Part 1
St ation

Station: In all the world of the drow, there is no nore inportant word.
It is the calling of their, of our religion, the incessant pulling of
hungeri ng heartstrings. Anmbition over rides good sense and conpassion is
thrown away in its face, all in the name of Lloth, the Spider Queen.

Ascension to power in drow society is a sinple process of assassination.
The Spider Queen is a deity of chaos, and she and her high priestesses,
the true rulers of the drow world, do not look with ill favor upon

anbi tious individuals w elding poi soned daggers.

O course, there are rules of behavior, every society nmust boast of
these. To openly comrit mnurder or wage war invites the pretense of
justice, and penalties exacted in the nane of drow justice are
nmerciless. To stick a dagger in the back of a rival during the chaos of
a larger battle or in the quiet shadows of an alley, howevel, is quite
accept abl e, even appl auded. Investigation is not the forte of drow
justice. No one cares enough to bother

Station is the way of Lloth, the anbition she bestows to further the
chaos, to keep her drow "children" along their appointed course of self
i mpri sonment. Children? Pawns nore |likely, dancing dolls for the Spider
Queen, puppets on the inperceptible but inpervious strands of her web.
Al clinmb the Spider Queen's | adders; all hunt for her pleasure, and al
fall to the hunters of her pleasure.

Station is the paradox of the world of nmy people, the limtation of our
power within the hunger for power. It is gained through treachery and
invites treachery agai nst those who gain it. Those nobst powerful in
Menzoberranzan spend their days watching over their shoul ders, defending
agai nst the daggers that would find their backs.

Their deaths usually conme fromthe front.

-Drizzt Do' Urden

Part 1
Chapter 1
Menzoberranzan

To a surface dweller, he m ght have passed undetected only a foot away.
The padded footfalls of his lizard nount were too light to be heard, and
the pliable and perfectly crafted mesh arnor that both rider and nount
wore bent and creased with their novenents as well as if the suits had
grown over their skin.

Dinin's lizard trotted along in an easy but swift gait, floating over
the broken floor, up the walls, and even across the |long tunnel's



ceiling. Subterranean |lizards, with their sticky and soft three-toed
feet, were preferred mounts for just this ability to scale stone as
easily as a spider. Crossing hard ground | eft no damming tracks in the
lighted surface world, but nearly all of the creatures of the Underdark
possessed infravision, the ability to see in the infrared spectrum
Foot-falls left heat residue that could easily be tracked if they fol-

| oned a predictable course along a corridor's floor

Dinin clanped tight to his saddle as the lizard plodded along a stretch
of the ceiling, then sprang out in a twi sting descent to a point farther
along the wall. Dinin did not want to be tracked.

He had no light to guide him but he needed none. He was a dark elf, a
drow, an ebon-ski nned cousin of those sylvan fol k who danced under the
stars on the world's surface. To Dinin's superior eyes, which translated
subtl e variations of heat into vivid and col orful inmages, the Underdark
was far froma lightless place. Colors all across the spectrumswirled
before himin the stone of the walls and the floor, heated by sone

di stant fissure or hot stream The heat of |iving things was the npst
distinctive, letting the dark elf view his enemies in details as
intricate as any surface dweller would find in brilliant daylight.

Normal Iy Dinin would not have left the city alone, the world of the
Underdark was too dangerous for solo treks, even for a drow elf. This
day was different, though. Dinin had to be certain that no unfriendly
drow eyes marked his passage.

A soft blue magical gl ow beyond a scul pted archway told the drow that he
neared the city's entrance, and he slowed the lizard' s pace accordingly.
Few used this narrow tunnel, which opened into Tier Breche, the northern
section of Menzoberranzan devoted to the Acadeny, and none but the

nm stresses and nasters, the instructors of the Academny, could pass

t hrough here without attracting suspicion.

Di nin was al ways nervous when he canme to this point. O the hundred
tunnel s that opened off the main cavern of Menzoberranzan, this one was
the best guarded. Beyond the archway, twin statues of gigantic spiders
sat in quiet defense. If an eneny crossed through, the spiders would
animate and attack, and alarns woul d be sounded all throughout the
Acadeny.

Di nin di snounted, leaving his lizard clinging confortably to a wall at
his chest level. He reached under the collar of his piwafwi, his

magi cal, shielding cloak, and took out his neck. purse. Fromthis Dinin
produced the insignia of House Do' Urden, a spider w elding various
weapons in each of its eight | egs and enbl azoned with the letters "DN"'
for Daernmon N a'shezbaernon, the ancient and formal name of House
Do' Ur den.

"You will await nmy return” Dinin whispered to the lizard as he waved the
insignia before it. As with all the drow houses, the insignia of House

Do' Urden hel d several magi cal dweoners, one of which gave famly nenbers
absol ute control over the house pets. The lizard would obey unfailingly,



hol ding its position as though it were rooted to the stone, even if a
scurry rat, its favorite norsel, napped a few feet fromits maw.

Dinin took a deep breath and gingerly stepped to the archway. He could
see the spiders leering down at himfromtheir fifteen-foot height. He
was a drow of the city, not an eneny, and coul d pass through any other
tunnel unconcerned, but the Acadeny was an unpredictable place, Dinin

had heard that the spiders often refused entry viciously,even to

uni nvited drow

He coul d not be del ayed by fears and possibilities, Dinin remn nded

hi msel f. Hi s business was of the utnost inportance to his famly's
battl e plans. Looking straight ahead, away fromthe towering spiders, he
strode between them and onto the floor of Tier Breche.

He nmoved to the side and paused, first to be certain that no one | urked
nearby, and then to admire the sweeping view of Menzoberranzan. No one,
drow or otherw se, had ever |ooked out fromthis spot w thout a sense of
wonder at the drow city. Tier Breche was the highest point on the floor
of the two-nile cavern, affording a panoramc view to the rest of
Menzoberranzan. The cubby of the Acadeny was narrow, holding only the
three structures that conprised the drow school: Arach Tinilith, the

spi der - shaped school of Lloth, Sorcere, the gracefully curving, nmany-
spired tower

of wizardry, and Mel ee Magthere, the sonewhat plain pyram dal structure
where nale fighters | earned their trade. Beyond Tier Breche, through the
ornate stalagnmte colums that marked the entrance to the Acadeny, the
cavern dropped away qui ckly and spread wi de, going far beyond Dinin's
line of vision to either side and farther back then his keen eyes could
possi bly see. The colors of Menzoberranzan were threefold to the
sensitive eyes of the drow. Heat patterns fromvarious fissures and hot
springs swirled about the entire cavern. Purple and red, bright yellow
and subtle blue, crossed and nerged, clinbed the walls and

stal agm te nmounds, or ran off singularly in cutting |lines against the
backdrop of dimgray stone. Mdre confined than these generalized and
natural gradations of color in the infrared spectrum were the regi ons of
intense magic, |ike the spiders Dinin had wal ked between, virtually
glowing with energy. Finally there were the actual |ights of the city,
faerie fire and highlighted scul ptures on the houses. The drow were
proud of the beauty of their designs, and especially ornate colums or
perfectly crafted gargoyles were al nost always |limed in pernmanent

magi cal |ights.

Even fromthis distance Dinin could nmake out House Baenre, First House
of Menzoberranzan. It enconpassed twenty stalagnmte pillars and half
agai n that nunber of gigantic stalactites. House Baenre had existed for
five thousand years, since the founding of Menzoberranzan, and in

that time the work to perfect the house's art had never ceased.
Practically every inch of the i mense structure glowed in faerie fire,
blue at the outlying towers and brilliant purple at the huge centra
done.

The sharp |ight of candles, foreign to the Underdark, glared through
some of the wi ndows of the distant houses. Only clerics or w zards woul d



light the fires, Dinin knew, as necessary pains in their world of
scrolls and parchnents.

This was Menzoberranzan, the city of drow. Threnty thousand dark el ves
lived there, twenty thousand soldiers in the army of evil.

A wicked snile spread across Dinin's thin |ips when he thought of sone
of those soldiers who would fall this night.

Di nin studi ed Narbondel, the huge central pillar that served as the

ti mecl ock of Menzoberranzan. Narbondel was, the only way the drow had to
mark the passage of time in aworld that otherw se knew no days and no
seasons. At the end of each day, the city's appointed Archnage cast his
magi cal fires into the base of the stone pillar. There the spel

i ngered throughout the cycle a full day on the surface and gradually
spread its warnth up the structure of Narbondel until the whole of it
glowed red in the infrared spectrum The pillar was fully dark now,

cool ed since the dweomer's fires had expired. The w zard was even now at
the base, Dinin reasoned, ready to begin the cycle anew

It was m dnight, the appointed hour.

Di nin moved away fromthe spiders and the tunnel exit and crept al ong
the side of Tier Breche, seeking the "shadows" of heat patterns in the
wal I, which would effectively hide the distinct outline of his own body
tenperatures. He canme at last to Sorcere, the school of w zardry, and
slipped into the narrow all ey between the tower's curving base and Tier
Breche's outer wall

"Student or master?" canme the expected whisper.

"Only a master may wal k out of house in Tier Breche in
the bl ack death of Narbondel” Dinin responded.

A heavily robed figure noved around the arc of the structure to stand
before Dinin. The stranger remained in the customary posture of a master
of the drow Academy, his arnms out before himand bent at the el bows, his
hands tight together, one on top of the other in front of his chest.

That pose was the only thing about this one that seened normal to Dinin.
"Greetings, Faceless One" he signaled in the silent hand code of the
drow, a | anguage as detailed as the spoken word. The quiver of Dinin's
hands belied his cal mface, though, for the sight of this w zard put him
as far on the edge of his nerves as he had ever been.

"Secondboy Do' Urden" the wizard replied in the gestured
code. "Have you ny paynent?"

"You will be conpensated" Dinin signaled pointedly, regaining his
conposure in the first swelling bubbles of his tenper. "Do you dare to
doubt the prom se of Malice Do' Urden, Matron Mt her of Daernon

N a' shezbaernon, Tenth House of Menzoberranzan?"

The Facel ess One sl unped back, knowi ng he had erred.



"My apol ogi es, Secondboy of House Do' Urden” he answered, dropping to one
knee in a gesture of surrender. Since he had entered this conspiracy,
the wi zard had feared that his inpatience mght cost himhis life. He
had been caught in the violent throes of one of his own magica
experinments, the tragedy nelting away all of his facial features and

| eavi ng behind a blank hot spot of white and green goo. Matron Malice
Do' Urden, reputedly as skilled as anyone in all the vast city in mxing
poti ons and sal ves, had offered hima sliver of hope that he could not
pass by.

No pity found its way into Dinin's callous heart, but House Do' Urden
needed the wi zard. "You will get your salve” Dinin prom sed calmy,
"when Al'ton DeVir is dead”

"Of course” the wizard agreed. "This night?"

Dinin crossed his arnms and consi dered the question. Matron Malice had
instructed himthat Alton DeVir should die even as their famlies
battl e comenced. That scenari o now seened too clean, too easy, to
Dinin. The Faceless One did not m ss the sparkle that suddenly

bri ghtened the scarlet glow in the young Do' Urden's heat-sensing eyes.

"Wait for Narbondel's |light to approach its zenith” Dinin replied, his
hands worki ng through the signals excitedly and his grimce seem ng nore
of a twisted grin.

"Shoul d the doomed boy know of his house's fate before he dies?" the
wi zard asked, guessing the wicked intentions behind Dinin's
i nstructions.

"As the killing blow falls” answered Dinin. "Let Alton
DeVir die w thout hope”

Dinin retrieved his munt and sped off down the enpty corridors, finding
an intersecting route that would take himin through a different
entrance to the city proper. He cane in along the eastern end of the
great cavern, Menzoberranzan's produce section, where no drow fanilies
woul d see that he had been outside the city linits and where only a few
unremar kabl e stalagnite pillars rose up fromthe flat stone. Dinin
spurred his nount along the banks of Donigarten, the city's small pond
with its noss-covered island that housed a fair-sized herd of cattlelike
creatures called rothe. A hundred goblins and orcs | ooked up fromtheir
herding and fishing duties to mark the drow soldier's swift passage.
Knowi ng their restrictions as slaves, they took care not to look Dinin
in the eye.

Di nin woul d have paid them no heed anyway. He was too consuned by the
urgency of the nonent. He kicked his lizard to even greater speeds when
he again was on the flat and curvi ng avenues between the gl owi ng drow
castles. He noved toward the south-central region of the city, toward
the grove of giant nushroons that marked the section of the finest
houses in Menzoberranzan



As he cane around one blind turn, he nearly ran over a group of four
wanderi ng bugbears. The giant hairy goblin things paused a nonent to
consi der the drow, then noved slowy but purposefully out of his way.

The bugbears recogni zed himas a nenber of House Do' Urden, Dinin knew.
He was a noble, a son of a high priestess, and his surnanme, Do' Urden,
was the nanme of his house. O the twenty thousand dark elves in
Menzoberranzan, only a thousand or so were nobles, actually the chil
dren of the sixty-seven recognized famlies of the city. The

rest were common sol diers.

Bugbears were not stupid creatures. They knew a noble from a conmoner,
and though drow elves did not carry their famly insignia in plain view
the pointed and tailed cut of Dinin's stark white hair and the
distinctive pattern of purple and red lines in his black piwafwi told
them wel | enough who he was.

The m ssion's urgency pressed upon Dinin, but he could not ignore the
bugbears' slight. How fast woul d they have scanpered away if he had been
a menber of House Baenre or one of the other seven ruling houses? he
wonder ed.

"You will learn respect of House Do' Urden soon enough!" the dark elf

whi spered under his breath, as he turned and charged his lizard at the
group. The bugbears broke into a run, turning down an alley strewn with
stones and debris.

Dinin found his satisfaction by calling on the innate powers of his
race. He summoned a gl obe of darkness inpervious to both infravision and
normal sight in the fleeing creatures' path. He supposed that it was
unwi se to call such attention to hinself, but a nmoment |ater, when he
heard crashing and sputtered curses as the bugbears stunbled blindly
over the stones, he felt it was worth the risk.

Hi s anger sated, he noved off again, picking a nore careful route

t hrough the heat shadows. As a nenber of the tenth house of the city,
Dinin could go as he pleased within the giant cavern w thout question,
but Matron Malice had nmade it clear that no one connected to House

Do' Urden was to be caught anywhere near the nushroom grove.

Matron Malice, Dinin's nother, was not to be crossed, but it was only a
rule, after all. In Menzoberranzan, one rule, took precedence over al
of the petty others, Don't get caught.

At the rmushroom grove's sout hern end, the inpetuous drow found what he
was | ooking for: a cluster of five huge floor-to-ceiling pillars that
were hollowed into a network of chambers and connected with netal and
stone parapets and bridges. Red-gl ow ng gargoyles, the standard of the
house, glared down from a hundred perches like silent sentries. This was
House DeVir, Fourth House of Menzoberranzan.

A stockade of tall nushroons ringed the place, every fifth one a
shri eker, a sentient fungus named (and favored as guardi ans) for the
shrill cries of alarmit emtted whenever a living being passed it by.



Di nin kept a cautious distance, not wanting to set off one of the
shri ekers and knowi ng al so that other, nore deadly wards protected the
fortress. Matron Malice would see to those.

An expectant hush perneated the air of this city section. It was genera
know edge t hroughout Menzoberranzan that Matron G nafae of House DeVir
had fallen out of favor with Loth, the Spider Queen deity to all drow
and the true source of every house's strength. Such circunstances were
never openly discussed anong the drow, but everyone who knew fully
expected that sone family lower in the city hierarchy soon would strike
out against the crippled House DeVir

Matron G nafae and her fam |y had been the last to |l earn of the Spider
Queen' s di spl easure ever was that Lloth's devious way and Dinin could
tell just by scanning the outside of House DeVir that the doonmed famly
had not found anple tinme to erect proper defenses. DeVir sported nearly
four hundred soldiers, many femal e, but those that Dinin could now see
at their posts along the parapets seemed nervous and unsure.

Dinin's smle spread even wi der when he thought of his own house, which
grew in power daily under the cunning gui dance of Matron Malice. Wth
all three of his sisters rapidly approaching the status of high

pri estess, his brother an acconplished wi zard, and his uncle Zaknafein,
the finest weapon naster in all of Menzoberranzan, busily training

the three hundred sol diers, House Do' Urden was a conplete force. And,
Matron Malice, unlike G nafae, was in the Spider Queen's full favor.

"Daernon N a' shezbaernon," Dinin rmuttered under his breath, using the
formal and ancestral reference to House Do' Urden. "Ninth House of
Menzoberranzan!" He |iked the sound of it.

Hal fway across the city, beyond the silver-glow ng bal cony and the
arched doorway twenty feet up the cavern's west wall, sat the principals
of House Do' Urden, gathered to outline the final plans of the night's
work. On the raised dais at the back of the small audi ence chanmber sat
venerabl e Matron Malice, her belly swollen in the final hours of
pregnancy. Flanking her in their places of honor were her three
daughters, Maya, Vierna, and the eldest, Briza, a newy ordained high
pri estess of Lloth. Maya and Vi erna appeared as younger versions of
their nother, slender and deceptively snmall, though possessing great
strength. Briza, though, hardly carried the famly resenbl ance. She was
bi g-1:tuge by drow standards-and rounded in the shoul ders and hi ps.
Those who knew Briza well figured that her size was nerely a

ci rcunstance of her tenperanment, a snmaller body could not have contained
the anger and brutal streak of House Do' Urden's newest high priestess.

"Dinin should return soon" remarked Ri zzen, the present patron of the
famly, "to let us knowif the tinme is right for the assault."

"We go before Narbondel finds its norning glowl" Briza snapped at himin
her thick but razor-sharp voice. She turned a crooked snmile to her
not her, seeking approval for putting the male in his place.



"The child conmes this night” Matron Malice explained to her anxious
husband. "We go no natter what news Dinin bears."

“I't will be a boy child” groaned Briza, meking no effort to hide her
di sappointrment, "third living son of House Do' Orden."

"To be sacrificed to Lloth” put in Zaknafein, a forner patron of the
house who now held the inportant position of weapon master. The skilled
drow fighter seelJled quite pleased at the thought of sacrifice, as did
Nal fein, the fanmily's el dest son, who stood at Zak's side. Nalfein was
t he el derboy, and he needed no nore conpetition beyond Dinin within the
ranks of House Do' Orden.

“I'n accord with custonf Briza glowered and the red of her eyes

bri ghtened. "Th aid in our victory!" Rizzen shifted unconfortably.
“"Matron Malice” he dared to speak, "you know well the difficulties of
birthing. Mght the pain distract you"

"You dare to question the natron nmother?" Briza started sharply,
reaching for the snake-headed whip so confortably strapped and writhing
on her belt. Matron Malice stopped her with an outstretched hand.

"Attend to the fighting” the matron said to Rizzen. "Let the femal es of
the house see to the inportant matters of this battle.”

Ri zzen shifted again and dropped his gaze.

Dinin came to the magically wought fence that connected the keep within
the city's west wall with the two snall stalagmte towers of House

Do' Orden, and which forned the courtyard to the conpound. The fence was
adamantite, the hardest netal in all the world, and adorning it were a
hundred weapon-wi el di ng spi der carvings, each ensorcelled with deadly

gl yphs and wards. The m ghty gate of House Do' Orden was the envy of many
a drow house, but so soon after view ng the spectacul ar houses in the
nmushroom grove, Dinin could only find di sappoi ntment when | ooki ng upon
his own abode. The conpound was plain and sonewhat bare, as was the
section of wall, with the notable exception of the mithril-and-
adamantite bal cony running along the second | evel, by the arched doorway
reserved for the nobility of the famly. Each bal uster of that bal cony
sported a thousand carvings, all of which blended into a single piece of
art.

House Do' Urden, unlike the great nmajority of the houses in
Menzoberranzan, did not stand free within groves of stalactites and
stalagm tes. The bulk of the structure was within a cave, and while this
setup was indisputably defensible, Dinin found hinself w shing that his
famly could show a bit nore grandeur.

An excited soldier rushed to open the gate for the returning secondboy.
Di nin swept past himw thout so nuch as a word of greeting and noved
across the courtyard, conscious of the hundred and nore curious gl ances
that fell upon him The soldiers and slaves knew that Dinin's nission
this night had sonmething to do with the anticipated battle.



No stairway led to the silvery bal cony of House Do' Urden's second |evel.
This, too, was a precautionary neasure designed to segregate the |eaders
of the house fromthe rabble and the slaves. Drow nobl es needed no
stairs, another nmanifestation of their innate magical abilities allowed
them the power of levitation. Wth hardly a consci ous thought to the
act, Dinin drifted easily through the air and dropped onto the bal cony.

He rushed through the archway and down the house's main centra
corridor, which was dimy |lit in the soft hues of faerie fire, allow ng
for sight in the normal |ight spectrum but not bright enough to defeat
the use of infravision. The ornate brass door at the corridor's end
mar ked the second boy's destination, and he paused before it to all ow
his eyes to shift back to the infrared spectrum Unlike the corridor
the room beyond the door had no light source. It was the audi ence hal
of the high priestesses, the anteroomto House Do' Urden's grand chapel
The drow clerical rooms, in accord with the dark rites of the Spider
Queen, were not places of |ight.

When he felt he was prepared, Dinin pushed straight through the door
shovi ng past the two shocked fenmal e guards without hesitation and noving
boldly to stand before his mother. All three of the family daughters
narrowed their eyes at their brash and pretentious brother. You enter

Wi t hout perm ssion! he knew they were thinking. Whuld that it was he who
was to be sacrificed this night!

As much as he enjoyed testing the limtations of his inferior station as
a male, Dinin could not ignore the threatening glances of Vierna, Muya,
and Briza. Being femal e, they were bigger and stronger than Dinin and
had trained all of their lives in the use of wi cked drow clerical powers
and weapons. Dinin watched as enchanted extensions of the

clerics, the dreaded snake-headed whips on his sisters' belts, began
writhing in anticipation of the punishnment they would exact. The handl es
were adamantite and ordi nary enough, but the whips' lengths and multiple
heads were |iving serpents. Briza's whip, in particular, a w cked six-
headed devi ce, danced and squirmed, tying itself into knots around the
belt that held it. Briza was always the quickest to punish.

Matron Malice, however, seemed pleased by Dinin's swagger. The secondboy
knew his place well enough by her neasure and he foll owed her commands
fearl essly and wi thout question.

Dinin took confort in the cal mess of his nother's face, quite the
opposite of the shining white-hot faces of his three sisters. "All is
ready” he said to her. "House DeVir huddles within its fence-except for
Al ton, of course, foolishly attending his studies in Sorcere.”

"You have net with the Facel ess One?" Matron Ml ice asked.

"The Acadeny was quiet this night” Dinin replied. "OQur neeting went off
perfectly."

"He has agreed to our contract?"



"Alton DeVir will be dealt with accordingly,” Dinin chuckled. He then
remenbered the slight alteration he had nade in Matron Malice's plans,
del aying Alton's execution for the sake of his own lust for added
cruelty. Dinin's thought evoked another recollection as well: high
pri estesses of Lloth had an unnerving talent for reading thoughts.

"Alton will die this night” Dinin quickly conpleted the answer, assuring
the others before they could probe himfor nore definite details.

"Excellent," Briza growled. Dinin breathed a |little easier.

"To the neld," Matron Malice ordered.

The four drow nal es noved to kneel before the matron and her daughters:
Ri zzen to Malice, Zaknafein to Briza, Nalfein to Maya, and Dinin to
Vi erna. The clerics chanted in unison, placing one hand delicately upon
the forehead of their respective soldier, tuning in to his passions.

"You know your places” Matron Malice said when the cerenony was
conpl eted. She grimced through the pain of another contraction. "Let
our work begin”

Less than an hour later, Zaknafein and Briza stood together on the

bal cony outside the upper entrance to House Do' Urden. Bel ow them on the
cavern floor, the second and third brigades of the famly arny, Rizzen's
and Nalfein's, bustled about, fitting on heated | eather straps and neta
pat ches- campouf | age against a distinctive elven formto heat-seeing drow
eyes. Dinin's group, the initial strike force that included a hundred
goblin slaves, had | ong since departed.

"We will be known after this night” Briza said. "None would have
suspected that a tenth house would dare to nopve agai nst one as powerfu
as DeVir. When the whispers ripple out after this night's bl oody work,
even Baenre will take note of Daermon N a'shezbaernon!" She | eaned out
over the balcony to watch as the two brigades forned into |ines and
started-out, silently, along separate paths that would bring them
through the winding city to the mushroom grove and the five-pillared
structure of House DeVir. Zaknafein eyed the back of Matron Malice's
el dest daughter, wanting nothing nore than to put a dagger into her
spine. As always, though, good judgnent kept Zak's practiced hand in its
pl ace.

"Have you the articles?" Briza inquired, showi ng Zak consi derably nore
respect than she had when Matron Malice sat protectively at her side.
Zak was only a male, a commner allowe to don the famly nanme as his own
because he sonetines served Matron Malice in a husbandly nanner an had
once been the patron of the house. Still, Briza feared to anger him Zak
was t he weapon master of House Do' Urden, a tall and nuscul ar male,
stronger than nost fermales, and those who had witnessed his fighting
wrath consi dered himanong the finest warriors of either sex in all of
Menzoberranzan. Besides Briza and her nother, both high priestesses of
the Spider Queen, Zaknafein, with his unrival ed swordsmanshi p, was House
Do' Urden's trunp.



Zak held up the black hood and opened the snmall pouch on his belt,
reveal ing several tiny ceramc spheres. Briza smled evilly and rubbed
her sl ender hands together. "Matron G nafae will not be pleased” she
whi sper ed.

Zak returned the snile and turned to view the departing sol diers.
Not hi ng gave the weapon master nore pleasure than killing drow el ves,
particularly clerics of LIoth.

