifteen houses, Matron Soulez’s plans
for House Do’Urden would become much more complicated.

“Your gain will be considerable, both in my house and in Jarlaxle’s
little gang, when they are both dead,” Matron Soulez added.

“Not so easy a task,” Dab’nay replied.
“Oh, this time, it will be,” Soulez replied. “Do your part, priestess,

and I will do mine. How blessed will you be to call Soulez Armgo
your matron mother?”

“Blessed beyond my furthest dreams, Matron,” Dab’nay replied,
and it was a sincere response.

She was surprised, then, at how difficult this task was proving to
be for her, emotionally. Because it involved something—someone—



else she coveted, more than she had ever thought possible.
The choice was made for her, however. If she didn’t do as Matron

Soulez had demanded, Dab’nay held no illusions that she would
survive the year.

 
“You will watch them,” the withered, ancient Matron Mother Baenre
told three of her children. “Closely.”

“The Armgos?” asked Triel, Matron Mother Baenre’s eldest
daughter and the second-oldest child of the great woman, behind
only Gromph, and who stood beside Matron Mother Baenre this day,
a rarity. “Is that even their name? Are they even considered a
singular family?”

“They are,” Matron Mother Baenre answered curtly, her desiccated
lips curling to show her old and worn teeth. When she had been
younger, Yvonnel the Eternal, the Matron Mother of House Baenre
and of all Menzoberranzan since beyond the memories of the oldest
drow, had been considered quite beautiful, on par with Quenthel, her
third daughter, who also stood before her. Other elder matrons and
priestesses often remarked that Quenthel looked very much like a
younger Yvonnel.

A pity that Quenthel couldn’t think like Yvonnel, Triel often thought,
but would not say to anyone other than Gromph. Quenthel was
Triel’s closest advisor, mostly because the clever Triel could
manipulate her quite easily. Quenthel served as a fine buffer
between Triel and two of their other sisters, Bladen’Kerst and
Vendes, a pair of the cruelest and most dangerous priestesses in the
city.

“Are they, these Armgos, even given a rank?”
“Forty-three,” answered Gromph, “though many put it at forty-

seven.”
“And yet there are not fifteen houses in the city who could stand

against the legions of House Barrison Del’Armgo and survive,”
Matron Mother Baenre added. “Perhaps not ten.”

“So you would have me watch them?”
“I would have you—all three of you, and with any support you

might need—watch them,” the old matron mother clarified.
“What are we looking for?”



“Matron Soulez Armgo will move against some powerful house,
not in a full war, but to show that she can,” Gromph answered.

“So intelligent for a man,” Matron Mother Baenre said in open
admiration of her son. “Yes, she will.”

“Matron Malice Do’Urden,” Gromph added.
“That would be my guess.”
“And what would you have us do, more than watch?” Triel

pressed.
“It will not be a war,” her mother replied. “It will not be anything of

monumental or highly visible scale. Matron Soulez will seek to slow
the ambitions of Matron Malice, likely. She is not pleased that House
Do’Urden finished off House Ben’Zarafez. Matron Soulez was
holding Matron Decliz as her big play. There were even whispers
that Matron Decliz Ben’Zarafez would have invited House Barrison
Del’Armgo to join with her, instead of simply letting them move
beyond the rank of Matron Decliz’s house, as so many others had.
And truly, were that the case, would any house lower than House
Ben’Zarafez pose a threat to Matron Soulez?”

To the left of Triel, Quenthel began to nod, while Gromph on her
right tried hard to look very bored, as if he had already sorted all of
this out long ago.

“She will go after Malice’s pet weapon master, no doubt,” Triel
reasoned. “The one who runs with Bregan D’aerthe.”

Matron Mother Baenre shrugged, a curious motion from her, and
one that had her old shoulders crackling loudly. “Do not be so sure of
anything, for that will blind you to anything else.”

“Yes, my matron mother,” Triel said with a deep and respectful
bow. “And you would have us interfere with Matron Soulez’s plans,
should we uncover them?”

“Make it harder for her. Make it cost her.”
Yvonnel the Eternal waved her three children away, and they went

out into the great Baenre compound, moving far from any curious
eavesdroppers.

“It will be the weapon master,” Gromph said when they were
alone.

“To hear you credit me so!” Triel replied, gasping as if she might
swoon. “The great archmage!”



Gromph scowled at her, then at Quenthel when she giggled at
Triel’s sarcastic taunt.

“Matron Soulez Armgo’s most precious toy is not so different from
Matron Malice’s,” Gromph explained.

“Uthegentel,” Triel agreed, nodding. “That beast.”
“Except that Soulez does not play with her toy as Malice does, by

all whispers,” Quenthel added.
“When you speak of matrons, you title them as such,” Triel

scolded. “If Sos’Umptu heard you, she would demand a grueling
penance.”

“Sos’Umptu isn’t here, though, is she?” Quenthel answered. They
were speaking of yet another sister, the most devout Lolthian of the
lot, and one who was likely to someday lead Arach-Tinilith, the drow
academy for priestesses. At the very least. Of all the daughters of
Matron Mother Yvonnel Baenre, Sos’Umptu was the least seen
about the house, and the most knowing and powerful in the ways of
Lolth. She was far down in the birth order, but many quietly
whispered that she, not Triel, would succeed the Matron Mother.

“But I might tell her,” Gromph warned, and his expression, that
typically bored and angry affect he always wore upon his face,
showed that he was not casting idle threats.

The subject of the conversation reminded Triel in no uncertain
terms that she should not take this task lightly. Matron Mother
Baenre was testing her here, and to fail would be dire.

“I will set eyes all about the city,” she told her two co-conspirators.
“I will seek word of this weapon master Zaknafein, or anything else
concerning the Armgos. We three should speak daily.”

“My days are filled with duty—important duty to the city and not the
house,” Gromph reminded.

The other two scowled at him.
“Yes, I know,” he replied to those looks, and he heaved a great

sigh. “When the expected incident occurs, my actions alone will
determine the outcome.” He sighed again.

Triel wanted to argue with him, but in truth, she suspected that he
was right. Even so, she was the first priestess of House Baenre, the
oldest daughter. Not that it mattered for Gromph, for even the
youngest daughter outranked him, whatever titles he might don. The



archmage’s actions might certainly prove crucial, but they would be
directed by Triel, and that was something she was determined never
to let her older brother forget.

 
“You cannot know truth from lies,” Dab’nay whispered, leaning over
the table so that her voice was very soft, but so that Zaknafein surely
heard every word.

The weapon master rolled his glass about in his fingers, digesting
the news. Jarlaxle had assured him that Arathis Hune had learned
his lesson and any old feelings had been buried, and while he
trusted Jarlaxle—as much as one could trust the mercenary—he
didn’t disbelieve Dab’nay’s information. Her brother Duvon was out
of House Fey-Branche now and back with Bregan D’aerthe. And that
one, ever a stubborn fool, had likely not forgotten the beating
Zaknafein had put on him in the alley behind this very tavern.

Duvon was whispering into Dab’nay’s ear, no doubt, and finding
her less than receptive. It would make a great deal of sense for him
to turn to Arathis Hune for support.

“They will coax you, unexpectedly, and when you are there, you
will find an enemy where you expected a friend,” Dab’nay told him.

“And then?” he asked as Dab’nay settled back into her seat.
“Stay alive, my only friend,” she bade him. “I need you to stay

alive.”
Zaknafein turned his eyes to his glass and didn’t respond, nor did

he look up when Dab’nay rose and left the Oozing Myconid. He
simply sat there in silent bitterness.

Having at last been allowed out of House Do’Urden after months
of what he considered imprisonment, he had come to the tavern in
search of companionship, only to find that the intrigue concerning
him out here in the wild streets of Menzoberranzan had grown more
dangerous.

How sick he was of all of it, how ready to simply draw his blades
and go to battle against anyone and everyone until he was mercifully
struck down.

He closed his eyes and let the dark moment of anger pass, that
internal primal scream that, for but an instant, could overwhelm his
every joy.



A steadying breath had him leaning back in his chair, sipping his
drink. He wouldn’t dare partake of too much liquor, he thought, and
the notion had him glancing across the floor to where Harbondair
was wiping clean the bar. The man noticed Zaknafein’s stare and
returned it with a nod, holding up a bottle.

Zaknafein shook his head and Harbondair nodded again, miming a
snap of his fingers to indicate that all Zaknafein had to do was ask
and more would be rushed over.

The weapon master was glad that he hadn’t killed this one, and
not because of the excellent service Harbondair had since provided.
No, Zaknafein’s sense of relief went much deeper than that. He rose
from his chair and moved over to take a seat at the bar, which was
mostly empty.

“Something else, perhaps?” Harbondair asked.
Zaknafein held up his hand. “I must be back to House Do’Urden

soon. It would not do for me to stagger across the balcony.”
“Or into Matron Malice’s bedroom, eh?” the barkeep quipped with

a sly grin, and Zaknafein was happy to return it.
“To Matron Malice,” he said, hoisting his drink, “the untamed.”
Harbondair tapped the bottle against the glass.
“She is all that they say?”
“And more,” Zaknafein replied. “She inflicts more wounds than a

displacer cat.”
“Claw or suction?”
“Yes!” Zaknafein answered, and both laughed.
When that died away, the two former enemies stared at each other

from across the bar, very close.
Zaknafein felt comfortable with this new relationship he had

formed. It surprised him to realize that he trusted Harbondair, but he
did. Whatever plot Dab’nay had warned him of did not involve this
man, he was certain.

“How fares Duvon Tr’arach?” Zaknafein dared to ask.
The question seemed to surprise the barkeep.
“He is a better man than he was when he entered House Fey-

Branche, by all accounts,” he at last replied.
“And why do you suppose that might be?”



Harbondair shrugged. “He has seen the inside of a noble house,
with the constant plotting and backstabbing and frontstabbing, but
without the disaster of our own old house. I think perhaps that the
experience widened Duvon’s perspective and has given him a better
appreciation of Bregan D’aerthe.”

Zaknafein nodded, and certainly understood. How he wished that
Malice would set him free, as Matron Byrtyn had released Duvon.

“And what of Harbondair?” Zaknafein asked.
“Still you doubt?”
“I did not say that.”
“Implied,” the barkeep replied. “What of me? I am content, perhaps

more so than I ever was in the centuries I toiled in the house of
Matron Hauzz.”

“The priestesses would call that blasphemy.”
“The priestesses know blasphemy, I agree.”
It was a simple answer, but one with several implications.

Harbondair was very good at that, Zaknafein had come to learn. The
man could distill a lifetime of frustration and subjugation, along with a
giant pile of utter contempt, into four words: “The priestesses know
blasphemy.”

Zaknafein appreciated that talent.
He was glad he had chosen mercy with this one, indeed.
Zaknafein meandered back across the city soon after, to House

Do’Urden and Matron Malice, and there he remained as the tendays
slipped past.

And every day, he rose from his bed and thought that he was a
day closer to death.

And that, at least, was a good thing, after all.
“Wherever is your friend?” Matron Malice asked him one day,

months later.
The question was cryptic and unexpected, but Zaknafein knew at

once that Malice had to be referring to Jarlaxle, who had not been
about House Do’Urden in many months, perhaps more than a year.

“The last I heard of him, he was out of Menzoberranzan.”
“He has returned, two tendays ago, so say the whispers, but he

has not returned to Zaknafein,” Malice remarked, seeming intrigued.
“He knows that you will not let me out, so I am of no use to him.”



“Part of your value to me is that you remain of use to him. I would
keep Bregan D’aerthe friendly to House Do’Urden.”

Zaknafein shrugged helplessly.
“Finish your lessons with Dinin and you may have a night free,”

Malice agreed. “One night.”
“One night and more if Jarlaxle has work for me?”
Matron Malice scowled, and Zaknafein suppressed his grin,

knowing she would concede.
 

Kyorli seemed very much like an ordinary rat, except that his fur was
much cleaner than one might expect for a critter running about the
sewers, sludge, and gutters of Menzoberranzan. To Gromph Baenre,
however, Kyorli was much more than that. He was his familiar, a
companion, even. He was eyes where Gromph could not go, or
where the archmage didn’t want to be seen.

In the second alley behind Narbondel, not far from Gromph’s own
private mansion, Kyorli once again showed the archmage his worth.
As soon as the rat spotted the approaching drow, it had telepathically
contacted the great wizard, who then wasted no time in teleporting
back to the spot. Gromph silently nodded his appreciation to Triel,
who was not there, for his sister had uncovered much in the tendays
since their meeting with Matron Mother Baenre, including, most
importantly, this particular location.

Matron Mother Baenre had privately told Gromph that if he was
going to interdict an Armgo plan, as they had discussed, he should
do so with a potent reminder that he was indeed the archmage of
Menzoberranzan. Gromph would be Matron Mother Baenre’s
unsubtle reminder to House Barrison Del’Armgo and that upstart
Matron Soulez that they were not a threat to the great Baenres.

As soon as he had learned of the location, Gromph had
familiarized himself with every entrance, every hiding spot, every
crevice, along the backs of the three structures that formed this
alleyway. Any ambushers had four ways to get into the alley’s wide
end: one from the street and one from each of the three buildings,
through secret doors.

Except that those doors weren’t secret to Gromph, and he had
already drawn his glyphs and runes about them.



Now, invisibly, he moved about the alley, enacting the magic. One,
two, three, and it was all he could do to keep from laughing at how
beautifully diabolical and insulting his little extradimensional tunnels
might prove.

As he finished the third, he heard movement from down the alley
and turned to regard the approach of a man, moving stealthily and
cleverly among the shadows. Gromph knew him, though not by
name.

He had seen this one with Jarlaxle.
Bait, he figured, and as the assassin moved into the alleyway’s

cul-de-sac, Gromph slid past him and moved out the other way,
down a mostly natural bending corridor, open to the cavern roof, and
out onto the street, not far from Narbondel, and not far from his
home.

He telepathically bade Kyorli to stay nearby so that he could watch
the entertainment through the eyes of his rodent friend.

 
A few days after his unexpected and surprisingly good talk with
Matron Malice, Zaknafein got his chance, and out he went, into the
city, to the Braeryn and the Oozing Myconid. His disappointment
grew as he searched the tavern, to find that neither Jarlaxle nor his
lieutenants, or even Duvon Tr’arach, were anywhere about. He
made his way to the bar and waited for a quiet moment when he was
able to speak with Harbondair alone.

“I have heard tell that Jarlaxle has returned to the city,” he said.
“Aye,” the barkeep quietly replied. “I’ve heard the same, and with a

waiting word that he has been expecting you. A messenger came to
me quietly a short while before you arrived, with news that you had
left House Do’Urden this night and were likely on your way to the
tavern.”

“Jarlaxle has been looking for me?”
Harbondair shrugged.
“He informed me that Jarlaxle waits for you now in the second

alley behind Narbondel,” Harbondair explained. “You know the
place?”

“He told you this?”



“Not Jarlaxle,” Harbondair clarified. “The messenger. I have not
seen Jarlaxle, or that strange Oblodran person who is often by his
side, or Arathis Hune, in months.”

“Then who told you? Who is this messenger?”
“An associate, I would expect.”
The hairs on the back of Zaknafein’s neck tingled. Jarlaxle rarely

sought clandestine meetings with him and would normally just be in
the tavern openly inviting Zaknafein to join his table.

“What of Dab’nay?”
“She spends almost all of her time in the house of Matron Soulez

Armgo. She, too, has not been about in tendays, at least.”
“When did Jarlaxle return?”
Another shrug. “I heard he has been back in the city for two

tendays.”
“And you have not seen him?”
“Jarlaxle is ever occupied. Probably in the bed of some matron or

ten.”
Zaknafein nodded and offered an appreciative smile to

Harbondair, who moved off to serve another customer. The weapon
master sat at the bar for a long time, slowly sipping his drink and
digesting the information. Something seemed wrong to him here—
somewhere in the back of his mind, much of what he had just been
told seemed . . . off.

He watched Harbondair as the man went about his business, and
Zaknafein became convinced as he did that the barkeep had been
honest with him.

But honest in reporting what he had been told, not in any truth or
treachery behind it.

“The second alley behind Narbondel,” Zaknafein whispered under
his breath, using the verbal cue to better recall that location, a place
where he had met Jarlaxle and other Bregan D’aerthe associates
before, though long ago.

Out he went, called more by his suspicions than his sense of duty.
As he neared the appointed rendezvous, he circled the area,

looking for agents. He knew their haunts, particularly in areas like
this, where Bregan D’aerthe often met. He found no one about.
Again the hairs on the back of his neck tingled. He recalled then his



last conversation with Dab’nay, where she had warned him of a trap,
though in vague terms.

Nevertheless, Zaknafein started into the alley. Its sides were lined
with boxes and huge sacks, offering plenty of cover for would-be
ambushers. He silently vowed to kill Harbondair if this turned out to
be a trap, but then reconsidered almost immediately. The man had
been sincere, he believed, and had passed along only that which he
had been instructed.

He wouldn’t kill the messenger. But he’d certainly consider killing
the messenger’s messenger.

The alley continued down a dozen strides, bent to the left, then
back to the right, he recalled. Still, he didn’t have his weapons drawn
as he made his way.

He was Zaknafein—his swords in their scabbards were as good as
drawn.

He moved along the bend, then rushed around the sharp right-
hand corner to find the alley dead-ending and empty.

Except that it wasn’t.
“I knew it would be you!” came a familiar voice, and Arathis Hune

leaped down from on high, weapons drawn, landing just a couple of
strides from Zaknafein, who easily spun and blocked, his blades
appearing in his hands as if they had been there all along.

Zaknafein could have moved right in then, pressing the man, as
his parry had left him in an advantageous position. With his skill, he
might have put Arathis Hune on his heels and kept him there until
the end.

But . . . something was wrong here.
He did not advance.
This was not the trap.



Chapter 18
The Words He Knew

Priestess Mez’Barris Armgo stared out to the west from the balcony
of the family’s sprawling compound. Not counting the
extradimensional spaces in some of the other powerful houses,
Xorlarrin and Baenre mostly, House Barrison Del’Armgo was the
largest compound in the city, and certainly greater than the house’s
ranking would suggest.

For all that room, though, Mez’Barris remained in the very same
chair where she had watched the Armgo war parties depart. She
stared longingly toward Narbondel now, its light diminishing to
nothingness beyond the same boulevard where she had watched
Uthegentel move out of sight.

It pained her to see him heading out there, with the dangerous
Zaknafein Do’Urden in his sights, and with that incompetent fool
Dab’nay beside him. How could her mother have sent him with her?
Why not Mez’Barris?

True, Parsnalvi, the house wizard, was also flanking Uthegentel,
and with an enchanted item that had only one specific purpose, but
still . . .

Sometimes young and promising Mez’Barris simply could not
understand her mother.

She didn’t ponder that for long, though, as her thoughts kept going
back to the image of Uthegentel, the house weapon master. He was
not an Armgo by birth. Mez’Barris could only guess at his heritage,



though she was confident that it was not wholly drow. Certainly not!
The man stood well over six feet tall, a height that few drow women
could attain. He was stronger than the women, too—another
anomaly among the drow—and was easily the strongest dark elf in
the city. Even with magical assistance, other men could not match
him, and even with Lolth-blessed spells of physical enhancement,
other women couldn’t, either.

And there was more to him than simple size and strength. As
Mez’Barris considered this, she shivered at the mere thought of him
in his fine black armor and carrying that mighty black trident—armor
and arms suitable for a weapon master of a noble house.

Of House Baenre, even, for that noble rank is where Matron
Soulez expected Barrison Del’Armgo to soon enough be.

Uthegentel, so fast, so strong, so invincible, would be a big part of
that ascent, they all knew. There was something special about him,
and surely the growing reputation of this Zaknafein Do’Urden paled
against the reality of Uthegentel. Uthegentel was possessed of too
much energy for his mortal body, and it seemed to Mez’Barris that
sparks of the stuff, the very energy of life, shot from him whenever
he moved, little lightning pricks to tease and nip. For all his huge
chest and shoulders, and thick arms wound tightly with muscles, the
man moved with the grace of a dancer, so very light on his feet.

Yes, he was more than a mere man, more than a mere mortal, and
Mez’Barris was glad indeed that her mother had not taken him as
her patron. Glad and shocked, for Matron Soulez had demanded that
none in House Armgo ride the man except for Mez’Barris. Oh,
indeed, she sometimes rented him out for breeding services, as she
had with Matron Malice Do’Urden to produce that Briza creature, but
that didn’t bother Mez’Barris. She could not feel envy toward those
who paid for the magnificent specimen with coin.

Mez’Barris took all of that in stride, as well as the teasing she
endured from the other priestesses, both here and out in the city.

“How can you be with a man who is stronger than you?” most
women asked, seeming sincerely aghast at the thought. “It isn’t
natural! Are you sure that you don’t simply prefer the bed company
of women?”



Mez’Barris was sure. Yes, it was unusual, almost unheard of, for a
drow woman to be attracted to a man so physically superior to her,
but Mez’Barris couldn’t deny the thrill she felt when Uthegentel so
easily tossed her up upon his hips, holding her aloft while he took
her, never tiring. He threw her about as if she were a child, but he
knew how to throw her indeed!

She would take their barbs and simply smile, and never let them
all know the power of her lover, and the thrill he could give to her
beyond anything any of them—she was sure—had ever known.

 
Before Arathis Hune put on a mask of rage, Zaknafein thought he
saw a flicker of surprise.

The two fell into a fighting rhythm, blades clanging, each quick-
stepping sidelong to take a good look at the battleground, to seek
advantage.

“‘They will coax you, unexpectedly, and when you are there, you
will find an enemy where you expected a friend,’” Zaknafein yelled at
him, rolling his left hand in and over to send his sword down hard to
block the thrust of Arathis Hune’s.

His opponent leaped back as if expecting a counter, but it did not
come. Perhaps that explained the curious look on Arathis Hune’s
face, Zaknafein thought, but perhaps not, and so he repeated, “‘They
will coax you, unexpectedly, and when you are there, you will find an
enemy where you expected a friend.’”

“‘Stay alive, my only friend,’” Arathis Hune replied, his red eyes
sparkling with recognition.

Zaknafein nodded, and together, the men answered, “‘I need you
to stay alive.’”

So they knew.
Movement to the side had the combatants suddenly charging at

each other, then stopping fast and going past, very near. They
hooked arms, the momentum spinning them sidelong, where
Zaknafein leaped out for the right-hand side of the alley, bracing and
vaulting into a somersault that landed him on both his feet, squared
up to a secret door that suddenly opened before him.

Zaknafein heard the telltale clicks and spun sidelong, throwing his
cloak out wide before him to catch the flying quarrels. He managed



to glance over his shoulder, to see Arathis Hune similarly dodging
against a different concealed door directly opposite the one that had
opened before Zaknafein. And from it came a handful of drow
warriors.

From both, Zaknafein saw, looking back to his own portal.
But no . . .
Zaknafein paused, mouth hanging open, for the group charging

him simply disappeared, vanished, as if they had been no more than
an illusion. He spun again, thinking to go to his now companion, but
saw a third door opening, this one from the building at the end of the
alley, and out charged another handful—or was it the same one? He
couldn’t be certain!

But then, those attackers too were gone, simply vanished, and
farther on, Arathis Hune too was suddenly standing alone.

 
“Be done with this puny Do’Urden and come back to me,”
Mez’Barris whispered to the night. The priestess squirmed
uncomfortably and shook her head, still surprised that her mother,
Matron Soulez, had allowed Uthegentel to be involved with this
mission. True, it should not be more dangerous—indeed, not even
nearly as dangerous—as many of the other battles House Barrison
Del’Armgo had waged of late, with overwhelming odds in their favor
this night, but there was a different play here, Mez’Barris knew.

This fight involved Zaknafein Do’Urden, a man Uthegentel had
been watching and planning to battle for more than a century, since
the time when Zaknafein had been the only notable member of a
minor house named Simfray. Mez’Barris understood her lover well. If
he had a weakness, it was pride. There was no way he would stand
behind the others of his war party and allow Zaknafein to be killed,
no chance, even, that he would allow others to engage the weapon
master of House Do’Urden beside him.

This was a kill Uthegentel craved, and with witnesses, that the
word could go out far and wide of his singular and glorious victory.

With Zaknafein properly dispatched, only Dantrag Baenre himself
would stand between Uthegentel and his desire to be named as the
uncontested champion of Menzoberranzan.



“Be done with this puny Do’Urden and come back to me,” she
whispered again, and almost as if in answer, a drow warrior
appeared, then another, a third, fourth, and fifth, materializing in
midstride at the front of the Armgo compound. She tensed, worried
they were under attack as two fell prone, hand crossbows presented,
while the other three moved with perfect precision to follow those
shots into battle.

Just as these skilled warriors had been trained . . . at House
Barrison Del’Armgo.

The five skidded to a communal stop, all glancing about in
confusion, which mirrored her own.

Out of her chair now, Mez’Barris recognized them, warriors of her
own house, one of the three supporting strike teams that had gone
out with Uthegentel’s group of seven.

“What is it?” a voice asked behind her, and she glanced back to
see the priestess Ahlm’wielle, her cousin.

“What?” she asked back.
“You gasped, loudly,” Ahlm’wielle replied.
Mez’Barris pointed over the balcony to the strike team, who were

all up now and moving back into the compound, shaking their heads.
“Something is amiss.”

“One of the war parties has returned?” Ahlm’wielle asked
incredulously, but she quickly shook off any concern.

“It is still seventeen against two,” Mez’Barris said to calm herself.
Ahlm’wielle wagged her finger and shook her head, correcting

Mez’Barris with “Eighteen against one.”
Mez’Barris started to agree, but stopped when, out of the corner of

her eye, she saw a second Armgo war party appear, again as if they
were charging into battle and had taken a wrong dimensional turn.

Then a third party joined the other two, fifteen Armgo warriors now,
all confused, all out of the battle.

Mez’Barris leaned over the rail, peering all about for the fourth
team, Uthegentel’s team.

“Eight against one,” she whispered to herself, trying to calm her
very real and growing fears.

It didn’t sound quite as good to her.
 



“A ruse!” Zaknafein cried as he completed his turn, to see a handful
of warriors charging down the alley. Zaknafein surely recognized one
in particular, a giant of a drow with spiked white hair and golden pins
stuck through his cheeks. Yes, he knew of Uthegentel—everyone in
Menzoberranzan knew of the beastly weapon master of House
Barrison Del’Armgo—and that clarified all of this to him. For Dab’nay
had played a role in this, he believed . . . or she had used her
connections with House Barrison Del’Armgo to warn both him and
Arathis Hune.

But why? How did it make sense that she had warned them both
in such a manner that might have them killing each other before the
ambush had even begun?

He didn’t have time to sort any of it out, for in came four warriors,
with Uthegentel hanging back. Two charged right in at Zaknafein and
Arathis Hune, the other two flanking left and right to box in the
intended victims.