"Prepare yourself” Briza said after a few mnutes

Zak shook his thick hair back fromhis face and stood rigid, eyes
tightly closed. Briza drew her wand slowly, beginning the chant that
woul d activate the device. She tapped Zak on one shoul der, then the
ot her, then held the wand notionl ess over his head.

Zak felt the frosty sprinkles falling down on him perneating his
clothes and arnor, even his flesh, until he and all of his possessions
had cooled to a uniformtenperature and hue. Zak hated the magica

chill, it felt as he i mgi ned death would feel but he knew that under
the influence of the wand's sprinkles he was, to the heat-sensing eyes
of the creatures of the Underdark, as gray as common stone, unremarkabl e
and undet ect abl e.

Zak opened his eyes and shuddered, flexing his fingers to be sure they
could still performthe fine-edge of his craft. He | ooked back to Briza,
already in the mdst of the second spell, the sumoning. This one would
take a while, so Zak | eaned back against the wall and consi dered again

t he pl easant, though dangerous, task before him How thoughtful of
Matron Malice to leave all of House DeVir's clerics to him

"It is done” Briza announced after a few m nutes. She |ed Zak's gaze
upward, to the darkness beneath the unseen ceiling of the inmense
cavern.

Zak spotted Briza's handiwork first, an approaching current of air
yellowtinted and warner than the normal air of the cavern. A living
current of air.

The creature, a conjuration froman el enental plane, swirled to hover
just beyond the lip of the bal cony, obediently awaiting its sumoner's
conmands.

Zak didn't hesitate. He | eaped out into the thing's mdst, letting it
hol d hi m suspended above the fl oor

Briza offered hima final salute and notioned her servant away. "Good
fighting” she called to Zak, though he was already invisible in the air
above her.

Zak chuckl ed at the irony of her words as the twisting city of
Menzoberranzan rol |l ed out bel ow him She wanted the clerics of House
DeVir dead as surely as Zak did, but for very different reasons. Al



conplications aside, Zak woul d have been just as happy killing clerics
of House Do' Urden.

The weapon nmster took up one of his adamantite swords, a drow weapon
magi cal ly crafted and unbelievably sharp with the edge of killing
dweoners. "Good fighting i ndeed” he whispered. If only Briza knew how
good.

Chapter 2
The Fall of House DeVi R

Dinin noted with satisfaction that any of the nmeandering bugbears, or
any other of the multitude of races that conposed Menzoberranzan, drow
i ncl uded, now nmade great haste to scurry out of his way. This tinme the
secondboy of House Do' Urden was not alone. Nearly sixty soldiers of the
house wal ked in tight lines behind him Behind these, in simlar order
though with far | ess enthusiasm for the adventure, canme a hundred arned
sl aves of |esser races, goblins, orcs, and bugbears.

There could be no doubt for onlookers, a drow house was on a nmarch to
war. This was not an everyday event in Menzoberranzan but neither was it
unexpected. At |east once every decade a house decided that its position
within the city hierarchy could be inproved by another house's
elimnation. It was a risky proposition, for all of the nobles of the
"victim' house had to be disposed of quickly and quietly. If even one
survived to |ay an accusation upon the perpetrator, the attacking house
woul d be eradicated by Menzoberranzan's nercil ess system of "justice”

If the raid was executed to devious perfection, though, no recourse
woul d be forthcoming. Al of the city, even the ruling council of the
top eight matron nothers, would secretly applaud the attackers for their
courage and intelligence and no nore woul d ever be said of the incident.

Dinin took a roundabout route, not wanting to lay a direct trail between
House Do' Urden and House DeVir. A half-hour later, for the second tine
that night, he crept to the nmushroom grove's southern end, to the
cluster of stalagmites that held House DeVir. His soldiers streaned out
behi nd hi m eagerly, readying weapons and taking full neasure of the
structure before them

The sl aves were slower in their novenents. Many of them | ooked about for
sonme escape, for they knewin their hearts that they were doonmed in this
battle. They feared the wath of the dark elves nore than death itself,

t hough, and would not attenpt to flee. Wth every exit out of
Menzoberranzan protected by devi ous drow magi c, where could they

possi bly go? Every one of them had w tnessed the brutal punishnments the
drow el ves exacted on recaptured slaves. At Dinin's command, they junped
into their positions around the nushroom fence.



Dinin reached into his large pouch and pulled out a heated sheet of
netal. He flashed the object, brightened in the infrared spectrum three
times behind himto signal the approaching brigades of Nalfein and

Ri zzen. Then, with his usual cockiness, Dinin spun it quickly into the
air, caught it, and replaced it in the secrecy of his heat shielding
pouch. On cue with the twirling signal, Dinin's drow brigade fitted
enchanted darts to their tiny hand-held crossbows and took ai mon the
appoi nted targets.

Every fifth nmushroom was a shrieker, and every dart held a nmagica
dweoner that could silence the roar of a dragon." . . . two. . . three”
Di nin counted, his hand signaling the tenpo since no words could be
heard within the sphere of mmgical silence cast about his troops. He

i magi ned the "click" as the drawn string on his little weapon rel eased,
| oosing the dart into the nearest shrieker. So it went all around the
cluster of House DeVir, the first Iine of alarmsystematically silenced
by three-dozen enchanted darts.

Hal f way across Menzoberranzan, Matron Malice, her daughters, and four of
the house's conmon clerics were gathered in Lloth's unholy circle of
eight. They ringed an idol of their w cked deity, a genstone carving of
a drow faced spider, and called to LIoth for aid in their struggles.
Mal i ce sat at the head, propped in a chair angled for birthing. Briza
and Vierna flanked her, Briza clutching her hand.

The sel ect group chanted in unison, conmbining their energies into a
single offensive. spell. A nonent |later, when Vierna, nentally linked to
Di nin, understood that the first attack group was in position, the

Do' Urden circle of eight sent the first insinuating waves of nenta
energy into the rival house.

Matron G nafae, her two daughters, and the five principal clerics of the
comon troops of House DeVir huddl ed together in the darkened anteroom
of the five-stalagmte house's main chapel. They had gathered there in
sol erm prayer every night since Matron G nafae had | earned that she had
fallen into Lloth's disfavor. G nafae understood how vul nerabl e her
house remai ned until she could find a way to appease the Spider Queen
There were sixty-six other houses in Menzoberranzan, fully twenty of

whi ch nmight dare to attack House DeVir at such an obvi ous di sadvant age.
The eight clerics were anxi ous now, sonmehow suspecting that this night
woul d be eventful.

G nafae felt it first, a chilling blast of confusing perceptions that
caused her to stutter over her prayer of forgiveness. The other clerics
of House DeVir gl anced nervously at the matron's uncharacteristic slip
of words, l|ooking for confirmation.

"We are under attack” G nafae breathed to them her head already
pounding with a dull ache under the growi ng assault of the form dable
clerics of House Do' Urden.

A second signal fromDinin put the slave troops into notion. Still using
stealth as their ally, they quietly rushed to the mushroom fence and cut
through with wi de-bl aded swords. The secondboy of House Do' Urden watched



and enjoyed as the courtyard of House DeVir was easily penetrated. "Not
such a prepared guard” he whispered in silent sarcasmto the red-gl ow ng
gargoyles on the high walls. The statues had seenmed such an om nous
guard earlier that night. Now they just watched hel pl essly.

Di nin recogni zed the neasured but growi ng anticipation in the soldiers

around him their drow battle-lust was barely contai ned. Every now and

then came a killing flash as one of the slaves stunbled over a warding

gl yph, but the secondboy and the other drow only | aughed at the specta-
cle. The I esser races were the expendable "fodder" of House Do' Urden's

army. The only purpose in bringing the goblinoids to House DeVir was to
trigger the deadly traps and defenses along the perineter, to |ead the

way for the drow elves, the true soldiers.

The fence was now opened and secrecy was thrown away. House DeVir's
sol diers met the invading slaves head on within the conpound. Dinin
barely had his hand up to begin the attack command when his sixty
anxi ous drow warriors junped up and charged, their faces twisted in
wi cked gl ee and their weapons wavi ng nenaci ngly.

They halted their approach on cue, though, remenbering one final task
set out to them Every drow, noble or commpner, possessed certain

magi cal abilities. Bringing forth a gl obe of darkness, as Dinin had done
to the bugbears in the street earlier that night, cane easily to even
the lowiest of the dark elves. So it went now, with sixty Do' Urden
soldiers blotting out the perinmeter of House DeVir above the nmushroom
fence in ball after ball of blackness.

For all of their stealth and precautions, House Do' Urden knew that nany
eyes were watching the raid. Wtnesses were not too nmuch of a problem
they could not, or would not, care enough to identify the attacking
house. But custom and rul es demanded that certain attenpts at secrecy be
enacted, the etiquette of drow warfare. In the blink of a red gl ow ng
drow eye, House DeVir becane, to the rest of the city, a dark bl ot on
Menzoberranzan's | andscape.

Ri zzen cane up behind his youngest son. "Well done” he signaled in the
intricate finger |anguage of the drow. uNalfein is in through the back”

"An easy victory” the cocky Dinin signaled back, "if Matron G nafae and
her clerics are held at bay”

"Trust in Matron Malice” was Rizzen's response. He clapped his son's
shoul der and followed his troops in through the breached nmushroom fence.

Hi gh above the cluster of House DeVir, Zaknafein rested confortably in
the current-arns of Briza's aerial servant, watching the dranma unfold.
From this vantage, Zak could see within the ring of darkness and could
hear within the ring of magical silence. Dinin's troops, the first drow
soldiers in, had net resistance at every door and were bei ng beaten
badl y.

Nal fein and his brigade, the troops of House Do' Urden npbst practiced in
the ways of wizardry, canme through the fence at the rear of the conpl ex.



Li ghtning strikes and magi cal balls of acid thundered into the courtyard
at the base of the DeVir structures, cutting down Do' Urden fodder and
DeVir defenses alike.

In the front courtyard, Rizzen and Dinin commanded the finest fighters
of House Do' Urden. The bl essings of Lloth were with his house, Zak could
see when the battle was fully joined, for the strikes of the soldiers of
House Do' Urden cane faster than those of their enenies, and their aim
proved nore deadly. In nminutes, the battle had been taken fully inside
the five pillars.

Zak stretched the incessant chill out of his arnms and willed the aerial
servant to action. Down he plumeted on his wi ndy bed, and then he fel
free the last few feet to the terrace along the top chambers of the
central pillar. At once, two guards, one a female, rushed out to greet
him They hesitated in confusion, though, trying to sort out the true
formof this unremarkable gray blur too |ong.

They had never heard of Zaknafein Do' Urden. They didn't know that death
was upon them

Zak's whip flashed out, catching and gashing the female's throat, while
hi s other hand wal ked his sword through a series of masterful thrusts
and parries that put the nmale off bal ance. Zak finished both in a
single, blurring novenent, snapping the whip-entwi ned female fromthe
terrace with a twist of his wist and spinning a kick into the male's
face that |i kew se dropped himto the cavern floor

Zak was then inside, where another guard rose up to neet him . . but
fell at his feet.

Zak slipped along the curving wall of the stalactite tower, his cool ed
body bl ending perfectly with the stone. Sol di ers of House DeVir rushed
all about him trying to fornul ate sonme defense agenst the host of

i ntruders who had al ready won out the | owest |evel of every structure
and had taken two of the pillars conpletely.

Zak was not concerned with them He bl ocked out the clanging ring of
adamantite weapons, the cries of command, and the screans of death,
concentrating instead on a singular sound that would |ead himto his
destination: a unified, frantic chant.

He found an enpty corridor covered with spider carvings and running into
the center of the pillar. As in House Do' Urden, this corridor ended in a
| arge set of ornate double doors, their decorations dom nated by
arachnid forms. "This nust be the place” Zak nuttered under his breath,
fitting his hood to the top of his head.

A gi ant spider rushed out of its concealnent to his side.

Zak dove to his belly and ki cked out under the thing, spinning into a
roll that plunged his sword deep into the nonster's bul bous body. Sticky
flui ds gushed out over the weapon nmaster, and the spider shuddered to a
qui ck deat h.



"Yes” Zak whi spered, wi ping the spider juices fromhis face, "this nust
be the place” He pulled the dead nonster back into its hidden cubby and
slipped in beside the thing, hoping that no one had noticed the brief
struggl e.

By the sounds of ringing weapons, Zak could tell that the fighting had
al nost reached this floor. House DeVir now seened to have its defenses
in place, though, and was finally holding its ground.

“Now, Malice” Zak whi spered, hoping that Briza, attuned to himin the
mel d, woul d sense his anxiety. "Let us not be late!"

Back in the clerical anteroom of House Do' Urden, Mlice and her

subordi nates continued their brutal mental assault on the clerics of
House DeVir. Lloth heard their prayers |ouder than those of their
counterparts, giving the clerics of House Do' Urden the stronger spells
in their nental conbat. Already they had easily put their enenmes into a
def ensive posture. One of the | esser priestesses in DeVir's circle of

ei ght had been crushed by Briza's nental insinuations and now | ay dead
on the floor barely inches from Matron G nafae's feet.

But the monmentum had sl owed suddenly and the battle seened to be
sSW ngi ng back to an even level. Matron Malice, struggling with the
i mpendi ng birth, could not hold her concentration, and w thout her
voi ce, the spells of her unholy circle weakened.

At her nmother's side, powerful Briza clutched her nother's hand so
tightly that all the blood was squeezed fromit, leaving it cool-the
only cool spot on the |aboring female to the eyes of the others. Briza
studi ed the contractions and the crowning cap of the coming child's
white hair, and calculated the time to the monent of birth. This
techni que of translating the pain of birth into an of fensive spel
attack had never been tried before, except in |Iegend, and Briza knew
that timng would be the critical factor

She whi spered into her nother's ear, coaxing out the words of a deadly
i ncant ati on.

Matron Mal i ce echoed back the begi nnings of the spell, sublinmating her
gasps, and transform ng her rage of agony into offensive power.

"Di nnen douward ma brechen tol” Briza inplored.

"Di nnen douward . . . nmanaa . . . brechen to" Malice grow ed, so
deternmined to focus through the pain that she bit through one of her
thin |ips.

The baby's head appeared, nmore fully this time, and this tinme to stay.
Briza trenbled and could barely renenber the incantation herself. She

whi spered the final rune into the matron's ear, alnost fearing the
consequences.



Mal i ce gat hered her breath and her courage. She could feel the tingling
of the spell as clearly as the pain of the birth. To her daughters
standi ng around the idol, staring at her in disbelief, she appeared as a
red blur of heated fury, streaking sweat |lines that shone as brightly as
the heat of boiling-water.

"Abec” the matron began, feeling the pressure building to a crescendo.
"Abec” She felt the hot tear of her skin, the sudden slippery rel ease as
t he baby's head pushed through, the sudden ecstacy of birthing. "Abec
dj'n" a' BREG DOUWARD. " Mal i ce screaned, pushing away all of the agoony in
a final explosion of magical power that knocked even the clerics of her
own house fromtheir feet.

Carried on the thrust of Matron Malice's exultation, the dweoner
thundered into the chapel of House DeVir, shattered the genstone idol of
LI ot h, sundered the double doors into heaps of twi sted netal, and threw
Mat ron G nafae and her overnmatched subordinates to the fl oor

Zak shook his head in disbelief as the chapel doors flew past him
"Quite a kick, Malice” He chuckled and spun around the entryway, into
the chapel. Using his infravision, he took a quick survey and head count
of the lightless rooms seven living occupants, all struggling back to
their feet, their robes tattered. Again shaking his head at the bared
power of Matron Malice, Zak pulled his hood down over his face.

A snap of his whip was the only explanation he offered as he smashed a
tiny ceramic globe at his feet. The sphere shattered, dropping out a
pell et that Briza had enchanted for just such occasions, a pellet
glowing with the brightness of daylight.

For eyes accustoned to bl ackness, tuned in to heat emanations, the

i ntrusi on of such radiance canme in a blinding flash of agony. The
clerics' cries of pain only aided Zak in his systematic trek around the
room and he smiled widely under his hood every time he felt his sword
bite into drow fl esh.

He heard the begi nnings of a spell across the way and knew t hat one of
the DeVirs had recovered enough fromthe assault to be dangerous. The
weapon master did not need his eyes to aim however, and the crack of
his whip took Matron G nafae's tongue right out of her nouth.

Bri za pl aced the newborn on the back of the spider idol and lifted the
cerenoni al dagger, pausing to adnmire its cruel workmanship. Its hilt was
a spider's body sporting eight |egs, barbed so as to appear furred, but
angl ed down to serve as blades. Briza lifted the instrunment above the
baby's chest. "Nane the child” she inplored her nother. "The Spi-

der Queen will not accept the sacrifice until the child is

nanmed! "

Matron Malice lolled her head, trying to fathom her daughter's neaning.
The matron nother had thrown every thing into the nonent of the spel
and the birth, and she was now barely coherent.

"Nane the child!" Briza conmanded, anxious to feed her



hungry goddess.

"It nears its end” Dinin said to his bl'othel' when they net in a | ower
hall of one of the l|esser pillars of House DeVir. "Rizzen is w nning
through to the top, and it is believed that Zaknafein's dark work has
been conpl et ed”

"Two score of House DeVir's soldiers have al ready turned all egi ance to
us” Nalfein replied.

"They see the end” |aughed Dinin. "One house serves themas well as
anot her, and in the eyes of conmoners no house is worth dying for. Qur
task will be finished soon”

"Too quickly for anyone to take note” Nalfein said. "Now Do' Urden
Daernmon N a' shezbaernon, is the Ninth House of Menzoberranzan, and DeVir
be dammed!"

"Alert!" Dinin cried suddenly, eyes widening in feigned horror as he
| ooked over his brother's shoul der

Nal fein reacted i nmedi ately, spinning to face the danger at his back
only to put the true danger at his back. For even as Nalfein realized
the deception, Dinin's sword slipped into his spine. Dinin put his head
to his brother's shoul der and pressed his cheek to Nalfein's, watching
the red sparkle of heat |eave his brother's eyes.

"Tho quickly for anyone to take note” Dinin teased, echoing his
brother's earlier words.

He dropped the lifeless formto his feet. "Now Dinin is el derboy of
House Do' Urden, and Nal fein be dammed”

"Drizzt” breathed Matron Malice. "The child's name is Drizzt!"

Briza tightened her grip on the knife and began the ritual. "Queen of
Spi ders, take this babe” she began. She raised the dagger to strike.
"Drizzt Do' Urden we give to you in paynment for our glorious vic-"

"Wait!" called Maya fromthe side of the room Her nelding with her
brother Nal fein had abruptly ceased. It could only nean one thing.

“"Nal fein is dead” she announced. "The baby is no longer the third living
son”

Vi erna gl anced curiously at her sister. At the same instant that Mya
had sensed Nalfein's death, Vierna, nelded with Dinin, had felt a strong
enotive surge. Elation? Vierna brought a slender finger up to her pursed
lips, wondering if Dinin had successfully pulled off the assassination.
Briza still held the spider-shaped knife over the babe's chest, wanting
to give this one to Lloth.

"We pronised the Spider Queen the third living son”
Maya warned. "And that has been given”



"But not in sacrifice” argued Bri za.

Vi erna shrugged, at a loss. "If Lloth accepted Nalfein, then
he has been given. To give another m ght evoke the Spider
Queen' s anger”

"But to not give what we have prom sed woul d be worse
still!"™ Briza insisted.

"Then finish the deed” said Mya.
Bri za cl enched down tight on the dagger and began theritual again.

"Stay your hand” Matron Malice commanded, propping herself up in the
chair. "Lloth is content, our victory is won. Wl cone, then, your
brot her, the newest nenber of House Do' Urden”

"Just a male” Briza comented in obvious disgust, wal king away fromthe
i dol and the child.

"Next tinme we shall do better” Matron Malice chuckl ed, though she
wondered if there would be a next tinme. She approached the end of her
fifth century of life, and drow el ves, even young ones, were not a
particularly fruitful lot. Briza had been born to Malice at the youthfu
age of one hundred, but in the alnost four centuries since, Mlice had
produced only five other children. Even this baby, Drizzt, had cone as a
surprise, and Malice hardly expected that she woul d ever conceive again.

"Enough of such contenplations” Malice whispered to herself exhausted.
"There will be anple tine. “ She sank back into her chair and fel
into fitful, though wi ckedly pleasant, dreans of heightening power.

Zaknafei n wal ked through the central pillar of the DeVir conplex, his
hood in his hand and his whip and sword confortably replaced on his
belt. Every now and then a ring of battle sounded, only to be quickly
ended. House Do' Urden had rolled through to victory, the tenth house had
taken the fourth, and now all that remained was to renove evidence

and wi tnesses. One group of | esser female clerics marched through
tending to the wounded Do' Urdens and ani mating the corpses of those
beyond their ability, so that the bodies could walk away fromthe crine
scene. Back at the Do' Urden compound, those corpses not beyond repair
woul d be resurrected and put back to work.

Zak turned away with a visible shudder as the clerics noved fromroomto
room the marching |ine of Do' U den zonbies growi ng ever |onger at their
backs.

As distasteful as Zaknafein found this troupe, the one that foll owed was
even worse. The Do' Urden clerics led a contingent of soldiers through
the structure, using detection spells to determ ne hiding places of
surviving DeVirs. One stopped in the hallway just a few steps from Zak,
her eyes turned inward as she felt the enmamnati ons of her spell. She held
her fingers out in front of her, tracing a slowline, Iike some nacabre
di vining rod, toward drow fl esh



“In there!" she declared, pointing to a panel at the base of the wall
The soldiers junped to it |ike a pack of ravenous wol ves and tore

t hrough the secret door. Inside a hidden cubby huddl ed the children of
House DeVir. These were nobles, not comoners, and could not be taken
alive.

Zak qui ckened his pace to get beyond the scene, but he heard vividly the
children's hel pl ess screans as the hungry Do' Urden sol diers finished
their job. Zak found hinmself in a run now He rushed around a bend in
the hallway, nearly bowling over Dinin and Ri zzen.

"Nalfein is dead” Rizzen declared inpassively. Zak i mediately turned a
suspi ci ous eye on the younger Do' Urden son.

"I killed the DeVir soldier who commtted the deed” Dillin assured him
not even hiding his cocky snile

Zak had been around for nearly four centuries, and he was certainly not

i gnorant of the ways of his anbitious race. The brother princes had cone
in defensively at the back of the lines, with a host of Do' Urden
sol di ers between them and the eneny. By the tine they even encountered a
drow t hat was not of their own house, the nmgjority of the DeVirs'
surviving sol diers had already switched allegi ance to House Do' Urden

Zak doubted that either of the Do' Urden brothers had even seen action
against a DeVir.

"The description of the carnage in the prayer room has been spread
t hroughout the ranks” Rizzen said to the weapon master. "You perfornmed
wi th your usual excellence as we have cone to expect”

Zak shot the patron a glare of contenpt and kept on his way, down though
the structure's nain doors and out beyond the magi cal darkness and
silence into Menzoberranzan's dark dawn. Ri zzen was Matron Malice's
present partner in a long line of partners, and no nore. Wen Malice was
finished with him she would either relegate himback to the ranks of
the commn soldiery, stripping himof the name Do' Urden and all the
rights that acconpanied it, or she would dispose of him Zak owed him no
respect.

Zak nmoved out beyond the nmushroom fence to the high-
est vantage point he could find, then fell to the ground. He
wat ched, amazed, a few nonents |ater, when the proces-
sion of the Do' Urden arny, patron and son, soldiers and
clerics, and the slownoving line of two dozen drow zom
bies, made its way back honme. They had lost, and left be-
hind, nearly all of their slave fodder in the attack, but the
line | eaving the weckage of House DeVir was |onger than
the line that had cone in earlier that night. The slaves had
been repl aced twofold by captured DeVir slaves, and fifty,!
or nore of the DeVir common troops, showi ng typical drow
loyalty, had willingly joined the attackers. These traitorous
draw woul d be interrogated-nagically interrogated-hby
the Do' Urden clerics to ensure their sincerity.



They woul d pass the test to a one, Zak knew. Drow el ves
were creatures of survival, not of principle. The soldiers
woul d be given new identities and woul d be kept within the
privacy of the Do' Urden conmpound for a few nonths, unti
the fall of House DeVir becanme an old and forgotten tale.

Zak did not follow inmediately. Rather, he cut through
the rows of mushroomtrees and found a secl uded dell
where he pl opped down on a patch of npbssy carpet and!
rai sed his gaze to the eternal darkness of the cavern's
ceiling-and the eternal darkness of his existence.

It woul d have been prudent for himto remin silent at
that time; he was an invader to the nost powerful section of
the vast city. He thought of the possible witnesses to his
words, the sanme dark elves who had watched the fall of
House DeVir, who had whol eheartedly enjoyed the specta-
cle. In the face of such behavior and such carnage as this
ni ght had seen, Zak could not contain his enotions. H s |a-
ment canme out as a plea to sonme god beyond his experience.

"What place is this that is ny world; what dark coil has ny
spirit enbodi ed?" he whispered the angry disclainmer that
had al ways been a part of him "In light, | see nmy skin as
bl ack; in darkness, it glows white in the heat of this rage
cannot disniss.

"Whul d that | had the courage to depart, this place or this
life, or to stand openly agai nst the wongness that is the
world of these, my kin. 1b seek an existence that does not
run afoul to that which | believe, and to that which | hold
dear faith is truth.

"Zaknafein Do' Urden, | amcalled, yet a drow | am not, by
choice or by deed. Let them discover this being that | am
then. Let themrain their wath on these old shoul ders al -
ready burdened by the hopel essness of Menzoberranzan”

I gnoring the consequences, the weapon master rose to his
feet and yelled, "Menzoberranzan, what hell are you?"