Zaknafein and Arathis Hune turned back-to-back—they had
practiced this technique many times, as had all of Jarlaxle’s band—
any enmity between the two forgotten . . . for the moment, at least.

Zaknafein’s turn had him intercepting the back two, the ones who
had flanked, for with his two long blades, he was better able to parry
against enemies coming in from either side. He heard the clash of
metal behind him before he blocked, Arathis Hune working his sword
and dagger to halt the charge of the middle pair.

Out went the weapon master’s sword to the right. Out went his left-
hand blade, and he followed that parry with a quick step and turn,
nudging Arathis Hune as he went, signaling the man.

Arathis Hune, too, went left, the pair circling, and so the warrior
chasing Zaknafein from his right side had to halt and scramble to get
his blades in line to meet the new foe. Similarly, the Armgo warrior
pressing Arathis Hune from his right side now got a face full of
Zaknafein, the weapon master first thrusting long to push his initial
attacker back, then coming in with fury on the new opponent.
Zaknafein worked his blades hard, down-angling the stabs to force
the man further off balance. He almost had him but had to relent and
quarter-spin back the other way to engage the charge of his initial
opponent.



Round and round went the pair, building a rhythm, coming almost
all the way back to their original back-to-back position—almost, but
not quite, for there, they suddenly reversed, and this time,
Zaknafein’s abrupt shift caught that original opponent clearly off
guard, and the weapon master was sure he had a clear hit.

But he heard a stumble behind him, and a cry from Arathis Hune,
and had to cut short his attack to help his ally. Zaknafein lifted an
enemy blade just in time for the tumbling Bregan D’aerthe assassin
to go rolling out of the melee. Arathis Hune came right back to his
feet, blades at the ready, but none of the four attackers had pursued.

Zaknafein recognized it first, and fast, and a good thing that was!
He put his legs underneath him and leaped straight up into the air,
way up high, tucking his legs to avoid two stabs and a vicious slash.
Up above the blades of his three immediate enemies, the fourth still
falling away from Zaknafein’s reversal, Zaknafein kicked out left and
right. One of his targets got his sword up fast, cutting a gash in
Zaknafein’s shin, but the weapon master accepted the sting gladly,
for both of his boots found their marks, kicking each of the two in the
face.

One went flying away, straight to the ground, where his head
cracked loudly on the alleyway stone, blood flowing immediately. The
other staggered back, dazed, his sword wet with Zaknafein’s blood,
but his nose pouring his own.

The third of the group stood alone against Zaknafein, his friend
fast returning. But not fast enough. Zaknafein feigned to the right, the
obvious move with another enemy closing so fast from the left, but
with stunning courage, the confident Zaknafein went left instead, his
blades working furiously, batting aside his surprised enemy’s thrusts
and stabs, working over and down in a sudden and brutal frenzy.

He got the man in the chest, a deep stab, just as the other, his
initial opponent, came in at his back.

Without missing a movement, Zaknafein let go of his blades,
caught them in backhand grips, and began stabbing them out behind
him in rapid and brutal succession.

The poor enemy behind him had never seen such a technique or
such fury and had to parry and dodge as surely as if the weapon
master had been facing him.



So strong was Zaknafein’s grip, so sure and quick and balanced
his reverse stabs, that no parry could move the blades far enough to
one side or the other to slow his rhythm. And finally, inevitably, the
Armgo drow missed a parry and caught the sword tip in the gut.

Zaknafein whirled about, the bloody-nosed fellow coming in fast to
join his gut-stabbed companion. Before he ever got there, though,
the Armgo drow found himself alone, as Zaknafein worked his right-
hand blade over and down, taking the cringing and wounded drow’s
swords low with it. Over that descending blade went Zaknafein’s
right hand, the weapon master stepping forward and putting all of his
weight behind a heavy pommel punch to the face.

Three down.
Zaknafein leaped ahead and dove into a roll, coming around as he

did to return to his feet facing his last opponent. As he rose, he noted
Arathis Hune engaged with Uthegentel, the assassin twisted and
low, pulling the front of that mighty black trident down with him.

So Uthegentel hit him across the face with the butt end of the
weapon. It didn’t seem so solid a blow to Zaknafein, but Arathis
Hune went flying back and to the ground. He tried to rise, staggered,
then simply fell over.

Zaknafein focused on the drow nearest, not wanting to battle this
one and that powerful weapon master together. The Armgo warrior
fell back, though, blood still dripping from his nose, wanting nothing
to do with Zaknafein.

As he moved toward the alleyway exit, Zaknafein noted two more
enemies and realized that he was doomed. He should have focused
on the man standing there, he realized, but he could not, for he knew
the other.

Dab’nay Tr’arach.
She had indeed betrayed him.
He’d deal with her later, he thought, but winced as he did, for not

only was Uthegentel Armgo now closing on him, but another Armgo
warrior might get back up to join in, and worse still, the man standing
beside Dab’nay was certainly a wizard, given his decorated robes,
and almost certainly a high-ranking wizard in a house known to have
powerful arcane spellcasters.



Zaknafein hated priestesses of Lolth above all, but loved to fight
them.

He hated fighting wizards.
Wizards cheated. They could melt him or shock him to death or

freeze him or send him to some far-off horrid plane before he ever
got close enough to strike.

Even worse, now he couldn’t go after that one, accepting (and
hopefully avoiding) a single spell before closing to melee range.

No, Zaknafein had a bigger problem, in the form of the biggest
drow he had ever seen.

Uthegentel’s approach surprised Zaknafein, for it was not bullish.
He came at Zaknafein in measured steps, that huge trident handled
like a short spear in his right hand, left hand out wide to complete the
balance of his crouched stance. It didn’t take Zaknafein long to
understand why the powerful drow kept that second hand free, for
Uthegentel put the trident through a series of spins and handoffs
back and forth, the long weapon rotating in a blur before him,
creating a wall of defense.

In the few heartbeats it took Zaknafein to figure out the unorthodox
maneuver, the big man almost got him, stopping the blur suddenly,
and in perfect alignment to thrust that three-tined weapon fast for
Zaknafein, center torso.

Zaknafein had no time to dodge to either side, couldn’t back up
fast enough to escape the extended reach of the weapon, and
simply wasn’t strong enough to block the trident cold. The veteran
weapon master, ever a student of the arts martial, understood all of
that without thinking it. His muscles understood it; every bit of him
understood it. His swords, weapons stolen from the armory of
Uthegentel’s own house, came up vertically before him, perfectly
aligned to take the trident between the tines, and as the immensely
strong Uthegentel drove through the block, Zaknafein kept his feet
planted but fell back, bending at the knees.

Down, down, he went, so low that his shoulder blades nearly
touched the ground. Uthegentel retracted, obviously to re-angle the
trident downward at the low-bending weapon master, but before he
could even do that, Zaknafein came back up a short way, then
stopped abruptly and, with perfect muscle control, transferred his



momentum fully into his legs, leaping out backward, backflipping to
land on his feet.

And, angled forward, he came right back in with blinding speed,
leaping up and stomping down on the trident to drive it lower, his left
foot lifting and kicking out ahead to slam Uthegentel in the face.

The bulky Armgo weapon master staggered back a step, but
shook it away, seeming more surprised than hurt, and with fantastic
agility and speed, Uthegentel got his trident up in time to fend off
Zaknafein’s ensuing sword barrage.

But Zaknafein had the advantage now and pressed ferociously. On
his heels, Uthegentel cut a powerful two-hand parry, then kept the
trident in his right hand, his left going to his belt and producing a net.

Zaknafein had heard about this second weapon, a net magically
strengthened and enchanted to attack its target on its own.

Uthegentel swept his left hand across and Zaknafein could sense
the net as if it were a sentient animal, biting at him. But he didn’t
relent—he couldn’t relent. On he pressed, swords banging against
that trident in rapid succession, Zaknafein pushing ahead.

Again Uthegentel swept the net across, this time letting it fly.
Zaknafein hit it a dozen times, his blades angling perfectly to stop

the magical item from widening to grasp at him. The net flew past
harmlessly, and Zaknafein went right back in at the hulking drow,
furiously striking, stabbing, slashing—anything to keep Uthegentel
back on his heels. He didn’t know if he could finish Uthegentel then,
but he certainly had stolen the advantage.

But then . . . he missed, Uthegentel cleverly dipping his trident,
then coming back in behind Zaknafein’s left-hand slash across to
stab hard.

Zaknafein’s right-hand sword swept in to deflect as he spun
desperately, dropping his left foot back and circling backward right
around, and again, his balance perfect, he regained the upper hand.

“Enough!” he heard from the alleyway, from the wizard.
Expecting a devastating spell, Zaknafein went tumbling away

defensively, throwing his magical piwafwi cloak about him as a
shield.

But the wizard wasn’t casting a lightning bolt or missiles of magical
energy, and wasn’t aiming at Zaknafein anyway. He held a small rod



out before him horizontally in both hands, then simply snapped it in
half, releasing the encapsulated dweomer.

Uthegentel roared in protest, but his voice warped as his physical
form wavered, flapping like laundry in a strong wind.

The wizard likewise distorted and twisted like some empty fabric,
and both were gone, poof, leaving Zaknafein, four wounded Armgo
soldiers, Arathis Hune (who was still inexplicably facedown on the
ground), and a shocked and clearly terrified Dab’nay standing in the
alleyway’s open exit.

The priestess shook her head slowly, staring at him, mouthing
something he could not hear—but Zaknafein was confident that she
was not trying to cast a spell. Her shoulders trembled slightly,
perhaps from sobs.

“Well, we won and you are deserted,” Zaknafein said to her,
flipping his bloodied swords, deftly rubbing them across the clothes
of the nearest body to clean them, then returning them skillfully to
their sheaths. He glanced to the side to see a wounded Armgo
warrior crawling for one of the alleyway’s exits. “Did you really
believe that you could succeed at this, priestess?”

“Yes, Dab’nay the Unthinking,” Arathis Hune chimed in. Zaknafein
hid his smile, but he was not surprised. “Did you expect a different
outcome? Do you think Jarlaxle would elevate fools to his side? We
knew. Of course we knew! And if you ever hoped to ascend in
Bregan D’aerthe, you should have anticipated that Zaknafein and I
would be three steps ahead of your deceptions.

“First,” he continued, “I knew that you have been bedding
Zaknafein for a long time, but for your own gain. Second, that gain is
a product of elimination, both of us out of your way, and how
convenient that Jarlaxle is not around. For with him near, we could
not engage, of course. And where is Jarlaxle this night?”

Dab’nay’s gaze never left Zaknafein, her stare locking his and
holding it fast.

“Third,” Arathis went on, quite confidently it seemed, “you have
been courting the favor of the particularly vicious Soulez Armgo.
What gain might Dab’nay find by eliminating one of us, when
eliminating both would put her by Jarlaxle’s side in Bregan D’aerthe?



Jarlaxle who is, by the way, out of the city on business with the
Armgos, of course!”

Zaknafein saw a slight shake of Dab’nay’s head, but it was clear
that the woman was defeated here, wholly so, emotionally so. She
didn’t even have the heart to argue, it seemed to the perceptive
Zaknafein.

“Three steps ahead,” Arathis Hune reiterated lightly, tauntingly.
“And now your intended victim will put the blade to you.”

Zaknafein noted a flare of sudden confusion in Dab’nay’s red
eyes.

He wasn’t surprised by it.
 

Her overriding feeling was guilt, not fear. Dab’nay fully expected that
she was about to die—her feeble repertoire of spells couldn’t begin
to protect her from either of these skilled killers, let alone both.

Strangely, though, she almost welcomed that. All of this had
churned at her for so long, tearing her apart inside. She didn’t want
Zaknafein dead! She didn’t even want Arathis Hune killed. But her
situation had been wholly untenable.

So she had chosen. The only choice she could make, she had
believed.

But she had chosen wrong, and so now would pay.
She noted Arathis Hune rising farther down the alley, behind

Zaknafein. She noted the stealthy approach of the man and thought
it curious, then more curious still when he angled not for her, but for
Zaknafein’s back, his dagger bared and in hand!

And Zaknafein was staring at her.
“Six steps,” the weapon master corrected Arathis Hune, and

Dab’nay gasped aloud at the speed of Zaknafein’s arms coming up,
swords with them in backhand grips. At first she thought he had
tossed the left-hand blade, spinning, but then realized that he was
simply flipping it over in his grasp as it went, up and over his left
shoulder, even as his right-hand sword stabbed out hard behind him.

She saw Arathis Hune dodge slightly, but still come in for
Zaknafein’s back.

But that left-hand sword of the weapon master! Somehow, he had
brought it over, turned it over, and now swept it across behind him to



intercept the assassin’s dagger.
Dab’nay could hardly keep up with Zaknafein’s movements, his

sword coming back up over his right shoulder, high over his head
and around, even as he began his leftward turn. She expected that
high blade to come sweeping all the way around—Arathis Hune did,
too, she realized from his movement—but no! Instead, Zaknafein
flipped it again as it passed before him and expertly turned it to stab
straight out behind him with a backhand grip, as his other blade had
done earlier.

And he was still turning, and now it was his right-hand blade that
went up, then came slashing down as he completed the move, the
brilliant move, a move that should have been two extensions too
long, but had been executed so perfectly, so swiftly, that even the
uncommonly skilled victim appeared mesmerized.

Arathis Hune did manage to throw himself back to his right and
down, saving himself from decapitation.

But he staggered, for the blade had hit, and he clutched at the side
of his neck, where a fountain of blood had already begun to spurt.

“Six steps ahead, not three,” Zaknafein said again. “You forgot to
mention the first of them: that it was Arathis Hune who used the
Oblodran mind magic in an attempt to allow Duvon Tr’arach to defeat
and kill me. Jarlaxle’s actions in giving me his eyepatch showed me
the truth of that treachery.

“Fifth, this last planned assassination that you would have me
believe was the act of Dab’nay alone.” The weapon master laughed,
as if the very notion was absurd. “You knew of Dab’nay’s efforts with
the Armgos because she is not the only member of Bregan D’aerthe
who has recently parlayed with them. For why would they wish
Arathis Hune dead? What gain to them? And if you knew, as you just
said, that it was they, the Armgos, who had arranged for Jarlaxle to
be out of town, then you knew Jarlaxle was away. So why did you
come here?

“And finally, you betrayed yourself in this beyond doubt, assassin.
In our fight with the foursome. For Arathis Hune does not stumble.”

Arathis Hune stared at him, eyes wide. He slumped down to one
knee, then had to put his free hand to the ground for further support,



for as tightly as he might hold the wound, he could not fully stem the
spurting blood.

Dab’nay could save him. She slid her thumbs across her fingers
anxiously as she considered a spell of healing. But still, she stared at
Zaknafein, trying to take some measure of the man.

She began to cast her spell, but stopped as Zaknafein
approached, blade leveled at her throat.

She expected to die.
“Webs over webs over webs,” he said, bringing the sword tip to the

tender flesh of her throat.
Dab’nay swallowed hard. Back behind Zaknafein, Arathis Hune

slumped to the ground, the blood pooling.
Zaknafein retracted his sword and spun it over, sliding it and its

partner blade into their respective sheaths once more. “I cannot pay
the price of your head,” he said. “Jarlaxle will sell you to the Armgos
—he is likely doing so even now, in his current dealings with Matron
Soulez. I wonder if she will buy you only to blame you for her losses
this night.”

“Then kill me,” she whispered.
Zaknafein started to reply, but stopped and simply shook his head,

his expression empty.
“I am sorry,” she whispered, the words barely audible. “I have not

your courage.”
She noted Zaknafein’s wince but couldn’t begin to decipher it.
The weapon master ran past her, down the alleyway and out into

the Menzoberranzan night.
Dab’nay took a deep and steadying breath, then rubbed her

fingers, thinking to heal Arathis Hune.
Too late.



Chapter 19
When the Blood Dried

“He died,” Matron Soulez scolded Dab’nay, who was now officially
Dab’nay Armgo, and a priestess of House Barrison Del’Armgo, and
no longer affiliated with Bregan D’aerthe, formally or otherwise.

For all the good that did her.
Dab’nay licked her lips, but didn’t verbally respond, not quite sure

what Matron Soulez would want her to say. One of the four warriors
of the group to which she had been assigned had indeed succumbed
to his wounds, because after Dab’nay had checked on the dying
Arathis Hune, she had discovered that for this one, too, it was too
late for any healing spells to make a difference.

However, Dab’nay’s instructions upon journeying out with that
group had been explicit and unbending: she was to heal Uthegentel
alone. Her limited repertoire of spells was to be used on the prized
weapon master, Matron Soulez had told her repeatedly. The others
were expendable, and now, one had been expended.

“Our great weapon master has taken the measure of Zaknafein,
and one of Jarlaxle’s lieutenants is dead,” she meekly replied to
Matron Soulez’s unceasing scowl.

“Never speak of that fight,” Matron Soulez told her in a tone
brooking no debate and promising the severest of consequences
should she disobey.

Dab’nay lowered her gaze to the floor and gave a slight nod. She
understood, surely. By all estimation, Zaknafein had been gaining



the upper hand on Uthegentel. Barring something dramatic,
Zaknafein Do’Urden would have won that contest. Matron Soulez
didn’t want that to become public knowledge, of course.

“Leave us,” Soulez told Dab’nay when another priestess,
Mez’Barris, entered the room.

“He is angry about the extraction,” Mez’Barris informed her mother
as soon as Dab’nay was gone.

“Of course he is. And you should take care of your desired patron,
that his arrogance doesn’t get him killed. He might have lost, likely
so, according to the five who witnessed the fight. We have
underestimated this Do’Urden weapon master. I hope the same does
not hold true for that Matron Malice creature.”

“Uthegentel is young,” Mez’Barris protested. “Zaknafein was
finished with Melee-Magthere before he was ever born. He hasn’t
the man’s experience, surely not in actual combat.”

Matron Soulez laughed at her and waved her silent. “One day, my
beautiful Uthegentel will be done with Zaknafein,” she agreed. She
noted that her daughter wanted to reply but couldn’t seem to speak
her mind here.

“You think that we should be rid of Zaknafein now, by any manner
we can find,” Matron Soulez reasoned.

“He makes Matron Malice’s family far more formidable,”
Mez’Barris replied.

“Perspective, my daughter. We are not ready to war with House
Do’Urden.”

“We would destroy them!”
“Of course, but in so doing, we would be telling Matron Mother

Baenre and the others on the Ruling Council the truth of our power.
So many think to cow their enemies by showing their full strength.
But they are wrong. Never forget that, my daughter. Revealing the
great power of your army reveals, too, the limitation of that power
and hints at how others might work around it to wound you.

“We will let Matron Malice keep her plaything, for now, but let us
make it clear to Zaknafein that his friend Jarlaxle did little to stop this
lethal ambush, though Jarlaxle knew about it.”

“Jarlaxle did not know until the battle was over,” Mez’Barris
replied, but Matron Soulez’s sigh and scowl reminded her that the



truth was what they made others believe, not what had actually
transpired.

That, more than anything else, was the way of the drow.
“Jarlaxle and his band of rogues are far too cozy with Matron

Mother Baenre, and Jarlaxle’s personal friendship with Zaknafein
is . . . troubling. I’ll not have Matron Mother Baenre interjecting
herself into any fight we might find with House Do’Urden.” She
paused and snorted, her lips and eyes narrowing. “And we both
understand how badly Matron Mother Baenre, mother of that
pathetic Dantrag, would like to see our beloved Uthegentel removed
from the conversation.”

 
“You’ve long been told that there would be a price,” a clearly
unhappy Jarlaxle said to Zaknafein a few tendays later, after
returning to the city to learn that his oldest companion and trusted
lieutenant was dead.

“So was he, and that did not deter his blade,” replied Zaknafein,
nursing a heady ale. “Only my own blade did that, and from behind,
as one would expect from a true coward.”

“You believe that your sense of honor serves you well here? I am
amazed that you are still alive.”

“Sense of honor and a lot of preparation against those I know do
not share it,” Zaknafein clarified.

Jarlaxle bit back his retort and thought back to the times he had
witnessed Zaknafein’s peculiar practice sessions, where the weapon
master had worked tirelessly at that one seemingly too-long
combination involving the over-the-shoulder parry, followed by the
repeated backward thrusts to cover the sweeping killing blow.

“Still, I warned you, both of you, that such a battle would prove
expensive to the winner,” Jarlaxle insisted.

“Take it out of the gold you received for Dab’nay Tr’arach,” came
the sarcastic reply. “Pardon, I mean Priestess Dab’nay Armgo.”

Jarlaxle had no immediate answer. Zaknafein wasn’t supposed to
know that.

“We cannot go to war with House Barrison Del’Armgo,” he said at
length. “They are far more powerful—”



“We?” Zaknafein interrupted simply, and the question rang with a
finality to both of them.

The weapon master finished his drink in one great gulp, then
pulled himself up from the table and left the Oozing Myconid, never
to return.



Part 4
The Afflicted

I have learned so much from Grandmaster Kane in such a short
period of time. I have learned to control my body, even to view my
body, in ways I never before imagined. It is a vessel for my
consciousness, and one that I can explore more deeply than ever did
I know. I can manipulate my muscles to turn my hands into daggers,
to stand strong against hurricane winds, even to the point where I
can work my muscles individually to expel the venom of a snake or
the poison of a dagger from the wound that introduced it.

I have learned angles of attack and defense superior to those
taught to me in my years at the drow academy, or even under the
tutelage of my father. Perhaps even more importantly, I have learned
to anticipate the exact deflections of blocking angles, so that a
simple turn of my hips will allow the striking sword to pass
harmlessly, guided by a subtle block by my own scimitar, or even by
my hand.

My time with the Grandmaster of Flowers has been such a
marvelous exploration, within and without. The world around me, my
friends around me, my wife, my coming child are all different to me
now, and in a more marvelous way by far, as if the negative impulses
of jealousy, fear, and reactive anger have no way through the
budding embarrassment I feel for even considering them. The
journey is grander, lighter, and more profound all at once.



This, the larger picture of the world and multiverse about us, is the
secret to Grandmaster Kane’s always-calm demeanor, and his
always-glad and always-humble aspect. He has come to know his
place, and not in any diminishing way. Nay, far from it!

So, as I consider my time with Kane and the lasting effects of
those experiences, I can say without reservation that the most
important and precious thing I learned from him was gratitude.

I am grateful every day—to strive for that in every moment is to
seek perfection of the soul, in much the same way I have spent my
life seeking perfection of the body, of the warrior. Now I have learned
to join those two things . . . no, four things—mind, body, heart, and
soul—into a singular endeavor. To raise a hand in deflection of an
incoming spear is to understand the movement and to hone my
muscles to the required speed and reaction, of course, but such
training without discipline and an understanding of the moral
implications of such battle, even the spiritual repercussions of such a
fight, makes one . . . Artemis Entreri—and worse, the Artemis Entreri
of old.

There need be a reason, more than a simple justification, and
when you understand that all is one, those reasons crystallize more
completely and give strength to your battle, strength at once
physical, intellectual, emotional, and philosophical.

The complete warrior is more than one trained in exact and perfect
movements. I have known this for a long time. Once I told Entreri
that he could not beat me, not ever, because he did not fight with
heart. Now, after seeing Kane, after being humbled by this man who
has become so much more than human, I better understand my own
words to Artemis Entreri on that long-ago day. They are sentiments
that Kane could have very recently spoken to me, leaving me with no
honest recourse.

Yes, I am grateful to Kane, Grandmaster of Flowers of the
Monastery of the Yellow Rose, and that which inspires my greatest
gratitude is the widening perspective regarding everything about and
around this consciousness I call self, regarding life itself, regarding
reason itself, that reminds me to be grateful, and to learn, ever to
learn.

This is our way.



This is our purpose.
This is our joy.
Our eternal joy.

—Drizzt Do’Urden



Chapter 20
Flotsam

The Year of Dwarvenkind Reborn
Dalereckoning 1488

“Get up!” he heard from far, far away. “Wake up, ye shark food! Get
up!”

Cold water splashed his face and ran up his nostrils, and he was
vaguely aware of his own choking, that he simply wasn’t getting
enough air.

His sensibilities returned a bit more and he felt himself swaying,
rolling with the undulations of the cold water about him. He crashed
into something hard, shoulder and head, but it was a dull thump,
again as if it had happened far, far away. He became aware of the
sensation of falling, slowly, so slowly.

Something, someone, grabbed him roughly by the hair and yanked
him back up, and again he felt the water splashing about his face
and up his nose and in his mouth, and again he heard the pleading,
and understood now that it was a woman’s voice.

Then he was rising, and what he felt more keenly was the water
running off him, the change of pressure on him as he came out of
the liquid and the rolling waves splashing at him lower and lower on
his body. He sensed that he was up in the air—was he dead?

That thought brought Wulfgar back to his senses, and he opened
his eyes to find himself floating above the ocean, just above the side



of a small dinghy, where a woman, Bonnie Charlee, grabbed at his
legs to pull him into the boat. As soon as he was over the craft, he
fell, and fell hard, crashing down into the small boat. It should have
hurt more than it did, he somehow understood, but his body was
numb, his feelings still distant. He rolled over, barely aware of his
groaning, and there saw another person in the boat: Kimmuriel.

“Ye couldn’t’ve let the fool down a bit easier, then?” Bonnie
Charlee scolded.

“I could have let you hang over the side, holding him by the hair
until he drowned,” Kimmuriel answered, and Wulfgar thought the
words and the dispassionate tone so perfectly typical.

Wulfgar tried to sit up, but his arms would barely answer his call,
and the moment he moved, a burning agony across his back had
him once more on the deck, facedown, writhing.

“Ah, but he’s going to bleed out and be dead,” Bonnie Charlee
cried. “Be quick and get me that tar.”

Wulfgar was lying in a way that left him staring at Kimmuriel, and
the psionicist gave a little snort and made no move at all. He heard
Bonnie Charlee’s harrumph as she moved over him, collecting the
patch bucket they kept in all the small boats.

“We’ve got to heat it,” she said, looking all around.
“Look in the pail,” Kimmuriel told her, and when she did, she

paused, then glanced up at the strange drow. “It is not so difficult a
task,” Kimmuriel added.

Bonnie Charlee dipped her hand into the goo and brought forth a
blob, which she smeared across Wulfgar’s back. “Ye’ll have quite the
scar, Wulfgar of Icewind Dale,” she said, “but at least ye won’t bleed
out in me dinghy, what.”

“We’ll need him to row as soon as he’s awake,” Wulfgar heard
Kimmuriel say, but he didn’t see the drow then, for his eyes were
clenched tightly as he fought against the pain of the warm tar
covering his deep, open wound, pulling at the edges of his torn skin.

“Row? He’ll be lucky if he can stand,” Bonnie Charlee replied.
“I . . . can stand,” Wulfgar said through gritted teeth, and he pulled

himself up to his elbows. He felt as if a sword were still stuck into his
back, stabbing and burning with every twist. He knew he was
poisoned, for he could feel the sickly stuff coursing through him, but



still, with great determination, he got one foot under him and pressed
upward, coming shakily to his feet in the middle of the small boat. He
noted then the parade of sails gliding away from him, heading east
for Luskan.

“First wave’ll knock him over the side,” Bonnie Charlee said,
shaking her head. “He’s not rowing.”

“What happened?” Wulfgar asked, only vaguely aware of the
events that had put him into the sea.

“You missed,” Kimmuriel dryly answered.
“Sank their ship, though,” said Bonnie Charlee. “Margaster ship,

I’m thinkin’, and a fine one. So fine. Now . . .” She shrugged and
nodded her chin off to the side, and out there in the darkness,
Wulfgar could make out the low-riding hull of an overturned ship.

“They took the Heirloom, though, so might’ve been better if ye
hadn’t sunk their boat.”

“Where’s Calico Grimm?”
Bonnie Charlee shook her head.
“He is not our concern,” Kimmuriel interjected. “We are for Luskan,

with all haste. Sit and take up the oars, Wulfgar.”
“He canna’!” said Bonnie Charlee.
Wulfgar fell as much as bent down to the bench seat, and he

winced against the pull and pain as his arms went out to either side
to grip the oars. He paused then, feeling something very
uncomfortable, as if Kimmuriel was trying to get into his mind and
possess him. Purely on instinct, he fought back with all his willpower.

Let me in, fool, Kimmuriel’s thoughts said to him. You’ll not row in
such pain.

Wulfgar didn’t know what to make of that, though despite his
stubbornness and pride, he couldn’t disagree with the drow’s remark.
In that moment of doubt, Kimmuriel slipped into his mind, and before
Wulfgar could expel him, the big man found sudden relief, all of the
pain simply dissolving.

“What?” he asked aloud.
“The pain is in your mind,” Kimmuriel said.
“In my back!” he corrected.
“Your wound is still there,” the drow answered. “Do you feel it?”
That gave Wulfgar pause.



“The abyssal poison is still there, and yes, it will kill you if we
cannot find you some help. Do you still feel it?”

He didn’t. Like the burning pain that had been in his back, like the
numbness in his arms, the poison seemed to him to be no more.
Somehow, Kimmuriel had blocked it all.

“Row!” Kimmuriel scolded him.
Wulfgar took up the oars and gave a great pull, the small boat

leaping away across the dark water.
Bonnie Charlee crawled over and sat down before him. “Sorry

about yer hammer,” she said. “We saw ye caught in the rigging of the
broken mast, but yer weapon fell away to th’ocean floor.”

Wulfgar returned her concern with a comforting smile, and more
comforting than that, the barbarian lifted one of his large hands and
whispered the name of his warrior god. Bonnie Charlee fell back,
and nearly over, when Aegis-fang appeared in the man’s hand.

“Well now, there’s a trick,” she gasped.
“It speaks to the skill of the maker,” Kimmuriel said.
Wulfgar looked to the drow curiously, for that was as close to a

compliment as he had ever heard from Kimmuriel—and one to a
dwarf, no less, to Bruenor, who had crafted the weapon for Wulfgar
those years and years before.

“Now, if you would be so wise as to put the weapon down and take
up the oar instead, perhaps we will survive this night,” Kimmuriel
added. “And do take care when you put it down so that you do not
drive it through the hull.”

Wulfgar offered a sour look at the ever-insulting drow, then took up
the oars with fervor, growling with every powerful stroke. The small
boat raced past the wreckage of many ships, past many men and
women in the water clinging to flotsam and jetsam.

“If you stop for one, we’ll be overrun,” Kimmuriel told Wulfgar and
Bonnie Charlee. “The water is not that cold and they will survive the
night. Their only chance is for us to get to Luskan and send out
ships.”

The drow was correct, Wulfgar knew, but rowing past stranded
sailors (though he knew not which side most of these folks had been
fighting for) pained him deeply. He grew less concerned soon after,
though, when, at a gasp from Bonnie Charlee, who sat facing him



and therefore looking forward past him, he slowed and glanced over
his shoulder.

An orange glow brightened the eastern horizon, and it wasn’t the
dawn.

“It would seem that our enemies are wasting no time,” Kimmuriel
said from the front of the boat.

Wulfgar bore down and pulled harder, each great row lifting the
prow from the water. The tide had turned and was heading back in,
so again, they had following seas. Still, they had a long way yet to
go, and after a while, even mighty Wulfgar needed to rest. He lifted
the oars and swung about on the bench to view the city, close
enough now that he could make out the general outlines of some of
the taller structures.

A good portion of Luskan was in flames, and the armada of enemy
ships sat near in the harbor, catapults and wizards letting fly flaming
pitch and magical fireballs.

“Well, what do we do now?” Wulfgar asked.
“Is the city even fighting back?” wondered Bonnie Charlee.
“Some are, some aren’t, no doubt,” Wulfgar replied. “It’s Luskan,

after all.” He looked straight at Kimmuriel as he added, “Though I’d
venture that the supposed leaders of the city are risking themselves
in battle.”

Kimmuriel didn’t answer, not even an arch of a thin white eyebrow.
Wulfgar hated him.
A separate response came to Wulfgar’s doubts a moment later,

though, in the form of a huge explosion near the northern edge of the
city’s silhouette, a vast fireball stealing the night, then rolling up like a
living mushroom, spewing smoke and roiling flames. Bright flashes
of lightning followed quickly, sharp and punctuating, as if the rising
fireball itself were some strange and magical thunderstorm.

When that ball rolled higher, illuminating the distinct structure
below it, the three on the boat knew exactly the source, however,
with bolts of destruction flying from the branching arms of the
Hosttower of the Arcane, thundering down to the field below to
obliterate the invading forces.

“Your warhammer may kill a demon or a gnoll,” Kimmuriel
remarked. “How many do you think Gromph and his fellow wizards



are melting right now before our eyes?”
Wulfgar didn’t turn away from the spectacle to bother looking at

the strange drow.
“Make for the mouth of the River Mirar,” Kimmuriel said.
“The Hosttower?” asked Bonnie Charlee.
“No. The Dragon Reach and Closeguard Island.”
“It’s overrun, no doubt,” the woman replied.
Kimmuriel shook his head. “Doubtful. There is no easy way into

Ship Kurth. Not at this time.”
“Easier than the Hosttower,” Wulfgar argued.
“Our enemies now know that,” Kimmuriel said. “But they would not

have, and they would have continued across the bridge to the
second island and the magnificent Hosttower, obviously the prize
structure of the city.”

“You assume much,” said Wulfgar. “And if you are wrong . . .”
“There are ways into Ship Kurth” was all that Kimmuriel would

offer as an explanation. “Do as I command.”
Bonnie Charlee started to argue with the psionicist, but Wulfgar

quickly raised a hand to stop her. Kimmuriel didn’t need them, he
knew. The drow could magically walk away from this boat, and could
sink it as he left. Or, even worse, he could get into Bonnie Charlee’s
mind and convince her to dive overboard and swim as far under the
water as she could, and there take a deep breath.

Wulfgar didn’t know Kimmuriel very well, but well enough, he
thought, to believe that the drow would have no qualms at all about
doing exactly that—to Bonnie Charlee, at least, though the barbarian
figured that his own friendship with Drizzt, and so with Jarlaxle, might
stay the psionicist’s devilishness from him.

His reasoning didn’t convince him, though. Not with this one.
Wulfgar obediently put his oars into the water and pulled for a spot

just to the right of the Hosttower, the channel called the Dragon
Reach.

 
Gromph Baenre took a deep breath, blowing out the exertion of
releasing what might have been his greatest fireball of all. He
pondered that as he looked to the field about the Hosttower, littered
with the smoking remains of the pirate horde—demons, gnolls,



humans, goblins, even ogres. An impressive force, though stupid
and ill-guided. They had crossed right past Ship Kurth, the seat of
power of Luskan, to attack the Hosttower.

And now they were dead, or soon to be, every one.
Gromph considered his fireball, enhanced by his growing

proficiency in the magic of psionics. Kimmuriel and the mind flayers
had given him access to deeper concentration, and that purer focus
was leading to some very impressive spells indeed. Never had the
great Gromph imagined that his arcane powers could improve any
further!

Still, he remained somewhat humbled. He had felt the power of the
illithid hive mind flowing through him not so long ago, a force so
magnificent that it had held in check the combined martial and
magical power of all of Menzoberranzan. Then he had helped direct
that barrage into a singular strike, through the body of Drizzt
Do’Urden, to obliterate the physical manifestation of Demogorgon,
the Prince of Demons.

Such power! True and pure! Gromph wanted to feel that again,
and next time, he wanted to be the one creating it.

A lightning bolt flashed down from just above him, from his favorite
nondrow Hosttower associate, the cloud giantess Caecilia. That
lovely behemoth had surprised Gromph repeatedly since the
beginnings of this new order of mages, and now again. She had
claimed that her magic was all divination, illusion, and harmless
conjuring. But when Gromph glanced down at the newest hole on
the field, where her lightning bolt had struck—a deep scar, and one
lined by a trio of corpses of minor demons who had almost made it to
the base of the gigantic, treelike structure—he was positive she was
much more powerful than she had let on.

More lightning rained down from above, many of the Hosttower’s
wizards vying to kill the last remaining enemies on the field. Gromph
glanced to the southeast, across the city, to see the fires and the
continuing battles. He moved to a crystal ball set on a pedestal. The
magic of the scrying device carried to every chamber in the
Hosttower, allowing Gromph to communicate with any of his
associates or with all at once, as he did now. “Enough,” he told them.



“Many more will soon come against us, I expect. Conserve your
power. Caecilia, I would speak with you.”

He ended the magic without waiting for a response. He answered
the knock on his door without question, expecting the cloud giantess.
Instead, he found a Netherese man wearing a look of great concern.

“I did not summon you,” he told Lord Parise, another of the
Hosttower’s associates.

“Summon?” the former leader of the Shade Enclave in the
Netherese Empire asked in confusion. “No . . . I must speak with
you.”

“You have finished your studies regarding the gate?” Gromph
asked him, hoping it to be the case. He and his wizards had one
more duty to perform under their agreement with Jarlaxle and King
Bruenor: to complete the magical portals tying Gauntlgrym with the
three dwarven strongholds of the Silver Marches.

“I was interrupted,” Lord Parise replied, but as he began to
elaborate, he was interrupted again as Caecilia came bounding
down the stairs in the central trunk and turned into the entry hallway
to Gromph’s personal wing.

Gromph smiled as he regarded her. She used spells to keep
herself small enough to easily navigate the corridors of the
Hosttower, but though the dweomers shortened her, they did so in a
distorted manner, reducing her height much more than her girth, so
that she looked like a blue-skinned halfling viewed through a curved
window that made all of her features thicker. Still, the effect wasn’t all
that unpleasant, Gromph thought, and besides, of all the wizards at
the Hosttower, Caecilia was the finest—other than Gromph himself,
of course.

She also knew her place, and remained back when she noticed
Gromph conversing with the Netherese lord.

“You were saying?” Gromph prompted.
“I told you that I had found some runes on the portal’s top piece,

tiny but definite,” Lord Parise explained. “I was down there trying to
make some sense of them yet again—they’re not in old Dwarvish, I
now know—but before I could properly decipher them, I found a
visitor.”

“A visitor?”



“At the portal.”
“From Gauntlgrym,” the archmage reasoned, since that was the

only open magical connection to the portal beneath the Hosttower.
But Parise shook his head. “Not one who came through the portal,

no.”
Gromph arched an eyebrow at that. No one was supposed to be

anywhere near that Hosttower portal without Gromph’s express
permission, which he had not given to anyone. He considered the
possibilities, then said, “Catti-brie?”

Again Parise shook his head. “You should come with me,
Archmage. She was quite insistent that she speak with you, and you
alone.”

“‘She’?”
“From your homeland, I am sure.”
Gromph sighed at that. He thought at first that it must be his

daughter, Yvonnel, but Parise knew Yvonnel, so why would he be so
obviously unnerved? Had one of Gromph Baenre’s sisters come to
speak with him? And why there, at the portal?

He pushed past Parise, heading for the spiral stair. “Follow,” he
instructed both the Netherese lord and the cloud giantess, and down
he led, more angry than intrigued.

That anger turned to something different, though, when he passed
through the last doors to the small side room holding the magical
teleportation device.

“You should move more quickly,” Matron Zhindia Melarn greeted
him.

It took all of Gromph’s willpower to stay an assault, with words or
perhaps even a spell. What was this creature doing here at this
time? And she was not alone, flanked by a trio of other drow women.
One he thought her first priestess, who had previously been a
matron of her own house, Kenafin. The other two were Hunzrins,
including First Priestess Charri. This was no minor entourage.

“You might have noticed that I and my associates were a bit busy.”
“Indeed,” answered Zhindia. “And I will forgive you for so

incinerating my forces. The demons will gate in new ones in short
order.”

“Your forces?”



“Of course.”
“You play dangerous games. This is Bregan D’aerthe’s city, with

the blessings of Matron Mother Baenre.”
Matron Zhindia sighed and snapped her fingers, and two more

drow women suddenly appeared beside her, noticeably naked and
quite beautiful. Too beautiful, and that, along with their absence of
clothing, allowed Gromph to recognize them for what they were:
Eskavidne and Yiccardaria, handmaidens of Lolth.

“You see, Archmage, I would argue that Bregan D’aerthe is the
one playing dangerous games, along with your sister, the matron
mother. Jarlaxle and his rogues—pray tell me that you have not
joined with that wretched troupe—have the blessing of Matron
Mother Baenre, but I, you see, have a greater imprimatur still.”

“What do you want?” Gromph asked sharply, using anger to cover
his nervousness here, and he was indeed uneasy. He loathed
Matron Zhindia above all others, mostly because she was always so
ill-tempered. But now, with the formidable power standing before
him, he saw she was here with the blessing of the Spider Queen,
and his distaste was being quickly replaced by a touch of fear.

“I am not holding you responsible for the misdeeds of your sister
or of Jarlaxle,” Matron Zhindia said.

Fear was in turn replaced with loathing. But Gromph held his
tongue, though he could hardly believe that this fool was speaking so
of the matron mother of Menzoberranzan. Even for Zhindia, such a
remark was remarkable.

She went on. “And I will not allow my minions to cross the second
bridge again to assault your . . . whatever this ugly thing might be.”

“Because you have seen what will happen to them.”
Matron Zhindia laughed at him. “Because this is not your fight,”

she corrected. “You are not even of Menzoberranzan anymore.
Consider that your good fortune. So I allow you to remain out of it,
wholly so. Let Lolth decide who shall reign, the current matron
mother, or the one who delivered to her Drizzt Do’Urden and
Zaknafein.”

Gromph chortled loudly. “All of this over those two insects?
Madness.”



“But not your madness,” Zhindia very sharply replied, poking a
finger Gromph’s way, “as long as you prove that it is not.”

“What does that—”
“Shut down the teleportation portals,” Matron Zhindia demanded.

“Close this one, and do not let the dwarves connect to their other
fortresses.”

Gromph balked.
“You can do it from here, from this Hosttower, which is tied to the

primordial that powers the magical gates,” Zhindia insisted.
“He can,” said Yiccardaria before Gromph could deny it.
“That is my offer, this one time only,” Zhindia told him. “Shut down

the portals, go into your tower, and let this play out. When I am
victorious, and I shall be, there will be no repercussions against you
and your”—she glanced past him to the grayish-skinned human and
the cloud giant—“wizardly order.”

Gromph narrowed his eyes and stared hard.
“Decide, Archmage,” Matron Zhindia insisted.
Gromph glanced back at his fellow wizards. His thoughts spun as

he tried to make sense of any of this. He realized, though, that he
was not being asked to choose between Matron Mother Baenre and
Matron Zhindia. Not yet. Not with this particular task.

If he did as she asked, then surely Jarlaxle would be unhappy with
him, and King Bruenor would be truly outraged, but even if their side
won, what would Gromph care? They wouldn’t war with him,
particularly since he would still hold the key to the entrapment of the
fire primordial.

But if he didn’t do as they asked and Matron Zhindia proved
victorious . . .

Gromph turned back to Matron Zhindia, then looked to the
handmaidens. “Lolth will demand her word be kept?” he asked.

Both laughed, for it was quite an absurd question, given the ways
of the Lady of Chaos.

“She will not be displeased with you, certainly,” Matron Zhindia
answered for them.

Gromph thought it over for another few moments, then nodded his
agreement.



Chapter 21
Bad Spideys

Just looking at it, Drizzt knew that he could not defeat this
monstrous spider creature. He had delayed his retreat from it, certain
that his bow, a weapon that had never failed him, would stop or at
least slow this beast. The arrows had shown no effect at all,
however, and in his shock, the drow ranger had erred, had
underestimated the giant arachnid’s speed, and now it had him.

But . . . it didn’t.
It instead ran right past him, or above him, at least, rambling down

the tunnel’s ceiling as if it hadn’t even noticed Drizzt or the lightning
arrows.

Drizzt stuttered over some words, trying futilely to make sense of
it. Then he kicked Andahar into a run, following the spider creature
down, down, back to the entry cavern. Every now and then, he met a
demon coming up the other way, but a few arrows from Taulmaril
took these lesser monsters down, or wounded them enough for
Andahar to run them down, stomping out the last of their life force.

In the main cavern, Drizzt saw that the spider kept up its pace,
moving up high into the shadows, weaving in and out among the
stalactites up there. Drizzt thought he should ride ahead to warn the
dwarves, and he started to do just that, but an ungodly shriek, a
high-pitched squeal—from the side and not above—had him pulling
up on Andahar’s reins.



A second giant arachnid came into view, this one scrabbling fast
across the floor, heading straight for Drizzt. Living in
Menzoberranzan, Drizzt had encountered thousands and thousands
of spiders, but he had never heard one shriek. A hiss, perhaps, but
nothing like this—this was a scream, unearthly, more demonic than
arachnid.

And it was heading straight for him.
Or perhaps heading past him, Drizzt thought, or wanted to believe,

given his previous encounter.
He trotted Andahar to the side, around a stalagmite, but still in

view of the avenue with the charging spider.
The beast veered, again heading straight for Drizzt.
Drizzt went back the other way around the stone mound, and the

beast changed course, correcting as if locked onto Drizzt.
And it was exactly that, he sensed. It then occurred to him that the

previous beast might have been focused on something, or someone,
else. When this spider screamed again, Drizzt was certain that it was
because it had recognized him and its prey was in sight.

He thought to gallop for the dwarven complex, but he wasn’t sure
the dwarves could hold back even the other creature that was
charging their way. No, something was very wrong here, in both the
sheer power of these creatures and in their apparent single-
mindedness, for why hadn’t the other monster attacked Drizzt in the
tunnel?

He put up his bow and let fly a long shot, the lightning arrow
lighting up the mounds in a weird and beautiful way as it passed. It
struck the spider squarely in the face, but this beast, like the other,
did not slow.

“What are you?” Drizzt whispered, and then he gasped as the
spider returned the volley with a ray of its own, a raging line of fire
shooting down the avenue straight for the drow.

Andahar reacted before Drizzt could, leaping aside, back toward
the entry tunnels. Drizzt didn’t even try to slow the unicorn or pull it
up once it had avoided the attack, rather, urging it on faster even, as
the spider gave chase.

“Bruenor, retreat!” Drizzt screamed as loudly as he could. “Run!”



And Drizzt and Andahar did the same, galloping away from
Gauntlgrym. On impulse, Drizzt turned left as they neared the cavern
wall opposite the dwarven complex, thinking that the tram exit tunnel
might be a better choice. That brought him perilously near the spider,
though, and he braced himself, expecting another fire bolt.

Andahar entered the incline at a full gallop, running between the
tram tracks. Just a short way in, those tracks climbed steeply away
from the floor and rolled over to invert along the ceiling. Drizzt guided
the steed perfectly into the reverse gravity field, but he heard a
sizzling sound behind him and glanced back to see the spider still in
full charge, still not far behind, its giant mandibles arcing lightning
back and forth between them.

“Run, Andahar,” he whispered, bending low beside the unicorn’s
bobbing head.

 
“We got ’em runnin’, boys!” Bruenor roared, leading the charge
across the front of the outer defensive wall, then down the avenue
deeper into the cavern. The demons fled before them, those that
could get away. The rest were trampled by the famed Battlehammer
juicers, or, if they avoided that fate, overwhelmed by hordes of angry
warrior dwarves, the Gutbusters in their ridged and spiked armor
tearing them apart.

Soon enough, all of the area around the wall was cleared, the
demons in full flight, and Bruenor and his charges in pursuit.

A flash far across the naturally pillared cavern seemed
comfortingly familiar to the dwarven king, a missile he had seen a
thousand times before.

“Drizzt’s got ’em, boys!” Bruenor yelled, and he got slapped on the
back of his head for that remark.

“Gals!” Queen Mallabritches corrected.
“Bah! But ye’re all boys to me!” Bruenor said, and when both

Mallabritches and Tannabritches giggled at that remark, Bruenor
stuttered for a response.

Finally, Bruenor threw up his hands in surrender to his playful, if
annoying, wives, and turned back just in time to see the most
tremendous conflagration of a roiling and rising wall of flame he had
ever known, one whose burning licks climbed high into the cavern.



“What in the Nine Hells?” Tannabritches gasped.
Bruenor feared that the old dwarven cliché might prove accurate

this time. Surely he had never seen such a display of lightning power
from anything short of an actual thunderstorm.

“Bwoona! Bwoona!” he heard when he regained his sensibilities,
and he thought he heard something else, the shout of a friend, a call
of “Run!”

“Pikel, what?” he asked, turning to see the green-bearded dwarf
hopping his way, calling his name as only Pikel could.

“Bwoona! Bwoona!”
“Me brudder’s got somethin’ he’s needin’ to tell ye,” said Ivan,

huffing and puffing and struggling to keep up with the animated
Pikel.

“Bad, bad, bad!” Pikel exclaimed.
“Hold!” Bruenor shouted to his forces, a cry echoed by his queens

and then down the line.
“Bad spideys,” Pikel explained.
His face scrunched with confusion, Bruenor looked to Ivan, but the

old yellow-bearded dwarf could only shrug and shake his head.
The answer came a moment later, and not far across the cavern,

though way up high, in the form of a cry from some of the dwarves
still in their stalactite artillery position, followed by another
tremendous explosion. Bruenor and the others looked on in horror as
that distant stalactite crumbled and tumbled, falling the fifty feet and
more to the floor, a quartet of poor dwarves falling with it, along with
their ballista, and something else.

Something huge and radiating evil.
“Bad spidey,” Pikel said again. “Oooo.”
Now Bruenor and the others surely understood, as a giant

arachnid construct flung aside broken stones and pulled itself from
the rubble, shaking off massive boulders as if they were no more an
inconvenience than a pile of dry leaves.

“Run away!” Bruenor and almost every other dwarf in that corridor
yelled in unison, and as one, the dwarves turned and fled—except
for the juicer team.

“No!” Mallabritches yelled at them as they charged at the giant
spider, but the team, Gutbusters one and all, knew their role here,



and that role was to hold back the enemy so that their king and
queens could get away. They roared as one, the juicer rolling and
bouncing along, part battering ram, part rolling pin. Demon husks
flew aside or got crunched beneath the heavy contraption, the
Gutbusters cheering and singing.

Bruenor, being dragged away by his royal guard, glanced back to
watch the last charge to the spider, and saw the beast’s eyes
glowing.

“No!” he yelled, figuring that something terrible was about to
happen, but his voice could not rise above the chorus of Gutbuster
glee.

A ray shot forth from the monster, a long and narrow multihued
cone that widened just enough to encompass the juicer and the crew
behind it.

For a few heartbeats, Bruenor wasn’t even sure what had
happened, for the juicer kept moving, but awkwardly, and the
Gutbusters kept singing, but their chorus had hollowed greatly.

The contraption bounced and jerked from side to side, and then
ran straight on, and Bruenor then understood, to his horror.

Of the ten Gutbusters on the juicer, four had been left behind,
turned to stone and knocked over, and at least one seemed to have
lost an arm, which was still attached to the juicer’s handle!

“By the gods, oh Moradin, where ye be?” Bruenor gasped, and he
winced when juicer and spider collided.

The angled cow-catcher lifted the beast onto its back legs, and for
a moment, Bruenor thought his team might drive it right over—he
almost called for another charge!

But no, the giant spider went up high, above the front of the war
machine, and from there, it spat again, this time a fountain of gooey
webbing falling over the remaining Gutbusters. They thrashed and
fought against the bindings, but they couldn’t get through before the
spider’s eyes began to glow once more.

Bruenor didn’t see it, for he and his escort had turned the corner
and were running along the outside of the wall then, toward the
break across the cavern. He heard nothing, no lightning bolt, no rush
of flames.



But he knew in his heart that none of those Gutbusters were
coming home.

He had crossed the bridge over the small pond and was just about
to the door when the cavern lit up in a sudden and shockingly bright
flash. A moment later came the retort, a grumble of thunder that
sounded more like the exploding volcano he had witnessed from this
very mountain than the crackle of a lightning stroke.

“What in the Nine Hells?” Tannabritches asked again.
“Indeed” was all that Bruenor Battlehammer could answer, and

into his hole he ran.
 

Upside down and galloping along the ceiling now, Drizzt heard the
thunder of a lightning bolt and braced, expecting to be incinerated.
But good fortune was with him, for the spider hadn’t anticipated his
rise and inversion, and the blast, the most stunning and tremendous
bolt of lightning he had ever witnessed, shot past beneath him.

On ran Andahar, up the mountain tunnel. Drizzt could hear the
spider’s skittering behind him, but it was fading as Andahar outpaced
the arachnid behemoth. Drizzt looked back one last time, trying to
sort out his plan. Perhaps he would go out and come right back in
down the other tunnel, though it still troubled him to bring this thing
anywhere near his friends until he better understood its power.

When he looked forward again, despite the pursuit, he slowed his
mouth and nearly shouted out, “Run,” because there before him
were a host of dwarves, set in battle formation, weapons raised.

He held that cry when he realized the truth, but he did keep
Andahar at a trot as he navigated the unicorn through a forest of
immovable dwarves. They had been turned to stone. Right here, in
the tunnel, standing on the ceiling that was magically the floor, one of
Bruenor’s brigades had met a sudden end.

Drizzt fought hard to keep his breath steady, to keep his mind
focused on the task at hand and the course he needed to take.

He came out of the tunnel soon after, Andahar running down the
corkscrew tram rails, then leaping free of them onto solid ground
right beside the destroyed tram station of Bleeding Vines. Drizzt saw
no enemies, but he knew that he was not alone, for he could hear
them out there in the tree line.



Not slowing, he broke left past the other tunnel, then kept going,
out to the west. He heard some movement, even the click of a
crossbow, but didn’t get hit as he moved away at great speed.

Behind him came the spider behemoth, nearly pacing him. Many
times through the rest of that night did Drizzt look back to see the
silhouettes of great trees shaking behind him, some even falling
down, as the spider bulled its way in pursuit.