A nmoment | ater, when no answer echoed back out of the
quiet city, Zak flexed the remaining chill of Briza's wand
fromhis weary nuscles. He found sone confort as he pat-
ted the whip on his belt-the instrunent that had taken the
tongue fromthe nouth of a matron nother

Chapter 3
The Eyes of the Child



Masoj, the young apprentice-which at this point in his
magi c- usi ng career neant that he was no nore than a cl ean-
ing attendant-1eaned on his broom and wat ched as Alton
DeVir moved through the door into the highest chanber of
the spire. Masoj alnost felt synpathy for the student, who
had to go in and face the Facel ess One.

Masoj felt excitenent as well, though, know ng that the
ensui ng fireworks between Alton and the facel ess master
woul d be well worth the watching. He went back to his
sweepi ng, using the broomas an excuse to get farther
around the curve of the room s floor, closer to the door

"You requested nmy presence, Master Facel ess One” Alton
DeVir said again, keeping one hand in front of his face and
squinting to fight the brilliant glare of the room s three
lighted candles. Alton shifted unconfortably from one foot
to the other just inside the shadow room s door

Hunched across the way, the Facel ess One kept his back to
the young DeVir. Better to be done with this cleanly, the
master rem nded hinsel f. He knew, though, that the spel
he was now preparing would kill Alton before the student
could learn his famly's fate, before the Facel ess One could
fully conplete Dinin Do Uden's final instructions. Tho
much was at stake. Better to be done with this cleanly.

"You. ." Alton began again, but he prudently held his
words and tried to sort out the situation before him How
unusual to be sumoned to the private chanbers of a nmas-
ter of the Acadeny before the day's |essons had even begun.

When he had first received the summons, Alton feared that
he had sonehow failed one of his | essons. That could be a fa-
tal mstake in Sorcere. Alton was close to graduation, but
the disdain of a single master could put an end to that.

He had done quite well in his lessons with the Facel ess
One, had even believed that this nysterious nmaster favored
him Could this call be sinply a courtesy of congratul ati ons
on his inmpending graduation? Unlikely, Alton realized
agai nst his hopes. Masters of the drow Academy did not of-
ten congratul ate students.

Alton then heard quiet chanting and noticed that the nas-
ter was in the mdst of spellcasting. Sonmething cried out as
very wong to himnow, sonething about this whole situa-
tion did not fit the strict ways of the Acadenmy. Alton set his
feet firmy and tensed his nuscles, follow ng the advice of
the notto that had been drilled into the thoughts of every
student at the Acadeny, the precept that kept drow elves
alive in a society so devoted to chaos: Be prepared.



The doors expl oded before him showering the roomwith
stone splinters and throwi ng Masoj back agai nst the wall
He felt the show well worth both the inconveni ence and the
new brui se on his shoul der when Alton DeVir scranbl ed
out of the room The student's back and left armtrailed
wi sps of snpke, and the npbst exquisite expression of terror
and pain that Masoj had ever seen was etched on the DeVir
nobl e' s face.

Alton stunbled to the floor and kicked into a roll, desper-
ate to put sonme ground between hinmself and the nurder-
ous nmaster. He made it down and around the descendi ng
arc of the rooms floor and through the door that led into
the next | ower chanber just as the Facel ess One made his
appearance at the sundered door.

The master stopped to spit a curse at his msfire, and to
consi der the best way to replace his door. "Clean it up!" he
snapped at Masoj, who was again |leaning casually with his
hands atop his broonstick and his chin atop his hands.

Masoj obediently dropped his head and started sweeping
the stone splinters. He | ooked up as the Facel ess One stal ked
past, however, and cautiously started after the master
Alton couldn't possibly escape, and this show woul d be
too good to nmiss.

The third room the Faceless One's private library, was
the brightest of the four in the spire, with dozens of candles
burni ng on each wal l

"Damm this light!" Alton spat, stunbling his way down
through the dizzying blur to the door that led to the Face-
less One's entry hall, the | owest room of the master's quar-
ters. If he could get down fromthis spire and outside of the
tower to the courtyard of the Acadeny, he might be able to
turn the nonmentum agai nst the master.

Al'ton's world remai ned the darkness of Menzoberranzan,
but the Facel ess One, who had spent so many decades in the
candl el i ght of Sorcere, had grown accustoned to using his
eyes to see shades of |ight, not heat.

The entry hall was cluttered with chairs and chests, but
only one candl e burned there, and Alton could see clearly
enough to dodge or | eap any obstacles. He rushed to the
door and grabbed the heavy latch. It turned easily enough
but when Alton tried to shoul der through, the door did not
budge and a burst of sparkling blue energy threw himback
to the floor.

"Curse this place” Alton spat. The portal was nmgically
hel d. He knew a spell to open such enchanted doors but



doubt ed whet her his magi ¢ would be strong enough to dis-

pel the castings of a master. In his haste and fear, the words
of the dweoner floated through Alton's thoughts in an un-

deci pherabl e junbl e.

"Do not run, DeVir” cane the Faceless One's call fromthe
previ ous chanmber. "You only | engthen your tornment!"

"“A curse upon you, too” Alton replied under his breath.
Al ton forgot about the stupid spell; it would never cone to
himin tinme. He glanced around the room for an option.

Hi s eyes found sonet hi ng unusual hal fway up the side
wal |, in an opening between two | arge cabinets. Alton
scranbl ed back a few steps to get a better angle but found
hi msel f caught within the range of the candlelight, within
the deceptive field where his eyes registered both heat and
light.

He could only discern that this section of the wall showed
a uniformglow in the heat spectrumand that its hue was
subtly different fromthe stone of the walls. Another door-
way? Alton could only hope his guess to be right. He rushed
back to the center of the room stood directly across from
the object, and forced his eyes away fromthe infrared spec-
trum fully back into the world of |ight.

As his eyes adjusted, what cane into view both startled
and confused the young DeVir. He saw no doorway, nhor any
openi ng wi th another chanber behind it. Wat he | ooked
upon was a reflection of hinmself, and a portion of the room
he now stood in. Alton had never, in his fifty-five years of
life, witnessed such a spectacle, but he had heard the nas-
ters of Sorcere speak of these devices. It was a mrror

A novenent in the upper doorway of the chanber re-
m nded Alton that the Facel ess One was al nost upon him
He couldn't hesitate to ponder his options. He put his head
down and charged the mrror

Perhaps it was a teleportation door to another section of
the city, perhaps a sinple door to a room beyond. O per-
haps, Alton dared to inmagine in those few desperate sec-
onds, this was some interplanar gate that would bring him
into a strange and unknown pl ane of existence!

He felt the tingling excitenment of adventure pulling him
on as he neared the wondrous thing-then he felt only the
i mpact, the shattering glass, and the unyielding stone wal
behind it.

Perhaps it was just a mrror.

"Look at his eyes” Vierna whispered to Maya as they ex-



am ned the newest nenber of House Do' Urden.

Truly the babe's eyes were remarkabl e. Although the
child had been out of the wonb for |ess than an hour, the
pupils of his orbs darted back and forth inquisitively. Wile
t hey showed t he expected radiating glow of eyes seeing into
the infrared spectrum the famliar redness was tinted by a
shade of blue, giving thema violet hue.

"Bl i nd?" wondered Maya. "Perhaps this one will be given
to the Spider Queen still”
Briza | ooked back to them anxiously. Dark elves did not al-
| ow children showi ng any physical deficiency to live.

"Not blind” replied Vierna, passing her hand over the
child and casting an angry glare at both of her eager sisters.
"He follows ny fingers”

Maya saw that Vierna spoke the truth. She | eaned cl oser
to the babe, studying his face and strange eyes. "Wat do
you see, Drizzt Do' Uden?" she asked softly, not in an act of
gentl eness toward the babe, but so that she would not dis-
turb her nother, resting in the chair at the head of the spi-
der idol

"What do you see that the rest of us cannot?"
d ass crunched under Alton, digging deeper wounds as
he shifted his weight in an effort to rise to his feet. Wat
would it matter? he thought. "My mirror!" he heard the
Facel ess One groan, and he | ooked up to see the outraged
master towering over him

How huge he seened to Alton! How great and powerful
fully blocking the candlelight fromthis [ittle al cove between
the cabinets, his form enhanced tenfold to the eyes of the
hel pl ess victimby the nmere inplications of his presence.

Alton then felt a gooey substance floati ng down around
hi m detached webbing finding a sticky hold on the cabi
nets, on the wall, and on Alton. The young DeVir tried to
leap up and roll away, but the Facel ess One's spell already
held himfast, trapped himas a dirgit fly would be trapped
in the strands of a spider's hone.

"First ny door” the Faceless One growed at him "and
now this, my mrror! Do you know the pains | suffered to
acquire such a rare device?"

Al'ton turned his head fromside to side, not in answer, but
to free at least his face fromthe bindi ng substance.

"Why did you not just stand still and let the deed be fin-
i shed cl eanl y?" the Facel ess One roared, thoroughly dis-
gust ed.



"Why?" Alton |lisped, spitting some of the webbing from
his thin lips. "Wy would you want to kill nme?"

"Because you broke my mirror!" the Facel ess One shot
back.

It didn't nake any sense, of course-the mrror had only
been shattered after the initial attack-but to the master, Al.
ton supposed, it didn't have to nmake sense. Alton knew his
cause to be hopel ess, but he continued on in his efforts to
di ssuade hi s opponent.

"You know of my house, of House DeVir” he said, indig-
nant, "fourth in the city. Matron G nafae will not be pl eased.
A high priestess has ways to learn the truth of such situa-
tions!"

"House DeVir?" The Facel ess One | aughed. Perhaps the
torments that Dinin Do' Urden had requested would be in
line after all. Alton had broken his mrror

"Fourth house!" Alton spat.

"Fool i sh youth” the Facel ess One cackl ed. "House DeVir is
no nmore-not fourth, not fifty-fourth, nothing”

Al ton sl unped, though the webbing did its best to hold his
body erect. What could the master be babbling about?

"They all are dead” the Facel ess One taunted. "Matron
G nafae sees Lloth nmore clearly this day” Alton's expression
of horror pleased the disfigured master. "All dead” he
snarl ed one nore tinme. "Except for poor Alton, who |lives on
to hear of his famly's msfortune. That oversight shall be
renmedi ed now " The Facel ess One raised his hands to cast a
spel | .

"Who?" Alton cried.
The Facel ess One paused and seened not to understand.

"What house did this?" the dooned student clarified. "Or
what conspiracy of houses brought down DeVir?"

"“Ah, you should be told” replied the Facel ess One, obvi-
ously enjoying the situation. "l suppose it is your right to
know before you join your kin in the real mof death” A
sm |l e wi dened across the opening where his |ips once had
been.

"But you broke my mirror!" the master growl ed. "Die stu.
pid, stupid boy! Find your own answers!"



The Facel ess One's chest jerked out suddenly, and he
shuddered in convul sions, babbling curses in a tongue far
beyond the terrified student's conprehension. Wat vile
spell did this disfigured master have prepared for him so
wretched that its chant sounded in an arcane |anguage for-
eign to learned Alton's ears, so unspeakably evil that. its se-
mantics jerked on the very edge of its caster's control? The
Facel ess One then fell forward to the floor and expired.

Stunned, Alton followed the Iine of the master's hood
down to his back-to the tail of a protruding dart. Alton
wat ched t he poisoned thing as it continued to shudder from
the body's inpact, then he turned his scan upward to the
center of the room where the young cl eani ng attendant
stood calmy

“Ni ce weapon, Facel ess One!" Masoj beanmed, rolling a
t wo- handed, crafted crossbow over in his hands. He threw
a wicked smle at Alton and fitted another dart.

Matron Malice hoisted herself out of her chair and willed
herself to her feet. "Qut of the way!" she snapped at her
daught ers.

Maya and Vi erna scooted away fromthe spider idol and
the baby. "See his eyes, Matron Mdther” Vierna dared to re-
mar k. "They are so unusual”

Matron Malice studied the child. Everything seemed in
pl ace, and a good thing, too, for Nalfein, elderboy of House
Do' Urden, was dead, and this boy, Drizzt, would have a dif.
ficult job replacing the valuable son.

"His eyes” Vierna said again.

The matron shot her a venonpus | ook but bent |low to see
what the fuss was about.

"Purple?" Malice said, startled. Never had she heard of
such a thing.

"He is not blind” Maya was quick to put in, seeing the dis-
dai n spreadi ng across her nother's face.

"Fetch the candl e” Matron Malice ordered. "Let us see
how t hese eyes appear in the world of Iight”

Maya and Vierna reflexively headed for the sacred cabi -
net, but Briza cut themoff. "Only a high priestess nmay touch
the holy itens” she renminded themin a tone that carried
the weight of a threat. She spun around haughtily, reached
into the cabinet, and produced a single half-used red candl e.
The clerics hid their eyes and Matron Malice put a prudent
hand over the baby's face as Briza lit the sacred candle. It



produced only a tiny flame, but to drow eyes it canme as a
brilliant intrusion.

"Bring it” said Matron Malice after several monments of ad-
justing. Briza noved the candle near Drizzt, and Mlice
gradually slid her hand away.

"He does not cry” Briza renmarked, amazed that the babe
could quietly accept such a stinging |ight.

"Purpl e agai n” whispered the matron, paying no heed to
her daughter's ranbling. "In both worlds, the child' s eyes
show as purple”

Vi erna gasped audi bly when she | ooked agai n upon her
tiny brother and his striking | avender orbs.

"He is your brother” Matron Malice rem nded her, view
ing Vierna's gasp as a hint of what m ght cone. "When he
grows ol der and those eyes pierce you so, renenber, on
your life, that he is your brother”

Vi erna turned away, alnost blurting a reply she woul d
have regretted naking. Matron Malice's exploits with
nearly every nmale soldier of the Do' U den house-and
many others that the seductive matron nanaged to sneak
away from ot her houses-were al nost | egendary in Menzo-
berranzan. Who was she to be spouting reni nders of pru-
dent and proper behavior? Vierna bit her |ip and hoped that
neither Briza nor Malice had been readi ng her thoughts at
t hat noment .

In Menzoberranzan, thinking such gossip about a high
pri estess, whether or not it was true, got you painfully exe-
cut ed.

Her mother's eyes narrowed, and Vierna thought she had
been di scovered. "He is yours to prepare” Matron Mlice
said to her.

“"Maya is younger” Vierna dared to protest. "I could attain
the level of high priestess in but a few years if | my keep to
nmy studies”

"Or never” the matron sternly rem nded her. "Thke the
child to the chapel proper. Wan himto words and teach
himall that he will need to know to properly serve as a page
prince of House Do' Urden”

"I will see to him Briza offered, one hand subconsci ously
slipping to her snake-headed whip. "I do so enjoy teaching
mal es their place in our world”

Malice glared at her. "You are a high priestess. You have



ot her duties nore inportant than word-weaning a nele
child” Then to Vierna, she said, "The babe is yours; do not

di sappoint nme in this! The | essons you teach Drizzt will rein-
force your own understandi ng of our ways. This exercise at
"nothering' will aid you in your quest to beconme a high

pri estess” She let Vierna take a nonment to view the task in a
nore positive light, then her tone becanme unm stakably

t hreateni ng once again. "It may aid you, but it surely can de-
stroy you!"

Vi erna sighed but kept her thoughts silent. The chore that
Matron Malice had dropped on her shoul ders woul d con-
sume the bulk of her time for at |least ten years. Vierna didn't
like the prospects, she and this purple-eyed child together for
ten long years. The alternative, however, the wath of M-
tron Malice Do' Urden, seened a worse thing by far

Al ton bl ew another web fromhis nmouth. "You are just e
boy, an apprentice” he stamered. "Why would YQu-?"

"Kill hinmP" Masoj finished the thought. "Not to save you, if
that is your hope” He spat down at the Facel ess One's body.
"Look at ne, a prince of the sixth house, a cleaning steward
for that wretched-"

"Hun'ett” Alton cut in. "House Hun'ett is the sixth house”

The younger drow put a finger to pursed lips. "Wait” he
remarked with a widening smle, an evil smile of sarcasm

"We are the fifth house now, 1 suppose, with DeVir w ped
out”

“"Not yet!" Alton grow ed.

“Monentarily” Masoj assured him fingering the cross-
bow quarr el

Alton slunped even farther back in the web. 1b be killed
by a master was bad enough, but the indignity of being shot
down by a boy.

"I suppose 1 should thank you” Masoj said. "I had planned
to kill that one for many weeks”

"Why?" Alton pressed his new assailant. "You would dare
to kill a master of Sorcere sinply because your famly put
you in servitude to hinP"

"Because he would snub nme!" Masoj yelled. "Four years 1
have slaved for him that back end of a carrion crawer.
Cl eaned his boots. Prepared salve for his disgusting face!
Was it ever enough? Not for that one” He spat at the corpse
again and continued, talking nore to himself than to the



trapped student. "Nobles aspiring to wi zardry have the ad-
vant age of being trained as apprentices before they reach
the proper age for entry into Sorcere”

"Of course” Alton said. "I nyself trained under-"

"He nmeant to keep ne out of Sorcere!" Masoj ranbled, ig-
noring Alton altogether. "He \'Jould have forced nme into
Mel ee- Magt here, the fighters' school, instead. The fighters'
school! My twenty-fifth birthday is only two weeks away”

Masoj | ooked up, as though he suddenly renmenbered that
he was not alone in the room

"I knew 1 rmust kill hinf he continued, now speaking di-
rectly to Alton. "Then you conme al ong and nake it all so con-
venient. A student and master killing each other in a fight?

It has happened before. Who would question it? | suppose,
then, that | should thank you, Alton DeVir of No House
Worth Mentioning; Masoj chided with a | ow, sweeping
bow. "Before I kill you, | mean”

"Wait!" cried Alton. "Kill nme to what gain?"

" Alibi”

"But you have your alibi, and we can make it better!"

"Expl ain; said Masoj, who, admittedly, was in no particu-
lar hurry. The Facel ess One was a high-1level wi zard; the
webs weren't goi ng anywhere anytine soon.

"Free me” Alton said earnestly.

"Can you be as stupid as the Facel ess One proclai ned
you?"

Alton took the insult stoically-the kid had the crossbow.

"Free me so that | may assunme the Faceless One's identity”
he expl ai ned. "The death of a master arouses suspicion, but
if no master is believed dead. . *

"And what of this?" Masoj asked, kicking the corpse.

"Burn it” said Alton, his desperate plan comng fully into
focus. "Let it be Alton DeVir. House DeVir is no nore, so
there will be no retaliation, no questions”

Masoj seened skepti cal

"The Facel ess One was practically a hermt” Alton rea-
soned. "And | am near to graduation; certainly |I can handle
the sinple chores of basic teaching after thirty years of



st udy”

"And what is my gain?"
Al ton gawked, nearly burying hinself in webbing, as if
t he answer were obvious. "A master in Sorcere to call men-
tor. One who can ease your way through your years of
st udy”

" And one who can dispose of a witness at his earliest con-
veni ence” Masoj added slyly.
"And what then would be ny gain?" Alton shot back. "Th
anger House Hun'ett, fifth in all the city, and | with no famly
at ny back? No, young MasOl | am not as stupid as the Face-
| ess One named ne”

Masoj ticked a | ong and pointed fingernail against his
teeth and considered the possibilities. An ally anong the
masters of Sorcere? This held possibilities.

Anot her thought popped into Masoj's mind, and he pulled
open the cabinet to Alton's side and began rumragi ng
t hrough the contents. Alton flinched when he heard sone
ceram ¢ and gl ass contai ners crashing together, thinking of
t he conponents, possibly even conpl eted potions, that
m ght be lost by the apprentice's carel essness. Perhaps
Mel ee- Magt here woul d be a better choice for this one, he
t hought .

A nonent |ater, though, the younger drow reappeared,
and Alton renmenbered that he was in no position to nake
such judgnents.

"This is nmine” Masoj demanded, showing Alton a snall
bl ack object: a remarkably detailed onyx figurine of a hunt-
ing panther. "A gift froma denizen of the |ower planes for
some help | gave to hinf

"You aided such a creature?" Alton had to ask, finding it
difficult to believe that a nere apprentice had the resources
necessary to even survive an encounter wi th such an un-
predi ctabl e and m ghty foe.

"The Facel ess One-" Masoj kicked the corpse again-
"took the credit and the statue, but they are mine! Every-
thing else in here will go to you, of course. | know the
magi cal dweoners of nost and will show you what is what”

Bri ghtening at the hope that he woul d i ndeed survive this
dreadful day, Alton cared little about the figurine at that
nonent. All he wanted was to be freed of the webs so that
he could find out the truth of his house's fate. Then Masoj,
ever a confusing young drow, turned suddenly and started
awnay.



"Where are you goi ng?" Alton asked.
"to get the acid”

"Acid?" Alton hid his panic well, though he had a terrible
feeling that he understood what Masoj neant to do.

"You want the disguise to appear authentic” Masoj ex-
pl ai ned matter-of-factly. "Otherwi se, it would not be much
of a disguise. W should take advantage of the web while it
lasts. It will hold you still”

“"No” Alton started to protest, but Masoj wheel ed on him
the evil grin wide on his face.

"It does seema bit of pain, and a lot of trouble to go
t hrough” Masoj admitted. "You have no family and will find
no allies in Sorcere, since the Facel ess One was so despi sed
by the other nmasters” He brought the crossbow up | eve
with Alton's eyes and fitted another poisoned dart. "Per-
haps you woul d prefer death”

"Get the acid!" Alton cried.

"to what end?" Masoj teased, waving the crossbow "What
have you to live for, Alton DeVir of No House Worth Men-
tioning' ?"

"Revenge” Alton sneered, the sheer wath of his tone set-
ting the confident Masoj on his heels. "You have not | earned
this yet-though you will, my young student-but nothing
inlife gives nore purpose than the hunger for revenge!"

Masoj | owered the bow and eyed the trapped drow with
respect, alnost fear. Still, the apprentice Hun'ett could not
appreciate the gravity of Alton's proclanmation until Alton
reiterated, this tine with an eager smile on his face, "Get the
aci d”

Chapter 4
Tbe First House

Four cycl es of Narbondel -four days-later, a glow ng
bl ue disk floated up the mushroom|ined stone path to the
spi der-covered gate of House Do' Urden. The sentries
watched it fromthe wi ndows of the two outer towers and
fromthe conmpound as it hovered patiently three feet off
the ground. Word canme to the ruling famly only seconds
| ater.

"What can it be?" Briza asked Zaknafein when she, the



weapon master, Dinin, and Maya assenbl ed on the bal cony
of the upper Ilevel.

"A summons?" Zak asked as much as answered. "W will
not know until we investigate” Zak stepped up on the rail-
ing and out into the enpty air, then levitated down to the
conmpound floor. Briza notioned to Maya, and the youngest
Do' Urden daughter foll owed Zak.

"It bears the standard of House Baenre” Zak called up af-
ter he had noved closer. He and Maya opened the |arge
gates, and the disk slipped in, showing no hostile nove-
ment s.

"Baenre” Briza repeated over her shoul der, down the
house's corridor to where Matron Malice and Rizzen
wai t ed.

"It seens that you are requested in audi ence, Matron
Mot her” Dinin put in nervously.
Mal i ce noved out to the bal cony, and her husband obedi -
ently foll owed.

"Do they know of our attack?" Briza asked in the silent
code, and every nenber of House Do' Urden, noble and
comoner alike, shared that unpleasant thought. House
DeVir had been elimnated only a few days before, and a
calling card fromthe First Matron Mdther of Menzoberran-
zan coul d hardly be viewed as a coinci dence.

"Every house knows” Malice replied al oud, not believing
the silence to be a necessary precaution within the bounda-
ries of her own conplex. "Is the evidence against us so over-
whel ming that the ruling council will be forced to action?"
She stared hard at Briza, her dark eyes alternating between
the red glow of infra vision and the deep green they showed
in the aura of normal light. "That is the question we mnust
ask” Malice stepped up onto the bal cony, but Briza grabbed
the back of her heavy black robe to stay her

"You do not nmean to go with the thing?" Briza asked.
Mal i ce's answering | ook showed even nore startl ement.
"Of course” she replied. "Matron Baenre woul d not openly
call upon nme if she neant ne harm Even her power is not
so great that she can ignore the tenets of the city”

"You are certain that you will be safe?" Rizzen asked, truly
concerned. |If Malice was killed, Briza would take over the
house, and Ri zzen doubted that the el dest daughter woul d
want any male by her side. Even if the vicious fermale did de-
sire a patron, Rizzen would not want to be the one in that
position. He was not Briza's father, was not even as old as
Briza. Clearly, the present patron of the house had a | ot at
stake in Matron Malice's continued good health.



"“Your concern touches ne” Mlice replied, knowi ng her
husband's true fears. She pulled out of Briza' s grasp and
stepped off the railing, straightening her robes as she
slow y descended. Briza shook her head disdainfully and
noti oned Rizzen to foll ow her back inside the house, not
thinking it wise that the bulk of the famly be so exposed to
unfriendly eyes.

"Do you want an escort?" Zak asked as Malice sat on the
di sk.

"I amcertain that | will find one as soon as | am beyond the
peri meter of our conpound” Malice replied. "Matron
Baenre woul d not risk exposing nme to any danger while
amin the care of her house”

"Agreed” said Zak, "but do you want an escort freni~
House Do' Urden?"

"I'f one was wanted, two di sks would have floated in” Mal
ice said in a tone of finality. The matron was beginning to
find the concerns of those around her stifling. She was the
matron nother, after all, the strongest, the ol dest, and the
wi sest, and did not appreciate others second-guessi ng her
To the disk, Malice said, "Execute your appointed task, and
| et us be done with it!"

Zak nearly snickered at Malice's choice of words.

“"Matron Malice Do' Urden” canme a nmgical voice fromthe
di sk, "Matron Baenre offers her greetings. Tho long has it
been since | ast you two have sat in audi ence”

"Never” Malice signaled to Zak. "Then take ne to House
Baenre!" Mlice demanded. "I do not wish to waste nmy tine
conversing with a magi cal nouth!" Apparently, Matron
Baenre had anticipated Malice's inpatience, for w thout an.
ot her word, the disk floated back out of the Do' Urden com
pound.

Zak shut the gate as it left, then quickly signaled his sok
diers into notion. Malice did not want any open conpany,
but the Do' Urden spy network would covertly track every
nmovenent of the Baenre sled, to the very gates of the ruling
house' s grand conpound.

Mal i ce's guess about an escort was correct. As soon as the
di sk swept down fromthe pathway to the Do' Urden com
pound, twenty soldiers of House Baenre, all fenale, noved
out from conceal nent al ong the sides of the boul evard.
They forned a defensive di anond around the guest matron
not her. The guard at each point of the formati on wore
bl ack robes enbl azoned on the back with Ii |arge purple-



and-red spider design-the robes of a high priestess.

"Baenre's own daughters” Malice nused, for only the
daughters of a noble could attain such a rank. How carefu
the First Matron Mdther had been to ensure Malice's safety
on the trip!

Sl aves and drow commoners tripped over thenselves in a
frantic effort to get far out of the way of the approaching
entourage as the group nmade its way through the curving
streets toward the nmushroom grove. The sol diers of House
Baenre al one wore their house insignia in open view, and no
one wanted to invoke the anger of Matron Baenre in any
way.

Malice just rolled her eyes in disbelief and hoped that she
m ght know such power before she died.

She rolled her eyes again a few nmnutes |ater, when the
group approached the ruling house. House Baenre encom
passed twenty tall and majestic stalagnites, all intercon-
nected with gracefully sweeping and arching bridges and
parapets. Magic and faerie fire glowed froma thousand sep-
arate scul ptures and a hundred regally adorned guardsnen
paced about in perfect formations.

Even nore striking were the inverse structures, the thirty
smal l er stalactites of House Baenre. They hung down from
the ceiling of the cavern, their roots lost in the high dark-
ness. Some of them connected tip-to-tip with the stalagmte
mounds, while others hung freely |like poised spears. Ring-
i ng bal conies, curving up like the edging of a screw, had
been built along the Iength of all of these, glowing with an
over abundance of magi ¢ and hi ghlighted design.

Magi c, too, was the fence that connected the bases of the
outer stalagmtes, encircling the whole of the conpound. It
was a giant web, silver against the general blue of the rest of
the outer conpound. Sone said it had been a gift fromLloth
herself, with iron-strong strands as thick as a drow elf's
arm Anything touching Baenre's fence, even the sharpest
of drow weapons, would sinply stick fast until the nmatron
nother willed the fence to let it free.

Mal i ce and her escorts noved straight toward a symet -
rical and circular section of this fence, between the tallest of
the outer towers. As they neared, the gate spiraled and
wound out, leaving a gap |arge enough for the caravan to
step through.

Malice sat through it all, trying to appear uninpressed.

Hundr eds of curious soldiers watched the procession as it
made its way to the central structure of House Baenre, the



great purple-glowi ng chapel done. The common sol diers
| eft the entourage, leaving only the four high priestesses to:
escort Matron Malice inside.

The sights beyond the great doors to the chapel did not
di sappoint her. A central altar donminated the place with a
row of benches spiraling out in several dozen circuits to the
perimeter of the great hall. 1\'0'0 thousand drow could sit
there with roomto stretch. Statues and idols too numerous
to count stood all about the place, glowing in a quiet black
light. In the air high above the altar |ooned a gigantic glow
ing i mge, a red-and-black illusion that slowy and conti n-
ually shifted between the fornms of a spider and a beautifu
drow fenal e.

" A work of Gonph, my principal w zard” Matron Baenre
expl ai ned from her perch on the altar, guessing that Mlice,
i ke everyone el se who ever cane to Chapel Baenre, was
awestruck by the sight. "Even w zards have their place”

"As long as they remenber their place” Malice replied;;:
slipping dowmn fromthe now stationary disk.

"Agreed” said Matron Baenre. "Mal es can get so presunp-
tuous at tinmes} especially wi zards! Still, | wish that | had
Gonph at ny side nmore often these days. He has been ap-
poi nted Archmage of Menzoberranzan, you know, and
seens al ways at work on Narbondel or sone other such
t asks”

Mal i ce just nodded and hel d her tongue. O course, she
knew that Baenre's son was the city's chief w zard. Every-
body knew. Everybody knew, too, that Baenre's daughter
Triel was the Matron M stress of the Acadeny, a position of
honor in Menzoberranzan second only to the title of ma-
tron mother of an individual famly. Malice had little doubt
that Matron Baenre woul d sonehow work that fact into the
conversation before too |ong.

Before Malice took a step toward the stairs to the altar,
her newest escort stepped out fromthe shadows. Malice
scow ed openly when she saw the thing, a creature known
as an illithid, a mnd flayer. It stood about six feet tall, fully a
foot taller than Malice, nost of the difference being the re-
sult of the creature's enornmous head. Gistening with sline,
he head resenbl ed an octopus with pupil-less, nmlky white
eyes.

Mal i ce conposed herself quickly. Mnd flayers were not
mknown i n Menzoberranzan, and runmors said that one
lad befriended Matron Baenre. These creatures, though
nore intelligent and nore evil than even the drow, al npst
Il ways inspired shudders of revulsion.



"You may call him Methil” Matron Baenre expl ained. "His
true name is beyond ny pronunciation. He is a friend!'

Before Malice could reply, Baenre added, "O course,
Met hil gives ne the advantage in our discussion, and you
are not accustoned to illithids!' Then, as Malice's nouth
drooped open in disbelief, Matron Baenre dismissed the il.
i thid.

"You read nmy thought” Malice protested. Few could insin.
Jate thensel ves through the nental barriers of a high
pri estess well enough to read her thoughts, and the practice
was a crime of the highest order in drow society.

“No!" Matron Baenre explained, inmediately on the de-
fensive. "Your pardon, Matron Malice. Methil reads
t houghts, even the thoughts of a high priestess, as easily as
you or | hear words. He communicates telepathically. On
my word, | did not even realize that you had not yet spoken
your thoughts!'

Malice waited to watch the creature depart the great hall
then wal ked up the steps to the altar. In spite of her efforts
| gai nst the action, she could not help peeking up at the
transform ng spider-and-drow i nage every now and then

"How fares House Do' Urden?" Matron Baenre asked,
Fei gni ng pol iteness.

"Well enough” replied Malice, nore interested at that no-
ment in studying her counterpart than in conversing. They
were alone atop the altar, though no doubt a dozen or so
clerics wandered through the shadows of the great hall
keeping a watchful eye on the situation

Malice had all that she could handle in hiding her con-
tempt for Matron Baenre. Malice was old, nearly five hun-
dred, but Matron Baenre was ancient. Her eyes had seen
the rise and fall of a mllennium by some accounts, though
drow rarely lived past their seventh-and certainly not
their eighth-century. While drow normally did not show
their age-Mlice was as beautiful and vibrant now as she
had been on her one-hundredth birthday-Matron Baenre
was withered and worn. The wrinkl es surroundi ng her
mout h resenbl ed a spider's web, and she could hardly keep
the heavy |ids of her eyes from dropping altogether. Matron
Baenre shoul d be dead, Milice noted, but still she lives.

Mat ron Baenre, seem ng so beyond her time of life, was
pregnant, and due in only a few weeks.

In this aspect, too, Matron Baenre defied the norm of the
dark elves. She had given birth twenty tines, twice as often
as any others in Menzoberranzan, and fifteen of those she



bore were fenmal e, everyone a high priestess! Thn of
Baenre's children were ol der than Malice!

"How many sol diers do you now conmand?" Matron
Baenre asked, |eaning closer to show her interest.

"Three hundred” Mlice replied.

"Oh," nmused the withered old drow, pursing a finger to
her lips. "I had heard the count at three-hundred fifty”

Malice grimaced in spite of herself. Baenre was teasing
her, referring to the soldiers House Do' Urden had added in
its raid on House DeVir:

"Three hundred” Mlice said again.
"Of course” replied Baenre, resting back

"And House Baenre holds a thousand?" Malice asked for
no better reason than to keep herself on even terns in the
di scussi on.

"That has been our nunber for nmany years”

Mal i ce wondered again why this old decrepit thing was
still alive. Surely nore than one of Baenre's daughters as-
pired to the position of matron nother. Wiy hadn't they
conspired and finished Matron Baenre of f? Or why hadn't
any of them some in the later stages of |ife, struck out on
their owmn to form separate houses, as was the norm for no-
bl e daughters when they passed their fifth century? Wile
they lived under Matron Baenre's rule, their children would
not even be consi dered nobles but would be relegated to the
ranks of the commoners.

"You have heard of the fate of House DeVir?" Matron
Baenre asked directly, growing as tired of the hesitant snall
talk as her counterpart.

"Of what house?" Malice asked pointedly. At this tineg,
there was no such thing as House DeVir in Menzoberran-
zan. 1lb drow reckoni ng, the house no | onger existed; the
house never exi sted.

Mat ron Baenre cackled. "OfF course” she replied. "You are
mat ron not her of the ninth house now. That is quite an
honor !’

Mal i ce nodded. "But not as great an honor as matron
not her of the eighth house!'

"Yes” agreed Baenre, "but ninth is only one position away
froma seat on the ruling council!'



"That woul d be an honor indeed” Malice replied. She was
begi nning to understand that Baenre was not sinply teasing
her, but was congratul ating her as well, and proddi ng her
on to greater glories. Malice brightened at the thought.
Baenre was in the highest favor of the Spider Queen. If she
was pleased with House Do' Urden's ascension, then so was
Ll ot h.

"Not as rmuch of an honor as you would believe” said
Baenre. "W are a group of meddling old fenmal es, gathering
every so often to find new ways to put our hands into places
they do not bel ong!"’

"The city recogni zes your rule!'’

"Does it have a choice?" Baenre |aughed. "Still, drow busi-
ness is better left to the matron nothers of the individua
houses. Lloth would not stand for a presiding council exact-
jng anything that even remptely resenbled total rule. Do
you not believe that House Baenre woul d have conquered
all of Menzoberranzan |long ago if that was the Spider
Queen's wil|?"

Malice shifted proudly in her chair, appalled by such arro-
gant words.

“Not now, of course” Matron Baenre explained. "The city
is too large for such an action in this age. But |ong ago, be-
fore you were even born, House Baenre woul d not have
found such a conquest difficult. But that is not our way.
LI ot h encourages diversity. She is pleased that houses stand
to bal ance each other, ready to fight beside each other in
times of common need” She paused a nonent and let a
sm | e appear on her wrinkled lips. "And ready to pounce
upon any that fall out of her favor”

Anot her direct reference to House DeVir, Malice noted,
this time directly connected to the Spider Queen's pleasure.
Mal i ce eased out of her angry posture and found the rest of
her discussion-fully two hours |ong-with Matron Baenre
qui te enjoyabl e.

Still, when she was back on the disk and fl oating out

t hrough the conpound, past the grandest and strongest
house in all of Menzoberranzan, Malice was not smiling. In
the face of such an open display of power, she could not for-
get that Matron Baenre's purpose in sumoni ng her had
been twofold: to privately and cryptically congratul ate her
on her perfect coup, and to vividly rem nd her not to get too
ambi ti ous.

Chapter 5

Weani ng



For five long years Vierna devoted al nost every waking
nmonment to the care of baby Drizzt. In drow society, this was
not so nuch a nurturing time as an indoctrinating tinme. The
child had to | earn basic nmotor and | anguage skills, as did
children of all the intelligent races, but a drow elf also had
to be grilled on the precepts that bound the chaotic society
t oget her.

In the case of a male child such as Drizzt, Vierna spent
hour after endless hour rem nding himthat he was inferior
to the drow fenmales. Since alnost all of this portion of
Drizzt's life was spent in the famly chapel, he encountered
no mal es except during tinmes of conmunal worship. Even
when all in the house gathered for the unholy cerenonies,
Drizzt remained silent at Vierna's side, with his gaze obedi -
ently on the floor.

When Drizzt was old enough to foll ow commands,
Vierna's workload | essened. Still, she spent many hours
t eachi ng her younger brother-presently they were worKk-
ing on the intricate facial, hand, and body novements of the
silent code. Often, though, she just set Drizzt about the
endl ess task of cleaning the domed chapel. The room was
barely a fifth the size of the great hall in House Baenre, but
it could hold all the dark elves of House Do' Urden with a
hundred seats to spare.

Bei ng a wean-not her was not so bad now, Vierna
t hought, but still she wi shed that she could devote nore of
her time to her studies. If Matron Malice had appointed
Maya to the task of rearing the child, Vierna night already
have been ordai ned as a high priestess. Vierna still had an-
other five years in her duties with Drizzt; Maya m ght attain
hi gh priestesshood before her

Vi erna dism ssed that possibility. She could not afford to
worry about such probl ens. She woul d finish her tenure as
wean-nmother in just a few short years. On or around his
tenth birthday, Drizzt would be appoi nted page prince of
the famly and woul d serve all the household equally. If her
work with Drizzt did not disappoint Matron Malice, Vierna
knew that she woul d get her due.

"Go up the wall." Vierna instructed. "Tend to that statue."
She pointed to a scul pture of a naked drow fenal e about

twenty feet fromthe floor. Young Drizzt | ooked up at it, con-
fused. He couldn't possibly clinb up to the scul pture and
wipe it clean while holding any secure perch. Drizzt knew

the high price of disobedi ence, though-even of

hesitati on-and he reached up, searching for his first hand-
hol d.

"Not |ike that!" Vierna scol ded.



"How?" Drizzt dared to ask, for he had no idea of what his
sister was hinting at.

"W Il yourself up to the gargoyle” Vierna expl ai ned.
Drizzt's small face crinkled in confusion.

"You are a noble of House Do' Urden!" Vierna shouted at

him "Or at |least you will one day earn that distinction. In
your neck-purse you possess the enbl em of the house, an
item of considerable nmagic” Vierna still wasn't certain if

Drizzt was ready for such a task; levitation was a high mani -
festation of innate drow magic, certainly nore difficult that
liming objects in faerie fire or summoni ng gl obes of dark-
ness. The Do' Urden enbl em hei ghtened these innate

powers of drow elves, magic that usually energed as a

drow mat ured. \Whereas nost drow nobl es coul d sunmmon

the magi cal energy to levitate once every day or so, the no-
bl es of House Do' Urden, with their insignia tool, could do so
repeat edl y.

Normal Iy, Vierna would never have tried this on a nale
child younger than ten, but Drizzt had shown her so much
potential in the |ast couple of years that she saw no harmin
the attenpt. "Just put yourself in line with the statue” she
expl ained, "and will yourself to rise”

Drizzt | ooked up at the female carving, then lined his feet
just out in front of the thing's angled and delicate face. He
put a hand to his collar, trying to attune hinself to the em
blem He had sensed before that the nagic coin possessed
some type of power, but it was only a raw sensation, a
child's intuition. Now that Drizzt had sone focus and confir-
mation to his suspicions, he clearly felt the vibrations of
magi cal energy.

A series of deep breaths cleared distracting thoughts
fromthe young drow s nmind. He bl ocked out the other
sights of the room all he saw was the statue, the destina-
tion. He felt hinself grow lighter, his heels went up, and
then he was on one toe, though he felt no weight upon it.
Drizzt | ooked over at Vierna, his smile wide in amzenent
then he tunbled to a heap

"Foolish male!" Vierna scolded. "1ry again! 1ry a thousand
times if you nust!" She reached for the snake-headed whip
on her belt. "If you fail, "

Drizzt | ooked away from her, cursing hinself. H's own
el ation had caused the spell to falter. He knew that he could
do it now, though, and he was not afraid of being beaten. He
concentrated again on the scul pture and | et the nmgical en-
ergy gather within his body.



Vi erna, too, knew that Drizzt would eventually succeed.
Hi s mind was keen, as sharp as any Vierna had ever known,
i ncludi ng those of the other fenales of House Do' Urden
The child was stubborn, too; Drizzt would not let the magic
defeat him She knew he woul d stand under the scul pture
until he fainted from hunger if need be.

Vi erna watched him go through a series of small suc-
cesses and failures, the last one dropping Drizzt froma
hei ght of nearly ten feet. Vierna flinched, wondering if he
was seriously hurt. Drizzt, whatever his wounds, did not
even cry out but nmoved back into position and started con-
centrating allover again.

"He is young for that” came a conment from behind
Vi erna. She turned in her seat to see Briza standing over
| her, a customary scowl on the older sister's face.

"Perhaps” Vierna replied, "but I'lIl not know until | let him
try"

"Whi p hi mwhen he fails” Briza suggested, pulling her
cruel six-headed instrunment from her belt. She gave the
whip a loving look-as if it were sonme sort of pet-and let a
snake's head withe about her neck and face. "lInspiration”

"Put it away” Vierna retorted. "Drizzt is mne to rear, and
need no help fromyou!"

"You shoul d watch how you speak to a high priestess,"”
Briza warned, and all of the snake heads, extensions of her
t houghts, turned nenacingly toward Vierna.

" As Matron Malice will watch how you interfere with ny
tasks” Vierna was quick to reply.
Briza put her whip away at the nmention of Matron Mli ce.

"Your tasks” she echoed scornfully. "You are too yielding for
such a chore. Male children nmust be disciplined; they nust ?
be taught their place” Realizing that Vierna's threat held
dir consequences, the older sister turned and |eft.

Vlerna let BrlZa have the |ast word. The wean-not her

| ooked back to Drizzt, still trying to get up to the statue.
"Enough!" she ordered, recognizing that the child was tir-
ing; he could barely get his feet off the ground.

“I' will do it!" Drizzt snapped back at her

Vierna |liked his determ nation, but not the tone of his re-
ply. Perhaps there was sonme truth to Briza's words. Vierna
snapped the snake-headed whip fromher belt. Alittle inspi-
ration m ght go a | ong way.

Vierna sat in the chapel the next day, watching Drizzt
hard at work polishing the slatue of the naked female. He



had levitated the full twenty feet in his first attenpt this day.

Vi erna could not help but be disappoi nted when Dri zzt
did not | ook back to her and smile at the success. She saw
hi m now, hovering up in the air, his hands a blur as they
wor ked the brushes. Most vividly of all, though, Vierna saw
the scars on her brother's naked back, the | egacy of their
"inspirational" discussion. In the infrared spectrum the
whip lines showed clearly, trails of warmh where the insu-
lating | ayers of skin had been stripped away.

Vi erna understood the gain in beating a child, particularly
a male child. Few drow nmal es ever raised a weapon agai nst
a femal e, unless under the order of sone other fenale.
"How much do we | ose?" Vierna wondered al oud. "What
nore could one such as Drizzt becone?"

When she heard the words spoken al oud, Vierna quickly
brushed the bl asphenpus thoughts from her nind. She as-
pired to becone a high priestess of the Spider Queen, Lloth
the Mercil ess. Such thoughts were not in accord with the
rul es of her station. She cast an angry glare on her little
brother, transferring her guilt, and again took out her in-
strunment of puni shnent.

She woul d have to whip Drizzt again this day, for the sac-
rilegious thoughts he had inspired within her

So the relationship continued for another five years, with
Drizzt learning the basic lessons of life in drow society
whil e endl essly cl eaning the chapel of House Do' Urden. Be-
yond the supremacy of fenmale drow (a | esson al ways accen-
tuated by the wi cked snake-headed whi p), the npst
conpel ling | essons were those concerning the surface
elves, the faeries. Evil enpires often bound thenselves in
webs of hate toward fabricated enem es, and none in the
hi story of the world were better at it than the drow. From
the first day they were able to understand the spoken word,
drow children were taught that whatever was wong in
their lives could be blaned on the surface el ves.

Whenever the fangs of Vierna's whip sliced into Drizzt's
back, he cried out for the death of a faerie. Conditioned ha.
tred was rarely a rational enption.

Part 2
The Weapon Mast er
Empty hours, enpty days.
| find that | have few nenories of that first period of ny -

life, those first sixteen years when | |abored as a servant.
M nut es bl ended into hours, hours into days, and so on, un-



til the whole of it seenmed one |ong and barren nmonment. Sev-
eral tines | managed to sneak out onto the bal cony of House
Do' Urden and | ook out over the nmgical |ights of Menzober-
ranzan. On all of those secret journeys, | found nyself en-
tranced by the growi ng, and then dissipating, heat-light of
Nar bondel , the tinme-clock pillal!: Looking back on that now,
on those | ong hours watching the glow of the wizard's fire
slowmy walk its way up and then down the pillar; | am
amazed at the enptiness of ny early days.

| clearly renmenber ny excitenment, tingling excitenent,
each tinme | got out of the house and set nyself into position
to observe the pilla!: Such a sinple thing it was, yet so fulfill.
ing compared to the rest of ny existence.

Whenever | hear the crack of a whip, another nmenory-
nore a sensation than a nmenory actual |l y-sends a shiver
t hrough ny spine. The shocking jolt and the ensuing nunb-
ness from those snake-headed weapons i s not sonething
that any person would soon forget. They bite under your
skin, sending waves of magical energy through your body,
waves that make your nuscles snap and pull beyond their
[imts.

Yet | was |uckier than nost. My sister Vierna was near to
becom ng a high priestess when she was assigned the task
of rearing nme and was at a period of her |life where she pos-
sessed far nore energy than such a job required. Perhaps,
then, there was nore to those first ten years under her care
than | now recall. Vierna never showed the intense w cked-
ness of our nother-oJ; nore particularly; of our ol dest sis-
ter Briza. Perhaps there were good tines in the solitude of
the house chapel; it is possible that Vierna all owed a nore
gentle side of herself to show through to her baby brothel

Maybe not. Even though | count Vierna as the kindest of
my sisters, her words drip in the venomof Uoth as surely as
those of any cleric in Menzoberranzan. It seens unlikely
that she would risk her aspirations toward hi gh priestes-
shood for the sake of a mere child, a nere male child.

Whet her there were indeed joys in those years, obscured
in the unrelenting assault of Menzoberranzan's wi cked-
ness, or whether that earliest period of ny |ife was even
nore pai nful than the years that foll owed-so painful that
my mnd hides the nmenories-1 cannot be certain. For al
nmy efforts, | cannot renenber them

| have nore insight into the next six years, but the nost
prom nent recollection of the days | spent serving the court
of Matron Malice-aside fromthe secret trips outside the
house-is the i mage of nmy own feet.
A page prince is never allowed to raise his gaze



-Drizzt Do' Urden

Chapter 6

"Two- Hands"

Drizzt pronmptly answered the call to his matron nother's
si de, not needing the whip Briza used to hurry him al ong.
How often he had felt the sting of that dreaded weapon!
Drizzt held no thoughts of revenge against his vicious ol dest
sister. Wth all of the conditioning he had received, he
feared the consequences of striking her-or any femal e-
far too nmuch to entertain such notions.

"Do you know what this day marks?" Mlice asked him as
he arrived at the side of her great throne in the chapel's
dar kened ant er oom

"No, Matron Mother” Drizzt answered, unconsciously
keepi ng his gaze on his toes. A resigned sigh rose in his
throat as he noticed the unending view of his own feet.
There had to be nore to life than blank stone and ten wi g.
gling toes, he thought.

He slipped one foot out of his | ow boot and began doodling
on the stone floor. Body heat |eft discernable tracings in the
infrared spectrum and Drizzt was quick and agil e enough
to conmplete sinple drawings before the initial Iines had
cool ed.

"Si xteen years” Matron Malice said to him "You have
breathed the air of Menzoberranzan for sixteen years. An
i mportant period of your |life has passed”

Drizzt did not react, did not see any inportance or signifi-
cance to the declaration. His |ife was an unendi ng and un-
changi ng routine. One day, sixteen years, what difference
did it nmake? If his nother considered inportant the things
he had been put through since his earliest recollections,

Drizzt shuddered to think of what the next decades m ght
hol d.

He had nearly conpleted his picture of a round-
shoul dered drow- Bri za-being bitten on the behind by an
enor nous Vi per.

"Look at ne” Matron Malice commmanded.

Drizzt felt at a loss. H s natural tendency once had been to
| ook upon a person with whom he was tal king, but Briza



had wasted no tinme in beating that instinct out of him The
pl ace of a page prince was servitude, and the only eyes a
page prince's were worthy of neeting were those of the
creatures that scurried across the stone floor-except the
eyes of a spider, of course; Drizzt had to avert his gaze
whenever one of the eight-1legged things cramed into his vi-
sion. Spiders were too good for the likes of a page prince.

"Look at ne” Malice said again, her tone hinting at volatile
i mpati ence. Drizzt had w tnessed the expl osions before, a
wrath so incredibly vile that it swept aside anything and
everything in its path. Even Briza, so ponpous and cruel
ran for hiding when the matron nother grew angry.

Drizzt forced his gaze up tentatively, scanning his noth-
er's black robes, using the fanmliar spider pattern along the
garnent's back and sides to judge the angle of his gaze. He
fully expected, as every inch passed, a snmack on his head, or
a lashing on his back-Briza was behind him always with
her snake- headed whi p near her anxi ous hand.

Then he saw her, the mghty Matron Malice Do' Urden
her heat-sensing eyes flashing red and her face cool, not
flushed with angry heat. Drizzt kept tense, still expecting a
puni shi ng bl ow.

"Your tenure as page prince is ended” Mlice explained.
"You are secondboy of House Do' Urden now and are ac-
corded all the. “

Drizzt's gaze unconsciously slipped back to the floor
"Look at ne!" his nother screaned in sudden rage.

Terrified, Drizzt snapped his gaze back to her face, which
now was glowi ng a hot red. On the edge of his vision he saw
the waveri ng heat of Malice's swi nging hand, though he was
not foolish enough to try to dodge the blow. He was on the
floor then, the side of his face bruised.