Andahar wouldn’t tire, and as long as the monster gave chase,
Drizzt had no intention of stopping.

 
“We’ll hold the wall!” Bruenor growled at Jarlaxle after the drow
mercenary had delivered the bad news.

“You’ll not,” Jarlaxle warned.
“Give me your horse,” Zaknafein told him, for the third time. “I will

lead the beast away.”
“Ye’re not even knowin’ if the eight-legged beast’s here for yerself!”

Bruenor scolded.
“Aren’t we?” argued Jarlaxle.
“I’m thinking yer Matron Baenre’s no fan o’ meself,” Bruenor

reminded. “Should I get on the hellhorse with ye, then? Should we all
just run?”

“If we can,” said Jarlaxle, but that brought only a profound scowl
from Bruenor.

“Ye’re not much knowin’ Battlehammers, are ye, sneaky one?”
Jarlaxle answered with a shrug. “It will take a demon prince or a

god to stop these beasts, my friend,” he said.
At that moment, an explosion rocked the great entry hall and

throne room of Gauntlgrym, and shouts of “Breach!” filtered in from
the door, soon followed by fleeing Battlehammers.

Bruenor didn’t see it, though. At Jarlaxle’s mention of divine
beings, the dwarf had rushed over to the great seat of the complex,
the Throne of the Dwarven Gods, and leaped upon it, praying for
insight and guidance. Once before had the gods granted him great
power and strength. Perhaps now they would again.

But no, he knew immediately, even such a moment of giant
strength would not protect him from this horrid creation of the Abyss.
The mortal creatures within Gauntlgrym could not fight it.



Bruenor’s eyes popped open and he nodded.
“We need a plan,” Jarlaxle told him, standing right before the

throne.
The wall of the room shook.
“And quickly,” the mercenary added.
“Give me your horse,” insisted Zaknafein, who stood to the side,

weapons drawn.
Bruenor hopped off the throne, still nodding.
“Bruenor?” Jarlaxle asked.
“What do ye know, me love?” asked Queen Mallabritches.
“Aye, what did ye see in that mind o’ yers?” Queen Tannabritches

agreed.
“What’d ye say it’d take to beat that thing?”
“A demon prince. A god,” Jarlaxle answered.
“Get me five juicers and five teams,” Bruenor told his queens.
“Here?” both asked skeptically, for the wall was shaking again and

it hardly seemed like they had the time.
“Nah, down below,” Bruenor answered, and he looked directly at

Jarlaxle as he finished, “I got a plan.”
 

“Give me your horse,” Zaknafein told Jarlaxle again a moment later,
when they were somewhat separated from the others. “If I am to do
right by my son, that means getting his friends out of jeopardy.”

“You believe you can outrun that thing?”
Zaknafein shrugged. “I think I can try, and that running out there in

the wide open might prove better than letting it corner me—us—
down here in tight tunnels.”

“Bruenor said that he had a plan,” Jarlaxle reminded him.
“You hold great faith in that, it would seem.” Zaknafein could tell by

the way Jarlaxle then looked at Bruenor that perhaps the faith was
not as deep as he had presumed. He saw trepidation on Jarlaxle’s
face.

“Earlier, we asked him to trust us,” said Jarlaxle.
“Earlier, the ones we were putting most in danger were ourselves.”
“Drizzt would trust Bruenor,” Jarlaxle said bluntly. “Will Zaknafein?”
“Will Jarlaxle? I know you. I’ve known you longer than anyone

around here, and so my guess is that you’ve some way out if the



dwarf fails.”
“Truly? I am wounded.”
“You might be,” said Zaknafein. “You keep that horse ready, and if

you leave and cannot take me with you, you’d do well to drop it for
me so that I have a chance to get out as well.”

“Wouldn’t I do better in making sure that you can’t escape? I
mean, given your attitude.”

“Good point,” Zaknafein replied. “But you’ve known me long
enough to realize that I’ll possibly find a way out anyway, and in that
event, you also know me well enough to be certain that I will find
you.”

Jarlaxle gave a great, exaggerated sigh. “Ah, Zaknafein, it is so
good to have you back.”

“More than you know, Jarlaxle. If it weren’t for me being here, that
spider thing would likely be chasing you.”

Bruenor came bounding back toward the pair then, so Jarlaxle just
ended with a “Hmm.”



Chapter 22
. . . Mentormentor . . .

“I cannot see her eyes!” Alvilda Margaster yelled at her cousin
Inkeri. “Her beautiful gray eyes, so shining and pretty!”

“This you think is important at this time?” Inkeri replied with a great
huff. “The whole of the north is open before us.”

“She’s my baby girl.”
“Shut up!” Inkeri yelled at her.
Shut up! commanded another voice in Alvilda’s own head, a voice

like the growl of an angry giant with a mouthful of biting wasps.
“Take me,” Alvilda heard herself saying, but in that demonic voice,

not her own.
“Yes,” said Inkeri, and she quickly pulled off her necklace, a golden

chain set with a large opal, and held it out with one hand while
beckoning to Alvilda with the other.

“Give me your necklace,” Inkeri demanded.
“I give you nothing,” Alvilda argued, or started to, for the words

ended in a strangled garble. They had already swapped necklaces
multiple times before, always at Inkeri’s insistence. She knew not
what game her cousin was playing here, but the demons contained
within the respective phylacteries were not alike, and the one Alvilda
currently held was more powerful by far.

“Give me your necklace or be killed,” Inkeri warned.
Alvilda, her thoughts suddenly jumbled, a pain as profound as a

spear tip stabbing her between her eyes, didn’t even hear the



command. But it didn’t matter, for she had no control of her body
then as the beast within her moved her hands for her, pulling the
necklace, this one a golden chain set with a large ruby, over her
head.

Alvilda felt the connection break, but by the time she realized it,
her own body had tossed the item to Inkeri, who now stood holding
both, and still presenting the opal to her.

Alvilda shrank back from it.
Inkeri flipped the ruby necklace over her head and set it around

her neck. “Do you think it wise to betray us, sister?” she warned,
using a term that used to be one of endearment and their special
bond. Alvilda was her cousin, not her sister, though they had been
raised side by side.

“You gave her the bracelet,” Alvilda accused, holding fast to her
outrage.

“And the being within it will protect your baby Sharon in these
dangerous times.”

“No!” Alvilda yelled back. “No, a hundred times no! It took her
eyes.”

“It did not take them,” said Inkeri.
“Who is it? What fiend?” Alvilda demanded.
“I do not know,” Inkeri admitted, but in that other voice, the giant’s

voice, the voice that had been in Alvilda’s head when she had worn
the necklace. “It does not matter.”

“How can you say that?”
“Put on the necklace,” the demon within Inkeri warned, and to

accentuate the point, Inkeri began to thicken then, her limbs
becoming huge and powerful, her hair growing wildly and turning
orange, her face becoming that of an orangutan.

“And if I do not?” Alvilda stuttered.
The words were barely out before the creature standing before

her, no longer Inkeri but a greater demon known as Barlgura, rushed
forward with frightening speed and grabbed her like a child’s rag doll
in one massive, and massively powerful, hand. It lifted the necklace
up to place over Alvilda’s head, and the woman reflexively tried to
block it.



Barlgura squeezed powerfully, taking the breath from Alvilda, who
crumpled to her knees and curled forward, trying to alleviate the
pain. She felt a rib snap. She felt her heart being squeezed.

The necklace went over her head, and Inkeri—and suddenly it was
Inkeri again—let her go.

“This is no game, sister,” Inkeri told her as she slumped there on
her hands and knees, gasping against the waves of pain. “And no
time for weakness. We have started a war against powerful enemies,
and with powerful allies who are less merciful than those we battle.
You cannot change your mind.”

Alvilda looked up at her pitifully. “Sharon is my little girl,” she
whispered, and every word hurt.

Shut up! demanded a voice in her head, one that sounded like the
growl of a starving feral dog.

Alvilda closed her eyes. She knew this demon, her new possessor,
a six-limbed glabrezu, with four arms, two of them ending in pincers
that could cut a man in half. She had seen Inkeri transform into the
fiend on more than one occasion, and never with pleasant
consequence. Indeed, every time Inkeri had let the glabrezu come
forth, she had not, by her own admission to Alvilda, been able to
coax it back into the phylactery until it had torn some person
asunder.

“Sharon’s bracelet protects her,” Inkeri said calmly. “And the
necklace hanging about your neck protects you. Do not make me
repeat this lesson.”

Alvilda watched as Inkeri left the drawing room of House
Margaster. For all of the other problems, she wasn’t angry that Inkeri
had swapped necklaces with her. The one she had been wearing
contained a beast more cunning and powerful than this one, she was
certain.

Perhaps she could control this one.
She felt inside the laughter of the dog-faced glabrezu at that

absurd notion, and the voice now in her head promised, I can make
you kill your little girl.

She cried out, her sobs drowned by the demon’s laughter.
 



“You be telling Lady Donnola that I’m expecting a hundred bottles of
your finest for this,” the grizzled farmer Yasgur scolded Regis and
Dahlia as they sat at his old dinner table in the ramshackle front
room of his old farmhouse. The place was impressive, or had been
in its heyday, as Yasgur had been in his heyday, only a few years
before. Even now, with his health declining, though the lanky man
had barely entered middle age, Yasgur was considered by his
neighbors to be quite the character, and not always in a positive way.
His relationship with Donnola Topolino exemplified that, but even
more, it was rumored that he wasn’t on bad terms with the current
rulers of Luskan.

Any time anyone inquired about such things, Yasgur always and
only replied, “Neighbors are customers.”

Dahlia looked to Regis, who shrugged, unsure of how to proceed.
“I’m sure that Lady Topolino will repay you handsomely with wine

as soon as she can,” Dahlia said, and Regis had to admit that it
wasn’t a lie, after all.

“Hundred bottles,” the thin, large-nosed man insisted. “Going to
throw me a party they’ll be talking about a century after I’m dead and
buried! Invite every bard on the Sword Coast to come and play, and
aye, but we’re going to play!”

“Two hundred bottles, if you invite us!” Dahlia said, and Yasgur
wheezed and whooped so forcefully that the two guests feared he
might fall over dead.

He winked at the woman. “Don’t even make it your best. With that
many, no one will know anyway.”

“The best for me and you, then,” Dahlia promised with a return
wink.

Yasgur laughed, or wheezed, again, and left the two alone.
Dahlia smiled at him as he departed, then turned back to find

Regis staring at her with his jaw hanging open.
“When we get Entreri back, Yasgur there is in for some trouble,”

the halfling said flippantly.
But Dahlia scowled at him and seemed in no mood for humor. The

mere look had the hair on the back of Regis’s neck standing up, and
he marveled at (and was terrified by) how quickly the elven woman



had changed moods, from playfully teasing Yasgur to a chilling
darkness.

“We’ll get him back,” Regis said to her, because he needed to say
something. “If they still have him . . .”

He paused as Dahlia’s eyes widened, then went dangerously
narrow.

“They have him,” Regis stuttered. “I am certain. We will
bargain . . .”

“With what?”
“That is what we need to figure out!” said the halfling, perhaps too

enthusiastically, given the returned scowl.
Dahlia dismissed him altogether, then, taking one last bite of the

stew Yasgur had given them, pushed back forcefully from the table.
“Bargain,” she snorted.

“These types love money above all else,” Regis stammered.
“When they’re dead, we’ll take him back,” Dahlia told him.

“Simpler.”
Regis had to merely nod, for what else could he do? Dahlia was

already out the farmhouse door.
 

Much later that night, Alvilda Margaster padded silently through the
family’s great mansion, easing up to the door of the bedroom where
her daughter, Sharon, slept. Nervously, the woman put her ear to the
door, hoping to hear the rhythmic breathing of sound sleep.

She grimaced, unsurprised, to hear the child’s voice muttering “—
mentormentormentormentor—” in a long, unbroken chain.

Alvilda sucked in her breath and tried not to cry. She pictured her
dear Sharon, with her curly red hair and those sparkling gray eyes
that smiled when she laughed and always seemed to be looking for
a reason to dance.

At least, they had once been gray, Alvilda reminded herself.
Go and kill her, said the voice in Alvilda’s head. The woman

reached up and grasped the bauble hanging on the chain about her
neck, wanting nothing more than to tear it off and cast it away.

But she could not.
Her skin is so soft. It will be easy and then you will worry no more,

her demon told her. She hated this demon even more than the other



—how she hated this one!—for the glabrezu monstrosity seemed to
want nothing more than death and wanton carnage. Its every
whisper to her was a coaxing to murder.

So soft . . . the voice said.
Alvilda pictured her little girl lying there among the pillows. Yes,

she thought, how easy it would be to kill . . .
With a start, the woman rushed away from the door and down the

grand, sweeping staircase and along to the main sitting room below,
where Inkeri sat before the hearth, sipping some strong liquor.

“I want that necklace back!” Alvilda demanded, approaching.
Inkeri, who had started to point to the small table before the liquor

cabinet, pulled back her hand and looked curiously at Alvilda. “Well
met to you, too, dear sister.”

“I want that one back,” Alvilda stated, holding out her hand. “And
I’m not your sister.”

“The ugly ape?” Inkeri asked skeptically, fingering the ruby on the
gold chain.

“If you think it so ugly now, then why did you demand it from me?”
Alvilda asked.

“If you think it not ugly, then why did you so readily give it over?”
Inkeri countered.

Alvilda glared at her, and Inkeri sighed. “I took it because this is
not a barlgura,” she said. “Not any barlgura. No, this is Barlgura
himself, the fiend for whom this type of demon is named. He holds
trust with the great Demogorgon, who was destroyed by the drow of
Menzoberranzan.”

Alvilda stared at her in confusion.
“Not Matron Zhindia Melarn,” Inkeri explained. “The other drow.

Those who once opposed Zhindia, but who will soon learn better.
Sharing my body with Barlgura requires all the politesse I can find,
dear sis— dear cousin, and more than you could manage.”

“You were angry when the other demon—when this demon—failed
you when you thought you had the halfling thief caught in
Neverwinter,” Alvilda accused.

“Do you find your familiar demon too weak, dear cousin?”
Alvilda blanched at that, and even more when the glabrezu added

in her thoughts, Yes, dear cousin, do you? Pray tell.



Truly Alvilda felt trapped here, more than she had ever believed
possible. And since she felt it, so too did the demon, and in her mind,
she heard its laughter.

“I don’t like this one,” Alvilda said.
“I doubt it much likes you,” Inkeri replied without hesitation. “It is a

demon, after all. Do you fancy that Barlgura was much impressed by
you, or that the great fiend cared at all about you, or about me, other
than for what you or I could bring to it?”

“This one wants me to kill my girl,” Alvilda pleaded.
“That’s because it is stupid,” Inkeri replied, but not in her voice. In

the voice of a giant, rumbling and grating and hissing all at once, and
on the edge of a shriek with every syllable. The woman began to
laugh, mocking her, Alvilda knew.

“It compels me!” Alvilda cried.
“Then go,” said Inkeri, in her own voice once more. “Go and kill

your helpless little child.”
Alvilda gasped—the demon within her urged her to obey, and she

even took a step toward the stairs. But there she stopped, seeing
Sharon, her precious little Sharon, coming down.

Not walking down the stairs, she noted.
Floating down the stairs.
“You cannot, but it will be entertaining to watch you try,” Inkeri

teased from her chair. “She is more powerful than you, silly Alvilda.”
The woman hardly heard Inkeri, held fast by the specter of her

white-eyed tiny child floating down the stairs like some ghost or
vampire.

“You cannot, Mummy,” the little girl said in her tiny voice. “Don’t
worry.”

“Cannot?” Alvilda breathed.
“Kill me, Mummy.”
Back behind Alvilda, Inkeri laughed. The demon inside Alvilda

laughed. Sharon came to the doorway and looked at her Auntie
Inkeri, and she too began to laugh, an innocent childish giggle that
seemed so horribly out of place coming from the cherubic face of the
little red-haired girl who had only white where her beautiful gray eyes
used to be. She nodded at Inkeri and kept floating, right out of the
room to the entry foyer.



Alvilda rushed to get in front of her, her back against the door.
“Where are you going?”

“I am already there, of course.”
“What? You cannot leave.”
“I am not,” said the child, but she moved for the doorknob.
Alvilda desperately grabbed the child’s arm.
“Careful, cousin,” Inkeri warned, her voice and expression telling

Alvilda that she was thoroughly enjoying this.
The warning was not without merit, Alvilda knew, but she grasped

Sharon’s arm tightly anyway.
The white-eyed girl looked up at her, smiling, but it seemed to

Alvilda to be a wicked smile indeed.
“Should I make you a cocoon, Mummy?” Sharon sweetly and

innocently asked.
Alvilda blanched. A cocoon. Like the eternal torment Sharon had

put upon the human assassin, Artemis Entreri.
“Don’t leave,” Alvilda pleaded. Her hand grasped nothing at all

then, so suddenly, as Sharon became less than corporeal and simply
walked right through Alvilda and then through the closed front door.

The woman gasped and cried out, then fell to the floor, sobbing.
Her guilt closed in all around her, more profoundly than Alvilda had
ever thought possible, so much so that the waves brought as much
confusion to her as guilt itself!

And in that moment of darkness, she heard a discordant and
sweet sound: her child’s laughter.

What do we care? the vicious glabrezu demon asked in her head.
The creature will be unharmed and will return, you fool. If you lose
your heart, I will devour you wholly and abuse your mortal form until
the skin has fallen from your bones. Then I will find another host.
One strong enough to kill the child.

Alvilda Margaster hardly heard the last threat, for that one word,
creature, assaulted her. Creature. The ugly demon had called her
beautiful Sharon a creature.

“Collect yourself, sister,” Inkeri warned. “Our battle has only just
begun, and I’ve no room for weaklings.”

That threat Alvilda Margaster heard quite clearly.
 



“That hat you wear,” Dahlia said. “It creates disguise?”
Regis tapped his beret and almost instantly appeared as a human

child. Another tap and he was a dwarf, full beard and all.
Dahlia motioned with her hand.
Regis stared at it, at her, doubtfully.
“Give it to me.”
“Not in your future, lady,” the halfling answered.
Dahlia shook the red-streaked black hair from her face and

narrowed her eyes into a threatening glare at Regis. She directed his
gaze with her own, to the house at the end of the lane, and pointed
up at it.

“Artemis, the man I love, is likely in there,” she said. “With your
hat, I can get in there to save him. Are you sure that you wish to
deny me that?”

“I am sure that I am going in there beside you,” Regis said. “And
that I know better how to utilize my beret, and that I am no liability
when swords are drawn.”

Dahlia turned back upon him, her scowl unrelenting.
“Do you doubt it?” Regis said into that threatening visage, not

backing down at all. “You would have died in the alley. My blades
and resourcefulness saved you then, and my potions healed your
wounds at Yasgur’s farm. I need prove nothing more to you, Lady
Dahlia.”

“That is a house full of demons,” Dahlia warned.
“All the more reason for you to want me by your side.”
Dahlia’s scowl softened, and she even managed a nod and a bit of

a grin.
“How best do we manage to get in?” Regis asked.
Dahlia’s smile widened and she took off immediately, sprinting

down the lane, full charge.
“Oh,” Regis gasped, his feet moving to keep up before he had

even digested the implications.
 

Little Sharon walked the dark streets of Waterdeep’s night. This was
a city controlled by great and powerful lords, many of them paladins
sworn to uphold justice and goodness. But it was still a city, a place



of many men and women of all the races. And, as in any city, the
night did not belong to the paladin lords.

Many sets of eyes turned to follow the red-haired little girl as she
wandered on her merry way, most simply caught by the unusualness
of the spectacle—this was no halfling woman, clearly, but a human
child.

And for others, the most important added word in that sentiment
was a helpless human child.

Outwardly, Sharon paid the leering scoundrels no heed, and didn’t
need to look at them, with their greasy fingers and snot-covered
faces and ragged clothes, to know their intent, or even to know
which might act upon that bad intent. For she could look much
deeper than that, could hear their inner voices as clearly as they
could hear their own.

All of those voices, every impulse, every desire, every doubt,
every intent.

She knew, then, the approaching danger when a couple, a human
man and a woman, moved down one alleyway as she passed it,
knew that they’d turn, knew that the man was reaching for her from
behind.

Sharon turned to smile at him.
“Ah, her eyes!” cried the woman, middle-aged and scrawny.

“Blind!”
“Then we might just let her live,” said the man, grabbing Sharon

hard by her collar. “If she plays nice with us.”
“Oh, I see you,” Sharon told him.
He picked her right off the ground, moving her very near his face

and into the cloud of his smelly breath. “Do you, then? Then might
we kill you when we’re done, aye.”

In response, Sharon produced a cloud of her own. She coughed,
and from her mouth came a swarm of flying insects, wasplike, but
with tiny human heads. Most converged on the man’s face, while
others flew to the woman, and there, they began viciously stinging
and biting. The man dropped Sharon immediately and began
slapping at his face, then fell to the ground thrashing and rolling and
crying in pain.



Sharon watched him with great satisfaction, and noted the woman
running away, getting stung and bitten at every step. She was not as
irredeemably bad as her partner, Sharon knew, for guilt had weighed
on her and only fear had overruled that guilt, not desire.

No, this filthy monster on the ground was the worse, by far, and
Sharon let her minions know it.

“Finish your work quickly, my little friends,” she whispered, magic
carrying the command to every wasplike creature she had loosed.

Sharon nodded, satisfied by a good night’s work, then started back
for House Margaster. She was still in sight of the thrashing man
when the wasp creatures left him, flying up under the eaves of the
nearest building to begin their nest that they might complete their
task.



Chapter 23
Sinking Ship Kurth

“We promised King Bruenor that we’d open those portals,” Lord
Parise said when he was alone with Gromph and the giant Caecilia
soon after. Matron Zhindia and her entourage had already departed
through Underdark routes to the south, where the press on
Gauntlgrym continued. “It would seem that he doubly needs us to
fulfill that promise now.”

Gromph lowered his gaze and softly chuckled. “The two naked
women who appeared at Matron Zhindia’s side were not drow, and
not mortal,” he said, looking back up and alternating his gaze
between the Netherese lord and the cloud giant. “Probably not even
women, as I doubt that gender terms apply to such creatures.”

Lord Parise gave a slight shudder at that—no doubt, the sight of
the beautiful creatures had stirred him a bit, Gromph thought, while
Caecilia just crinkled her thick-featured face in disgust.

“They were yochlols, handmaidens of Lolth herself,” the archmage
explained. “Beings of great power, greater still because they act as
the voice of the Spider Queen goddess when they are among my
people. It was not Matron Zhindi—”

“This is the first time I have heard you refer to her by her title when
not in her presence,” Caecilia interrupted, and the importance of that
point had Gromph nodding his agreement as he continued, “Matron
Zhindia is not the one who ordered me to keep the portals closed.
Not truly. If there were yochlols beside her, then we know how she



discerned our work here, its relationship to the primordial, and so its
potential for the battlefield at Gauntlgrym. And she knew exactly
what to do about it.”

“So we take the side of those who would bring chaos to the
north?” Caecilia asked, seeming quite unhappy with that notion.

“We take no sides.”
“Is not our inaction a form of alliance?” Lord Parise reasoned.
“It is self-preservation,” Gromph corrected. “It is our statement that

the work of the Hosttower of the Arcane is paramount in our
thoughts. Is that not why we are all here? Why do we care whether it
is King Bruenor or Matron Zhindia or no one at all on the throne of
Gauntlgrym?”

“King Bruenor serves as a great barrier between Luskan and
Waterdeep,” Caecilia argued. “Will the lords of Waterdeep remain
impassive toward Luskan and her drow leaders without that barrier in
place?”

“Again, why would we care? Let the lords of Waterdeep sail to
Luskan harbor and lay waste to whoever might be then claiming
lordship over the city. The Hosttower stands apart, powerfully
defended and without political aspirations.”

“And with the archmage of Menzoberranzan serving as its
archmage,” said Lord Parise.

“Former,” Gromph corrected. “And, since you seem to have not
noticed, I am the only dark elf in residence here, and in alliance with
many who are favored by the lords of Waterdeep. Again, let the
political warfare and nonsense play as they will.”

“Matron Zhindia will have Luskan,” Parise said.
“And likely Gauntlgrym,” added Caecilia.
Gromph shrugged as if he hardly cared. “Perhaps, but never

underestimate Jarlaxle, and doubt not that he, too, will fall into
alliance with Matron Zhindia if he sees that as his best play. Ever has
that one found his way to his most comfortable position. Perhaps
Clan Battlehammer will be routed from their new home, but not
without a terrific defense, I am sure, one that will leave the invading
forces greatly diminished, and one that may well turn the eyes of
Waterdeep upon the demonic army that leads the assault. Would



you like us caught up in that greater war as well, should it come to
be?”

The Netherese man and the giant woman looked at each other,
seeming at a loss.

“It pains me to fail King Bruenor and those who have been great
friends to the Hosttower,” Lord Parise admitted.

“Me as well,” said Caecilia. “Though I doubt one would ever expect
to hear such things from me regarding a dwarf, of all people!”

“The gates remain inoperable,” Gromph stated.
“For now?” Lord Parise asked more than demanded.
Gromph considered it for a moment, then offered a conciliatory

nod. Who knew, after all, where the winds of war might blow?
 

“Stay close and we’ll get you through,” Wulfgar whispered to Bonnie
Charlee. They had set the boat ashore on the island not far from the
Hosttower of the Arcane, to find the fields scarred and littered with
the remains of the invaders, both the corpses of mortal beings and
the smoking husks of demonic things sent back to the lower planes.

“Go and hide, human,” Kimmuriel told her. “If we are set upon by
enemies, you will be the first to die.”

“Do not listen to the blabbering fool,” Wulfgar immediately added.
“Stay close. You pulled me from the cold waves. I’m not about to
forget that.”

As he finished, the pain in his back became suddenly acute, nearly
dropping him to his knees. He looked to Kimmuriel, who merely
shrugged, and the pain diminished.

The lesson was clear.
Kimmuriel scoffed and walked away, the other two close behind.

They moved onto the bridge to Closeguard Island, a stepping-stone
to the mainland. As they came over the high point of the structure,
they saw that a battle continued on Closeguard, before the only
grand house on the island.

“House Kurth is besieged,” said Bonnie Charlee.
Kimmuriel moved to Wulfgar. “Run off, woman,” he told Bonnie

Charlee, and he reached for the barbarian.
Wulfgar stepped back from his touch and stubbornly shook his

head. “She comes with us.”



Kimmuriel paused and just stared.
“Her, too,” Wulfgar restated.
Then it was the psionicist who shook his head. “I have been asked

by Jarlaxle to offer protection to you. He said nothing about
vagabond flotsam.”