Even in the fall, though, Drizzt was alert and wi se enough
to keep his gaze | ocked on to that of Matron Mali ce.

"No nore a servant!" the matron nother roared. "Th con-
tinue acting like one would bring disgrace to our famly”
She grabbed Drizzt by the throat and dragged hi mroughly
to his feet.

"“If you di shonor House Do' Urden” she promi sed, her face
an inch fromhis, "I will put needles into your purple eyes."

Drizzt didn't blink. In the six years since Vierna had relin-
qui shed care of him putting himinto general servitude to
all the famly, he had conme to know Matron Malice wel



enough to understand all of the subtle connotations of her
threats. She was his nother-for whatever that was

wort h-but Drizzt did not doubt that she would enjoy stick
ing needles in his eyes.

"This one is different” Vierna said, "in nore than the
shade of his eyes”

“I'n what way, then?" Zaknafein asked, trying to keep his
curiosity at a professional |evel. Zak had always |iked Vierna
better than the others, but she recently had been ordai ned
a high priestess, and had since beconme too eager for her
own good.

Vi erna sl owed the pace of her gait-the door to the
chapel's ant echanmber was in sight now "It is hard to say”
she admtted. "Drizzt is as intelligent as any male child
have ever known; he could levitate by the age of five. Yet, af.
ter he becanme the page prince, it took weeks of punishnment
to teach himthe duty of keeping his gaze to the floor, as if
such a sinple act ran unnaturally counter to his constitu-
tion”

Zaknafei n paused and |let Vierna nmove ahead of him "Un-
nat ural ?" he whi spered under his breath, considering the
i mplications of Vierna' s observations. Unusual, perhaps, for
a drow, but exactly what Zaknafein would expect-and
hope for-froma child of his Ioins.

He nmoved behind Vierna into the |lightless anteroom Mal -
ice, as always, sat in her throne at the head of the spider
idol, but all the other chairs in the room had been noved to
the walls, even though the entire famly was present. This
was to be a formal neeting, Zak realized, for only the ma-
tronnot her was accorded the confort of a seat.

“Matron Malice” Vierna began in her npst reverent voice
"I present to you Zaknafein, as you requested”

Zak noved up beside Vierna and exchanged nods with
Mal i ce, but he was nore intent on the youngest Do' Urden,
standi ng naked to the waist at the matron nother's side.

Mal i ce held up one hand to silence the others, then no-
tioned for Briza, holding a house piwafwi, to continue.

An expression of elation brightened Drizzt's childish face
as Briza, chanting through the appropriate incantations,
pl aced the magi cal cloak, black and shot with streaks of pur-
pl e and red, over his shoul ders.

"Greetings, Zaknafein Do' Urden” Drizzt said heartily,
drawi ng stunned | ooks fromall in the room Matron Mlice
had not granted himprivilege to speak; he hadn't even



asked her pernission!

"I am Drizzt, secondboy of House Do' Urden, no nore the
page prince. 1 can |ook at you now1 nean at your eyes and
not your boots. Mdther told me so” Drizzt's smile disap-
peared when he | ooked up at the burning scowm of Mtron
Mal i ce.

Vierna stood as if turned to stone, her jaw hangi ng open
and her eyes wi de in disbelief.

Zak, too, was ammzed, but in a different manner. He
brought a hand up to pinch his |lips together, to prevent
them from spreading into a smile that woul d have inevita-
bly erupted into belly-shaking |aughter. Zak couldn't re-
menber the last tine he had seen the matron nother's face
so very bright!

Briza, in her custonmary position behind Malice, funbled
with her whip, too confounded by her young brother's
actions to even know what in the Nine Hells she shoul d do.

That was a first, Zak knew, for Malice's eldest daughter
rarely hesitated when puni shnent was in order

At the matron's side, but now prudently a step farther
away, Drizzt quieted and stood perfectly still, biting down
on his bottomlip. Zak could see, though, that the smile re-
mai ned in the young drow s eyes. Drizzt's informality and
di srespect of station had been nore than an unconsci ous
slip of the tongue and nore than the innocence of inexperi-
ence.

The weapon nester took a long step forward to defl ect
the matron nother's attention fromDrizzt. "Secondboy?"
he asked, sounding inpressed, both for the sake of Drizzt's
swelling pride and to placate and distract Malice. "Then it is
time for you to train”

Malice |l et her anger slip away, a rare event. "Only the ba-
sics at your hand, Zaknafein. If Drizzt is to replace Nalfein,
his place at the Acadeny will be in Sorcere. Thus the bul k of
his preparation will fall upon Ri zzen and his know edge,
limted though it may be, of the nmgical arts”

“"Are you so certain that wizardry is his lot, Matron?" Zak
was quick to ask

"He appears intelligent” Malice replied. She shot an angry
glare at Drizzt. "At |least, sone of the tinme. Vierna reported
great progress with his conmand of the innate powers. CQur
house needs a new wi zard” Malice snarled reflexively, re-

m nded of Matron Baenre's pride in her w zard son, the
Archmage of the city. It had been sixteen years since Ml -
ice's meeting with the First Matron Mt her of Menzober -



ranzan, but she had never forgotten even the tiniest detai
of that encounter. "Sorcere seens the natural course”

Zak took a flat coin fromhis neck-purse, flipped it into a
spin, and snatched it out of the air. "M ght we see?" he
asked.

"As you will” Malice agreed, not surprised at Zak's desire
to prove her wong. Zak placed little value in w zardry, pre-
ferring the hilt of a blade to the crystal rod conponent of a
i ghtning bolt.

Zak nmoved to stand before Drizzt and handed hi mthe
coin. "Flipit”

Drizzt shrugged, wondering what this vague conversa-
tion between his nother and the weapon naster was al
about. Until now, he had heard nothing of any future pro-
fession being planned for him or of this place called Sor-
cere. Wth a consenting shrug of his shoulders, he slid the
coin onto his curled index finger and snapped it into the air
with his thunmb, easily catching it. He then held it back out to
Zak and gave the weapon master a confused look, as if to
ask what was so inmportant about such an easy task.

I nstead of taking the coin, the weapon master pulled an-
ot her from his neck-purse. "1lry both hands” he said to
Drizzt, handing it to him

Drizzt shrugged again, and in one easy notion, put the
coi ns up and caught them

Zak turned an eye on Matron Malice. Any drow could
have perforned that feat, but the ease with which this one
executed the catch was a pleasure to observe. Keeping a sly
eye on the matron, Zak produced two nore coins. "Stack
two on each hand and send all four up together” he in-
structed Drizzt.

Four coins went up. Four coins were caught. The only
parts of Drizzt's body that had even flinched were his arns.

"Two- hands” Zak said to Malice. "This one is a fighter. He
bel ongs i n Mel ee- Magt here”

"I have seen wi zards perform such feats” Malice retorted,
not pleased by the | ook of satisfaction on the troubl esone
weapon master's face. Zak once had been Malice's pro-
cl ai mred husband, and quite often since that distant tinme she
took himas her lover. His skills and agility were not con-
fined to the use of weapons. But along with the pl easures
t hat Zaknafein gave to Malice, sensual skills that had
pronpted Malice to spare Zak's life on nore than a dozen
occasi ons, came a multitude of headaches. He was the finest



weapon master in Menzoberranzan, another fact that Ml -

ice could not ignore, but his disdain, even contenpt, for the
Spi der Queen had often | anded House Do' Urden into trou-

bl e.

Zak handed two nore coins to Drizzt. Now enjoying the
game, Drizzt put theminto notion. Six went up. Six cane
down, the correct three |anding in each hand.

"Two- hands” Zak said nore enphatically. Matron Malice
notioned for himto continue, unable to deny the grace of
her youngest son's display.

"Could you do it again?" Zak asked Drizzt.

Wt h each hand working i ndependently, Drizzt soon had
the coins stacked atop his index fingers, ready to flip. Zak
st opped himthere and pulled out four nore coins, building
each of the piles five high. Zak paused a monment to study
the concentration of the young drow (and also to keep his
hands over the coins and ensure that they were brightened
enough by the warnmth of his body heat for Drizzt to prop-
erly see themin their flight).

"Catch themall, Secondboy” he said in all seriousness.
"Catch themall, or you will land in Sorcere, the school of
magi c. That is not wher~ you bel ong!"

Drizzt still had only a vague idea of what Zak was tal king
about, but he could tell fromthe weapon master's intensity
that it nust be inportant. He took a deep breath to steady
hi msel f, then snapped the coins up. He sorted their glow
qui ckly, discerning each individual item The first two fel
easily into his hands, but Drizzt saw that the scattering pat-
tern of the rest would not drop themso readily in line.

Drizzt exploded into action, spinning a conplete circle,
hi s hands an undeci pherabl e bl ur of notion. Then he
strai ghtened suddenly and stood before Zak. Hi s hands
were in fists at his sides and a grimlook lay on his face.

Zak and Matron Malice exchanged gl ances, neither quite
sure of what had happened.

Drizzt held his fists out to Zak and slowly opened them a
confident smle wi dening across his childish face.
Five coins in each hand.

Zak blew a silent whistle. It had taken him the weapon
master of the house, a dozen tries to conplete that maneu-
ver with ten coins. He wal ked over to Matron Mali ce.

"Two- hands” he said a third tine. "He is a fighter, and | am
out of coins”



"How many coul d he do?" Malice breathed, obviously im
pressed in spite of herself.

"How many coul d we stack?" Zaknafein shot back with a
triunphant snile.

Matron Malice chuckl ed out |oud and shook her head. She
had wanted Drizzt to replace Nalfein as the house w zard,
but her stubborn weapon master had, as al ways, deflected
her course. "Very well, Zaknafein” she said, admitting her
defeat. "The secondboy is a fighter”

Zak nodded and started back to Drizzt.

"Per haps one day soon to be the weapon master of House
Do' Urden” Matron Malice added to Zak's back. Her sarcasm
st opped Zak short, and he eyed her over his shoul der

"Wth this one” Matron Malice continued wyly, wench-
i ng back the upper hand with her usual |ack of shane,
"could we expect anything | ess?"

Ri zzen, the present patron of the famly shifted uncom
fortably. He knew, and so did everyone-even the slaves of
House Do' Urden-that Drizzt was not his child.

"Three roons?" Drizzt asked when he and Zak entered
the large training hall at the southernnost end of the Do' Ur-
den conplex. Balls of nulticolored magical |ight had been
spaced along the length of the high-ceilinged stone room
basking the entirety in a confortably dimglow The hal
had only three doors: one to the east, which led to an outer
chanber that opened onto the balcony of the house; one di-
rectly across fromDrizzt, on the south wall, leading into the
last roomin the house; and the one fromthe main hall way
that they had just passed through. Drizzt knew fromthe
many | ocks Zak was now fastening behind themthat he
woul dn't often be going back that way.

"One roont Zak corrected.

"But two nore doors” Drizzt reasoned, | ooking out across
the room "Wth no | ocks”

"Ah” Zak corrected, "their |ocks are made of common
sense” Drizzt was beginning to get the picture. "That door”
Zak continued, pointing to the south, "opens into ny private
chanbers. You do not ever want nme to find you in there.
The other one leads to the tactics room reserved for tines
of war. When-if-you ever prove yourself to ny satisfac-
tion, I mght invite you to join ne there. That day is years
away, so consider this single nagnificent hall-" he swept
his armout in a wide arc-"your hone”



Drizzt | ooked around, not overly thrilled. He had dared to
hope that he had left this kind of treatnent behind himwth
hi s page prince days. This setup, though, brought hi m back
even to before his six years of servitude in the house, back
to that decade when he had been | ocked away in the famly
chapel with Vierna. This roomwasn't even as |arge as the
chapel, and was too tight for the likings of the spirited
young drow. Hi s next question came out as a grow .

"Where do | sl eep?”

"Your home” Zak answered matter-of-factly.

"Where do | take meal s?"

“Your hone”

Drizzt's eyes narrowed to slits and his face flushed in
gl owi ng heat. "Where do | . . “ he began stubbornly, deter-
mned to foil the weapon master's | ogic.

“Your hone” Zak replied in the same neasured and
wei ghted tinmbre before Drizzt could finish the thought.
Drizzt planted his feet firmy and crossed his arms over
his chest. "It sounds nessy” he grow ed.

"It had better not be” Zak grow ed back

"Then what is the purpose?" Drizzt began. "You pull ne
away from nmy nother-"

"You will address her as Matron Malice” Zak warned. "You
will always address her as Matron Mlice”

“"From nmy not her-"

Zak's next interruption canme not with words but with the
swing of a curled fist.

Drizzt awoke about twenty mnutes |ater

"First | esson” Zak expl ai ned, casually | eaning agai nst the
wall a few feet away. "For your own good. You will always
address her as Matron Malice”

Drizzt rolled to his side and tried to prop hinself up on his
el bow but found his head reeling as soon as it left the bl ack-

rugged floor. Zak grabbed hi mand hoisted himup

"Not as easy as catching coins” the weapon master re-
mar ked.

" W]at ?n



"Parrying a bl ow
“"What bl ow?"
"Just agree, you stubborn child”

"Secondboy!" Drizzt corrected, his voice again a grow,
and his arms defiantly back over his chest.

Zak's fist curled at his side, a not-tao-subtle point that
Drizzt did not niss. "Do you need another nap?" the
weapon master asked calmy

"Secondboys can be children” Drizzt w sely conceded.

Zak shook his head in disbelief. This was going to be inter-
esting. "You may find your tinme here enjoyable” he said,
| eading Drizzt over to a long, thick, and colorfully (though
nost of the colors were sonber) decorated curtain. "But
only if you can |l earn sone control over that waggi ng tongue
of yours” A sharp tug sent the curtain floating down, re-
veal ing the nost magnificent weapons rack the young drow
(and many ol der drow as well) had ever seen. Pol earns of
many sorts, swords, axes, hamrers, and every other kind
of weapon Drizzt could inmagi ne-and a whol e bunch he'd
never imgi ne-sat in an el aborate array.

"Exam ne them’ Zak told him "lake your tinme and your
pl easure. Learn which ones sit best in your hands, follow
nost obediently the commands of your will. By the tinme we
have finished, you will know everyone of themas a trusted
conpani on”

W de-eyed, Drizzt wandered along the rack, view ng the
whol e place and the potential of the whole experience in a
conpletely different light. For his entire young life, sixteen
years, his greatest eneny had been boredom Now, it ap-
peared, Drizzt had found weapons to fight that enenmny.

Zak headed for the daor to his private chanber, thinking
it better that Dnzt be alone in those first awkward no-
ments of handling new weapons.

The weapon nmster stopped, though, when he reached
hi s door and | ooked back to the young Do' Urden. Drizzt
swung a | ong and heavy hal berd, a pol earm nore than
twice his height, in a slowarc. For all of Drizzt's attenpts to
keep the weapon under control, its nmomentum spun his
tiny frame right to the ground.

Zak heard hins~lf chuckle, but his |aughter only re-
m nded himof the grimreality of his duty. He would train
Drizzt, as he had trained a thousand young dark el ves be-
fore him to be a warrior, preparing himfor the trials of the



Acadeny and life in dangerous Menzoberranzan. He woul d
train Drizzt to be a killer

How agai nst this one's nature that mantl e seened!
t hought Zak. Sniles cane too easily to Drizzt; the thought of
hi m running a sword through the heart of another living be-
ing revolted Zaknafein. That was the way of the drow,
t hough, a way that Zak had been unable to resist for all of
his four centuries of life. Pulling his stare fromthe spectacle
of Drizzt at play, Zak nmoved into his chanmber and shut the
door.

“"Are they all like that?" he asked into his nearly enpty
room "Do all drow children possess such innocence, such
sinple, untainted smles that cannot survive the ugliness of
our world?" Zak started for the small desk to the side of the
room meaning to |ift the darkening shade off the contin-
ually glowi ng ceram c gl obe that served as the chanber's
Iight source. He changed his mind as that imge of Drizzt's
delight with the weapons refused to dimnish, and he
headed instead for the | arge bed across fromthe door

"Or are you unique, Drizzt Do' Urden?" he continued ashe
fell onto the cushioned bed. "And if you are so different,
what, then, is the cause? The bl ood, my bl ood, that courses
t hrough your veins? Or the years you spent with your
wean- nmot her ?"

Zak threw an arm across his eyes and consi dered the
many questions. Drizzt was different fromthe norm he de-
cided at length, but he didn't know whether he shoul d
t hank Vi erna-or hinself.

After a while, sleep took him But it brought the weapon
master little confort. A famliar dreamvisited hinm a vivid
menory that woul d never fade.

Zaknafein heard again the screans of the children of
House DeVir as the Do' Urden sol di ers-sol di ers he hinself
had trai ned-sl ashed at them

"This one is different!" Zak cried, |eaping up fromhis bed.
He wi ped the cold sweat fromhis face.

"This one is different” He had to believe that.

Chapter 7
Dark Secrets

"Do you truly nmean to try?" Masoj asked, his voice conde-
scending and filled with disbelief.



Alton turned his hideous glare on the student.

"Di rect your anger el sewhere, Facel ess One” Masoj said,
averting his gaze fromhis nmentor's scarred visage. "I am not
the cause of your frustration. The question was valid”

"For nore than a decade, you have been a student of the
magi cal arts” Alton replied. "Still you fear to explore the
nether world at the side of a master of Sorcere”

"I would have no fear beside a true master” Masoj dared
t o whi sper.

Alton ignored the comment, as he had with so many oth-
ers he had accepted fromthe apprenticing Hun'ett over the
| ast sixteen years. Masoj was Alton's only tie to the outside
worl d, and while Masoj had a powerful famly, Alton had
only Masoj.

They moved through the door into the uppernost cham
ber of Alton's four-room conplex. A single candle burned
there, its light dimnished by an abundance of dark-col ored
tapestries and the black hue of the roonmls stone and rugs.
Al'ton slid onto his stool at the back of the small, circular ta-
bl e, and placed a heavy book down before him

"It is a spell better left for clerics” Masoj protested, sitting
down across fromthe facel ess naster. "W zards conmand
the |l ower planes; the dead are for the clerics alone”

Al ton | ooked around curiously, then turned a frown up at
Masoj, the master's grotesque features enhanced by the
dancing candlelight. "It seens that | have no cleric at ny
call” the Facel ess One expl ai ned sarcastically. "Wuld you
rather | try for another denizen of the Nine Hells?"

Masoj rocked back in his chair and shook his head hel p-
| essly and enphatically. Alton had a point. A year before,
the Facel ess One had sought answers to his questions by en-
listing the aid of an ice devil. The volatile thing froze the
roomuntil it shone black in the infrared spectrum and
smashed a matron nother's treasure horde worth of al-
chem cal equiprment. If Masoj hadn't summoned his nmagica
cat to distract the ice devil, neither he nor Alton would have
gotten out of the room alive.

"Very well, then” Masoj said unconvincingly, crossing his
arms in front of himon the table. "Conjure your spirit and
find your answers”

Alton did not miss the involuntary shudder belied by the
ripple in Masoj's robes. He glared at the student for a no-
ment, then went back to his preparations.



As Alton neared the tinme of casting/ Masoj's hand instinc-
tively went into his pocket, to the onyx figurine of the hunt-
ing cat he had acquired on the day Alton had assuned the
Facel ess One's identity. The little statue was enchanted with
a powerful dweomer that enabled its possessor to sunmon
a mghty panther to his side. Masoj had used the cat spar-
ingly, not yet fully understanding the dweoner's limtations
and potential dangers. "Only in tines of need” Masoj re-

m nded hinself quietly when he felt the itemin his hand.
Why was it that those tinmes kept occurring when he was
with Alton? the apprentice wondered.

Despite his bravado, this tinme Alton privately shared Ma-
soj's trepidation. Spirits of the dead were not as destructive
as denizens of the | ower planes, but they could be equally
cruel and subtler in their tornents.

Al ton needed his answer, though. For nore than a decade
and a half he had sought his information through conven-
tional channels, enquiring of masters and students-in a
roundabout manner, of course-of the details concerning
the fall of House DeVir. Many knew the runors of that
eventful night; sone even detailed the battle nmethods used
by the victorious house.

None, though, would nanme that perpetrating house. In
Menzoberranzan, one did not utter anything resenbling an
accusation, even if the belief was commnly shared, with-
out enough undeni abl e proof to spur the ruling council into
a unified action against the accused. If a house botched a
raid and was di scovered, the wwath of all Menzoberranzan
woul d descend upon it until the famly name had been ex-
tingui shed. But in the case of a successfully executed attack
such as the one that felled House DeVir, an accuser was the
one nost likely to wind up at the wong end of a snake-
headed whi p.

Publ i ¢ enmbarrassnent, perhaps nore than any guidelines
of honor, turned the wheels of justice in the city of drow

Al ton now sought other neans for the solution to his
quest. First he had tried the | ower planes, the ice devil, to di-
sastrous effect. Now Alton had in his possession an itemthat
could end his frustrations: a tone penned by a wi zard of the
surface world. In the drow hierarchy, only the clerics of
Lloth dealt with the real mof the dead, but in other societies,
wi zards al so dabbled into the spirit world. Alton had found
the book in the library of Sorcere and had nanaged to
transl ate enough of it, he believed, to make a spiritual con-
tact.

He wrung his hands together, gingerly opened the book to
the marked page, and scanned the incantation one fina
time. "Are you ready?" he asked Masoj



" NOH

Alton ignored the student's unendi ng sarcasm and pl aced

his hands flat on the table.
nmeditative trance.

He slowy sunk into his deepest

" Fey innad . “ He paused and cleared his throat at the
slip. Masoj, though he hadn't closely exani ned the spell, rec-
ogni zed the m st ake.

"Fey innunad de-m n. “ Anot her pause.

"Lloth be with us” Masoj groaned under his breath.

Alton's eyes popped wi de, and he glared at the student. " A

transl ation” he grow ed. "Fromthe
human w zard!"
"G bberish” Masoj retorted.

"
fromthe surface world” Alton said
according to the scribbling of the
and sold it to our agents”
shook his hairless head, trying to
trance.

"A sinple, stupid orc nanaged to
archrmage” Masoj
surdity of the statenent speak for

"The wi zard was dead!"
thentic! "

"Who translated it?" Masoj
the smug | ook on Masoj's face,

"Fey mmunad de-mi || de-sul

Mas oj
his cl asses, hoping that his sobs of
Alton. He didn't believe for

woul d prove successful, but

have in front of ne the private spell book

He conposed hi nsel f

whi spered rhetorically,

Al ton roared.

strange | anguage of a

of a w zard

evenly. "An archmage,
orcan thief who stole it
agai n and

return to the depths of his

steal a spellbook from an
letting the ab-

itsel f.

"The book is au-

replied calmy
Alton refused to listen to any nore argunents.
he began agai n.

I gnoring

de- kef”

faded out and tried to rehearse a | esson from one of

| aughter woul dn't disturb

a nonment that Alton's attenpt
he didn't want to screw up the

fool's line of babbling again and have to suffer through the

ridiculous incantation al
anot her tinme.

t he way

A short tinme |later, when Masoj

per, "Matron G nafae?"
back on the events at hand.
Sure enough, an unusual bal

fromthe beginning stil

heard Alton's excited whis-
he qui ckly focused his attention

of green-hued snoke ap-



peared over the candle's flame and gradually took a nore
definite shape.

“"Matron G nafae!" Alton gasped agai n when the summons
was conpl ete. Hovering before himwas the unni stakabl e
i mmge of his dead nmother's face.

The spirit scanned the room confused. "Who are you?" it
asked at | ength.

"I am Alton. Alton DeVir, your son”

"Son?" the spirit asked.

“Your child”

"I remenber no child so very ugly”

"A disguise” Alton replied quickly, |ooking back at Maso
and expecting a snicker. |If Masoi had chided and doubted
Al ton before, he now showed only sincere respect.
Smiling, Alton continued, "Just a disguise, that | m ght
nove about in the city and exact revenge upon our ene-
mes!"

"What city?"

"Menzoberranzan, of course”

Still the spirit seened not to understand.

"You are G nafae?" Alton pressed. "Matron G nafae
DeVir?"

The spirit's features contorted into a twisted scowm as it
consi dered the question. "I was. . . | think”

“Matron Mot her of House DeVir, Fourth House of Menzo-
berranzan” Alton pronpted, growi ng nore excited. "High
pri estess of Lloth”

The nention of the Spider Queen sent a spark through
the spirit.. "Dh, no!" it bal ked. G nafae renmenbered now.

"You shoul d not have done this, my ugly son!"
"I't is iust a disguise” Alton interrupted.

"I nust |eave you” G nafae's spirit continued, glancing
around nervously. "You mnust rel ease ne!"

"But | need sonme information fromyou, Mtron G nafae”

"Do not call me that!" the spirit shrieked. "You do not un-



derstand! | amnot in Lloth's favor. . . *

"*11" oubl e” whi spered Masoi of fhandedly, hardly sur-
pri sed.

"Just one answer!" Alton dermanded, refusing to |let an-
ot her opportunity to learn his enenmes' identities slip past
hi m

"Quickly!" the spirit shrieked.
"Nane the house that destroyed DeVir”

"The house?" G nafae pondered. "Yes, | renenber that
evil night. It was House-"

The ball of snoke puffed and bent out of shape, tw sting
G nafae's image and sendi ng her next words out as an unde-
ci pherabl e bl urb.

Alton leaped to his feet. "No!" he screaned. "You nust tel
me! Who are my enem es?"

"Whul d you count nme as one?" the spirit imge said in a
voice very different fromthe one it had used earlier, a tone
of sheer power that stole the blood fromAlton's face. The
i mage twi sted and transforned, becane sonething ugly,
uglier than Alton. Hi deous beyond all experience on the M-
terial Plane.