“Flotsam, am I?” said Bonnie Charlee.
“Jetsam, then; it matters not,” Kimmuriel said, and waved at her

dismissively. He held his hand out to Wulfgar once more.
“You would leave her here? How will she cross that bridge full of

invaders to get to the mainland?”
“The Hosttower is right over there,” Kimmuriel indicated, pointing

back behind Wulfgar to the massive treelike structure. “She should
go and beg Gromph for help. Or back to the boat, and let her row to
a safe landing. I am not here to play nursemaid to wayward pirates.”
He held out his hand to Wulfgar once more. “Come, let us go and
see what High Captain Kurth can tell us.”

But Wulfgar stepped back and resolutely shook his head. “I’ll not
leave her.”

“Then I’ll leave you.”
“As you will,” the barbarian said.
“You understand what that will mean for you?”
“I do.”
With a shrug, Kimmuriel closed his eyes and became something

less than substantial, his ghostly form drifting the remaining length of
the bridge to Closeguard Island, then moving, unnoticed by those
outside the great house, right through the wall of Ship Kurth.

“Idiot,” Bonnie Charlee muttered.
“He is many things, but I wouldn’t name that among them,” said

Wulfgar, his teeth gritting, for the pain in his back had already
returned.

“Not him. Yerself!”
Wulfgar looked at her curiously.
“Ye had yer way out of the fight and into Ship Kurth, and there’s no

better place to be, save the Hosttower itself, in such a war as has
come to Luskan,” the woman explained. “Ye don’t even know me.”

“I’m not about to desert you here. You pulled me from the cold
water. I’ll not forget—”



“Was the drow that made me do it, and don’t doubt that I’d be
leaving yerself here if that skinny one’d given me the same choice!”

Wulfgar paused and stared hard at the woman. “Where will you
go?” he asked.

“Bah, but where will we go?” she corrected, drawing a long knife
from her belt. “Think we can get into that Ship Kurth there? I’d like to
give that skinny drow a few wads of spit.”

She started past Wulfgar, moving along the bridge with determined
strides. The fighting continued on Closeguard Island, all along the
street before the grand facade of the large structure known as Ship
Kurth.

Wulfgar caught up to the woman before she made the end of the
bridge, and pulled her off to the side, to cover behind a wagon. A
hulking gnoll spotted them, though. The large creature, half human
and half canine, reared up tall on its legs and howled, then charged
at the pair.

Two strides later, it was dead, a flying warhammer caving in its
chest.

Several other gnolls had watched, Wulfgar noticed, but none
approached and all went back to the fight on the street.

“Brave beasties, eh?” Bonnie Charlee remarked.
“Vicious, yes,” Wulfgar replied. “I’ve not much experience with

them, but they fight like hyenas, I am told.”
“Hyenas?”
“Doglike,” the barbarian explained. “Pack hunters of the desert.

Powerful and vicious, but too cunning to get caught in a fight they
would likely lose.”

“When we go near that door, they’ll swarm, then, for sure,” said
Bonnie Charlee.

“And I’m not even sure that door will open for us,” Wulfgar added.
“Well, then, back to the boat!” Bonnie Charlee stood and started

for the bridge, but Wulfgar caught her by the arm and pulled her
back beside him.

“Just watch a bit,” he told her. “There is more to Ship Kurth than
you might believe.”

“It is the high captain’s house,” the woman answered. “Beniago
Kurth is the leader of Luskan. What more?”



“Beniago works for the leader,” Wulfgar corrected, and he gave
Bonnie Charlee a skeptical look, for how could she not know the
worst-kept secret in all of Luskan? “So does Kimmuriel. And that
leader brings more to a fight than any high captain could ever
imagine.”

Before them along the road, flaming bottles sailed at House Kurth,
striking the walls and spilling oil that caught the siding and began to
burn.

A responding barrage of arrows and even a few lightning bolts
sent many gnolls running and several others spinning down, yelping,
to the street, but there was little doubt that the gnolls had gained
mightily in that last exchange.

“So it would seem,” the woman said sarcastically.
Her words were cut short by a jolt of thunder, a sudden and

powerful flash behind them, back on, or above, the outer island.
They turned, as did the gnolls, to see a black and roiling storm

cloud over the Hosttower of the Arcane.
“Well now,” said Bonnie Charlee as that cloud began to speed

their way.
“Did I mention that the true leader of Luskan is also a friend to the

archmage of the Hosttower?”
“Might that ye should’ve,” said the woman, and she dove under the

wagon as the great darkness suddenly loomed above, lightning
crackling in the clouds. A bolt snapped down, shattering a pile of
crates to reveal a group of hiding gnolls. The archers from House
Kurth made short work of them.

The wind mounted, the flames swirling about the sides of the
building, seemingly making it worse. But then came the cloudburst, a
sudden and torrential downpour.

“Now!” said Wulfgar, grabbing Bonnie Charlee’s arm and tugging
her out from behind the wagon, the two quickly in a dead run for
House Kurth, Wulfgar groaning and lurching with every stride.

“Wulfgar of Gauntlgrym!” the big man yelled, waving his arms and
hoping the archers would hear him well enough through the furious
wind to not cut him down in the street.

More than his words, though, his actions saved him, for when
some gnolls yelped and yipped at him from across the way, several



leaping up from behind a natural berm and lifting spears, Wulfgar
yelled out “Tempus!” at the top of his lungs and sent Aegis-fang
flying their way.

How those gnolls barked and scattered. Not fast enough for one,
though, who got hit on the side of the hip and thrown into the air,
twisting before landing, broken.

Back at House Kurth, archers rushed onto the balcony, shooting
wildly—for what might they hit in winds suddenly so strong that they
could hardly stand?

“Wulfgar of Gauntlgrym!” the big man shouted again.
The archers on the balcony began cheering for him, urging him

and Bonnie Charlee on.
The two made the door easily, no pursuit coming from across the

road, to be met by Kurth soldiers, ushering them in. They entered the
foyer, dripping rain, fully soaked.

“I’m glad you heard me,” Wulfgar said.
“Heard?” the nearest soldier asked. “We were looking for you.

Lord Beniago told us of your approach.”
Wulfgar started to respond, but just sighed and let it go.
“Maybe the skinny one’s not as bad as I thought,” Bonnie Charlee

quietly admitted.
The two were escorted to the private chambers of Lord Beniago

soon after, and given blankets to put on so they might get out of their
drenched clothing.

Beniago came around his grand desk and half sat, half leaned
upon it. “Leave us,” he told his soldiers, who quickly obeyed, one
dropping Wulfgar’s wolf-skin shawl and the other clothing to the floor
beside the door.

No sooner had the soldiers shut the door than Kimmuriel walked
out of the shadows to the side of the room, and it was clear to
Wulfgar that more than shadows had been concealing the mind
wizard.

Almost immediately, the pain in Wulfgar’s back subsided.
“It would have been so much easier if you had just come in with

me,” the drow said.
“And Bonnie Charlee would be dead,” Wulfgar answered. “Or

running for her life.”



Kimmuriel shrugged. “No small amount of coin convinced the
cloud giant Caecilia to provide the storm,” he said. “Coin you will
repay.”

“Coin from the coffers of Ship Kurth,” Beniago reminded him.
Out of the corner of his eye, showing his displeasure, Kimmuriel

noted the man, a tall and lanky red-haired human, in appearance at
least.

“King Bruenor will happily repay Ship Kurth,” Wulfgar said, looking
straight at Beniago. He knew the truth of the man, of course, that this
was no human at all but another drow of Bregan D’aerthe, who had
been magically disguised to serve as puppet leader of Luskan for
Jarlaxle. “Should I have him deliver it to Ship Kurth or Illusk?”

“Illusk?” Bonnie Charlee asked under her breath, and wisely so,
for Wulfgar had just revealed quite a bit.

“Ship Kurth will soon enough be no more, it would appear,”
Beniago replied.

“Not so. You’re winning well in the streets, and the second island is
cleared of enemies.”

“The city is full of attackers, and with power behind them you
cannot comprehend,” said Kimmuriel.

“We are putting up a good fight, but it is all for show,” Beniago
admitted. “We cannot hold, and have no intention of trying. The way
to refuge is already cleared and waiting.” He looked right at Bonnie
Charlee as he spoke, and in a way that set the hairs on the back of
Wulfgar’s neck standing up.

“I told you not to bring her in here,” Kimmuriel said. “Now she
knows.”

“Knows what?” Bonnie Charlee asked innocently.
“Does it matter?” asked Wulfgar.
“Yes,” both Kimmuriel and Beniago answered together.
Wulfgar looked over to see Bonnie Charlee nervously licking her

lips and glancing up at him. She now had no weapons on her, just a
blanket wrapped around her shivering form—she probably thought
that a bad thing, but given the two standing against her, Wulfgar
figured that her inability to do something rash and threatening might
just save her life.

“She’s with me. Under my protection,” he said.



What followed was the closest thing to a laugh Wulfgar had ever
heard from Kimmuriel. Wulfgar focused on Beniago, who, despite the
clandestine nature of his rule and identity, had been doing some
important and good work for the citizens of Luskan. He saw no
compassion there, however.

“I am the son of the King of Gauntlgrym,” Wulfgar declared.
“You are not in line to the throne of Gauntlgrym,” Beniago

corrected.
“I don’t have to be,” the big man retorted. “Bruenor is my friend, as

is Drizzt. When I say that Bonnie Charlee is under my protection, I
speak for them, as well.”

“That hardly matters,” said Beniago. “King Bruenor knows that
some things must be kept secret. At all costs.”

“Give me a sword and fight me fair, then!” Bonnie Charlee snarled
at him.

“Your gear is right there by the door,” said Kimmuriel.
“Do not,” Wulfgar told her, but she growled and went for the items,

defiantly shrugging off the blanket and pulling on her shirt and pants,
then taking up her knife and spinning about.

Beniago was still half sitting on the desk, Kimmuriel standing
impassively beside it.

“I ask again,” Wulfgar pleaded to them. “None of this is her fault.”
“You were warned,” Beniago said.
Aegis-fang appeared in Wulfgar’s hand.
Beniago started at that, but quickly relaxed and nodded his chin to

the side.
Carefully, Wulfgar turned to see Bonnie Charlee with her knife

reversed, its tip pressed in against the front of her throat. Sweat
surely mixed with the raindrops falling from the woman’s unkempt
hair. Her hand trembled as if she was trying to fight the press—or,
Wulfgar knew, as if she was trying to fight the possession in her
mind, the quiet voice telling her to kill herself.

Wulfgar dropped Aegis-fang to the floor.
“You can call it back with a word,” Beniago said.
“I won’t,” the big man promised. “Bonnie Charlee is under my

protection, and that of Gauntlgrym.”



Beniago sighed. Over to the side, the woman gave a little squeak
and a bit of blood started to show.

“When this is over, Gauntlgrym will rebuild Joen’s Heirloom,”
Wulfgar blurted. “King Bruenor will spare no expense, for I, his son,
will be among that crew. She’ll be the finest, fastest, and meanest
ship on the Sword Coast, and with a crew bolstered by battleragers
and maybe even with Drizzt himself.”

“Impressive,” said Beniago, who seemed not impressed.
“Bonnie Charlee will captain that ship,” Wulfgar finished.
“Sailing in support of Ship Kurth, I suppose,” said Beniago.
Wulfgar shook his head. “No, but neither sailing against the

interests of Ship Kurth. Let her go. It is in your interests. She will
become a major power about the seas, and one whose ship will
never be hostile to you.”

Beniago looked to Kimmuriel “Do you think she understands?”
Kimmuriel gave that curious almost-laugh again. “She understands

more than she ever wanted to understand,” he replied, calm and
superior. “It is quite disconcerting, perhaps even mind-breaking, to
so quickly learn that your own body can be turned fully against you
to cause great harm.”

The psionicist waved his hand, and Bonnie Charlee suddenly
slumped forward, released from the possession, her dagger hand
dropping to her side. She gave a few gasps, and was fighting hard,
Wulfgar could see, to not let them see her cry. He understood. Could
anything be more invasive and traumatizing than having your body
stolen from your control and turned back on you?

He shook his head. He could only imagine her torment. One day,
he would pay back Kimmuriel Oblodra, he thought.

“Quite unlikely,” Kimmuriel answered aloud, staring straight at him.
Beniago hopped up from the desk. “Go dry your clothes and rest,”

he told the two humans. “We may be leaving soon, perhaps at any
time. When we go, you can follow.”

“Both of us,” Wulfgar stated, and Beniago nodded his agreement.
“But when the time to leave is upon us, we will go, and if you are

not prepared for that journey, you will be left behind.”
 



Caecilia rode her black cloud back to the Hosttower to find Gromph
waiting for her just outside her private chambers.

“A horde approaches,” she informed him. “Your friends at Ship
Kurth will be overrun.”

“Of course,” the archmage agreed. “Three of the city’s high
captains joined with the invaders even before they arrived. The
flotilla that came against Luskan was larger after the sea encounter
than the original force sailing to attack us.”

Caecilia wore a confused look.
“They are scoundrels,” Gromph explained. “The attackers offered

them a better position, no doubt.”
“Or perhaps they were not overly thrilled with being ruled by dark

elves?”
“There is that,” Gromph admitted. “I tell you without bias that the

city was thriving under Jarlaxle’s quiet rule, but sometimes that is not
enough. And not all of the captains were doing well, of course, since
High Captain Kurth has greatly curtailed their piracy.”

“Because they could earn more simply through the opened trade
avenues, if I understand correctly.”

“Sometimes that is not enough,” repeated Gromph.
“Shall I make a new storm to bite at those advancing on Ship

Kurth?”
Gromph paused, then shook his head. “I do not know how far they

will go. If we interfere too overtly, perhaps they will come against us
once more.”

“The field about our tower is littered with their dead.”
“But they know that wizards tire. No, let the city sort out around us,

however it may fall.”
“And your friend in Ship Kurth?”
“Any who should concern us are in no danger,” the archmage

assured her.
Caecilia gave a little snort, but tried to cover it when she saw the

scowl on Gromph’s face and realized he knew she was mocking him.
“Such a drow thing to say,” she admitted. “If all of Luskan other than
those you deem valuable to you were to be slaughtered, would you
even care, Archmage?”

“Should I?”



Caecilia blew a long sigh and let it go. Curiously, though, as she
walked through the door leading to her extradimensional mansion,
she realized that she actually didn’t believe Gromph.

Had he been so battered by the distorted culture of
Menzoberranzan that he thought it a sign of great weakness to admit
compassion?

How many others? the cloud giantess wondered. How many other
dark elves had been similarly broken?

 
“Been an interesting day,” Wulfgar said to Bonnie Charlee when
they were left alone in a sitting room at Ship Kurth. They sat across
from each other at a small table, still wrapped in their blankets as
their clothes dried by the flaming hearth.

“Aye, that’s a word,” the woman replied. “Might be others I’d use,
but interesting works.”

“Calico Grimm?” Wulfgar asked as he replayed the last few frantic
hours. “How’d he go?”

Bonnie Charlee shook her head. “The red elf with the sword got
him. Cut him in half.”

“You’d been with him long?”
“Long enough to know enough about him to hold back me tears,

aye.”
Wulfgar took a while to digest that. “And what now for you?”
“I’ll tell ye when I find that I have some say in that,” she replied,

then added with obvious intrigue, “Did ye mean what ye said?”
“What I said?”
“The Heirloom?”
“Ah, well . . .”
“Might not even be destroyed,” Bonnie Charlee said. “When ye

broke their ship, they took ours—they hadn’t any other. She’s in
Luskan Harbor right now, not to doubt.”

“Then we might take her back.”
“And I’ll be captain and yerself’ll sign on for the fight?”
Wulfgar shrugged. “I never know where my road will take me

anymore, lady . . . err, Captain Charlee. Or would it be Captain
Bonnie?”

Bonnie Charlee grinned and shrugged.



“I did mean it about the ship,” Wulfgar added. “When this is sorted,
I expect you’d make a fine captain and a worthy ally, and yes, I
would hope to sail with you, sometimes, at least.”

That brought a smile to the beleaguered woman’s face.
“We should get some rest,” Wulfgar offered, motioning to the

pillows that had been spread on the floor before the hearth.
“Aye,” the woman agreed, and she quickly added, “Rest.”
Before either of them even got out of a chair, the door opened and

a tall drow woman entered. “Time to go,” she told them.
Heeding the warning of Beniago, Bonnie Charlee rushed to grab

her clothes, Wulfgar stiffly following.
The big man froze when he felt the drow woman’s hand on his

back, and before he could ask her intent, he felt the warmth of
magical healing flowing through him.

“Be quick,” she said. “You’ll find more healing when we’re safely
away from here.”

They went out into the hall and joined a procession of fast-fleeing
others, and back behind them, in the direction of the street, they
heard the slamming of a ram on the front door and the crackling as
flames again bit at Ship Kurth’s walls. Through a secret door in the
wall they went, and down a long spiral staircase into a wet and dark
—very dark—brine-smelling cave.

“Close it for good!” Beniago yelled out from some corner of the
cave, and behind and far above, they heard the thump of a huge
stone, the ground jolting beneath their feet. The secret door was no
longer a door.

Few torches were burning, and those were far apart—another
reminder to Wulfgar that Ship Kurth’s crew were drow who didn’t
need much light.

They moved down a descending corridor and into a tunnel that
was quite tight for the hulking barbarian.

“We’re under the bay,” Bonnie Charlee whispered from behind
Wulfgar. Even as she spoke, the torches were extinguished and the
parade moved in complete darkness, feeling their way in a long
single-file line. She was right, and they were crossing to the
mainland, he believed.



No, not to the mainland but under the mainland, he soon
corrected, when they came into a wider area lit by magical faerie fire,
an area of worked rooms and corridors, fine masonry covered in old
sculptures and decorations.

Bonnie Charlee gasped and nearly leaped upon Wulfgar, for more
than two-thirds of the people who had come with her had shed their
human disguises.

Beniago, still a red-haired human in appearance, moved over to
the pair. “Illusk,” he explained. “The haunted city beneath Luskan—
old Luskan, if you will.”

“Haunted by drow?” Wulfgar asked.
“By more than us, though the spirits here seem content to leave us

alone.”
“The true power of Luskan, then. Bregan D’aerthe’s secret home.”
“One of them, and now you know,” said Beniago. He looked

directly at Bonnie Charlee, a very clear threat, as he added, “You
both know.”

“And so we’re sworn to secrecy,” she said.
“Need I even warn you of the consequences again?”
“Was the worst-kept secret in Luskan afore,” the woman replied,

regaining some swagger, apparently—and that impressed Wulfgar
more than a little, given that they were wholly helpless here if the
drow decided to be rid of them. Who would even know?

“But still a secret, and one we prefer to keep,” said Beniago.
Kimmuriel walked over then and stared hard at Bonnie Charlee.
“Will you tell?” Beniago asked the woman, and before she could

answer, she gasped.
Wulfgar looked from her to Kimmuriel, to see his concentration. He

was in her thoughts again, the big man knew, listening to her
unspoken response, her honest response, before she could properly
filter it.

“A pity,” Kimmuriel said, and walked away.
“What does that mean?” asked Wulfgar, thinking his friend

doomed.
“It means he doesn’t get to kill her, I suppose,” said Beniago. He

dipped an unexpected bow to the woman. “Welcome to Illusk,



Bonnie Charlee. Perhaps you will indeed one day captain Joen’s
Heirloom.”

The woman seemed completely at a loss, of course, and she
looked pleadingly to Wulfgar.

“The drow never trust anyone who is not drow,” Wulfgar started to
explain.

“Or anyone who is,” Beniago quickly added, and he just shrugged
as both looked at him. “Now, Kimmuriel is finished with you and
priestess Dab’nay is waiting. That wound is abyssal, and will fester
and perhaps even kill you without her aid.”



Chapter 24
The Eyes of the World

The dark, beautiful woman held the bird-shaped figure up high in
her cupped hands, its crystal body catching and shimmering under
the afternoon sun. Yvonnel whispered to her latest creation and
tossed it up into the air, where it took wing and flew off.

“If them things’re living, will they start laying eggs?” Athrogate
asked from his seat on a large rock at the side of the small meadow.
Feeling much better now, the dwarf rolled Skullcrusher, the two-
handed mace that used to belong to his beloved Ambergris, around
in his strong hands.

“They would make the world more beautiful, would they not?”
Yvonnel answered.

“Bah, but the sun shining through ’em hurts me eyes.”
Yvonnel laughed at the idea that a dwarf, any dwarf, would be

complaining to a dark elf about bright light.
“How many ye got out there now?” Athrogate asked. “First ones

dead, or whatever, or are all about?”
“All. Dozens, though I’ve lost the exact count.”
“And ye see through ’em? All of them? Sounds like ye’re to be

getting dizzy.”
“They tell me when I need to see through them,” the drow replied.

“I do not intend to be surprised out here, dwarf, and there is much
afoot that would destroy us. We will know every approach.”



“And everyone hiding,” Athrogate agreed, and he turned to the
side, leading Yvonnel’s gaze to a nearby hillock, one that he had just
left. “We’ll pull ’em in, all of ’em, and kill them what need killin’!” He
rambled on a bit, but paused, noting that the woman wasn’t listening.
Yvonnel stood with her eyes closed, a clear clue to Athrogate. He
jumped up from the rock and slapped Skullcrusher across his open
palm.

Yvonnel’s violet eyes popped open and she turned a smile on the
dwarf. “Demon,” she said. “A demon in a dwarf’s body.”

“A dead demon, then,” said the dwarf.
“But a living dwarf,” Yvonnel warned.
The two stared at each other hard. She was clearly referring to

their last battle, one in which Athrogate hadn’t stopped his bashing
quickly enough and so had destroyed a bauble-wearing, demon-
possessed dwarf.

“Do not make that mistake again,” Yvonnel told him.
“Mistake?”
“Dwarf, I can send you away. And I could have let you die. Grant

me this one favor in return.”
“Nah, ye need me,” Athrogate said, that toothy smile showing

again between the thick black bushes that comprised his beard. “And
ye love me, too, though ye’re tryin’ hard to hide it.”

“It is difficult to suppress such powerful feelings, but if I must,” the
woman answered with equal sarcasm, drawing a “Bwahaha!” from
Athrogate, who smacked the powerful mace across his hand again.

“Ye want to see if ye can save a dwarf, then fine,” he said more
seriously and ominously. “I can wait a few heartbeats before
smushing the fool’s head to bone dust.”

“Athrogate . . .”
“Ye do what ye need to do,” he answered, “and I’ll do what

meself’s needin’ to do.” He brought the mace up higher and kissed it.
“I ain’t forgettin’ nothing.”

“Being intelligent is no insult to your lost love.”
“I ain’t forgettin’ nothing,” Athrogate repeated, his face a frozen

grimace. “Nothing.”
Yvonnel sighed heavily. “Let us be away, dwarf, if you wish to

accompany me.”



Athrogate hopped up from the stone. “I’ll tell our guests.”
“We’ll tell them,” Yvonnel corrected. “Our hunt will take us right

past the cave.”
Athrogate softened his visage when he entered the shallow cave.

A dozen humans, including three children, were scattered about the
floor inside, huddled in whispered conversations, mostly worried
about the farms they had abandoned or about what they might do if
the demons ever found them. Yvonnel and Athrogate had rescued
them, brought them to this place, and guarded over them. With her
magic, Yvonnel was feeding them.

Athrogate couldn’t stay mad at her regarding the disposition of a
demon-possessed dwarf when looking upon this group. The drow
woman had nothing to gain from saving these people, and in fact
had put herself in harm’s way in extracting most from farms that
were soon after overrun. Even though most of Athrogate’s
experiences with drow had been with Drizzt and Jarlaxle, these
continuing unexpected revelations about the race as a whole,
particularly coming from, purportedly, a priestess of Lolth, had him
shaking his head.

“Set guards about the entrance,” Yvonnel told them. “If danger
approaches, you will be warned, as will I, and I will send word as to
where you should flee.”

Most nodded, but more than one, Athrogate noted, grimaced, or
muttered something surely unflattering under her breath. The
farmers didn’t really know what in the world was happening around
them, and some here didn’t trust Yvonnel, obviously, even though, by
all appearances, she had rescued them.

That was the problem with the reputation of the drow, Athrogate
mused. They were known to wrap webs over webs over more webs,
and you never quite understood their real purpose until it was too
late. Certainly, Athrogate occasionally flashed on doubts about
Yvonnel, but he had a prior understanding of her from people he
trusted and so those doubts could not take hold. These folks had
likely never encountered any drow before, or if so, likely not one who
would help them—unless, of course, it was Drizzt.

The dwarf looked to his companion then as she started back out of
the cave, heading off to destroy another demon. He reminded



himself that he owed her his life, and though he would have been
perfectly fine with his own death after the loss of his beloved
Ambergris, it was no small thing that he was able to help save these
farmers (and there were many more out there who needed him) or
that he was getting the chance to pay back those who had so
wronged him and his love.

So, when he caught up to Yvonnel and she again asked him to do
her this one favor, instead of immediately growling and snarling,
Athrogate offered, “We’ll see.”

 
The dawn’s light showed Drizzt that he had not escaped his pursuer;
indeed, his attempt to throw the giant spider off his trail had only
allowed the thing to close the great distance he had put between it
and himself, for it could not pace Andahar.

But Andahar could not remain on this plane forever. The unicorn
was a magical item, and an enchantment with a specific duration.
Without the unicorn, Drizzt couldn’t hope to outrun the spider, and
after shooting it and its fellow arachnid in the caverns outside
Gauntlgrym, he was fairly certain that he couldn’t possibly defeat the
spider, either—not unless he could find some weakness.

To do that, he needed time. To buy time, he needed to get far, far
away.

But how?
A large tree just beyond the nearest ridge shuddered suddenly

and fell over with a crash, and Drizzt didn’t need to wait to figure out
what had caused it. He swung his mount around and galloped away
at full speed, trying to get every last stride out of Andahar before the
magic expired, taking the unicorn from him for far too many hours.

But where to go? Not Longsaddle, certainly, nor Luskan. Not
Waterdeep, even, for how many would be killed by the monster
chasing him even if the city found the power to destroy the thing?

When he crested the next hill, the drow paused for just a moment
to survey the area and figure out where he was.

He had come a long way through the night, and could see the
ocean far in the distance.

 



Athrogate locked his gaze upon the pony he and Yvonnel had taken
from Regis. He hated using the animal as bait here, but the
effectiveness of the ploy couldn’t be denied.

The pony nickered and stamped its foot.
Athrogate clenched his hands more tightly on Skullcrusher.
A shadow to the side caught the dwarf’s wary eye, a dark form

moving through the trees, circling to the back of the pony.
The demon, a misshapen black-and-green humanoid creature with

one arm twice as long as the other, both hands ending in three long
claws instead of fingers, burst from the brush, sprinting at the animal.

Athrogate was already in the air, flying to intercept.
The demon didn’t slow, veering to charge the dwarf instead, its

unbalanced face seeming little more than a mouth that stretched
halfway around its head and a pair of too-large eyes. Green spittle
flew from that mouth, and green ooze dripped from every bit of the
creature—every part of it reeked of disease.

A lesser fighter would have fallen away in terror. A less sturdy
person would have simply melted before the reeking horror.