Alton was not a cleric, of course, and he had never stud-
ied the drow religion beyond the basic tenets taught to
mal es of the race. He knew the creature now hovering in
the air before him though, for it appeared as an 0o0zing,
slimy stick of nelted wax: a yochlol, a handmai den of LI oth.

"You dare to disturb the tornent of G nafae?" the yochlo
snar| ed.

"Damm!" whi spered Masoj, sliding slowy down under the
bl ack tablecloth. Even he, with all of his doubts of Alton
had not expected his disfigured nentor to land themin
trouble this serious.

"But. . “ Alton stuttered.

"Never again disturb this plane, feeble w zard!" the yoch-
[ ol roared.

"I did not try for the Abyss” Alton protested neekly. "I
only neant to speak with-"

"Wth G nafae!" the yochlol snarled. "Fallen priestess of
Uot h. Where woul d you expect to find her spirit, foolish



mal e? Frolicking in Oynpus, with the false gods of the sur-
face el ves?"

“I did not think. . *
"Do you ever?" the yochl ol grow ed.

"Nope” Masoj answered silently, careful to keep hinself as
far out of the way as possible.

"Never again disturb this plane” the yochlol warned a fi-
nal time. "The Spider Queen is not merciful and has no tol -
erance for nmeddling males!" The creature's oozing face
puffed and swel | ed, expandi ng beyond the limts of the
snmoky ball. Alton heard gurgling, gaggi ng noises, and he
stunbl ed back over his stool, putting his back flat agai nst
the wall and bringing his arnms up defensively in front of his
face.

The yochlol's nouth opened inpossibly wi de and spewed
forth a hail of small objects. They ricocheted off Alton and
t apped against the wall all around him Stones? the facel ess
wi zard wondered in confusion. One of the objects then an-
swered his unspoken question. It caught hold of Alton's |ay-
ered bl ack robes and began crawling up toward his exposed
neck. Spi ders.

A wave of the eight-legged beasts rushed under the little
tabl e, sending Masoj tunbling out the other side in a desper-
ate roll. He scranbled to his feet and turned back, to see Al-
ton sl apping and stonping wildly, trying to get out of the
mai n host of the craw ing things.

"Do not kill them" Masoj screanmed. "Th kill spiders is for-
bi dden by the-"

"To the Nine Hells with the clerics and their [aws!" Alton
shri eked back.

Masoj shrugged in hel pl ess agreenent, reached around
under the folds of his own robes, and produced the sane
t wo- handed crossbow he had used to kill the Facel ess One
those years ago. He consi dered the powerful weapon and
the tiny spiders scranbling around the room

"Overkill?" he asked al oud. Hearing no answer, he
shrugged again and fired.

The heavy bolt knifed across Alton's shoul der, cutting a
deep line. The wi zard stared in disbelief, then turned an
ugly grimace on Masoj .

"You had one on your shoul der” the student expl ai ned.
Alton's scow did not relent.



"Ungrateful ?" Masoj snarled. "Foolish Alton, all of the spi-
ders are on your side of the room Renenber?" Masoj
turned to | eave and called, "Good hunting” over his shoul -
der. He reached for the handle to the door, but as his |ong
fingers closed around it, the portal's surface transforned
into the i mage of Matron G nafae. She smiled widely, too
wi dely, and an inpossibly long and wet tongue reached out
and licked Masoj across the face.

" Alton!" he cried, spinning back against the wall out of the
slimy nenber's reach. He noticed the wizard in the midst of
spellcasting, Alton fighting to hold his concentration as a
host of spiders continued their hungry ascent up his flow
i ng robes.

"You are a dead one” Masoj commented matter-of-factly,
shaki ng hi s head.

Al ton fought through the exacting ritual of the spell, ig-
nored his own revul sion of the crawing things, and forced
the evocation to conpletion. In all of his years of study, Al-
ton never woul d have believed he could do such a thing; he
woul d have | aughed at the nmere nention of it. Now, how
ever, it seenmed a far preferable fate to the yochlol's creeping
doom

He dropped a fireball at his own feet.

Naked and hairless, Masoj stumbled through the door and
out of the inferno. The flam ng facel ess master canme next,
diving into a roll and stripping his tattered and burning
robe fromhis back as he went.

As he watched Alton patting out the last of the flanmes, a
pl easant nenory flashed in Masoi's mind, and he uttered
the single lanment that dom nated his every thought at this
di sastrous noment.

"l should have killed himwhen | had himin the web”

A short time later, after Masoj had gone back to his room
and his studies, Alton slipped on the ornanmental netallic
bracers that identified himas a nmaster of the Academy and
slipped outside the structure of Sorcere. He nmoved to the
wi de and sweepi ng stairway | eading down from Tier

Breche and sat down to take in the sights of Menzoberran-
zan.

Even with this view, though, the city did little to distract
Alton fromthoughts of his |atest failure. For sixteen years
he had forsaken all other dreans and ambitions in his des-



perate search to find the guilty house. For sixteen years he
had fail ed.

He wondered how | ong he coul d keep up the charade, and
his spirits. Masoj, his only friend-if Masoj could be called a
friend-was nore than hal fway through his studies at Sor-
cere. What would Alton do when Masoj graduated and reo
turned to House Hun'ett? j

"Perhaps | shall carryon nmy toils for centuries to cone”
he said aloud, "only to be nmurdered by a desperate student,
as |-as Masoj-murdered the Facel ess One. M ght that stu-
dent disfigure hinmself and take ny place?" Alton couldn't
stop the ironic chuckle that passed his lipless mouth at the
noti on of a perpetual "facel ess master" of Sorcere. At what
poi nt would the Matron M stress of the Acadeny get suspi-
cious? A thousand years? 'len thousand? Or m ght the Face-
| ess One outlive Menzoberranzan itself? Life as a master
was not such a bad lot, Alton supposed. Many drow woul d
sacrifice nmuch to be given such an honor

Al ton dropped his face into the crook of his el bow and
forced away such ridicul ous thoughts. He was not a rea
master, nor did the stolen position bring himany neasure
of satisfaction. Perhaps Masoj should have shot hi mthat
day, sixteen years ago, when Alton was trapped in the Face-
| ess One's web.

Alton's despair only deepened when he considered the ac-
tual time frame involved. He had just passed his seventieth
bi rthday and was still young by drow standards. The notion
that only a tenth of his life was behind himwas not a com
forting one to Alton DeVir this night.

"How long will | survive?" he asked hinself. "How |l ong un-
til this nmadness that is ny existence consunes nme?" Alton
| ooked back out over the city. "Better that the Facel ess One
had killed ne” he whispered. "For now | am Alton of No
House Worth Mentioni ng”

Masoj had dubbed himthat on the first norning after
House DeVir's fall, but way back then, with his |ife teetering
on the edge of a crossbow, Alton had not understood the ti-
tle's inmplications. Menzoberranzan was not hing nore than
a collection of individual houses. A rogue conmoner m ght
latch on to one of themto call his own, but a rogue noble
woul dn't likely be accepted by any house in the city. He was

left with Sorcere and nothing nore. . . until his true identity
was di scovered at |ast. What puni shnments woul d he then
face for the crine of killing a nmaster? Masoj may have com

mtted the crinme, but Masoj had a house to defend him Al-
ton was only a rogue nobl e.

He sat back on his el bows and watched the rising heat-



Iight of Narbondel. As the mnutes becanme hours, Alton's
despair and self-pity went through inevitable change. He
turned his attention to the individual drow houses now, not
to the congl oneration that bound themas a city, and he
wonder ed what dark secrets each harbored. One of them
Alton reninded hinself, held the secret he nost dearly
wanted to know. One of them had wi ped out House DeVir.

Forgotten was the night's failure with Matron G nafae and
the yochlol, forgotten was the | anent for an early death.
Si xteen years was not so long a tine, Alton decided. He had
perhaps seven centuries of life left within his slender frane.
If he had to, Alton was prepared to spend every m nute of
those |l ong years searching for the perpetrating house.

"Vengeance” he growl ed al oud, needing, feeding off, that
audi bl e rem nder of his only reason for continuing to draw
br eat h.

Chapter 8
Ki ndr ed

Zak pressed in with a series of low thrusts. Drizzt tried to
back away quickly and return to even footing, but the re-
I entl ess assault followed his every step, and he was forced
to keep his novenents solely on the defensive. Mire often
than not, Drizzt found the hilts of his weapons closer to Zak
t han the bl ades.

Zak then dropped into a | ow crouch and cane up under
Drizzt's defense.

Drizzt twirled his scimtars in a masterful cross, but he
had to straighten stiffly to dodge the weapon master's
equal ly deft assault. Drizzt knew that he had been set up
and he fully expected the next attack as Zak shifted his
wei ght to his back | eg and dove in, both sword tips ained
for Drizzt's |oins.

Drizzt spat a silent curse and spun his scimtars into a
downward cross, neaning to use the "V' of his blades to
catch his teacher's swords. On a sudden inpul se, Drizzt
hesitated as he intercepted Zak's weapons, and he junped
away instead, taking a painful slap on the inside of one
thi gh. Disgusted, he threw both of his scimtars to the floor

Zak, too, |eaped back. He held his swords out to his sides,
a | ook of sincere confusion on his face. "You should not have
nm ssed that nove” he said bluntly.

"The parry is wong” Drizzt replied



Awai ting further explanation, Zak |lowered one sword tip
to the floor and | eaned on the weapon. In past years, Zak
had wounded, even killed, students for such blatant defi-
ance.
his bl ades down to Drizzt's face |evel.

VWhen Drizzt came clear of the other side of the darkened
gl obe, he | ooked back and saw only the |lower half of Zak's
legs. He didn't need to watch anything nore to understand
t he weapon nmester's deadly blind attacks. Zak woul d have
cut himapart if he had not dropped | ow in the blackness.

Anger replaced confusion. Wien Zak dropped from his
magi cal perch and canme rushing back out the front of the
gl obe, Drizzt let his rage lead himback into the fight. He
spun a pirouette just before he reached Zak, his | ead scim.
tar cutting a gracefully arcing line and his other following in
a deceptively sharp stab straight over that I|ine.

Zak dodged the thrusting point and put a backhand bl ock
on the other.

Drizzt wasn't finished. He set his thrusting blade into a se.
ries of short, w cked pokes that kept Zak on the retreat for a
dozen steps and nore, back into the conjured darkness.

They now had to rely on their incredibly keen sense of hear
ing and their instincts. Zak finally nmanaged to regai n afoot.
hol d, but Drizzt imediately set his own feet into action

ki cki ng away whenever the bal ance of his swi nging bl ades
allowed for it. One foot even slipped through Zak's de.
fenses, blasting the breath fromthe weapon master's | ungs.

They came back out the side of the gl obe, and Zak, too,
glowed in the outline of faerie fire. The weapon naster felt
si ckened by the hatred etched on his young student's face,
but he realized that this time, neither he nor Drizzt had
been given a choice in the matter. This fight had to be ugly,
had to be real. Gradually, Zak settled into an easy rhythm
sol ely defensive, and let Drizzt, in his explosive fury, wear
hi nsel f down.

Drizzt played on and on, relentless and tirel ess. Zak
coaxed himby letting himsee openings where there were
none, and Drizzt was always quick to oblige, launching a
thrust, cut, or Kkick.

Matron Malice watched the spectacle silently. She
couldn't deny the neasure of training Zak had gi ven her
son; Drizzt was-physically-nore than ready for battle. ~~:

"The cross-down defeats the attack, but to what gain?"
Drizzt continued. "Wen the nove is conpleted, my sword
tips remain down too low for any effective attack routine,
and you are able to slip back and free”



"But you have defeated my attack”

"Only to face another; Drizzt argued. "The best position
can hope to obtain fromthe cross-down is an even stance”
"Yes. “ Zak prompted, not understanding his student's
problemw th that scenario.

"Remenber your own |esson!" Drizzt shouted. "'Every
nmove shoul d bring an advantage: you preach to nme, but |
see no advantage in using the cross-down”

"You recite only one part of that |esson for your own pur-
pose” Zak scol ded, now growi ng equally angry. "Conplete
the phrase, or use it not at all! 'Every nove should bring an
advant age or take away a di sadvantage: The cross-down de-
feats the double thrust | ow, and your opponent obviously
has gai ned the advantage if he even attenpts such a daring
of fensi ve maneuver! Returning to an even stance is far pref-
erable at that nonent”

"The parry is wong!" Drizzt said stubbornly.

"Pick up your blades” Zak growmed at him taking a threat-
ening step forward. Drizzt hesitated and Zak charged, his
swor ds | eadi ng.

Drizzt dropped to a crouch, snatched up the scimtars,
and rose to neet the assault while wondering if it was an-
ot her |l esson or a true attack

The weapon naster pressed furiously, snapping off cut
after cut and backing Drizzt around in circles. Drizzt de.
fended wel|l enough and began to notice an all-too-famliar
pattern as Zak's attacks canme consistently |lower, again forc-
ing the hilts of Drizzt's weapons up and out over the scim-
tars' bl ades.

Drizzt understood that Zak meant to prove his point with
actions, not words. Seeing the fury on Zak's face, though,
Drizzt wasn't certain how far the weapon master woul d
carry his point. |If Zak proved correct in his observations,
woul d he strike again to Drizzt's thigh? Or to his heart? Zak
came up and under and Drizzt stiffened and straightened.

"Doubl e thrust | ow' the weapon master growl ed, and his
swor ds dove in.

Drizzt was ready for him He executed the cross-down,
smling smugly at the ring of nmetal as his scimtars crossed
over the thrusting swords. Drizzt then foll owed through
with only one of his blades, thinking he could deflect both of
Zak's swords well enough in that manner. Now with one



bl ade free of the parry, Drizzt spun it over in a devious
counter.

As soon as Drizzt reversed the one hand, Zak saw the
pl oy-a ruse he had suspected Drizzt would try. Zak
dropped one of his own sword tips-the one nearest to the
hilt of Drizzt's single parrying blade-to the ground, and
Drizzt, trying to maintain an even resistance and bal ance
along the length of the blocking scinmtar, |ost his bal ance.
Drizzt was quick enough to catch hinself before he had
stunbl ed too far, though his knuckles pinched into the
stone of the floor. He still believed that he had Zak caught in
his trap, and that he could finish his brilliant counter. He
took a short step forward to regain his full bal ance.

The weapon master dropped straight down to the floor
under the arc of Drizzt's swinging scinmtar, and spun a sin-
gle circuit, driving his booted heel into the back of Drizzt's
exposed knee. Before Drizzt had even realized the attack
he found hinself lying flat on his back

Zak abruptly broke his own nmormentum and threw his
feet back under him Before Drizzt could begin to under
stand the dizzying counter-counter, he found the weapon
master standing over himwith the tip of Zak's sword pain.
fully and pointedly drawing a tiny drop of blood fromhis
t hroat .

"Have you anything nore to say?" Zak grow ed.
"The parry is wong” Drizzt answered.

Zak's | aughter erupted fromhis belly. He threw his sword
jto the ground, reached down, and pulled the stubborn
young student to his feet. He cal med quickly, his gaze find.
ing that of Drizzt's |avender orbs as he pushed the student
out to arnls length. Zak marveled at the ease of Drizzt's
stance, the way he held the twin scimtars alnost as if they
were a natural extension of his arns. Drizzt had been in
training only a few nonths, but already he had mastered
the use of nearly every weapon in the vast arnory of House
Do' Ur den.

Those scimitars! Drizzt's chosen weapons, with curving
bl ades that enhanced the dizzying flow of the young fight-
er's sweeping battle style. Wth those scimtars in hand, this
young drow, barely nore than a child, could outfight half
the nmenbers of the Acadeny, and a shiver tingled through
Zak's spine when he pondered just how magnificent Drizzt
woul d becone after years of training.

It was not just the physical abilities and potential of Drizzt
Do' Urden that nmade Zaknafein pause and take note, how
ever. Zak had cone to realize that Drizzt's tenperanent



was indeed different fromthat of the average drow, Drizzt
possessed a spirit of innocence and | acked any mali ci ous-
ness. Zak couldn't help but feel proud when he | ooked upon
Drizzt. In all manners, the young drow held to the sane
princi ples-norals so unusual in Menzoberranzan-as Zak.

Drizzt had recogni zed the connection as well, though he
had no i dea of how unique his and Zak's shared perceptions
were in the evil drow world. He realized that "Uncle Zak"
was different fromany of the other dark el ves he had cone
to know, though that included only his own fanmily and a
few dozen of the house soldiers. Certainly Zak was much
different fromBriza, Drizzt's oldest sister, with her zeal ous,
al nost blind, anmbitions in the nysterious religion of Lloth.
Certainly Zak was different from Matron Malice, Drizzt's
not her, who seened never to say anything at all to Drizzt
unless it was a command for service.

Zak was able to smile at situations that didn't necessarily
bring pain to anyone. He was the firstdrow Drizzt had net
who was apparently content with his station in life. Zak was
the first drow Drizzt had ever heard | augh.

"A good try” the weapon naster conceded of Drizzt's
failed counter.
“In a real battle, I would have been dead” Drizzt replied.

"Surely” said Zak, "but that is why we train. Your plan was
masterful, your timng perfect. Only the situation was
wrong. Still, I will say it was a good try!

"You expected it” said the student.

Zak smiled and nodded. "That is, perhaps, because |I had
seen the maneuver attenpted by another student!'’

"Agai nst you?" Drizzt asked, feeling a little | ess specia
now t hat he knew his battle insights were not so uni que.

"Hardly” Zak replied with a wink. "I watched the counter
fail fromthe sane angle as you, to the sanme result!"’
Drizzt's face brightened again. "We think alike” he com
ment ed.

"We do” said Zak, "but my know edge has been increased
by four centuries of experience, while you have not even
lived through a score of years. 'fi'ust ne, ny eager student.
The cross-down is the correct parry!

"Perhaps” Drizzt replied.
Zak hid a smile. "When you find a better counter, we shal

try it. But until then, trust my word. | have trained nore sol-
diers than | can count, all the army of House Do' Urden and



ten tinmes that nunmber when | served as a master in Ml ee-
Magt here. | taught Rizzen, all of your sisters, and both of
your brothers!'

" Bot h?"

"I . . Zak paused and shot a curious glance at Drizzt. "I
see” he said after a nonment. "They never bothered to tel
you!' Zak wondered if it was his place to tell Drizzt the
truth. He doubted that Matron Malice would care either
way; she probably hadn't told Drizzt sinply because she
hadn't considered the story of Nalfein's death worth telling.

"Yes, both!' Zak decided to explain. "You had two brothers
when you were born: Dinin, whomyou know, and an ol der
one, Nalfein, a wi zard of considerable power. Nalfein was
killed in battle on the very night you drew your first
breat h!"’

" Agai nst dwarves or vicious gnones?" Drizzt squeaked, as
wi de-eyed as a child begging for a frightening bedtine
story. "Was he defending the city fromevil conquerors or
rogue nonsters?"

Zak had a hard tinme reconciling the warped perceptions
of Drizzt's innocent beliefs. "Bury the young in lies” he |a-
ment ed under his breath, but to Drizzt he answered, "No”

"Then agai nst sonme opponent nore foul ?" Drizzt pressed.
"W cked el ves fromthe surface?"

"He died at the hands of a drow " Zak snapped in frustra-
tion, stealing the eagerness fromDrizzt's shining eyes.
Drizzt slunped back to consider the possibilities, and Zak
could hardly bear to watch the confusion that tw sted his
young face.

"WAr with another city?" Drizzt asked sonmberly. "I did not
know. . *

Zak let it go at that. He turned and noved silently toward
his private chanber. Let Malice or one of her |ackeys de-
stroy Drizzt's innocent logic. Behind him Drizzt held his
next |ine of questions in check, understanding that the con-
versation, and the | esson, was at an end. Understandi ng,
too, that sonething inmportant had just transpired.

The weapon nmaster battled Drizzt through | ong hours as
the days bl ended into weeks, and the weeks into nonths.
Ti me becane uni nportant; they fought until exhaustion
overwhel red them and went back to the training floor
agai n as soon as they were able.



By the third year, at the age of nineteen, Drizzt was able to
hol d out for hours against the weapon master, even taking
the offensive in many of their contests.

Zak enjoyed these days. For the first time in many years,
he had net one with the potential to beconme his fighting
equal . For the first time that Zak could ever remenber,
| aughter often acconpani ed the clash of adamantite weap-
ons in the training room

He watched Drizzt growtall and straight, attentive, eager
and intelligent. The nmasters of the Acadeny woul d be hard
put just to hold a stalemate against Drizzt, even in his first
year!

That thought thrilled the weapon master only as long as it
took himto renenber the principles of the Acadeny, the
precepts of drow |ife, and what they would do to his won-
derful student. How they would steal that smle from
Drizzt's | avender eyes.

A pointed rem nder of that drow world outside the prac-
tice roomvisited themone day in the person of Matron Ml -
ice.

"Address her with proper respect” Zak warned Drizzt
when Maya announced the matron nother's entrance. The
weapon master prudently noved out a few steps to greet
the head of House Do' Urden privately.

"My greetings, Matron” he said with a | ow bow. "To what
do i owe the honor of your presence?"

Matron Malice |aughed at him seeing through his facade.

"So much tinme do you and ny son spend in here” she said. "I
came to witness the benefit to the boy”

"He is a fine fighter” Zak assured her.

"He will have to be” Malice nuttered. "He goes to the
Acadeny in only a year”

Zak narrowed his eyes at her doubting words and
growl ed, "The Academy has never seen a finer swordsnman”’

The matron wal ked away fromhimto stand before
Drizzt. "I doubt not your prowess with the blade” she said
to Drizzt, though she shot a sly gaze back at Zak as she
spoke the words. "You have the proper blood. There are
other qualities that make up a drow warrior-qualities of
the heart. The attitude of a warrior!"

Drizzt didn't know how to respond to her. He had seen



her only a fewtines in all of the |last three years, and they
had exchanged no words.

Zak saw the confusion on Drizzt's face and feared that the
boy would slip up-precisely what Matron Malice wanted.
Then Malice would have an excuse to pull Drizzt out of
Zak's tutel age-di shonoring Zak in the process-and give
hi mover to Dinin or sone other passionless killer. Zak may
have been the finest instructor with the blade, but now that
Drizzt had | earned the use of weapons, Malice wanted him
enotional |y hardened.

Zak couldn't risk it; he valued his tinme with young Drizzt
too much. He pulled his swords fromtheir jewel ed scab-
bards and charged right by Matron Malice, yelling, "Show
her, young warrior!"

Drizzt's eyes becane burning flanmes at the approach of
his wild instructor. His scimtars came into his hands as
quickly as if he had willed themto appear.

It was a good thing they had! Zak came in on Drizzt with a
fury that the young drow had never before seen, nore so
even than the time Zak had shown Drizzt the value of the
cross-down parry. Sparks flew as sword rang agai nst scim -
tar, and Drizzt found hinself driven back, both of his arns
al ready aching fromthe thudding force of the heavy bl ows.

"What are you. . “ Drizzt tried to ask.

"Show her” Zak growl ed, slamming in again and agai n.
Drizzt barely dodged one cut that surely would have
killed him Still, confusion kept his noves purely defensive.
Zak sl apped one of Drizzt's scimtars, then the other, out
wi de, and used an unexpected weapon, bringing his foot
straight up in front of himand slanm ng his heel into
Drizzt's nose.

Drizzt heard the crackle of cartilage and felt the warnth
of his own blood running freely down his face. He dove
back into a roll, trying to keep a safe distance fromhis
crazed opponent until he could realign his senses.
From hi s knees he saw Zak;a short di stance away and ap-
proachi ng. "Show her!" Zak growl ed angrily with every de-
term ned step.

The purple flanes of faerie fire |immed Drizzt's skin, mak-
ing himan easier target. He responded the only way he
coul d; he dropped a gl obe of darkness over hinself and Zak.
Sensi ng the weapon master's next nove, Drizzt dropped to
his belly and scranbled out, keeping his head | owa w se
choi ce.

At his first realization of the darkness, Zak had quickly



levitated up about ten feet and rolled right over, sweeping
his bl ades down to Drizzt's face |evel.

VWhen Drizzt came clear of the other side of the darkened
gl obe, he | ooked back and saw only the |lower half of Zak's
legs. He didn't need to watch anything nore to understand
t he weapon nmester's deadly blind attacks. Zak woul d have
cut himapart if he had not dropped | ow in the blackness.

Anger replaced confusion. Wien Zak dropped from his
magi cal perch and canme rushing back out the front of the
gl obe, Drizzt let his rage lead himback into the fight. He
spun a pirouette just before he reached Zak, his | ead scim.
tar cutting a gracefully arcing line and his other following in
a deceptively sharp stab straight over that I|ine.

Zak dodged the thrusting point and put a backhand bl ock
on the other.

Drizzt wasn't finished. He set his thrusting blade into a se.
ries of short, w cked pokes that kept Zak on the retreat for a
dozen steps and nore, back into the conjured darkness.

They now had to rely on their incredibly keen sense of hear
ing and their instincts. Zak finally nmanaged to regai n afoot.
hol d, but Drizzt imediately set his own feet into action

ki cki ng away whenever the bal ance of his swi nging bl ades
allowed for it. One foot even slipped through Zak's de.
fenses, blasting the breath fromthe weapon master's | ungs.

They came back out the side of the gl obe, and Zak, too,
glowed in the outline of faerie fire. The weapon naster felt
si ckened by the hatred etched on his young student's face,
but he realized that this time, neither he nor Drizzt had
been given a choice in the matter. This fight had to be ugly,
had to be real. Gradually, Zak settled into an easy rhythm
sol ely defensive, and let Drizzt, in his explosive fury, wear
hi nsel f down.

Drizzt played on and on, relentless and tirel ess. Zak
coaxed himby letting himsee openings where there were
none, and Drizzt was always quick to oblige, launching a
thrust, cut, or Kkick.