A less angry dwarf, even Athrogate, might have flinched.
The collision was not demon and dwarf, as the diseased abyssal

creature had clearly wanted. No, it was demon and Skullcrusher,
Athrogate whipping the huge mace across before him, swatting the
monster in midleap and sending it flying to the side. Acidic green
mucus flew from it, leaving a trail and splattering Athrogate’s weapon
and arms.

The magic of Skullcrusher would not allow the mighty weapon to
be damaged by the stuff, though, and the anger of Athrogate would
not allow him to be daunted by a few minor burns. He charged in
pursuit of the demon, raining blows upon it before it regained its
footing.

The creature fought back wildly, leaping side to side, clawing with
its hideous hands, even spitting acid in the dwarf’s face.

That only brought a roar of outrage, though, and the dwarf
pounded in even more recklessly and viciously, sending Skullcrusher
into a series of short downward strikes, pounding at the upraised
arm of the demon, then, eventually, at its head. Athrogate accepted
the clawing of the creature’s other arm, the three hooks tearing into



his flesh deeply. He just yelled louder, as if using his voice to drown
out the pain.

His voice and a memory.
He was fighting for Amber here, and no wound would slow his

strikes.
Down went the demon to its knees, and it slumped forward.
Athrogate changed his angle of attack, batting the monster’s face

with a great two-handed swing that sent its head snapping out to the
side and sent the beast spinning down to the ground.

Athrogate swung again, but too high as the thing dropped, and the
momentum of his fury sent the dwarf stumbling over the prone
monster, finally floundering in a bush a few strides beyond it. He
twisted and clawed his way back out, turning with murderous intent.

But where the demon had been now kneeled a dwarf on all fours,
shaking her head groggily.

“Ah, but no ye don’t,” Athrogate whispered, and he advanced with
a low growl, lifting Skullcrusher up over his head for a killing blow.

He staggered just before he finished the dwarf, though, as a bolt of
golden light slammed him in the chest, knocking him back a stride. A
second, similar bolt struck the kneeling dwarf, and she crumpled
down to the ground.

It had not been an attack, on either, Athrogate understood as the
nature of the enchantment registered. He had been struck with some
weird healing magic, one that projected force along with the warmth
to soothe the pain and salve to wash away the biting acid.

He looked across the small lea and saw Yvonnel standing there
beside the pony. “The necklace!” she yelled at him. “Take the
necklace!”

Athrogate’s first thought was to cave in the kneeling Stoneshaft
dwarf’s head, and he even moved to that effect, but Yvonnel’s order
to him wasn’t mundane. It too was magical, carrying great weight,
and delivered so closely after the powerful healing spell, it surprised
the dwarf. Before he even consciously registered the movement,
Athrogate found himself holding a silver chain festooned with a large
milky-blue moonstone.

He heard a voice in his head, growling and sinister, a liquid voice
full of phlegm and disease, one demanding entrance.



But a second voice was there as well: the commanding tones of
Yvonnel, telling Athrogate to drop the phylactery.

Athrogate, too willful and angry to be possessed to any extent by
either the demon thing or the priestess, settled it his own way. He
tossed the bauble into the air, took up his huge mace, and batted it
far and high. It went into a nearby tree, crackling along the branches,
and there it hung, out of sight.

The kneeling dwarf gasped repeatedly. Athrogate turned on her,
his anger unsated, but he found Yvonnel there, standing between
him and his prey.

“Move yerself,” he told the drow woman.
“The dwarf is no longer possessed,” Yvonnel told him.
“She’ll be dyin’ with a better chance o’ seein’ Moradin, then.”
“Do not, I beg.”
“Beg?”
“For yourself, Athrogate.” Yvonnel moved aside just a bit, giving

Athrogate a better view of the battered dwarf woman, her light hair
streaked with blood, her breathing still coming in raspy heaves. “You
know nothing of her, of—”

“I know she’s one o’ them!”
“One of what? A Stoneshaft? Yes, but did she have a voice in the

decisions? And once the necklace was put upon her, did she even
know what it contained? You do not know that she welcomed the
possession. You do not know that she didn’t fight it with every bit of
courage she could muster.”

“So ye’re thinkin’ I should just pretend that this one, that all o’
them, played no role in me Amber’s death, eh?” the dwarf growled,
and he couldn’t even pry his clenched teeth apart as he finished,
“They cut off her head.”

“I know,” Yvonnel said, her voice thick with sympathy. “I know, and
I understand your pain and your rage. But there is more at stake
here than just this one woman’s life.”

Behind Athrogate, a branch cracked and fell. Both Athrogate and
Yvonnel stared at it, at the rotted wood and dead leaves, and the
silver chain with the moonstone bauble wrapped about it, hissing.

“Do what you will,” Yvonnel stated and rushed past Athrogate to
the phylactery. She began to chant before she got there, an old,



harsh language that Athrogate had heard enough times now to
understand that she was banishing the demon that lurked within that
gemstone, damning it back to the Abyss, where it belonged. He had
witnessed this before, against beings more powerful than this one,
he was sure, and so he had no doubt of the outcome.

He swung back around, his knuckles whitening from the grip on
his mace, his teeth grinding. He lifted the weapon, but dropped it
back down, then took up a fistful of bloody hair and yanked the
woman’s head back so he could look her in the eye.

Athrogate winced. He saw fear there, and something deeper, like
some violation spilling out through her wounded eyes.

“Dwarf?” Yvonnel asked.
Athrogate glanced back at her over his shoulder. “She makes one

move, says one thing, I’m not likin’, and her head’s getting split.”
He let go and walked off, back toward the hillock and the refugees,

muttering curses with every step.
 

Drizzt knew that he was running out of time, and he had not put
nearly enough ground between himself and the pursuing arachnid to
keep ahead of it without Andahar. From a high hilltop he spotted the
monster—or at least, he spotted the line of devastation it was leaving
in its wake, winding like a river of destruction through the forests in
the east.

He looked down to his left, to a small hamlet of farmhouses, and
wondered if he should go down and warn them.

“Or are there even farmers remaining there?” he whispered. The
forests and fields were full of demons, after all.

That notion almost had him turning Andahar down that way, but he
held back. The spider would likely run right past the hamlet if Drizzt
went nowhere near it, since the other one had paid him no heed
when he hadn’t blocked its way.

Drizzt turned his mount the other way and galloped off, trying to
focus on the road ahead. The unicorn was a magical item, not a
living creature, he had to remind himself repeatedly. He could push
his own body beyond its limits, but not so with the magic here—
twelve hours, no more, and once that time had elapsed, either in a



single summoning or in several smaller stints over the course of a
day, Andahar would be lost to him for nearly a full day.

So he galloped full speed, knowing the mount wouldn’t tire and
knowing, too, that every yard of distance he put between himself and
the spider gave him a better chance of surviving a day without the
unicorn.

Despite his own terrible predicament, he continued to think of that
other spider as well, the one that had so fully ignored him, the one so
obviously focused on some other target.

He was pretty sure that he knew who that target might be.
 

“So is it the pony or the halfling?” Yvonnel asked. She was in a fine
mood, then, convinced that the dwarf woman now in the cave with
the other refugees was not complicit in the darkness that had come
to the Crags. She had used powerful spells of divination on the
dwarf, Leerie by name, to detect any lying during her questioning,
and though dwarves were by nature hard to read and resistant to
magic, Yvonnel had been confident enough in the interview to allow
Leerie into the cave unattended.

Not that she was in any shape to cause harm to the sturdy farmers
after the beating Athrogate had put upon her.

“Aye,” Athrogate answered, and he, too, seemed a bit lighter.
Because he hadn’t crushed Leerie’s skull, Yvonnel knew.
“Aye?” she echoed. “One or the other?”
“Both,” Athrogate explained. “Bruenor gived the name to Regis

long ago—was always hungry with a belly always growlin’. Regis
passed it on to the pony.”

Yvonnel sighed, finally catching on to the contraction in this
language new to her. “And here I thought dwarves the most
ridiculous in their naming conventions,” she mumbled.

“Aye,” laughed Athrogate. “Once knew a priest named Cordio
Muffinhead . . .” He started to elaborate, but stopped when a
crystalline bird flew to a nearby branch, chirping a warning.

“Bah, but I’m ready to bash another one!” the dwarf declared and
leaped up, taking up Skullcrusher.

But Yvonnel, listening to the warning ward, was shaking her head.
“No demon,” she said, and she cast the crystalline bird into the air.



She motioned for Athrogate to follow and ran off after her magical
creation.

They didn’t have to go far, for they had barely come upon a well-
worn trail when the rider came into view and was immediately
recognizable to the pair, as was his distinctive mount.

Drizzt recognized them in turn. He galloped Andahar right up to
them, skidded to a stop, and leaped from the unicorn, staring
incredulously at Athrogate for many heartbeats before wrapping the
dwarf in a great hug.

“How did you survi—?” he started to ask, but stopped and noted
the dwarf’s companion, who was as powerful a cleric as he had ever
known. “My friend,” he said instead, “it warms my heart to see you
alive.”

Athrogate didn’t disagree, but still wore his dour expression.
“We will hoist a mug in toast to Ambergris,” Drizzt said quietly. Not

wanting to waste a precious moment of Andahar’s remaining time,
Drizzt dismissed the unicorn.

“Aye, to me Amber,” the dwarf cheered.
Yvonnel began to join in, but was cut short by the drow warrior.

“But first, you must be gone from here, both of you. Run, and do not
look back.”

“We been killin’ demons,” Athrogate replied.
“And gathering refugees,” added Yvonnel. “Including a dwarf who

was possessed, but is now free and repentant. I believe that we can
help—”

Drizzt was shaking his head. “I am pursued by a beast beyond us,
beyond us all. It is cutting a line of devastation behind me in its
pursuit. If you encounter it and are lucky, it will ignore you, but if not,
it will surely destroy you.”

“Bah!” The dwarf snorted.
Yvonnel, though, wasn’t so quick to dismiss the words. She knew

all about Drizzt and all about his friends, and the enemies they had
overcome. She had orchestrated Drizzt’s explosive leap into the face
of Demogorgon! So to see him so clearly unsettled . . .

“Where?” she asked.
Drizzt glanced back the way he had come. “Not far. But you have

time to turn aside from its path as long as I am not with you. It will



turn as I turn. It hunts me and me alone.”
“What is it?” Yvonnel pressed.
“There’s no time—”
But then Drizzt remembered who he was talking to. She was

possessed of the intimate and complete memories of her namesake,
Yvonnel the Eternal, who had lived for two millennia as the drow
voice of the Spider Queen, and who knew more about the creatures
of the lower planes than any drow now alive. And maybe—just
maybe—she knew of a way to defeat it.

“A demon, I believe.”
“A spider?”
“Yes, and there are two.” Drizzt paused at Yvonnel’s gasp. “One

for me, and one charging for Gauntlgrym, last I saw. I thought it best
to steer this one away, because I feared that Bruenor and the others
could not defeat two of the beasts. Its eyes throw fire and lightning
and turn people to stone. I have seen them shot with my own bow,
dropped under tons of stone, but with not a hint of injury . . .”

“Retrievers,” Yvonnel explained. “They are retrievers.”
“You do know of them,” said Drizzt.
“Then ye know how to beat ’em,” added Athrogate.
“Yes,” she answered Drizzt, “and no,” she said to the dwarf. “I fear

that Gauntlgrym cannot defeat even that single one. A retriever’s
limitation is also its strength. It is a golem singularly attuned to one
target and it will pursue that target until it captures or kills it. The
other creatures of the material plane can barely touch a retriever—
they are but witnesses in a play that does not include them. Part of
the golem’s magic is that it and its target alone fully share their place
of existence.”

“But I was the one who shot the beast pursuing me.”
“With a bow that shoots arrows of lightning. You will not harm it. It

is beyond you.”
“Then what?” Athrogate demanded, growing agitated.
“Run, Drizzt Do’Urden,” Yvonnel told him. “Keep running. Run as

far as you can run. I will seek a solution, but there is little I can
promise.”

“Bah, but I ain’t about to move aside so some fat spider can kill me
friend!” Athrogate protested, and he slapped Skullcrusher across his



palm for emphasis.
“Then your friend will watch you be destroyed,” Yvonnel calmly

replied.
“What is its weakness?” Drizzt asked the woman.
“It has none. Every bit is armored. It is fast and it is strong. You’ll

not kill it with magic, surely.”
“One of my blades is a frostbrand. It feasts on creatures of fire.”
Yvonnel shrugged, for she did not know if that would matter. “I will

learn what I may,” she answered. “And I will find you when I do and
help in any way that I can. Someone, something, very powerful is
determined to get you, Drizzt Do’Urden, and to get whoever is the
target of the second golem.”

“Demogorgon?” Drizzt asked.
“Lolth?” Yvonnel responded.
“But Lolth had me, in a tunnel, and she did not take me,” said

Drizzt. “And if the other golem is for Zaknafein . . . we suspect that it
was Lolth who returned him to my side.”

“It was not Lolth who did that,” Yvonnel stated flatly.
Drizzt began to respond, but stopped and regarded the powerful

priestess curiously.
“It was not Lolth,” Yvonnel repeated. “And keeping you alive then

only to hunt you now would be very much in character for the Lady of
Chaos. Run on, Drizzt Do’Urden. Stay ahead of the beast. I will learn
what I may.”

Drizzt reeled from the woman’s declaration, his mind spinning. “My
time with Andahar is nearing its end. The magic will soon enough
expire. I cannot outrun the retriever without my steed.”

“Then go and hide. Find a narrow tunnel through which the beast
cannot easily follow. It will dig its way in pursuit, but not so easily.”

Drizzt tried to figure how much time he had left, even while he
worked to pinpoint exactly where he was and what places might be
near enough around for him to reach on Andahar. Although . . .
would it even matter? If he could not fight the monster, if it was
indeed quite above him, would anything matter?

Yes, he realized and quickly decided. Some things mattered, even
to the doomed. He unfastened his sword belt.

“Should we run and hide?” Athrogate was asking Yvonnel.



Yvonnel considered it for a moment, then said, “Yes. And I will
have my magical spies watching carefully.”

“Spider’s that bad?”
Yvonnel, stone-faced, nodded. “They don’t rest. They don’t stop.

They are almost impossible to defeat, if it’s possible at all. They are
the most dependable hunters in all the planes of existence, and
Lolth, or Demogorgon, or both, has apparently spared no resources
in their hunt.”

“Bah, but I ain’t for buying that, eh, elfie?” the dwarf said, turning
back to Drizzt.

Drizzt moved under a spreading elm tree and dropped his
weapons to the ground.

“Eh?” Athrogate said again. “Put yer belt back on, elfie, and let’s
kill us some spider. Doubt ye can eat the damned thing, though.”

Drizzt bent low and set his backpack atop the sword belt and
weapons he had just placed down. He looked up to regard the dwarf,
offering a smile. He was glad indeed to see his friend finding a way
to his typically ridiculous humor. “Not this spider, Athrogate.”

He took off his cloak and bracers, and the quiver that supplied an
endless stream of arrows to Taulmaril, and placed them, too, on the
pile.

“Ye’re not wantin’ to kill the thing?”
“Oh, me friend, I am . . . I be wantin’,” Drizzt replied, faking a

dwarven brogue. “But we cannot. When I saw you two, I did hope
that we might defeat the beast, for Yvonnel’s power is as great as
any I have witnessed. But she knows better, and she just told us that
we three together would have no chance of defeating this abyssal
golem.”

“Then run, because it’s coming,” the dwarf said somberly. “Why’re
ye strippin’? Think yer horse-thing’ll run faster?”

“I will ride,” Drizzt replied, not quite answering the question. He
pulled the whistle still hanging about his neck up to his lips and blew,
summoning Andahar. “Andahar has little left to offer me, but enough,
I hope, to get me to my destination. You and Yvonnel stay far afield
of the beast. It will follow me.”

“Elfie . . .”



“For your sake, my sake, and the sake of the refugees you harbor.
I do not know if it will take note of you. I have already seen instances
where these monsters have turned on those in their way, and where
the monsters have simply run by. If it turns on you, it will kill you, and
Yvonnel, and all those you protect.”

“And what’re ye meanin’ to do, then? Ye got a plan?”
“Keep safe my possessions” was all that Drizzt was willing to

answer. He pulled off his boots and mithral shirt and dropped them
on the pile, leaving him with only his breeches and the whistle on the
silver chain hanging about his neck. “Get all of this to Bruenor and
Catti-brie if I do not return. I go hopeful of victory, and certain, even
failing that, this monster will not take me to its master, nor will it
remain to wreak destruction upon those I love.”

The large unicorn came galloping up beside Drizzt, who caught
Andahar by the mane and gracefully swung up onto the steed’s
back.

“Trust me,” he said to Athrogate, and he offered a smile and a
wink, then galloped away.

Athrogate stared down the trail where Drizzt and the unicorn had
run. “Drizzt’ll find a way,” he muttered.

Yvonnel could only hope that he was right. She wondered, too, if
Bruenor still sat on the throne of Gauntlgrym, or if there even still
was a throne of Gauntlgrym.



Chapter 25
She Is My Friend

They probably could have walked right in through the front door,
Regis thought as he and Dahlia crept through a darkened, empty
sitting room on the lowest level of House Margaster. The mansion
was not overtly defended, and why should it be, given that it was a
noble house in a city utterly dominated by such houses, and by law.
The house was not without its guards, of course. The intruding pair
had seen a couple of them resting by the carriage under the awning
in a side drive off the semicircular entry road to the mansion.

Regis moved across the room to the corridor door and listened
carefully, then cracked it open just a bit. He fell back inside, softly
closing the door and motioning to Dahlia that there was another pair
of guards just on the other side, down the hall between this door and
a second one.

Dahlia pointed to him and indicated for him to move quickly, then
headed for the second door.

After a deep breath, Regis took up his hand crossbow and slipped
out of the room, trying to plot his hoped-for sequence of events.

Two guards loomed before him: a thin man animatedly gabbing,
waving his hands and dancing about, and a thick woman leaning
against the wall, trying to appear interested—but doing a rather lame
job of it, Regis thought.

He crept another step, hoping to get very close, but the man, in his
dancing, caught sight of him and whirled.



The hand crossbow fired, the bolt catching the man in the chest.
He grabbed at it and fell back a step, stumbling. He started to yell
out but only slurred a garbled word, the sleeping poison already
doing its work.

Regis hadn’t stopped to admire the shot or its effects, though,
leaping down the corridor so that as soon as the woman realized
what was happening, she turned to find his fine rapier’s tip ready at
her throat, the halfling standing with the index finger of his other
hand held up across his pursed lips.

The woman lifted her empty hands in surrender, but it didn’t really
matter, for Dahlia, too, was now moving.

Regis yelped and leaped back when his companion surprisingly
struck, her nunchaku exploding into the guard’s skull, spraying Regis
with blood, bone, and brain. She crumpled to the floor as if she had
been stomped by a tarrasque.

“Why did you do that?” Regis stuttered.
“Shh!”
“She surrendered,” Regis whispered.
“So?”
“She might have had information,” the halfling said, but for Dahlia’s

sensibilities and not his own. Whether she had information or not, he
wouldn’t have so wounded the guard. He looked down at the fallen
woman, who was groaning, and thought that perhaps a heavy
bandage might save her.

“Do not even think it,” Dahlia warned him as if reading his mind,
which, he realized, wasn’t likely a difficult trick at that time.

“We cannot let her—”
“Yes, we can. We’re here for a reason.”
Regis tried to steady himself.
“You think she would have shown you quarter if the roles were

reversed?”
“It matters not. We’re supposed to be better, else what’s the

point?”
“The point is that we’re here to rescue Artemis Entreri, who was

taken from us by these people, or have you forgotten?”
“I have not!”



“Then shut up,” Dahlia told him. “And put aside your mercy or it will
get you killed.” She started away.

“Get us killed,” Regis meekly corrected, at which Dahlia spun on
him with a narrowed gaze and a wild-eyed sparkle.

“No,” she said with a calm that raised the hairs on the back of the
troubled halfling’s neck. “Get you killed.”

Regis swallowed hard and followed Dahlia down the hall, fumbling
to reload his hand crossbow, which was not typically lethal, at least.

Dahlia fell back against the corridor wall before entering the next
open room, and Regis followed suit, both watching as another house
member, a small girl with curly red hair, crossed that room before
them.

They held their breath, even more when the child turned to look at
them directly and flashed a strangely unnerving smile. Regis gasped,
noting her eyes: pure white, only white.

The child kept walking across the room, out of sight, and Regis
caught his breath and turned fast to Dahlia, fearing that even a small
child would not be spared her violent wrath.

He found her against the wall, trembling, wholly unnerved.
“Dahlia?”
The woman began to pant. She shook her head—to clear it, he

figured—then motioned for him to move off, and quickly.
Regis poked his head into the room to see the child exiting

through another door, and to see, more importantly, a pair of house
guards standing stiffly and breathlessly to either side of her as she
passed.

And as she passed, the two large and well-armed guards took
deep breaths indeed, their terror clear to see before one reached
back and gently closed the door.

“I have an idea,” Regis told Dahlia. He closed his eyes and
concentrated for a bit, then tapped his beret and before Dahlia’s
eyes, became a close replica of the young girl he had just seen.

Dahlia looked as if she would fall over backward.
“I’ll clear the way,” Regis happily informed her.
“Just go,” she said, waving her hands at him, trying to usher him

away quickly. Regis stared at her in disbelief. He had never seen
Dahlia so obviously discomfited.



“It was just a child,” he said, but Dahlia was shaking her head
emphatically.

“Just go. Just go. Just go.”
Regis tried to figure out what was bothering her so. The little girl

had seen them, if she even could see through those pupil-less eyes.
Certainly it seemed as if she had seen them. But still, Regis had felt
only a sense of warmth and comfort when he had looked upon the
child, and that image of her lingered in his thoughts so completely
that he had used his beret more powerfully than ever before.

How had that happened?
And why had the two guards, and now Dahlia, been so clearly

flummoxed and upset, even terrified, by the sight of the child?
The reactions truly perplexed the halfling, who felt only good

things—of course, that led him to wonder why he was feeling
anything at all positive toward anyone wandering about a house of
enemies and demons.

He didn’t have time to play out his thoughts now, though, so he
pushed along, moving through the rooms and along the corridors,
and fortunately, as he went deeper into the house, he heard fewer
and fewer people, and saw no one at all.

 
The lecherous drunk stumbled out of the alleyway, his wife in tow.
Still scratching at the many wounds on his face from those nasty
wasps, the man nodded toward a tavern at the end of the road. He
fished in his one remaining pocket and pulled forth a piece of silver,
then used it to scratch at his face and started along.

“We no’ got enough for me to drink,” the woman complained.
The man turned and lifted the back of his hand to her, and she

ducked, turning away. The drunk nodded and started back around,
but noted the look of confusion suddenly coming over his wife. He
followed her gaze behind him and upward to the eaves of a building
and a large ball of earthen material, and more alarmingly, to the
wasplike creatures buzzing about it.

“Eh, be quick away!” he told his wife.
But he wasn’t quick enough.
The large ball dropped from the eaves right behind him and began

to unroll all about him and then over him, muffling his screams when



it snapped shut around him, a cocoon of biting insects, relentless
and vicious.

The woman shrieked and wailed. Others came to look.
But none approached, and so the old lecher lay there, writhing

under a living, punishing blanket, screaming in torment until he
expired from sheer agony, leaving him to scream eternally in the
nether realms under the damning judgment of the little girl.

 
Regis pushed open a door just a bit, revealing the second floor
drawing room, a large, comfortably decorated chamber. To his left,
the fireplace burned brightly, the light dancing upon the strange item
hanging from the ceiling before it.

Entreri’s cocoon.
The halfling-turned-little-girl gasped and turned back, motioning for

Dahlia to hurry and join him. He entered the room, moving tentatively
toward the strange wrapping. It didn’t seem alive anymore, at least
on the outside, and had taken on a crust more like that of a giant
wasp’s nest than the sod-like aspect it had originally worn.

“It might be him,” Regis whispered when Dahlia hustled up beside
him.

“It’s him,” the elven woman said definitively. “Help me cut it down.”
Regis reverted to his normal form and pulled forth his dirk. He

paused for a heartbeat and studied the weapon, noting that the side
prongs, the snake-shaped swordcatchers, hadn’t yet fully regrown. If
they found a fight, he wouldn’t yet have his garroting specter allies.

Before he could say anything, Dahlia grabbed him and hoisted him
up high. He tried to avoid touching the demonic cocoon, but had to
lean against it to gain enough leverage to finally cut the rope from
which it hung.

Down it crashed, flopping over, but it did not fall open, and neither
Dahlia nor Regis could find any seam.

“Cut it,” the woman told him.
Regis carefully set the tip of his magical dirk against the strange

substance. Trying hard to govern his movement, for he certainly
didn’t want to cut the man inside, he pressed and slid the weapon.

Its edge was fine, but it didn’t even leave a mark on the unusual
material.



Regis looked up at Dahlia and shrugged helplessly.
She took the dirk from his hand and fell over the cocoon, cutting,

and when that utterly failed, she began stabbing the thing furiously,
desperate to free the man she loved.

She couldn’t make a mark in it.
“Well, isn’t this convenient,” Regis heard from the door, and he

and Dahlia spun about to see a pair of Margaster women, Inkeri and
Alvilda, enter the room.

 
Falling? Rolling.

Whydothestingsstillhurt? Somanybutnotnumb!
Paindiminishes . . . whynot?
I can’t move . . . can’t. Why still alive?
Alive?
Waspsupmynose . . . crawling biting . . . Mouth . . . Can’t close my

mouth.
No sound, no moving, no anything, nothingnothingnothing. Pain.

Just pain. Stingsandbites. Crawling little legs and stings.
Calmcalmcalm . . . calm . . . relax.
Whydothestingsstillhurt?
Calmcalm . . . calm. Think.
Pain!
Justicedeath?

 
Sharon strolled up to the fallen cocoon on the cobblestones outside
the alleyway and nodded. She was neither pleased nor distressed by
her work.

For it wasn’t really her work.
It was the man’s own doing, after all, and now he had come to

face the truth of himself, in a most brutal and painful manner.
Sharon heard the woman sobbing behind her, at the edge of the

alley, so she turned and offered a smile, then skipped away, back to
House Margaster.

 
“I do love when my dinner is delivered without my even asking,”
Inkeri Margaster purred.



“Get him out of there!” Dahlia demanded, stamping her staff on the
floor, deftly working its mechanical-magical controls to break it into
three sections, a tri-staff. She grabbed the middle piece and brought
it up before her.

Inkeri laughed at her.
Regis licked his lips nervously. He thought he knew what to expect

from Inkeri, for he had watched her turn into a glabrezu demon in the
caves beneath Lord Neverember’s palace in Neverwinter City. He
pulled out the hand crossbow chained to his vest and raised it, first
at Inkeri.

He swung his arm, though, doubting he could affect the glabrezu,
hoping that he and Dahlia could defeat it, and instead let fly at
Alvilda, a woman he had left unconscious once before.