Matron Malice watched the spectacle silently. She
couldn't deny the neasure of training Zak had gi ven her
son; Drizzt was-physically-nore than ready for battle.

Zak knew that, to Matron Malice, sheer skill with weap-
ons m ght not be enough. Zak had to keep Malice fromcon-
versing with Drizzt for any length of tine. She would not
approve of her son's attitudes.

Drizzt was tiring now, Zak could see, though he recog-
nized the weariness in his student's arns to be partly decep-
tion.



"Go with it” he nuttered silently, and he suddenly
"twi sted" his ankle, his right armflailing out wide and | ow
as he struggl ed for bal ance, opening a hole in his defenses
that Drizzt could not resist.

The expected thrust canme in a flash, and Zak's left arm
streaked in a short cross-cut that slapped the scimtar right
out of Drizzt's hand.

"Ha!" Drizzt cried, having expected the nove and | aunch-
ing his second ruse. His remaining scinmtar knifed over
Zak's left shoulder, inevitably dipping in the followthrough
of the parry.

But by the tine Drizzt even |launched the second bl ow,
Zak was already down to his knees. As Drizzt's blade cut
harm essly high, Zak sprang to his feet and | aunched a right
cross, hilt first, that caught Drizzt squarely in the face. A
stunned Drizzt |eaped back a |l ong step and stood perfectly
still for a long nonment. His remaining scimtar dropped to
the ground, and his glossed eyes did not blink.

"Afeint within a feint within a feint!" Zak calmy ex-
pl ai ned.

Drizzt slunped to the floor, unconscious.
Matron Mal i ce nodded her approval as Zak wal ked back
over to her. "He is ready for the Acadeny” she renarked.

Zak's face turned sour and he did not answer.

"Vierna is there already” Malice continued, "to teach as a
m stress in Arach- Tinilith, the School of Lloth. It is a high

honor”

A laurel for House Do' Urden, Zak knew, but he was smart
enough to keep his thoughts silent.

"Dinin will |eave soon” said the matron.

Zak was surprised. Two children serving as masters in the
Acadeny at the sane tinme? "You nust have worked hard to
get such acconmpdati ons” he dared to remark.

Matron Malice smled. "Favors owed, favors called in”

"To what end?" asked Zak. "Protection for Drizzt?"

Mal i ce | aughed al oud. "From what | have just witnessed,
Drizzt would nore likely protect the other two!"

Zak bit his |lip at the coment. Dinin was still tw ce the
fighter and ten tines the heartless killer as Drizzt. Zak



knew that Malice had other notives.

"Three of the first eight houses will be represented by no
fewer than four children in the Acadeny over the next two
decades” Matron Malice adnmitted. "Matron Baenre's own
son will begin in the same class as Drizzt”

"So you have aspirations” Zak said. "How high, then, wll
House Do' Urden clinmb under the gui dance of Matron Mal -
ice?"

"Sarcasmwi || cost you your tongue” the matron nother
warned. "We would be fools to let slip by such an opportu-
nity to learn nore of our rivals!"

"The first eight houses” Zak nmused. "Be cautious, Matron
Malice. Do not forget to watch for rivals anong the | esser
houses. There once was a house named DeVir that nade
such a mi stake”

"No attack will come from behind” Mlice sneered. "W
are the ninth house but boast nore power than but a hand-
ful of others. None will strike at our backs; there are easier

targets higher up the line”
"And all to our gain” Zak put in.

"That is the point of it all, is it not?" Malice asked, her evi
smle wi de on her face.

Zak didn't need to respond; the matron knew his true feel
i ngs. That precisely was not the point.

"Speak | ess and your jaw will heal faster” Zak said later,
when he again was alone with Drizzt.

Drizzt cast hima vile gl ance.

The weapon naster shook his head. "W have becone

Chapter 9
Fam | ies

"Cone quickly” Zak instructed Drizzt one evening after

they had finished their sparring. By the urgency of the
weapon master's tone, and by the fact that Zak didn't even
pause to wait for Drizzt, Drizzt knew that somrething inpor-
tant was happeni ng.

He finally caught up to Zak on the bal cony of House
Do' Urden, where Maya and Briza al ready stood.



"What is it?" Drizzt asked.

Zak pulled himclose and poi nted out across the great ca-
vern, to the northeastern reaches of the city. Lights flashed
and faded in sudden bursts, a pillar of fire rose into the air
t hen di sappeared.

"A raid” Briza said offhandedly. "M nor houses, and of no
concern to us”
Zak saw that Drizzt did not understand.

"One house has attacked another” he explained. "Re-
venge, perhaps, but nmost likely an attenpt to clinb to a
hi gher rank in the city”

"The battle has been long” Briza remarked, "and still the
lights flash”

Zak continued to clarify the event for the confused se-
condboy of the house. "The attackers should have bl ocked
the battle within rings of darkness. Their inability to do so
m ght indicate that the defending house was ready for the
raid”

"All cannot be going well for the attackers” Maya agreed.
Drizzt could hardly believe what he was hearing. Even
nore alarm ng than the news itself was the way his famly
tal ked about the event. They were so calmin their descrip-
tions, as if this was an expected occurrence.

"The attackers must | eave no w tnesses” Zak explained to
Drizzt, "else they will face the .wrath of the ruling council”

"But we are witnesses” Drizzt reasoned.

"No” Zak replied. "We are onlookers; this battle is none of
our affair. Only the nobles of the defending house are
awarded the right to place accusations against their attack-
ers”

"If any nobles are left alive” Briza added, obviously enjoy-
ing the drana.

At that noment, Drizzt wasn't sure if he liked this new
revel ati on. However he night have felt, he found that he
could not tear his gaze fromthe continuing spectacl e of
drow battle. Al the Do' Uden conpound was astir now, sol-

di ers and sl aves running about in search of a better vantage
poi nt and shouting out descriptions of the action and ru-
nors of the perpetrators.

This was drow society in all its nmacabre play, and while it
seenmed ultimately wong in the heart of the youngest mem



ber of House Do' Urden, Drizzt could not deny the excite-
ment of the night. Nor could Drizzt deny the expressions of
obvi ous pl easure stanped upon the faces of the three who
shared the balcony with him

Al ton nmade his way through his private chanbers one fi-
nal time, to nake certain that any artifacts or tomes that
m ght seem even the |least bit sacril egious were safely hid-
den. He was expecting a visit froma matron nother, a rare
occasion for a master of the Acadenmy not connected with
Arach- Tinilith, the School of Lloth. Alton was nore than a
little anxi ous about the notives of this particular visitor, M-
tron Si Nafay Hun'ett, head of the city's fifth house and
not her of Masoj, Alton's partner in conspiracy.

A bang on the stone door of the outernost chamber in his
conplex told Alton that his guest had arrived. He straight-
ened his robes and took yet another glance around the
room The door swung open before Alton could get there,
and Matron Si Nafay swept into the room How easily she
made the transformation-wal king fromthe absol ute dark
of the outside corridor into the candlelight of Alton's
chanber-w t hout so nmuch as a flinch

Si Nafay was smaller than Alton had imagi ned, dininutive
even by the standards of the drow. She stood barely nore
than four feet high and wei ghed, by Alton's estimtion, no
nore than fifty pounds. She was a matron nother, though,
and Alton rem nded hinmself that she could strike him dead
with a single spell

Alton averted his gaze obediently and tried to convince
hi msel f that there was nothing unusual about this visit. He
grew | ess at ease, however, when Masoj trotted in and to his
not her's side, a srmug snile on his face.

"Greetings from House Hun'ett, Celroos” Matron Si Nafay
said. "Seventy-five years and nore it has been since we | ast
tal ked”

"Celroos?" Alton nunbl ed under his breath. He cleared
his throat to cover his surprise. "My greetings to you, M-
tron Si Nafay” he managed to stamrer. "Has it been so very
| ong?"

"You should cone to the house” the matron sai d. "Vour
chanbers remain enpty”

My chambers? Alton began to feel very sick

Si Nafay did not mss the look. A scow crossed her face
and her eyes narrowed evilly.

Al ton suspected that his secret was out. If the Facel ess



One had been a nmenber of the Hun'ett famly, how could Al-
ton hope to fool the matron nother of the house? He

scanned for the best escape route, or for some way he could
at least kill the traitorous Masoj before Si Nafay struck him
down.

When he | ooked back toward Matron Si Nafay, she had al -
ready begun a quiet spell. Her eyes popped wide at its com
pl eti on, her suspicions confirned.

"Who are you?" she asked, her voice sounding nore curi-
ous than concer ned.

There was no escape, no way to get at Masoj, standing
prudently close to his powerful nother's side.

"Who are you?" Si Nafay asked again, taking a three-
headed i nstrunent from her belt, the dreaded snake-
headed whip that injected the nost painful and
i ncapaci tating poison known to drow.

" Alton” he stuttered, having no choice but to answer. He
knew t hat since she now was on her guard, SiNafay would
use sinple magic to detect any lies he mght concoct. "I am
Alton DeVir”

"DeVir?" Matron Si Nafay appeared at |east intrigued. "O
the House DeVir that died some years ago?"

"I amthe only survivor” Alton admtted.
"And you killed Gelroos-Celroos Hun' ett-and took his

ace as master in Sorcere” the matron reasoned, her voice
a snarl. Doomclosed in all around Alton.

=i

"I did not. . . 1 could not know his nane. . . He would have

killed ne!" Alton stuttered.

"I killed Gelroos” canme a voice fromthe side.
Si Nafay and Alton turned to Masoj, who once again held
his favorite two-handed crossbow

"Wth this” the young Hun'ett explained. "On the night
House DeVir fell. 1 found nmy excuse in Celroos's battle with
that one” He pointed to Alton.

"Gel roos was your brother” Matron Si Nafay reni nded
Masoj .

"Damm his bones!" Masoj spat. "For four mserable years
served himserved himas if he were a matron nother! He
woul d have kept me from Sorcere, would have forced ne
into the Mel ee- Magt here instead”



The matron | ooked from Masoj to Alton and back to her
son. " And you let this one live” she reasoned, a snile again
on her lips. "You killed your eneny and forged an alliance
with a new master in a single nove”

" As | was taught” Masoj said through clenched teeth, not
knowi ng whet her puni shmrent or prai se would foll ow

"You were just a child” SiNafay remarked, suddenly real -
izing the tinmetable involved.

Masoj accepted the conplinment silently.
Alton watched it all anxiously. "Then what of ne?" he
cried. "ls ny life forfeit?"

Si Nafay turned a glare on him "Your life as Alton DeVir
ended, so it would seem on the night House DeVir fell. Thus
you renmain the Facel ess One, Gelroos Hun'ett. | can use
your eyes in the Acadeny-to watch over my son and ny
eneni es”

Alton could hardly breathe. 1b so suddenly find hinse)f
allied with one of the nost powerful houses in Menzober
ranzan! A junble of possibilities and questions flooded his
m nd, one in particular, which had haunted himfor nearly
two decades.

Hi s adopted matron not her recogni zed his excitenment.
"Speak your thoughts” she conmanded.

"You are a high priestess of LIoth” Alton said boldly, that
one notion overpowering all caution. "It is within your
power to grant ne ny fondest desire”

"You dare to ask a favor?" Matron Si Nafay bal ked, though
she saw the tornment on Alton's face and was intrigued by
t he apparent inportance of this nmystery. "Very well”

"What house destroyed ny famly?" Alton grow ed. "Ask
the nether world, | beg, Matron Si Nafay”
Si Naf ay consi dered the question carefully, and the possi-
bilities of Alton's apparent thirst for vengeance. Another
benefit of allowing this one into the fanm ly? Si Nafay won-
der ed.

"This is known to ne al ready” she replied. "Perhaps when
you have proven your value, | wll tell-"

“No!" Alton cried. He stopped short, realizing that he had
interrupted a matron nother, a crine that could invoke a
puni shment of death.

Si Naf ay hel d back her angry urges. "This question mnust
be very inportant for you to act so foolishly” she said.



"Pl ease” Alton begged. "I nust know. Kill me if you will,
but tell nme first who it was”

Si Nafay |iked his courage, and his obsession could only
prove of value to her. "House Do' Urden” she said.

"Do' Orden?" Alton echoed, hardly believing that a house
so far back in the city hierarchy coul d have defeated House
DeVir.

"You will take no actions against theni Matron Si Nafay
warned. "And 1 will forgive your insolence-this tinme. You
are a son of House Hun'ett now, renenber always your
place!"™ She let it stay at that, knowi ng that one who had
been cl ever enough to carry out such a deception for the
better part of two decades woul d not be foolish enough to
di sobey the matron nother of his house.

"Cone Masoj” SiNafay said to her son, "let us leave this
one alone so that he may consider his new identity”

"I must tell you, Matron Si Nafay” Masoj dared to say as he
and his nmother made their way out of Sorcere, " Alton DeVir
is a buffoon. He might bring harmto House Hun'ett”

"He survived the fall of his own house” SiNafay replied,
"and has played through the ruse as the Facel ess One for
ni net een years. A buffoon? Perhaps, but a resourceful buf-
foon at the |east”

Masoj unconsciously rubbed the area of his eyebrow that
had never grown back. "I have suffered the antics of Alton

DeVir for all these years” he said. "He does have a fair share

of luck, 1 admit, and can get hinself out of trouble-though
he is usually the one who puts hinself into it!"

"Do not fear” SiNafay |aughed. "
house”

Al ton brings value to our

"What can we hope to gain?"

"He is a master of the Acadeny” SiNafay replied. "He gives
nme eyes where 1 now need thent She stopped her son and
turned himto face her so that he might understand the im
plications of her every word. "Alton DeVir's clai magai nst
House Do' Orden may work in our favor. He was a nobl e of
the house, with rights of accusation”

"You nean to use Alton DeVir's charge to rally the great
houses into punishing House Do' Orden?" Masoj asked.

"The great houses would hardly be willing to strike out
for an incident that occurred al nost twenty years ago”



Si Nafay replied. "House Do' Urden executed House DeVir's
destruction nearly to perfection-a clean kill. Th so nuch as
speak an open charge agai nst the Do' Urdens now woul d be
toinvite the wath of the great houses on oursel ves”

"What good then is Alton DeVir?" Masoj asked. "His claim
is useless to us”

The matron replied, "You are only a nale and cannot un-
derstand the conplexities of the ruling hierarchy. Wth Al -
ton DeVir's charge whispered into the proper ears, the
ruling council might ook the other way if a single house
took revenge on Alton's behal f”

"To what end?" Masoj renarked, not understanding the
i mportance. "You would risk the | osses of such a battle for
the destruction of a | esser house?"

"So thought House DeVir of House Do' Urden” expl ai ned
Si Nafay. "In our world, we nust be as concerned with the
| oner houses as with the higher ones. Al of the great
houses woul d be wise nowto watch cl osely the noves of
Daermon N a' shezbaernon, the ninth house that is known as
Do' Urden. It now has both a master and a mistress serving
in the Acadeny and three high priestesses, with a fourth
nearing the goal” '

"Four high priestesses?" Masoj pondered. "In a single
house” Only three of the top eight houses could claimnore
than that. Normally, sisters aspiring to such heights inspired
rivalries that inevitably thinned the ranks.

"And the | egions of House Do' Urden nunber nore than
three hundred fifty” SiNafay continued, "all of themtrained
by perhaps the finest weapon master in all the city”

"Zaknafein Do' Urden, of course!" Masoj recalled.
"“You have heard of hin®"

"H's nane is often spoken at the Acadeny, even in Sor-
cere”

"Good” SiNafay purred. "Then you will understand the
fun weight of the nmission | have chosen for you”
An eager light canme into Masoj's eyes.

"Anot her Do' Urden is soon to begin there” SiNafay ex-
pl ai ned. "Not a master, but a student. By the words of those
few who have seen this boy, Drizzt, at training, he will be as
fine a fighter as Zaknafein. W should not allow this”

“You want nme to kill the boy?" Masoj asked eagerly.



"No” SiNafay replied, "not yet. | want you to |learn of him
to understand the notivations of his every nove. If the tine
to strike does cone, you nust be ready”

Masoj |iked the devious assignnent, but one thing stil
bothered himnore than a little. "W still have Alton to con-
sider” he said. "He is inpatient and daring. What are the
consequences to House Hun'ett if he strikes House Do' Ur-
den before the proper tine? Mght we invoke open war in
the city, with House Hun'ett viewed as the perpetrator?"

"Do not worry, my son” Matron SiNafay replied. "If Alton
DeVir makes a grievous error while in the guise of Celroos.
Hun' ett, we expose himas a nurderous inmposter and no
menber of our family. He will be an unhoused rogue with
an executioner facing himfromevery direction”

Her casual explanation put Masoj at ease, but Matron
Si Naf ay, so know edgeable in the ways of drow society, had
understood the risk she was taking fromthe nonent she
had accepted Alton DeVir into her house. Her plan seened
fool proof, and the possible gain-the elimnation of this
growi ng House Do' Urden-was a tenpting piece of bait.

But the dangers, too, were very real. Wile it was per-
fectly acceptable for one house to covertly destroy another
t he consequences of failure could not be ignored. Earlier
that very night, a |lesser house had struck out against a riva
and, if the runors held true, had failed. The illumninations of
the next day woul d probably force the ruling council to en-
act a pretense of justice, to nake an exanple of the unsuc-
cessful attackers. In her long life, Matron Si Nafay had
Wi tnessed this "justice" several tines.

Not a single nenber of any of the aggressor houses-she
was not even allowed to renenber their nanmes-had ever
survived.

Zak awakened Drizzt early the next norning. "Cone” he
said. "We are bid to go out of the house this day”

Al'l thoughts of sleep washed away from Drizzt at the
news. "CQutside the house?" he echoed. In all of his nineteen
years, Drizzt had never once wal ked beyond the adanman-
tite fence of the po' Urden conplex. He had only watched
that outside world of Menzoberranzan from the bal cony.

Wil e Zak waited, Drizzt quickly collected his soft boots
and his piwafwi. "WII there be no lesson this day?" Drizzt
asked.

"We shall see” was all that Zak replied, but in his thoughts,
t he weapon nmaster figured that Drizzt mght be in for one
of the npst startling revelations of his |ife. A house had
failed in a raid, and the ruling council had requested the



presence of all the nobles of the city, to bear witness to the
wei ght of justice.

Bri za appeared in the corridor outside the practice room s
door. "Hurry” she scolded. "Matron Malice does not w sh
our house to be among the | ast groups joining the gather-
i ng!"

The matron nother herself, floating atop a bl ue-gl ow ng
di sk-for matron nothers rarely wal ked through the city-
| ed the procession out of House Do' Urden's grand gate.
Briza wal ked at her nmother's side, with Maya and Ri zzen in
the second rank and Drizzt and Zak taking up the rear
Vierna and Dinin, attending to the duties of their positions
in the Acadeny, had gone to the ruling council's summns
with a different group

All the city was astir this nmorning, runbling in the ru.
nors of the failed raid. Drizzt wal ked through the bustle
wi de-eyed, staring in wondernment at the close-up view of
the decorated drow houses. Slaves of every inferior race-
goblins, orcs, even giants-scranbled out of the way, recog-
nizing Malice, riding her enchanted carriage, as a matron
not her. Drow commoners halted conversations and re-
mai ned respectfully silent as the noble fanily passed.

As they nmade their way toward the northwestern section,
the location of the guilty house, they cane into a | ane
bl ocked by a squabbling caravan of duergar, gray dwarves.
A dozen carts had been overturned or | ocked together-
apparently, two groups of duergar had conme into the nar-
row | ane together, neither relinquishing the right-of-way.

Briza pulled the snake-headed whip from her belt and
chased off a few of the creatures, clearing the way for Ml -
ice to float up to the apparent |eaders of the two groups.
The dwarves turned on her angrily-until they realized
her station.

"Beggin' yer pardon, Madant one of them stanmered.

"Unfortunate accident is all”
Mal i ce eyed the contents of one of the nearest carts,
crates of giant crab | egs and other delicacies.

"You have slowed my journey” Malice said calmy

"We have cone to your city in hopes of trade” the other
duergar expl ai ned. He cast an angry glare at his counter-
part, and Malice understood that the two were rivals,
probably bartering the sane goods to the sanme drow
house.

“

"I will forgive your insolence. she offered graciously,



still eyeing the crates.

The two duergar suspected what was forthcomng. So did
Zak. "We eat well tonight” he whispered to Drizzt with a sly
wi nk. "Matron Malice would not et such an opportunity
slip by w thout gain”

. if you can see your way to deliver half of these carts to
the gate of House Do' Urden this night” Mlice finished.

The duergar started to protest but quickly dismssed the
foolish notion. How they hated dealing with drow el ves!

"You will be conpensated appropriately” Mlice contin-
ued. "House Do' Urden is not a poor house. Between both of
your caravans, you will still have enough goods to satisfy

t he house you cane to see”

Nei t her of the duergar could refute the sinple |logic, but
under these trading circunstances, where they had of -
fended a matron nother, they knew the conpensation for
their valuabl e foods woul d hardly be appropriate. Still, the
gray dwarves could only accept it all as a risk of doing busi-
ness in Menzoberranzan. They bowed politely and set
their troops to clearing the way for the drow procession

House Thken' duis, the unsuccessful raiders of the pre-
vious night, had barricaded thenselves within their two-
stalagmte structure, fully expecting what was to cone.
Qutside their gates, all of the nobles of Menzoberranzan,
nore than a thousand drow, had gathered, with Matron

Baenre and the other seven matron nothers of the ruling
council at their head. More disastrous for the guilty house,
the entirety of the three schools of the Acadeny, students
and instructors, had surrounded the Thken' dui s conpound.
Matron Malice |led her group to the front |ine behind the
ruling matrons. As she was matron of the ninth house, only
one step fromthe council, other drow nobles readily
st epped out of her way.

"House Thken' duis has angered the Spider Queen!" Ma.
tron Baenre proclainmed in a voice anplified by magica
spel | s.

"Only because they failed” Zak whispered to Drizzt.
Briza cast both males an angry gl are.
Mat ron B~enre bade three young drow, two fenal es and
a male, to her side'. "These are all that remain of House
Freth” she explained. "Can you tell us, orphans of House
Freth” she asked of them "who it was that attacked your
hone?"

"House Thken' duis!" they shouted together
"Rehearsed” Zak comrent ed.



Briza turned around again. "Silence!" she whispered
har shly.

Zak sl apped Drizzt on the back of the head. "Yes” he
agreed. "Do be quiet!"

Drizzt started to protest, but Briza had al ready turned
away and Zak's smile was too wide to argue agai nst.

"Then it is the will of the ruling council” Matron Baenre
was saying, "that House Thken' duis suffer the consequences
of their actions!"

"What of the orphans of House Freth?" came a call from
t he crowd.

Matron Baenre stroked the head of the ol dest female, a
cleric recently finished in her studies at the Academnmy. "No-
bl es they were born, and nobles they remain” Baenre said.

"House Baenre accepts theminto its protection; they bear
t he nane of Baenre now

Di sgruntl ed whispers filtered through the gathering.
Three young nobles, two of themfenmale, was quite a prize.
Any house in the city gladly would have taken themin.

"Baenre” Briza whispered to Malice. "Just what the first
house needs, nore clerics!"”

"Si xteen high priestesses is not enough, it seens” Malice
answered. ;

" And no doubt, Baenre will take any surviving soldiers of
House Freth” Briza reasoned.

Mal i ce was not so certain. Matron Baenre was wal king a
thin line by taking even the surviving nobles. If House
Baenre got too powerful, Lloth surely would take exception.

In situations such as this, where a house had been al npst
eradi cat ed, surviving conmon soldiers were normally
pool ed out to bidding houses. Malice would have to watch
for such an auction. Soldiers did not come cheaply, but at
this time, Malice would wel cone the opportunity to add to
her forces, particularly if there were any magi c-users to be
had.

Mat ron Baenre addressed the guilty house. "House Thken-
dui s!'" she called. "You have broken our |aws and have been
rightfully caught. Fight if you will, but know that you have
brought this doom upon yourselfl" Wth a wave of her



hand, she set the Acadeny, the dispatcher of justice, into
noti on.

Great braziers had been placed in eight positions around
House Thken'duis, attended by m stresses of Arach- Tinilith
and the highest-ranking clerical students. Flanmes roared to
life and shot into the air as the high priestesses opened gates
to the | ower planes. Drizzt watched closely, nesnerized c:
and hoping to catch a glinpse of either Dinin or Vierna.

Deni zens of the |ower planes, huge, nany-armed non-
sters, sline covered and spitting fire, stepped through the
flames. Even the nearest high priestesses backed away from
the grotesque horde. The creatures gladly accepted such
servitude. When the signal from Matron Baenre cane, they
eagerly descended upon House Teken' dui s.

d yphs and wards expl oded at every corner of the house's
feeble gate, but these were mere inconveniences to the
summoned creat ures.

The wi zards and students of Sorcere then went into
action, slammng at the top of House Teken'duis with con-
jured lightning bolts, balls of acid, and fireballs.
Students and masters of Mel ee-Magthere, the school of
fighters, rushed about with heavy crossbows, firing into
wi ndows where the dooned fanmily mght try to escape.

The horde of nonsters bashed through the doors. Light-
ning flashed and t hunder booned.

Zak | ooked at Drizzt, and a frown replaced the master's
smle. Caught up in the excitenment-and it certainly was
exciting-Drizzt bore an expression of awe.

The first screans of the doonmed family rolled out from
the house, screans so terrible and agoni zed that they stole
any nmacabre pleasure that Drizzt m ght have been experi -
enci ng. He grabbed Zak's shoul der, spinning the weapon
master to him begging for an expl anati on.

One of the sons of House Teken' duis, fleeing a ten-arned
gi ant nonster, stepped out onto the bal cony of a high wn-
dow. A dozen crossbow quarrels struck him sinmultane-
ously, and before he even fell dead, three separate |ightning
bolts alternately lifted himfromthe bal cony, then dropped
hi m back onto it.