She gasped when the dart struck her, and fell back. At the same
time, Dahlia sent the two end sections of her tri-staff spinning, and
she flipped the center section back and forth so that the outer two
would occasionally collide, for that was how Kozah’s Needle built its
powerful lightning energy.

But at the same time, Inkeri shifted, so suddenly, and not into a
four-armed glabrezu demon, as Regis had expected. Instead, the
woman thickened, a carpet of orange hair sprouting all about her, her
facial features turning apelike. Before Regis and Dahlia could even
digest that transformation, the demon that was Inkeri leaped, easily
clearing the twenty feet to crash between the two intruders, sending
both Regis and Dahlia tumbling aside.

“Finish the other!” Dahlia yelled at Regis. The skilled warrior
woman landed in a controlled roll, coming right back to her feet, her
tri-staff working defensively as the massive Barlgura moved in for the
kill. Her hands worked furiously, over and under, the end poles
cracking at the demon’s reaching claws, every strike eliciting a howl
from the pained demon.

But she wasn’t going to beat it, Regis believed, and he rushed at
Alvilda, looking down desperately at his dirk once more to see if the
snakes had regrown.

Regis didn’t want to kill Alvilda. He had met her, dined with her,
drank with her, conversed with her, and though he had never had
any intention of actually sleeping with her, and his meeting with her



was strictly for information gathering, he had come to like, or at least
to genuinely not dislike, the funny and boisterous woman.

So he hoped that the drow sleeping poison would put her down
before he arrived with his rapier.

But no, two other things happened instead. The room’s door
opened and the little white-eyed girl walked in, smiling still.

And Alvilda became human no more, her bones cracking and body
reshaping, her shoulders widening and climbing higher, her nose and
mouth coming forward into a snout, fangs growing, giant pincer
claws tearing through her clothing as two lower arms sprouted.

Regis nearly fainted. He tried to call out to Dahlia, but only a
squeak came forth. He looked to his rapier, so pitiful a weapon now,
and he knew he could not possibly defeat this hulking monster.

 
Dahlia pressed, her tri-staff biting at the hulking Barlgura, lightning
arcs burning its orange hair and keeping it on its heels. She wasn’t
doing much real damage, but she pressed on, trying to find some
opening, some way.

The demon leaped into the air, up and over her, and as she
tracked it, she took up Kozah’s Needle in one hand by the end and
snapped it, whiplike, the other end piece delivering another shock.

Barlgura disappeared, turning invisible so suddenly that Dahlia
had to remember what she was doing for a second. But she quickly
regained her composure and rushed to keep up with the leap, trying
to guess where it would land. She heard the thud as it came down a
few strides ahead, only to hear that it had leaped again. And this
time she wasn’t able to track it.

She spun a circuit, working her staff to try to hold it at bay, and she
did connect as she came around, scoring a hit, but too close! For the
demon reappeared right near her, one massive fist coming in to slam
her.

She put her arm up to block, felt the bone in her forearm snap, and
found herself flying backward. Somehow she managed to align her
body correctly to absorb the impact of her landing, but she still rolled
about, grimacing in pain, trying to get up and get set.

For the demon stalked in.



 
Groggy from the poison, Alvilda felt the demon rising within her,
taking control. It felt different this time, for she found herself in a
strange fugue, as if she was perpetrating the actions but was not, a
weird duality that sparked in her the thought that the demon was not
a separate being.

That she was the demon.
She looked at the advancing halfling, whom she knew by the

name of Regis Topolino of Bleeding Vines—such a pitiful thing
indeed. But then the door opened, and Alvilda could not ignore the
child who entered.

Her child.
Her beloved little Sharon.
Sharon looked at the halfling and smiled, and despite his obviously

desperate situation, Regis, Alvilda sensed, calmed quite profoundly
at the presentation of the little girl’s judgment.

Sharon’s pleasant judgment.
Alvilda didn’t understand, but she fought back suddenly to stay the

demon’s killing pincers.
She heard the growl of the glabrezu. It reverberated through every

bit of her body and mind. The most profound rage, murderous,
wicked, demanding.

“It’s okay, Mummy,” Sharon said, and the words hit Alvilda like a
bolt.

And she woke as if from a dream.
The glabrezu growled.
Alvilda Margaster, the mother of the child in the doorway who had

been so corrupted, growled louder.
The hulking glabrezu demon leaped.
The blood drained from the halfling’s face.
But the demon went over Regis, landing in a barreling charge,

pincers clamping about the waist and neck of Barlgura!
 

The room shook, the house shook as the powerful demons
grappled, the glabrezu’s pincers cutting deep lines, Barlgura’s fists
pounding at the dog-faced fiend.



Not about to miss the opportunity, Dahlia snapped her tri-staff into
the face of Barlgura, even taking out a long fang with one crack.
When the two tumbled aside, she brought the staff back in and
began that spinning motion once more to build up a powerful charge
of lightning, then sealed it together into a singular quarterstaff once
more. Her broken left arm throbbed with agony, but she couldn’t let it
slow her. Not now.

Up came Barlgura, dragging the glabrezu with it, both massive
hands clasped upon the pincer about its throat. Corded muscles
bulging under the strain, Barlgura pulled that pincer open, and kept
pulling, snapping the base of the claw and drawing a shriek from the
glabrezu.

The fight was going to be over soon, so Dahlia struck hard and
true, driving the butt of her staff right into the face of Barlgura, then
brilliantly twisting the staff down to loop it under the heavy necklace
of her adversary, where she released all of the energy, a lightning
bolt that snapped the demon’s head back from the sheer force and
blew apart the metal chain holding the phylactery ruby, leaving
Barlgura momentarily dazed.

The ruby flew aside and Inkeri Margaster reflexively grabbed
control of the stunned demon creature, the hulking form shifting
suddenly to that of the human woman, albeit briefly.

But long enough for the flailing glabrezu to whip its arm with the
broken claw up and across, one blade of the pincer slashing across
the woman’s already-torn throat.

Inkeri and Barlgura started to shift back to the demonic form, but
too late, and the beast fell to the side, the head nearly severed,
caught halfway between human and demon.

The glabrezu leaped about to face Dahlia, but both the demon and
the elf jumped back and paused when the little red-haired girl walked
up between them.

“Give me your necklace, Mummy,” she said sweetly.
The glabrezu shuddered, the two beings within fighting for control.
The little girl climbed right up and, with surprisingly dexterous and

clever fingers, removed the silver chain hung with the milky-blue
moonstone.



The glabrezu shuddered, the little girl fell back, stumbling to the
floor, then came up beside Dahlia, who started to shy in fear—until
she noticed a second little girl still standing in the doorway, smiling.

The little girl beside her held up the phylactery.
“Kill it, Mummy,” she whispered.
The demon form shrank, became Alvilda, then the glabrezu again,

then Alvilda once more, and in that moment, the moonstone on the
silver chain suddenly sparkled, receiving the spirit.

Alvilda Margaster fell back.
The little girl beside Dahlia became Regis once more. He

immediately went to his magical pouch, pulling forth a jar filled with
some dark liquid. Off came the cap and he dropped the phylactery
in, then quickly replaced and sealed the top.

Dahlia moved to finish Alvilda, but Regis grabbed her by the arm.
“No!”

“You cannot—”
“No, I beg,” the halfling said. “She’s no threat.” He pulled at

Dahlia’s arm with all his strength, holding her back.
Dahlia growled. “What about her?” she asked, nodding to the door

and the child. Out in the hallway, they heard sounds—house guards,
no doubt.

“They’re all afraid of the child, but it won’t last,” Regis reasoned.
“Come on! Run!”

Regis jumped over to the fallen cocoon. Scared but out of options,
he bent low and rolled it up onto his shoulder, then moved on shaky
legs toward the room’s large window, which overlooked the house’s
main door, one story below.

Dahlia helped him as much as she could manage through the
pain, and when they got to the window, she didn’t wait to search for a
latch, just poked Kozah’s Needle through it and released whatever
remaining lightning it could offer, enough to shatter the window into a
spiderweb design, glass raining on the cobblestones below.

That brought a howl from the corridor beyond the room. “The front
door!” more than one voice yelled.

Regis quick-stepped forward to the sill and kept shoving. “Forgive
me,” he whispered, and he let the cocoon tumble out, then rolled



over the sill behind it, wincing when he heard the sickening splat
below.

A frantic Dahlia came down behind him, cursing and promising
great pain, but the cocoon remained intact.

“The coach! Quickly!” Regis told her.
He began to hoist the cocoon once more. “Oh, but you’re going to

pay me back,” he mumbled, thinking of the dangerous man inside. “If
you’re still alive.”

Strangely, he actually hoped that Artemis Entreri was still alive—
more than he had ever imagined he would hope for such a thing.

Dahlia drove up, leaped down from the bench, and pulled open the
door of the fancy carriage, then helped Regis bundle Entreri inside.
Regis beat her back up to the bench and snapped the reins, the
team surging down the cobblestoned drive as the front door banged
open and the shouts began behind them.

 
Falling . . . falling . . . fallingfallingfalling!

No sound, no moving, no anything, nothingnothingnothing. Pain.
Just pain. But justthebitesjustthebites. Whyjustthebites?
Stingsandbites. Crawling little legs and stings.

Calmcalmcalm . . . calm . . . relax.
Whydothestingsstillhurt?
Calmcalm . . . calm. Think.
Pain!

 
Alvilda Margaster sat on the floor against an overturned chair,
trembling and crying.

“Don’t be afraid, Mummy,” Sharon said, and Alvilda glanced over
at her, then gasped.

Her little girl had gray eyes again!
But back behind Sharon was yet another doppelganger, the same

little girl, red locks bouncing, skipping out the door.
“Don’t be afraid, Mummy,” Sharon assured her. “She is my friend.”
“She is a monster,” a shocked Alvilda responded.
“No, Mummy. She teaches me. She shows me. She is my friend.”
Alvilda stared at her, dumbfounded, horrified.



“Like you told me for Uncle Brevindon.”
“Uncle Brevindon?”
“Yes, Mummy.”
“That he was . . .” Alvilda paused in shock, thinking of what she

had heard at Sharon’s bedroom door. “That she is your mentor?”
Alvilda asked, remembering the mumbling.

“Yes!” Sharon announced. “She shows me when I’m good or bad. I
want to be good, Mummy.”

“Mentor . . . tormentor,” Alvilda whispered under her breath,
dumbstruck and confused. She looked to the door, her jaw hanging
open.

 
Regis drove the carriage more slowly along the streets of
Waterdeep, trying not to draw attention. The Margasters had been
left far behind.

Where to go? the halfling wondered. Should he take the cocooned
Entreri to the Waterdeep lords? Which lords? Who in this city could
he trust?

“Yasgur?” Regis asked as they turned down a main boulevard, the
city gates in sight.

“I am with you,” they both heard, a child’s voice wafting on the
night breeze. Regis stood, Dahlia turned and rose, and both looked
back over the carriage roof. In the distance, they caught sight of a
small curly-haired girl in a flowing white gown floating down the road.

Dahlia fell, gasping, clutching at her arm, but obviously more
disturbed by shock than by pain. “The whip, the whip,” she implored
her companion.

“She won’t hurt us,” Regis said, but he was more surprised than
Dahlia by the confidence in his words. Still, he believed it, and he
hesitated.

Frustrated by his slow response and with a growl against the pain,
Dahlia tugged the reins from his hands, held them loosely in the
hand of her broken arm, then pulled the whip from the halfling’s
grasp and applied it liberally to the two black horses pulling the
coach.

Away they rambled, out of Waterdeep and along the north road.
“Give them over,” Regis implored her. “You cannot with your arm.”



Dahlia stared at him incredulously and threateningly, but in truth,
she was in no condition to argue. Pained, distressed, the elf woman
surrendered the reins, then sank back against the bench seat and
fought hard to slow her breathing. She clasped her good hand over
her broken arm to try to keep it steady as the carriage bounced
along.

She still managed to chastise Regis every time he let the team
slow.

 
Pain . . . bitingstinging.

Crawling. On me in me.
Pain! Calm.
Pain. Calm.
Calmcalmcalmcalmcalm. Aplacetohideaplacedeep . . . calm.
Fallaway, away, leave . . . go . . .



Chapter 26
Down Below

“Matron Zhindia Melarn will win,” Sos’Umptu Baenre told her sister,
Matron Mother Quenthel Baenre, on the morning of the day when
the Ruling Council was set to convene.

“A guess or a certainty?”
“Gromph sees it,” Sos’Umptu reported. “He disabled the magical

portals of Gauntlgrym because he knows. The powers arrayed
against King Bruenor and Luskan are too formidable, and Matron
Zhindia is accompanied by a pair of handmaidens and a pair of
retrievers.”

The matron mother sighed and nodded, those last tidbits already
known to her. “Matron Zhindia will win, House Melarn will know all
glory, and they will return here at the head of a demon army.”

“You think she would dare threaten House Baenre?” Quenthel
tried to speak confidently, tried to show incredulity at the mere
mention of such a thing. She felt as if she had fallen short of that
mark, though, and when she looked at Sos’Umptu, she saw that her
sister shared her doubts. Sos’Umptu was one of the most powerful
drow in Menzoberranzan. She was the high priestess of the Fane of
the Goddess, a public cathedral she had created that was exerting
more and more influence among the commoners and lesser houses
of the city. She remained the mistress of Arach-Tinilith, the drow
academy for priestesses, and was still first priestess of House
Baenre, at least until Quenthel could finish grooming her daughter



Myrineyl to assume the position. And Sos’Umptu sat on the Ruling
Council as the Ninth Seat, an unprecedented move by the matron
mother to pack the Council in her favor.

“I do not think that she will have to,” Sos’Umptu replied. “Her
heroics on the surface and in Gauntlgrym will move her house above
all of our allies, and her obvious blessing by Lady Lolth may cause
them to reconsider their alliances. The order in Menzoberranzan will
be shaken to its core, even more so because the heretics Drizzt and
Zaknafein were allowed to walk free from your own dungeons.”

“They were freed on the word of Yvonnel,” Matron Mother
Quenthel reminded her. She regretted the words as soon as she had
spoken them, for they made her seem small indeed, diminished.
How could anyone walk free of the dungeons of House Baenre
without Quenthel’s command, after all?

“And where is she now?” Sos’Umptu asked with a shrug. “Hardly
relevant.”

“So what would you propose?”
“Join in Matron Zhindia’s campaign,” said Sos’Umptu.
Matron Mother Baenre felt very insignificant, so suddenly. How

quickly could the tides turn in the City of Spiders! Just a few months
before, after the fall of Demogorgon at the city’s gates, House
Baenre had seemed more secure than ever in its perch atop the
hierarchy. House Melarn, ever a thorn, had been battered and
moved down the ranks. Quenthel had orchestrated the Ruling
Council to keep her closest allies in positions of great power, and
had even reconstituted House Xorlarrin under Matron Zeerith, giving
her an ally as powerful as the city’s Second House, Barrison
Del’Armgo, and Matron Mez’Barris, perhaps her only true rival.

Despite all of that, though, Matron Mother Quenthel Baenre
understood her vulnerability here. This great house, the ruling house
of Menzoberranzan for millennia, was in a dangerous generational
transition now. All of Matron Mother Yvonnel Baenre’s female
children were gone except for Quenthel and Sos’Umptu. And of the
two remaining sons of the great Yvonnel, Gromph, though perhaps
an ally, was no longer even of the city, and Jarlaxle hadn’t ever really
been a part of House Baenre in the first place.



When she looked across the room at the only other person
present, Quenthel was reminded of this fact quite poignantly, for
there stood Minolin Fey Baenre, a weakling priestess who was only
a member of this court because she had carried the child of Gromph.

For several years now, Matron Mother Quenthel had known that
she had to bide her time until the many promising young Baenre
nobles could more fully step into their roles. Thus she had weakened
the Faerzress to bring demon hordes into Menzoberranzan,
deflecting any potential power grabs by rival houses. Thus she had
funded the Fane of the Goddess and elevated Sos’Umptu to a
position of great power. Thus she had reconstructed House
Do’Urden into a reincarnation of House Xorlarrin, returning her most
important ally, Matron Zeerith, who hated Matron Mez’Barris
profoundly.

Would that rivalry even hold, though, if Zhindia Melarn returned to
Menzoberranzan after such a tremendous victory on the surface,
with the heretics given to Lolth, Gauntlgrym conquered (after King
Bruenor had taken it from Zeerith Xorlarrin in the failed attempt by
Matron Mother Quenthel to have the Xorlarrins secure the complex
for use as a satellite city to Menzoberranzan, no less), and with a
horde of demon allies?

“Should we summon Gromph?” Sos’Umptu offered.
“No,” the matron mother retorted without hesitation. “If he has

surrendered to Matron Zhindia, then he cannot be trusted.”
Mistress Sos’Umptu nodded obediently, then, despite her

legendary composure, winced noticeably when Quenthel added,
“Not that I ever trusted our murderous brother anyway.”

Gromph, after all, had tried to assassinate Quenthel on more than
one occasion when their sister Triel had sat on the house throne as
Matron Mother Baenre.

“No,” Quenthel said again, nodding, for many things were
becoming clear to her. “No, you,” she said, motioning to Minolin Fey,
“go to House Barrison Del’Armgo and inform Matron Mez’Barris that
I would speak with her privately this day, before the Council sits.”

Sos’Umptu and Minolin Fey exchanged skeptical looks.
“We will march,” Matron Mother Quenthel told them. “We will all

march.” To Minolin Fey, she said bluntly, “Go!” and the woman



scampered out of the room.
“What are you thinking, Matron Mother?” Sos’Umptu dared to ask

when the sisters were alone.
“Long ago, our mother, the great Yvonnel the Eternal, the first and

greatest Matron Mother Baenre, intervened in a relatively minor affair
involving the attempted assassination of a weapon master of a
relatively minor house by the matron of another supposedly minor
house.”

Sos’Umptu showed no recollection.
“You were not included in the discussion or the planning,”

Quenthel said to her. “It was all left to Gromph, Triel, and myself. The
weapon master we saved was Zaknafein Do’Urden. The plotting
assassin was no other than Matron Soulez Armgo, mother of Matron
Mez’Barris.”

“I still do not understand.”
“A strange coincidence, given where we are now, wouldn’t you

agree?”
“You think it more than that?” Sos’Umptu replied, her doubts clear.

“You think it all fated? All of it? With such foresight as to know that
Zaknafein would sire the heretic Drizzt? That is—”

“No,” Matron Mother Quenthel interrupted. “But perhaps it was
done with some knowledge that the spark resided in Zaknafein
before Drizzt, perhaps.”

Sos’Umptu was shaking her head.
“Matron Mother Yvonnel’s prayers to Lolth led us to that place that

long-ago night to interfere with the Armgo plans. I know this,
intimately.”

Sos’Umptu bowed her head respectfully then, catching the
reminder that Quenthel had been given the memories of Matron
Mother Yvonnel Baenre. Not told the memories or even shown the
memories—an illithid had imparted them into Quenthel’s mind and
so they were her memories as surely as they had been Yvonnel’s.

“Or perhaps it is merely coincidence,” Matron Mother Quenthel
admitted. “But still, to see where this has led us with Zaknafein and
with Matron Mez’Barris is quite remarkable.”

“We are neither a populous nation nor a large city,” Sos’Umptu
reminded her. “What may seem like coincidence may be no more



than simple proximity.”
“You counsel wisely, as always,” the matron mother said. “Still,

here we are. We cannot allow Matron Zhindia to win and return
triumphant in unshared glory.”

“So House Baenre will march?”
“Menzoberranzan will march,” the matron mother corrected. “In all

her power.”
 

The barbarian bit down on the cloth-wrapped strip of metal, making
no sound but a growl as the dark elf priestess squeezed hard against
the scarred line, balls of white pus popping forth between her
pinching fingers. Wulfgar’s shoulder, neck, and arm muscles corded
and flexed to their limits.

Dab’nay quickly cast a spell, sending purifying healing into the
opened wound. Then she backed up, one hand on Wulfgar’s
shoulder as she helped ease him forward so that he could properly
vomit into the bucket she had put before him.

For all his size and strength, Wulfgar suddenly seemed very frail,
and his oily spit subsequent to his puking came with growls of
complete frustration.

“I am doing all that I can for you,” Dab’nay snapped at him.
He nodded, then vomited again.
“And only because Kimmuriel ordered me to do so,” she added.
Wulfgar spent a moment composing himself, clearing his mouth

and making sure that there was no more vomit on its way. “Just get
me to the Hosttower, I beg, and to the portal, that I might rejoin my
friends in Gauntlgrym.”

“You cannot,” Dab’nay told him.
The door opened and Beniago entered the room. “The portals are

closed,” he said, and it was clear that he had been listening. He
motioned to Dab’nay, who gladly took her leave.

“Then Gromph will send me.”
“He will not. It was he who closed the portals. He has declared the

neutrality of the Hosttower in this fight.”
“Then another wizard!” Wulfgar said with as much strength as he

could muster.



“None will oblige you,” Beniago told him. “The Hosttower is
neutral.”

“Kimmuriel, then!”
Beniago shrugged.
“Is there no way for me to get to Gauntlgrym?”
Another shrug from the drow who remained in his disguise as a

red-haired human. “Can you even stand?” he asked with a chuckle.
“Soon enough,” Wulfgar promised.
“Then you could go through the Underdark tunnels or overland,

but either way, you would almost certainly be killed before you
reached the dwarven complex. And even if not, how would you get
in? Gauntlgrym is surrounded by an army of demons and hostile
drow.”

“Kimmuriel could get me in!”
Beniago shrugged again, then stepped aside as Kimmuriel walked

through the door.
“You are alive because of me,” Kimmuriel stated.
Wulfgar stared at him hard, but couldn’t disagree.
“I did not keep you alive because I care at all that you are alive,”

the drow added.
“Jarlaxle told you to protect me.”
Kimmuriel snorted. “That matters not. You remain here now and I

have sent a priestess to tend you because I desire your assistance.”
“Then promise me that journey to Gauntlgrym.”
“No. But you will help me.”
Wulfgar narrowed his eyes even more.
“I suspect that you wish to kill Brevindon Margaster and the demon

that holds him even more than I,” Kimmuriel said.
That had Wulfgar leaning back and widening his eyes in surprise.

“You are surrounded by powerful allies, powerful warriors.”
“I doubt any of them could deliver the physical blow I desire.”
Wulfgar considered that for a moment, then nodded. “Lead on.”
But Kimmuriel was shaking his head. “There is much to settle

about us in Luskan,” he explained. “When it settles as I foresee, I will
call upon you. Until then, heal. I doubt you will survive our attack.”

That had Wulfgar looking back curiously.



“The death of this demon leading the attack on Luskan will be
worth your sacrifice, should that come to pass,” Kimmuriel said. “I
am sure you agree with that.”

After a moment of consideration, Wulfgar answered, “I do.”
“Ah, a true warrior, as I suspected. To die does not frighten you—”
“I have died before,” Wulfgar interrupted.
Kimmuriel looked at him in shock for just a moment, and Wulfgar

smiled when he plowed ahead, for such a detail simply wasn’t going
to be important enough to the drow for him to bother asking for an
elaboration.

“Your honor is far more important, and losing that honor would be
worse than death,” Kimmuriel said. “So, I offer you the chance to
strike a great blow for your friends in the south, and yes, for Jarlaxle
and we drow who rule in Luskan. But at great risk. You have felt the
bite of Brevindon’s blade.”

“Give me one strike,” Wulfgar replied. “I will not miss him a second
time.”

“It will not be on a ship that you stupidly sink beneath us, at least,”
Kimmuriel said dryly as he walked out of the room.

Wulfgar sat alone, trying to find his center, trying to expel the fever,
the pus, the pain. When the door opened yet again, he looked up to
see Bonnie Charlee entering.

“I will kill Brevindon Margaster and the red-skinned demon elf he
harbors inside,” Wulfgar told her determinedly before she could even
begin to ask the many questions obviously stirring within her.

“Ye seem certain,” she replied.
Wulfgar nodded, and the motion induced another round of

vomiting.
 

She was in her own throne room, but Matron Mez’Barris couldn’t
help but squirm a little at the array of power that had come in to see
her after her refusal to meet the matron mother in her home ground
of House Baenre.

Five matrons, Quenthel Baenre included, and their entourages of
powerful drow priestesses, wizards, and warriors, stood before her—
or in Matron Zeerith Xorlarrin’s case, sat before her on a floating and
decorated magical disk, and in Matron Mother Baenre’s case, sat



upon an ornate purple-and-black throne, some portable seat more
impressive than the throne of House Barrison Del’Armgo.

Mez’Barris licked her lips, pondering the offer put before her. “If I
die, someone will replace me,” she told Matron Mother Baenre.

“If I die, you know who will replace me,” Quenthel replied.
Mez’Barris considered it for just a moment, glancing at priestess

Sos’Umptu, who stood resolutely beside her sister. But no, she
realized, Sos’Umptu did not want the mantle of Matron Mother.

“Yvonnel,” Mez’Barris answered, barely able to spit the name of
Gromph’s powerful and unusual daughter, a drow child still, but in
the body of a young woman and with the command, wisdom,
intelligence, and experience of her namesake.

“Yvonnel,” the Matron Mother confirmed.
“Is she even in Menzoberranzan?”
“She will be a thousand times your nightmare,” Quenthel

continued, ignoring the question. “For she is staked in this and will
remember your refusal. She will not tolerate you, Matron Mez’Barris,
nor the continuing games of your house.”

“Are you threatening war, Matron Mother?”
“Not I. I have no such desire. But I am certain of the path Matron

Mother Yvonnel would pursue.”
Mez’Barris glanced around at her house nobles.
“A thousand times your nightmare,” the matron mother reiterated.

“And perhaps I have more to offer.”
Soon after, a vast army marched out of Menzoberranzan, aided by

magic to speed their way to the lower gates of Gauntlgrym. Such an
army had not marched from the drow city in more than a century, the
last march of the great Yvonnel the Eternal, Matron Mother Baenre,
in her desire to conquer Mithral Hall.

The drow academies lay silent; the drow houses, noble and
common, lay silent.

The tunnels of the Underdark cleared before them, for none of the
denizens of this dark place wanted to face the full power of
Menzoberranzan bared.



Chapter 27
The End

The vampire Thibbledorf Pwent sat on the Throne of the Dwarven
Gods in the empty entry hall of Gauntlgrym. The dwarves had
rushed through to the deeper chambers, dropping the entry block
wall behind them. Now that wall was shaking, bits of stone falling
from it from the battering on the other side.

“Ah, me gods, what’ve ye given me here?” the dwarf asked. “Take
me home, Moradin. Ye got me caught twixt me heart and me hunger.
Aye, the hunger. She’s always there—or better called the thirst.
Sweet blood.”

Over to his right, the wall collapsed and the giant spider golem
crashed through, skittering across the floor, turning up sideways on
the wall to fit through the door leading to the lower levels.

Thibbledorf Pwent shook his head, not even knowing what that
might mean. What monster, this?

He saw the demons pouring in behind. Surely Bruenor and the
others had known this would happen, that the wall could never hold
against such a horde. Why had they run?

To his surprise, there came the sound of terrific fighting, suddenly,
in the chambers just beyond the entry hall.

Pwent hopped up from the throne, his corporeal form beginning to
dissolve into mere smoke even as he landed. Off the vampire flew to
investigate. It didn’t take him long to understand that the dwarves



now fighting demons furiously in the corridors and chambers beyond
had let the spider monster pass.

But why?
Down flew Pwent, quickly catching up to the giant arachnid golem

as it scrambled along the descending ways of Gauntlgrym, moving
down walls in the high-ceilinged lower caverns with spidery ease,
spitting a spindle of webbing at one point to accelerate its descent.
Not a dwarf stood against it, not a crossbow quarrel or catapult
payload flew to intercept the spider’s run.

As they came into the lower chambers and tunnels, the sounds of
the demon battle fading far behind, Pwent realized the spider’s
destination, and in gaseous form, he actually flew ahead of the
monster into the most coveted chamber, wherein sat the Great Forge
of Gauntlgrym.

It was empty of dwarves.
By Moradin’s hairy beard, me king, what’re ye doing? Pwent

thought.
He noted that the door to the primordial’s chamber was more than

open; in fact, it had been removed, revealing the short tunnel from
the forge room to the large pit which held the godlike beast.

Pwent hesitated, but the spider did not, scrambling down that
corridor, squealing loudly as if in sudden and hungry pursuit.

Pwent followed, but before he ever entered that chamber, he
heard a tremendous rumble, shouting dwarves, and a screeching
spider, and as he entered, he was greeted by the blinding flash of a
monstrous lightning bolt.

 
This is madness, Zaknafein’s fingers signaled in the intricate drow
hand code to Jarlaxle, who stood beside him at the far end of a most
wondrous chamber, a long cavern bathed in an orange glow from the
roiling fires and lava of the primordial beast that powered the forges
of Gauntlgrym. Trapped in a deep chasm along the back half of the
room, to Zaknafein’s right as he looked back to the corner where sat
the entry door, the godlike beast’s movements kept the chamber
constantly vibrating. Water elementals swirled about just below the
lip of that gorge, constantly reinforced by sheets of water raining
down from the ceiling above.



As we asked King Bruenor to trust us, so we should trust him,
Jarlaxle’s fingers moved in reply. He has earned that much, many
times over.

Zaknafein glanced past his friend to the dwarf in the one-horned
helm, small buckler on one arm, many-notched axe in the other. He
tried to dismiss his doubts—how might they trust a dwarf? And a
surface dwarf at that!

The world seemed so mixed up to poor Zaknafein then. All of his
life had been spent in learning the truth of the world, but that, he was
beginning to understand, was the truth of the drow world only. And it
was a truth distorted by ill intent. All that he had learned—nay, more
than learned, had come to know as truth—seemed to him then like a
knot beginning to loosen, as if his world was on the edge of fully
unwinding.

A crash down the way, beyond the door at the far end of the left-
hand wall, demanded his attention.

“So be it,” the drow weapon master muttered, and he prepared to
die.

Bruenor had lured the spider here and had set the wall to the right
with a line of strange and huge wheeled contraptions—juicers,
Bruenor had called them.

The whole thing seemed ridiculous to Zaknafein. Comical, even,
except that his life was among those on the line here.

Into the room crashed the spider, taking pieces of the door and
wall with it. It slid a bit as it scrambled to turn, and Zaknafein had a
fleeting moment of hope that it would pitch over into the fiery chasm.

But no, on it came, straight for him, staring at him, he knew.
One of its eyes flared and a beam of greenish light shot down at

Zaknafein, and for a moment he felt his heart stop.
In shock, though, and not from the beam, for the invisible wall of

force Jarlaxle had enacted before them did its job and stopped the
monster’s ray.

But the spider came on, its focus fully on Zaknafein.
Then did the dwarven teams along the wall leap into action, taking

up the poles of the juicers and driving the heavy contraptions
forward, broadsiding the massive demonic golem. With roars and
cheers, the dwarves pressed on, lifting the side of the spider with the



angled front plates of the war machines. Four of the spider’s legs
waved up above the front of those contraptions, trying to gain a hold,
the mighty retriever teetering on the very edge of the chasm!

But there the dwarves stalled, the spider holding fast to the floor
and now regaining its stability and fighting back. Another of its eyes
arched with tingles of sudden power. The chamber shook with a
thunderous retort.

The farthest juicer shattered and smoldered, its team down and
writhing, the target of the monster’s lightning bolt, and the abyssal
nightmare quickly gained the advantage, turning to bring its eyes up
over the top of the juicer wall, several of them glowing with mounting
magical power.

“For my son!” Zaknafein cried, sprinting and feeling his way
around the wall of force, swords in hand.

He charged at the retriever, his distraction complete, and the beast
turned on him suddenly, eyes sparkling with eagerness and power.

A blast of webbing flew forth from one, but Zaknafein fell to his
knees and bent backward, sliding right beneath the sticky trap. The
weapon master came up into his continuing run, determined to close
those last few strides.

“Me king!” came a bellow before him and to the left, and despite
his focus, Zaknafein couldn’t help but gawk for just an eyeblink,
seeing the strangest dwarf he had ever imagined, a veritable ball of
spikes and edges, running, leaping, flying even—flying?—across
and above the struggling juicer teams, launching himself with some
magic Zaknafein did not understand right into the side of the
retriever’s head, spiked fists driving hard.

 
“Where do you intend to go?” Regis asked, the carriage still
bouncing along. He had just been awakened from a short nap,
having handed the reins to Dahlia, by a particularly powerful jolt. “I
doubt we’ll be able to find our way into Gauntlgr—”

The carriage jerked to the side. Dahlia yelped and slapped herself
on the cheek.

“What?” Regis asked, trying to help her slow the team. He looked
down as he grabbed the reins and saw a dark spot on the bench



seat, an insect Dahlia had slapped, now spinning about as if trying to
fly.

“Ow!” Dahlia called again, and again, and Regis had to pull with all
his strength to stop the carriage from pitching into a ditch at the side
of the road.

He glanced at Dahlia as soon as he could, and found her slapping
—even with her broken arm—at several wasplike insects buzzing
about her face. For a moment, he figured that they must have ridden
over a ground-wasp nest, but then he caught a clear glimpse of one
of the insects, a face more human than bug, and he knew they were
in trouble.

Then he heard the humming of a swarm behind him, right behind
him, and he feared they were doomed.

He fumbled unsuccessfully with the reins, for the wagon had run
into mud at the side of the road. “Run!” he yelled, and scrambled
down from the bench seat.

Dahlia leaped down opposite him and quickly broke her staff into a
pair of nunchaku, spinning them about like horsetails fending off
flies, banging them together to build that magical lightning charge.
She grimaced in pain with every contact, her broken arm throbbing.

The swarm suddenly grew loud as the carriage door on Regis’s
side fell open and a cloud of the tiny creatures flew out.

The blood drained from Regis’s face, but they went right by him,
sweeping over the horses without a single sting, flying in at Dahlia.

She cried out and spun, clacking the nunchaku together to release
arcs of lightning, getting stung or bit or both repeatedly, then finally
falling and rolling, flailing desperately. She managed a larger burst of
lightning, a shock that widened out from her and blasted her as well
as the attacking creatures, leaving a rain of them falling dead about
her, and leaving her shaking wildly, smoke wafting from her clothes.

The remaining wasplike monsters flew away.
Regis ran to her and helped her up to her knees, where she

remained for a long while, sobbing, aching, her face swelling, eyes
puffy.

“We have to go,” he implored her.
She nodded, cringing in pain, and struggled to her feet, cradling

that agonized arm.



“They came out of the carriage,” Regis explained, and moved with
her to the open door.

Inside, the cocoon enwrapping Entreri lay still, though it had
tumbled from the seat and was half on the floor, including the end
from which it had been hanging from the ceiling.

Dahlia wailed, for that end of the strange sarcophagus, lying near
the door, continued to spew the wasplike beasts. She had been
stung or bitten a dozen times and the excruciating pain remained,
but it was clear now that these little monsters had been feasting on
her beloved for days!

She crashed her nunchaku down on the end of the wrap, one after
another, pulsing forth the last bolts of lightning, frying the little
monsters before they could get clear, charring the end of the cocoon.
Her rage overcoming the pain, Dahlia grabbed the cocoon and
dragged it out of the carriage to flop limply onto the ground, then
began tearing at the burned top of it. She pulled a knife from her belt
and stabbed at it repeatedly, viciously, frantically.

“No! No!” she cried every time she paused to inspect it to see that
she had caused no real damage.

“Dahlia,” Regis quietly called to her. “Dahlia. We have to leave.”
“Help me!” she yelled at him.
“Dahlia, not now. We have to leave.”
She looked up at him and sneered, but her anger mellowed when

she came to realize that Regis wasn’t even looking at her as he
spoke, but was staring back the way they had come. Dahlia snapped
her head around.

The little white-eyed girl was floating down the road toward them,
smiling.

So horribly smiling.
“Help me,” Dahlia cried, grabbing at the cocoon and trying to hoist

it back into the carriage.
“He’s gone, Dahli—”
“Help me!” Her voice promised murder, and it was no idle threat.
The two bundled the cocoon into the carriage again and

scrambled to the bench, where Dahlia grabbed the reins and
whipped the team until they dragged the carriage out of the mud and
thundered down the road once more.



The woman passed out soon after, exhausted and agonized.
They had already put Waterdeep far behind them and the team

was tired, but Regis kept them rolling to the north.
 

What mad dwarf was this, Zaknafein wondered, for the fool—the
dear, brave fool—threw himself right into the retriever’s face, giant
mandibles snapping closed about him, and took the full blast of the
demon golem’s next magical beam—a bolt that began to turn him to
stone.

Zaknafein couldn’t question it, and could only hope that what was
now a statue of a dwarf would block any more magical rays.

But no! For even as Zaknafein closed those last steps, his swords
slashing hard at the nearest spider leg, the strange dwarf became a
cloud of gas.

Then became a dwarf again, flesh and not stone.
“Me Pwent!” Zaknafein heard King Bruenor yell from not far

behind.
“Me king!” the dwarf, Pwent, yelled in response, punching at the

golem’s eyes with his spiked gauntlets, drawing shrieks of protest
from the spider as it worked furiously to expel him, and drawing
cheers and cries of “Press harder!” from the scores of dwarves
manning the juicers.

Pwent fell fully into his battle-rage, pounding with abandon,
ignoring the mandibles as they clenched about him once again.
Zaknafein furiously attacked the nearest leg, trying to break its hold.

“Ah, ye dog!” the dwarf yelled.
Zaknafein glanced up. Lightning arced between the spider’s eyes

and the weapon master could feel the buildup of another explosive
bolt. He saw it on the dwarf’s face, and knew it, too: this brave fool
was doomed.

Just before the bolt came forth, though, a glob of goo flew
between the dwarf and the spider’s face, green and glutinous,
binding the dwarf to the monster arachnid, both his arms fully
encompassed.

Zaknafein spun his head to see the source, Jarlaxle, with King
Bruenor and his two queens running right beside him.

A king running in to near-certain death for the sake of his friends.



That thought stunned Zaknafein. What matron mother would do
that?

And to Zaknafein’s further surprise, King Bruenor seemed no
dwarf then, but a giant, and one growing larger with every stride.

Zaknafein had to dodge to the side when Bruenor charged in,
shield-rushing the first juicer in line, hitting it with tremendous force—
more than the press of all the other dwarves pushing it.

Up higher went the retriever, and the dwarves pressed on all along
the line, turning the monster up on its side and then over.

Down it tumbled, the wild Pwent still attached, several juicers
falling over behind it. One struck the spider monster as it tried to
catch the wall, another coincidentally intercepting a line of webbing
the spider managed to pull forth and launch.

Zaknafein twisted and contorted, his swords falling free, to leave
him hanging by his fingers on the edge of the chasm.

 
Is this death, then?

So this is death-mystery-obliteration-annihilation, the final fall, the
ring around the rosy, the crack of the neck at the end of the rope, the
head falling from the axeman’s blade, the last breath of crushed
lungs, the last link of guts removed. Fouler than life,
ohfieohdamnohcurseyoualleternally! The piffy end of the dream, not
great, all whisper of curses.

Foulfoulfoulfoulbloodycursesall!
Damn life! Touched briefly, too briefly, so briefly! Joy of Calihye,

warmth of Dahlia, embrace of Jarlaxle, respect of Drizzt? Oh fie, I
know not, ohfieohdamnohcurseyoualleternally!

Life, the dream, pfft, gone . . . and filledfilledfilled by stench,
nostrils thick. Just stench, always stench. I deny the stench, but no,
and now I am guilty? How am I? What justice? Coldhearted world of
pale pains, moonlit monochrome with sunlit days too short. Eyeblink
of light. Just an eyeblink. Snap! An image, a moment. Stolen!

Ohfieohdamnohcurseyoualleternally!
Too long . . . too long! Heartbeats of sparkles, hours of hate and

guilt.
So much blood, warming my wrist, my arm, caked on my eyes.
So much poison, so much pain.



One hope, one ask, just one, but no, I cannot die to escape the
pain—nay! Nay, now I know, no escape, and now there is only
hopelessness-deep-emptiness-darkness-darkness-evermore.
Beyond the bites of a thousand-million-thousand wasps, little fires,
unceasing pain . . .

The sting, the burn, the images flashflashflash. Calihye! The
victim, the victim, the victim. Dahlia! The victim, the victim, the victim.
Jarlaxle! The victim, the victim, the victim. So many, the victims. My
victims, so many!

You knew! Drizzt, you knew. Ohfieohdamnohcurseyoueternally!
But no.
No.
No!
I cannot!
Would that I had used my dagger upon myself! No existence . . .

no existence . . . that, so I learn too late, my only heaven.
Ohfieohdamnohcursemyselfeternally—
. . .

 
Hanging from the ledge, Zaknafein looked down through the heavy
mist to the orange glow of the lavalike primordial. He saw one of the
juicers, breaking apart from bouncing off the wall, hit the lava,
immediately bursting into flames. He saw the spider golem hit, on its
back, shrieking and scrabbling and trying to throw a web out.

Some darkness that he thought a cloud of smoke rose up, but then
took form as a large bat, flying up from the pit.

The spider almost righted itself, but a tendril of lava rose beside it,
near enough for Zaknafein to feel the sudden and sharp increase in
heat, then broke like a wave over the abyssal monster, also
splashing the rising bat.

The shrieking stopped immediately, drowned out under the heavy
molten substance, and the lava flattened as if digesting the golem.

Zaknafein tried to hold, tried to dig in a boot to help him climb.
He felt a hand clamp over his own left, then another over his right,

and he looked up to see not one but two rescuers, the queens of
Gauntlgrym grabbing him and hoisting him.



Back on his feet on the ledge, Zaknafein digested the scene
around him, with dwarves scrambling every which way to help their
injured, and there were many. To his left, Jarlaxle rushed at him, but
then stopped abruptly and fell back a step.

Zaknafein understood when he heard the shriek behind him, then
turned and ducked fast as the large bat, one wing licked with flames,
fluttered past, then down to the right and out of the chamber.

“Thibbledorf,” he heard Queen Mallabritches say.
“The Pwent,” added her sister, Tannabritches.
It was all beyond Zaknafein, but he was surely impressed by the

dwarves’ display of camaraderie and desire, nay desperation, to help
their fallen.

“It was coming for you,” Jarlaxle said, moving beside him as he
turned back.

“The bat?”
“The spider,” Jarlaxle explained. “I’ve no doubt. I watched it closely

when it entered the chamber, and its reaction was most telling when
its many eyes settled upon Zaknafein.”

Zaknafein glanced back behind him to the orange glow. “Well, it’s
gone now.”

“So it would seem.”
Zaknafein bent over and looked down into the chasm again, then

closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He began to nod before he
opened his eyes, then said to Jarlaxle, “It was coming for me, and it
is gone. I feel it inside, a lightness, though I didn’t even notice any
heaviness there before.”

Jarlaxle reached out and patted his friend on the shoulder. “We
should go up top and kill some demons. The dwarves are driving
them back out of Gauntlgrym.”

Zaknafein nodded, but glanced around. “First we help the
wounded,” he said.

 
He got more out of Andahar than he had expected, but was still far
from the place he had hoped to be when the unicorn began to
suddenly slow, indicating that it was time for Drizzt to dismount.
Despite his straight and hours-long run from Yvonnel and Athrogate,
the last high ground had shown Drizzt that the demon golem wasn’t



all that far behind. He thought that a good thing, since it meant that
the retriever had likely ignored his friends, but now that Andahar’s
magic was expiring, he knew that his plans were in jeopardy.

He slid down from the unicorn and dismissed Andahar, wondering
if he’d ever see the fine mount again. Then Drizzt collected himself
and took his bearings. He had many miles left to run.

So he did. He took his first step, ramping himself up to speed,
trying to gauge how fast he might go without tiring long before he
arrived.

He thought of the Monastery of the Yellow Rose, of Grandmaster
Kane, of his training there where he had learned to better join mind
and body.

He did that now with every stride, concentrating on the movement
of his muscles, not just of his legs. No, he went to the deeper level,
contractions and stretches, and felt the interplay of his hips,
hamstrings, ankles, feet—all of it, even the movement of his arms.

And with each step, his stride improved. Soon he was working less
and running faster, his breathing perfectly coordinated, his arms
pumping for maximum momentum in the desired direction.

He fell within himself, into a mantra, as a mile passed, then three,
then five, ten, a dozen. Had he relinquished his concentration at all,
he would have marveled at how long and fast he had run, for in that
trance, Drizzt had simply blocked out the pain and the exhaustion.
They did not exist to him, at least not consciously.

He paused only once, atop a nearby hill, both to look ahead (and
take heart that his destination was in sight) and to look behind, to
see that the incessant spider had greatly closed the distance and
was now not far behind.

Drizzt looked to his destination, then back to the spider. Yes, he
could beat it to that place, he was confident.

Now he wanted to make sure that he barely beat it to that place.
He took a deep breath, trying once more to block the exhaustion—

it occurred to him that in his trance he might run and run and run
until he simply fell over dead.

It didn’t matter. In the wide world, to his friends and all of those he
loved, to the goodly people of the northern Sword Coast regions, it
didn’t matter.



He crossed a known road, moving to rocky ground, backdropped
by the rolling waves of the ocean. He moved more slowly then,
looking behind more often than ahead, letting the retriever draw near
and picking his careful way among the rocks to keep himself
concealed from any who might be ahead of him.

The golem drew closer. Drizzt finally spotted it, and it him, and the
spider monster hissed and shrieked loudly and charged.

Drizzt sprinted across the last expanse, to the outer wall of the
ruined keep known as Thornhold, the spider quickly closing behind
him. Up the wall he went, brilliantly and swiftly, and at the top,
despite the shouts arising from the remaining Stoneshaft dwarves at
the place, he didn’t hesitate, flipping right over.

“Here now!” one sentry shouted, charging at the half-naked,
seemingly unarmed drow, spear lowered for a skewer.

An upraised backhand slap from Drizzt’s right hand and a slight
turn, right shoulder dropping back, sent the strike harmlessly wide.
The dwarf didn’t slow, trying to barrel the lighter drow over or tackle
him, but that shoulder turn had also strengthened the drow’s own
strike, a stiff-handed stab that caught the poor fellow right in the
throat, halting him as surely as if he had run into a stone wall. He
dropped the spear and staggered backward a step before dropping
to his knees, gasping desperately.

Drizzt hoped he hadn’t killed the fellow, but he hadn’t the time to
make sure he was okay, for the spider was on the wall and more
dwarves were charging at him along the parapet from the other
direction. He backflipped off the parapet, straightened feet-down and
half twisted before he landed the twenty feet below, then came down
not flat on his feet, but with his legs turned just enough to transfer
the energy of the landing into a sidelong roll, which became a
backward roll, which became a second backward roll and a third,
where Drizzt pressed up as he rolled past his shoulders, extending
and lifting into the air to land gracefully on his feet looking back at
the wall.

The parapet crumbled, dwarves tumbled, and over the top came
the retriever.

Drizzt turned and sprinted for the keep, moving right past the door,
which started to open just ahead of a tremendous lightning blast



from the closing arachnid.
Drizzt skidded to a stop and threw himself to the ground just

ahead of the bolt, so near that he could feel his long hair lifting up
and dancing wildly. The lightning blew the door from its hinges, so up
and in he went, fast-hopping past a trio of Stoneshaft dwarves lying
just inside, their clothes smoking from the blast.

 
From far away along the north road, but within sight of the keep, two
pairs of eyes watched the spider eclipse the wall.

“Ah, but he’s takin’ them dirty dwarfs with him,” Athrogate
muttered. With her magic, Yvonnel had brought him in pursuit of the
spider, both of them wanting to witness the last play of Drizzt
Do’Urden. Behind the spider, they were confident that the single-
minded golem would not turn, after all, and when it was done its
task, Yvonnel had assured Athrogate, the beast would not remain on
this plane of existence.

Both winced and Athrogate sucked in his breath sharply at the
sudden flash and booming thunder, thinking it might already be over.

 
Far away along the south road, another pair of eyes watched the
giant spider crossing the rocky ground, then climbing the wall of
Thornhold.

“The world has gone mad,” Dahlia said to Regis, slurring every
word through her swollen lips.

“It’s broken,” Regis agreed. “It’s all broken.”
“We will live evermore in the stench and shadows of demons,”

said Dahlia, speaking as much to herself, and, her turn of the head
showed, to the bag of demonic despair in the carriage, as to the
halfling. “More and varied creatures than we have ever seen, even in
our nightmares.”

After a long pause, Regis straightened in his seat and stated,
loudly and evenly, without a whisper of a shake in his voice, “No. I’m
not giving up.”

 
As soon as the drow pair exited the chamber, moving side by side
into the forge room, they learned that going to the higher chambers



would not be their next move. Bruenor had gone out before them
and now stood by the Great Forge, which had been closed. The
dwarf king appeared more than a little concerned.

He looked up at Jarlaxle and Zaknafein and began motioning
immediately for them to come to him, and as if to accentuate his
point, the whole chamber suddenly shuddered, a deep grumble from
far, far below.

“What do you know, King Bruenor?” Jarlaxle asked.
“Ye’ve got to go to Luskan, and quick,” Bruenor answered.
“Get me to the magical gates.”
“They ain’t workin’,” Bruenor answered. “At all. And we shut down

the forges so that damned spider didn’t break ’em open and let
tendrils of the fire beast out—seen that before and not wanting to
see it again. But now we can’t get ’em restarted.”

“What do you suspect?”
“Holding the primordial in the pit starts in Luskan, under the tower

Gromph now rules,” Bruenor explained. “That tower’s not givin’ us
the magic we need. If it keeps slowin’, won’t matter if the demons get
in or not, for the whole place’ll blow up, don’t ye doubt.”

Jarlaxle looked to Zaknafein, conveying his clear worry here, for
he understood all about the connection between the Hosttower of the
Arcane and the fire primordial.

Another dwarf ran up to Bruenor and pulled him aside for a
whispered conversation. A few moments later, that dwarf ran off,
signaling for others to follow.

“What’re ye knowin’, Jarlaxle?” Bruenor asked directly.
“I do not understa—”
“Why’s the Hosttower shuttin’ us down?”
“I did not know it was, but I will go, as you wish—”
“And why’re they here?” Bruenor added.
“The demons?”
“The drow.”
“What drow?”
“The drow army,” said Bruenor. “Big force, and with banners o’

many houses, nearin’ our lower gates.”
Jarlaxle’s jaw hung open, a rare sight indeed. Bruenor gestured for

him to follow and led him and Zaknafein to a nearby room, heavily



fortified and guarded. Inside they found dwarven clerics, many
standing before crystal balls. They went to a nearby one and the
priest working the divining magic motioned for Bruenor to glance into
the sphere.

The king looked back up with something that sounded half sigh
and half growl, then glanced at Jarlaxle and pointed at the magical
item.

And Jarlaxle knew they were doomed, for in the crystal ball he saw
the march of Menzoberranzan, the banners of House Baenre, the
procession of House Barrison Del’Armgo—the presence of those two
longtime enemies marching together alone told Jarlaxle that the bulk
of the city had come through the tunnels.

And that, in turn, made him believe that he knew well why the
Hosttower of the Arcane, and particularly its less-than-dependable
archmage, was now apparently compromising King Bruenor’s
position.

“Well?” King Bruenor asked.
“Well what?” Jarlaxle innocently replied.
“Why’re they here, elf?”
“I know not.”
“When you asked me to trust King Bruenor, I had not realized that

such faith would prove so unrequited,” Zaknafein interrupted before
Bruenor could respond.

Bruenor stuttered over that response, and stared hard at
Zaknafein, who merely shrugged in reply.

“Maybe we should all go to Luskan,” Jarlaxle suggested. “At least
to Luskan.”

“Or maybe we should go and hunt some priestesses,” Zaknafein
declared. “You did not really believe that our lovely sisters in
Menzoberranzan would allow an opportunity as great as this to
merely pass them by, did you? A waiting demon army, a
compromised dwarven stronghold . . .”

Jarlaxle sighed at his friend’s unending and, sadly, usually on point
cynicism.

 
Through the corridors and rooms of the keep, the tunnels and
chambers of the catacombs below, and back through the keep above



once more, Drizzt led the retriever on a grand chase, the spider
leaving a trail of destruction and dwarves turned to stone in its ruined
wake.

As he neared the exit of the structure, Drizzt found a small cubby,
a crack in the stone, and placed his necklace and whistle within,
offering a last smile to Andahar and hoping that no evil thing would
find the wondrous unicorn.

Back out into the courtyard he ran, but he stopped there and did
not go on to the wall.

Out came the spider, cracking the jamb and stones around the
door in its rush, bearing down on Drizzt, who stood calmly, centered,
arms by his side.

The retriever reared, front legs waving to defend any strikes, eyes
glowing with power and then releasing a bolt of brilliant violet over its
target.

Drizzt didn’t move—he knew there was no point, and was glad that
he had angered the golem so much that capturing him was not
enough.

The ray came . . .
And then he was gone, breaking apart into floating shards of light,

like a thousand tiny flower petals floating down on a gentle breeze.
His breeches flapped and shuddered, then also vanished into
nothingness, disintegrated by the retriever’s final and most powerful
ray of all.

The demon arachnid ran in tight circles, its senses, so attuned to
the life force of its victim, showing it the truth: that this creature called
Drizzt was no more.

The beast shrieked, victorious, its life’s mission completed. It
began a tight spin on the spot where its prey had dissolved, eight
legs skittering in the closest thing to happiness such a fiend might
know. And there, it too dissolved, its massive corporeal form fast
reducing to a smoky whisper that traversed the planes.

It had done its foul job.
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