Scorched and nutil ated, the drow corpse started to tum
ble fromits high perch, but the grotesque nonster reached
out a huge, clawed hand fromthe wi ndow and pulled it
back in to devour it.

"Drow justice” Zak said coldly. He didn't offer Drizzt any
consol ation; he wanted the brutality of this nonent to stick



in the young drow s mnd for the rest of his life.

The siege went on for nore than an hour, and when it was
fini shed, when the denizens of the | ower planes were dis-
m ssed through the braziers' gates and the students and i n-
structors of the Acadeny started their march back to Tier
Breche, House Teken' duis was no nore than a glow ng | unp
of lifeless, molten stone.

Drizzt watched it all, horrified, but too afraid of the con-
sequences to run away. He did not notice the artistry of
Menzoberranzan on the return trip to House Do' Urden.

Chapter 10
The Stain of Bl ood

"Zaknafein is out of the house?" Mlice asked.

"I sent himand Rizzen to the Acadeny to deliver a f!les-
sage to Vierna” Briza explained. "He shan't return for many
hours, not before the light of Narbondel begins its descent”

"That is good” said Malice. "You both understand your du-
ties in this farce?"

Bri za and Maya nodded. "I have never heard of such a de-
ception” Maya remarked. "ls it necessary?"

“I't was planned for another of the house” Briza an-
swered, |looking to Matron Malice for confirmation. "Nearly
four centuries ago”

"Yes” agreed Malice. "The sane was to be done to Zakna-
fein, but the unexpected death of Matron Vartha, ny
not her, disrupted the plans”

"That was when you becane the nmatron nother” Mya
sai d.

"Yes” replied Malice, "though | had not passed ny first
century of life and was still training in Arach. Tinilith. It was
not a pleasant tine in the history of House Do' Urden”

"But we survived” said Briza. "Wth the death of Mtron
Vartha, Nalfein and | becane nobl es of the house”

"The test on Zaknafein was never attenpted” Maya rea-
soned.

"Too many other duties preceded it” Malice answered.

"We will try it on Drizzt, though” said Maya.



"The puni shnment of House Thken' duis convi nced ne that
this action had to be taken” said Mlice.

"Yes” Briza agreed. "Did you notice Drizzt's expression
t hroughout the execution?”

"I did” answered Maya. "He was revolted”’

"Unfitting for a drow warrior” said Malice, "and so this
duty is upon us. Drizzt will leave for the Acadenmy in a short
time, we nust stain his hands with drow bl ood and steal his
i nnocence”

"It seens a lot of trouble for a male child” Briza grunbled.

"If Drizzt cannot adhere to our ways, then why do we not
sinmply give himto LIoth?"

“I will bear no nmore children!" Malice growed in re-
sponse. "Every nenber of this family is inportant if we are
to gain prominence in the city!" Secretly Mlice hoped for
anot her gain in converting Drizzt to the evil ways of the
drow. She hated Zaknafein as much as she desired him and
turning Drizzt into a drow warrior, a true heartless drow
warrior, would distress the weapon naster greatly.

"On with it, then” Malice proclainmed. She cl apped her
hands, and a | arge chest wal ked in, supported by eight ani-
mat ed spider |egs. Behind it came a nervous goblin slave.

"Cone, Byuchyuch” Malice said in a conforting tone.
Anxi ous to please, the slave bounded up before Malice's
throne and held perfectly still as the matron nother went
through the incantation of a |ong and conplicated spell

Bri za and Maya watched in admration at their nmother's
skills; the little goblin's features bulged and twi sted, and its
skin darkened. A few minutes later, the slave had assuned
t he appearance of a male drow. Byuchyuch | ooked at its fea-
tures happily, not understanding that the transformation
was nerely a prelude to death.

"You are a drow sol dier now Mya said to it, "and ny
chanpion. You rmust kill only a single, inferior fighter to
take your place as a free commoner of House Do' Urden!"
After ten years as an indentured servant to the w cked
dark elves, the goblin was nore than eager

Malice rose and started out of the anteroom "Cone” she
ordered, and her two daughters, the goblin, and the ani-
mat ed chest fell in |line behind her

They came upon Drizzt in the practice room polishing



the razor edge of his scimtars. He | eaped straight up to si-
lent attention at the sight of the unexpected visitors.

"Greetings, my son” Malice said in a tone nore notherly
than Drizzt had ever heard. "W have a test for you this day,
a sinple task necessary for your acceptance into Ml ee-

Magt her e”

Maya noved before her brother. "I amthe youngest, be-
side yoursel f” she declared. "Thus, | amgranted the rights
of chall enge, which I now execute”

Drizzt stood confused. He had never heard of such a
thing. Maya called the chest to her side and reverently
opened t he cover.

"You have your weapons and your piwafwi” she ex-
plained. "Now it is time for you to don the conplete outfit of
a nobl e of House Do' Urden” Fromthe chest she pulled out a
pair of high black boots and handed themto Drizzt.

Drizzt eagerly slipped out of his nornmal boots and put on
the new ones. They were incredibly soft, and they magically
shifted and adjusted to a perfect fit on his feet. Drizzt knew
the magic within them they would allow himto nove in ab-
solute silence. Before he had even finished admring them
t hough, Maya gave himthe next gift, even nore nmagnifi-
cent.

Drizzt dropped his piwafwi to the floor as he took a set of
silvery chain nmail. In all the Realns, there was no arnor as
suppl e and finely crafted as drow chain mail. It wei ghed no
nore than a heavy shirt and woul d bend as easily as sil ken
cloth, yet could deflect the tip of a spear as surely as
dwarven-crafted plate nmail.

"You fight with two weapons” Maya said, "and therefore
need no shield. But put your scimtars in this; it is nore fit-
ting to a drow nobl e” She handed Drizzt a black | eather
belt, its clasp a huge enerald and its two scabbards richly
decorated in jewel s and genstones.

"Prepare yourself” Malice said to Drizzt. "The gifts nust
be earned” As Drizzt started to don the outfit, Mlice
noved beside the altered goblin, which stood nervously in
the growing realization that its fight would be no sinple
t ask.

"When you kill him the items will be yours” Malice prom
i sed. The goblin's smle returned tenfold; it could not com
prehend that it had no chance agai nst Drizzt.

When Drizzt again fastened his piwafwi around his neck
Maya i ntroduced the phony drow soldier. "This is Byuchy-



uch” she said, "my chanpion. You nust defeat himto earn
the gifts. . . and your proper place in the famly”

Never doubting his abilities, and thinking the contest to be
a sinple sparring match, Drizzt readily agreed. "Let it be-
gin, then” he said, drawing his scimtars fromtheir |avish
sheat hs.

Mal i ce gave Byuchyuch a conforting nod, and the goblin
took up the sword and shield that Maya had provi ded and
noved right in at Drizzt.

Drizzt began slowmy, trying to take a neasure of his oppo-
nent before attenpting any daring offensive strikes. In only
a nmonent, though, Drizzt realized how badly Byuchyuch
handl ed the sword and shield. Not knowing the truth of the
creature's identity, Drizzt could hardly believe that a drow
woul d show such ineptitude with weapons. He wondered if
Byuchyuch was baiting him and with that thought, contin-
ued his cautious approach

After a few nore nonents of Byuchyuch's wild and off-
bal anced swi ngs, however, Drizzt felt conpelled to take the
initiative. He slapped one scimtar agai nst Byuchyuch's
shield. The goblin-drow responded with a | unbering
thrust, and Drizzt slapped its sword fromits hand with his
free bl ade and executed a sinple twi st that brought the
scimtar's tip to a halt against the hollow of Byuchyuch's
chest .

"Too easy” Drizzt nmuttered under his breath.

But the true test had only begun.

On cue, Briza cast a mind-nunbing spell on the goblin,
freezing it in its helpless position. Still aware of its predica-
ment, Byuchyuch tried to dive away, but Briza's spell held it
still.

"Finish the strike” Malice said to Drizzt. Drizzt |ooked at
his scimtar, then to Malice, unable to believe what he was
heari ng.

“"Maya' s chanpi on must be killed” Briza snarl ed.

"I cannot-" Drizzt began.

"Kill!" Malice roared, and this tinme the word carried the
wei ght of a magi cal command.

"Thrust!" Briza |ikew se commanded.

Drizzt felt their words conpelling his hand to action



Thor oughly disgusted with the thought of nurdering a
hel pl ess foe, he concentrated with all of his nental strength
to resist. While he nanaged to deny the commands for a
few seconds, Drizzt found that he could not pull the
weapon away.

"Kill!" Mlice screaned.
"Strike!" yelled Briza

It went on for several nobre agonizing seconds. Sweat
beaded on Drizzt's brow. Then the young drow s wil |l power
broke. His scimitar slipped quickly between Byuchyuch's
ribs and found the unfortunate creature's heart. Briza re-
| eased Byuchyuch from her holding spell then, to let Drizzt
see the agony on the phony drow s face and hear the gur-
gl es as the dying Byuchyuch slipped to the floor
Drizzt could not find his breath as he stared at his bl ood-
st ai ned weapon.

It was Maya's turn to act. She clipped Drizzt on the shoul -
der with her mace, knocking himto the floor

"You killed my chanpion!" she grow ed. "Now you mnust
fight ne!l"

Drizzt rolled back to his feet, away fromthe enraged fe-
mal e. He had no intention of fighting, but before he could
even drop his weapons, Malice read his thoughts and
warned, "If you do not fight, Maya will kill you!"

"This is not the way” Drizzt protested, but his words were
lost in the ring of adamantite as he parried a heavy bl ow
with one scimtar

He was now into it, whether he liked it or not. Maya was a
skilled fighter-all fenales spent many hours training with
weapons-and she was stronger than Drizzt. But Drizzt was
Zak's son, the prine student, and when he admitted to him
self that he had no way out of this predicanent, he cane in
at Maya's mace and shield with every cunni ng maneuver he
had been taught.

Scimtars weaved and di pped in a dance that awed Briza
and Maya. Malice hardly noticed, caught in the mdst of yet
anot her mghty spell. Mlice never doubted that Drizzt
coul d defeat his sister, and she had incorporated her expec-
tations into the plan.

Drizzt's noves were all defensive as he continued to hope
for sone senbl ance of sanity to conme over his nother, and
that this whole thing would be stopped. He wanted to back
Maya up, cause her to stunble, and end the fight by putting
her in a hel pl ess position. Drizzt had to believe that Briza



and Malice would not conpel himto kill Maya as he had
killed Byuchyuch.

Finally, Maya did slip. She threw her shield out to deflect
an arcing scimtar but becane overbal anced in the bl ock
and her armwent wide. Drizzt's other blade knifed in, only
to nick at Maya's breast and force her back

Malice's spell caught the weapon in nidthrust.

The bl ood-stai ned adamantite blade withed to |ife and
Drizzt found hinself holding the tail of a serpent, a fanged
vi per that turned back agai nst him

The enchanted snake spat its venomin Drizzt's eyes,
blinding him then he felt the pain of Briza's whip. Al six
snake heads of the awful weapon bit into Drizzt's back, tear-
ing through his new arnmor and jolting himin excruciating
pain. He crunbled down into a curled position, helpless as
Bri za snapped the whip in, again and again.

"Never strike at a drow femal e!" she screamed as she beat
Drizzt into unconsci ousness.

An hour later, Drizzt opened his eyes. He was in his bed,
Matron Malice standing over him The high priestess had
tended to his wounds, but the sting remained, a vivid re-

m nder of the lesson. But it was not nearly as vivid as the
bl ood that still stained Drizzt's scimtar

"The arnor will be replaced” Malice said to him "You are
a drow warrior now. You have earned it” She turned and
wal ked out of the room leaving Drizzt to his pain and his
fallen innocence.

"Do not send hinf Zak argued as enphatically as he
dared. He stared up at Matron Malice, the snug queen on
her high throne of stone and bl ack velvet. As always, Briza
and Maya stood obediently by her sides.

"He is a drow fighter” Malice replied, her tone still con-
trolled. "He nmust go to the Acadeny. It is our way”

Zak | ooked around hel plessly. He hated this place, the
chapel anteroom with its scul ptures of the Spider Queen
| eering down at himfromevery angle, and with Mlice
sitting-towering-above himfrom her seat of power.

Zak shook the inmages away and regai ned his courage, re-
m ndi ng hinself that this tinme he had sonething worth ar-
gui ng about .

"Do not send him" he growmed. "They will ruin hinl"
Matron Malice's hands cl enched down on the rock arns



of her great chair.

"Already Drizzt is nmore skilled than half of those in the
Acadeny” Zak continued quickly, before the matron's an-
ger burst forth. "Allow ne two nore years, and | will meke
himthe finest swordsman in all of Menzoberranzan!"

Mal i ce eased back on her seat. From what she had seen of
her son's progress, she could not deny the possibilities of
Zak's claim "He goes” she said calmy. "There is nore to the
maki ng of a drow warrior than skill with weapons. Drizzt
has ot her | essons he nust |earn”

"Lessons of treachery?" Zak spat, too angry to care about
t he consequences. Drizzt had told himwhat Malice and her
evi| daughters had done that day, and Zak was w se enough
to understand their actions. Their "lesson" had nearly bro-
ken the boy, and had, perhaps, forever stolen fromDrizzt
the ideals he held so dear. Drizzt would find his norals and
principles harder to cling to now that the pedestal of purity
had been knocked out from under hinf

"Wat ch your tongue, Zaknafein” Matron Malice warned.

"I fight with passion!" the weapon master snapped. "That
is why I win. Your son, too, fights with passion-do not |et
the conform ng ways of the Acadeny take that fromhim'

"Leave us” Malice instructed her daughters. Maya bowed
and rushed out through the door. Briza foll owed nore
slow y, pausing to cast a suspicious eye upon Zak.

Zak didn't return the glare, but he entertained a fantasy
concerning his sword and Briza's snmug smle

"Zaknafein” Malice began, again conming forward in her

chair. "I have tol erated your blasphenmous beliefs through
these many years because of your skill with weapons. You
have taught my soldiers well, and your |ove of killing drow,
particularly clerics of the Spider Queen, has aided the as-
cent of House Do' Urden. | am not, and have not been, un-
grateful.

"But | warn you now, one final time, that Drizzt is my son,

not his sire's! He will go to the Acadeny and | earn what he
must to take his place as a prince of House Do' Urden. If you
interfere with what nust be, Zaknafein, | will no I onger
turn my eyes fromyour actions! Your heart will be given to
Ll ot h”

Zak stamped his heels on the floor and snapped a short
bow of his head, then spun about and departed, trying to
find some option in this dark and hopel ess picture.

As he nmade his way through the main corridor, he again
heard in his mnd the screans of the dying children of



House DeVir, children who never got the chance to witness
the evils of the drow Acadeny. Perhaps they were better off
dead.

Chapter 11
Gim Preference

Zak slid one of his swords fromits scabbard and adnired
t he weapon's wondrous detail. This sword, as with nopst of
t he drow weapons, had been forged by the gray dwarves,
then traded to Menzoberranzan. The duergar wor kman-
ship was exquisite, but it was the work done on the weapon
after the dark elves had acquired it that nmade it so very spe-
cial. None of the races of the surface or Underdark could
outdo the dark elves in the art of enchanting weapons. Im
bued with the strange enmanati ons of the Underdark, the
magi cal power unique to the lightless world, and bl essed by
the unholy clerics of Lloth, no blade ever sat in a wielder's
hand nmore ready to kill.

Ot her races, nostly dwarves and surface elves, also took
pride in their crafted weapons. Fine swords and nmighty
hamrers hung over mantles as showpi eces, always with a
bard nearby to spout the acconpanying | egend that npst
often began, "In the days of yore. “

Drow weapons were different, never showpi eces. They
were |locked in the necessities of the present, never in rem-
ni scences, and their purpose renai ned unchanged for as
long as they held an edge fine enough for battle-fine
enough to kill.

Zak brought the blade up before his eyes. In his hands,
the sword had become nore than an instrunent of battle. It
was an extension of his rage, his answer to an existence he
coul d not accept.

It was his answer, too, perhaps, to another problemthat
seemed to have no resol ution.

He wal ked into the training hall, wherePrizzt was hard at
wor k spinning attack routines against a practice dumy.

Zak paused to watch the young drow at practice, wonder-
ing if Drizzt would ever again consider the dance of weap-
ons a formof play. How the scimtars flowed in Drizzt's
hands! Interweaving with uncanny precision, each bl ade
seenmed to anticipate the other's noves and whirred about
in perfect conpl enent.

Thi s young drow nmight soon be an unrivaled fighter, a
mast er beyond Zaknafein hinself.



"Can you survive?" Zak whi spered. "Have you the heart of
a drow warrior?" Zak hoped that the answer would be an
enphatic "no” but either way, Drizzt was surely dooned.

Zak | ooked down at his sword again and knew what he
must do. He slid its sister blade fromits sheath and started a
determ ned wal k toward Drizzt.

Drizzt saw himconing and turned at the ready. "A fina
fight before | |leave for the Academy?" He | aughed.
Zak paused to take note of Drizzt's snmile. A facade? O
had the young drow really forgiven hinself for his actions
agai nst Maya's chanpion. It did not matter, Zak reni nded
hinself. Even if Drizzt had recovered fromhis nother's tor-
ments, the Acadeny woul d destroy him The weapon nas-
ter said nothing; he just came on in a flurry of cuts and stabs
that put Drizzt imediately on the defensive. Drizzt took it
in stride, not yet realizing that this final encounter with his
ment or was nmuch nore than their customary sparring.

"I will remenber everything you taught ne” Drizzt prom
i sed, dodging a cut and launching a fierce counter of his
own. "I will carve my nane in the halls of Ml ee-Magthere

and nmeke you proud”’

The scow on Zak's face surprised Drizzt, and the young
drow grew even nore confused when the weapon nmaster's
next attack sent a sword knifing straight at his heart. Drizzt
| eaped asi de, slapping at the blade in sheer desperation, and
narrow y avoi ded i npal enent .

“"Are you so very sure of yoursel f?" Zak growl ed, stub-
bornly pursuing Drizzt.

Drizzt set hinself as their blades nmet in ringing fury. "I am
a fighter” he declared. "A drow warrior!"

"You are a dancer!" Zak shot back in a derisive tone. He
slammed his sword onto Drizzt's blocking scimtar so sav-
agely that the young drow s armtingl ed.

An inposter!" Zak cried.
not begin to understand!"

A pretender to a title you can.

Drizzt went on the offensive. Fires burned in his |avender
eyes and new strength guided his scimtars' sure cuts.
But Zak was relentless. He fended the attacks and contin-
ued his | esson. "Do you know the enotions of nurder?" he
spat. "Have you reconciled yourself to the act you commt-
ted?"

Drizzt's only answers were a frustrated grow and a re-
newed attack.



"Ah, the pleasure of plunging your sword into the bosom
of a high priestess” Zak taunted. "Th see the |ight of warnth
| eave her body while her lips utter silent curses in your
facel Or have you ever heard the screans of dying chil
dren?"

Drizzt let up his attack, but Zak would not allow a break

The weapon nmster cane back on the offensive, each thrust
ainmed for a vital area

"How | oud, those screans” Zak continued. "They echo
over the centuries in your mnd; they chase you down the
pat hs of your entire life”

Zak halted the action so that Drizzt m ght weigh his every
word. "You have never heard them have you, dancer?" The
weapon master stretched his arnms out wi de, an invitation.

"Cone, then, and clai myour second kill” he said, tapping
his stomach. "In the belly, where the pain is greatest, so that
my screans may echo in your mnd. Prove to nme that you
are the drow warrior you claimto be”

The tips of Drizzt's scimtars slowmy nmade their way to the
stone floor. He wore no smle now

"You hesitate” Zak |aughed at him "This is your chance to
make your name. A single thrust, and you will send a repu-
tation into the Acadeny before you. Other students, even
masters, wll whisper your name as you pass. 'Drizzt Do' Ur-
den; they will say. 'The boy who slew the nost honored
weapon master in all of Menzoberranzan!' |Is this not what
you desire?"

"Damm you” Drizzt spat back, but still he nmade no nove to
attack.

"Drow warrior?" Zak chided him "Do not be so quick to
claima title you cannot begin to understand!"

Drizzt cane on then, in a fury he had never before
known. Hi s purpose was not to kill, but to defeat his teacher
to steal the taunts from Zak's nmouth with a fighting display
too i nmpressive to be derided.

Drizzt was brilliant. He followed every nove with three
ot hers' and worked Zak | ow and high, inside and out wi de.

Zak found his heels under himnore often than the balls of
his feet, too involved was he in staying away fromhis stu.
dent's relentless thrusts to even think of taking the offen-
sive. He allowed Drizzt to continue the initiative for many



m nutes, dreading its conclusion, the outconme he had al -
ready decided to be the nost preferable.

Zak then found that he could stand the delay no | onger

He sent one sword out in a lazy thrust and Drizzt pronptly
sl apped the weapon out of his hand.

Even as the young drow cane on in anticipation of vic-
tory, Zak slipped his enpty hand into a pouch and grabbed a
magical little ceranmic ball-one of those that so often had
aided himin battle.

"Not this time, Zaknafein!" Drizzt proclainmed, keeping his
attacks under control, renmenbering well the many occa-
sions that Zak reversed feigned di sadvantage into clear ad-
vant age.

Zak fingered the ball, unable to cone to ternms with what
he nust do.

Drizzt wal ked hi mthrough an attack sequence, then an-
ot her, neasuring the advantage he had gained in stealing a
weapon. Confident of his position, Drizzt cane in | ow and
hard with a single thrust.

Though Zak was distracted at the tine, he still managed to
bl ock the attack with his remaining sword. Drizzt's other
scimtar slashed down on top of the sword, pinning its tip to
the floor. In the sane |ightning novenent, Drizzt slipped
his first blade free of Zak's parry and brought it up and
around, stopping the thrust barely an inch from Zak's
t hroat .

"I have you!" the young drow cried.

Zak's answer canme in an explosion of |ight beyond any-
thing Drizzt had ever imagi ned.

Zak had prudently closed his eyes, but Drizzt, surprised,
coul d not accept the sudden change. His head burned in ag-
ony, and he reel ed backwards, trying to get away fromthe
light, away fromthe weapon naster

Keepi ng his eyes tightly shut, Zak had al ready divor.ced
hi msel f fromthe need of vision. He |l et his keen ears guide
hi m now, and Drizzt, shuffling and stunbling, was an easy
target to discern. In a single notion, the whip cane off Zak's
belt and he | ashed out, catching Drizzt around the ankles
and dropping himto the floor

Met hodi cal |y, the weapon master cane on, dreading
every step but knowi ng his chosen course of action to be
correct.



Drizzt realized that he was being stal ked, but he could not
understand the notive. The Iight had stunned him but he
was nore surprised by Zak's continuation of the battle.

Drizzt set hinself, unable to escape the trap, and tried to
think his way around his loss of sight. He had to feel the
flow of battle, to hear the sounds of his attacker and antici-
pate each coming strike.

He brought his scimtars up just intine to block a sword
chop that would have split his skull

Zak hadn't expected the parry. He recoiled and canme in
froma different angle. Again he was foiled.

Now nmore curious than wanting to kill Drizzt, the
weapon master went through a series of attacks, sending
his sword into notions that woul d have sliced through the
def enses of many who could see him

Bl i nded, Drizzt fought himoff, putting a scimtar in line
wi th each new thrust.

Treachery!" Drizzt yelled, painful residual explosions
fromthe bright light still bursting inside his head. He
bl ocked another attack and tried to regain his footing, real-
izing that he had little chance of continuing to fend off the
weapon rmaster froma prone position.

The pain of the stinging light was too great, though, and
Drizzt, barely holding the edge of consciousness, stunbled
back to the stone, losing one scinmitar in the process. He
spun over wildly, knowi ng that Zak was closing in.

The other scimtar was knocked from his hand.
treachery” Drizzt grow ed again. "Do you so hate to
| ose?"

"Do you not understand?" Zak yelled back at him "1b | ose
is to diel! You nmay win a thousand fights, but you can only
| ose one!" He put his sword in line with Drizzt's throat. It
woul d be a single clean blow He knew that he should do it
mercifully, before the masters of the Acadeny got hold of
hi s charge.

Zak sent his sword spinning across the room and he
reached out with his enpty hands, grabbed Drizzt by the
front of his shirt, and hoisted himto his feet.

They stood face-to-face, neither seeing the other very wel
in the blinding glare, and neither able to break the tense si-
I ence. After a |long and breathl ess nonent, the dweoner of
t he enchanted pebbl e faded and the room becane nore



confortable. Iruly, the two dark elves | ooked upon each
other in a different |ight.

"Atrick of Lloth's clerics” Zak expl ai ned. "Al ways they
keep such a spell of light at the ready” A strained smle
crossed his face as he tried to ease Drizzt's anger. " Although
| daresay that | have turned such |ight against clerics, even
hi gh priestesses, nore than a few tines”

"Treachery” Drizzt spat a third tine.
"I't is our way" Zak replied. "You will |earn”

"It is your way” snarled Drizzt. "You grin when you speak
of nmurdering clerics of the Spider Queen. Do you so enjoy
killing'? Killing drow?"

Zak could not find an answer to the accusing question.
Drizzt's words hurt him profoundly because they rang of
truth, and because Zak had cone to view his penchant for
killing clerics of Lloth as a cowardly response to his own un-
answer abl e frustrations.

"You woul d have killed nme” Drizzt said bluntly.

"But | did not” Zak retorted. "And now you live to go to the
Acadeny-to take a dagger in the back because you are
blind to the realities of our world, because you refuse to ac-
know edge what your people are.

"Or you will beconme one of thenf Zak grow ed. "Either
way, the Drizzt Do' Uden | have known will surely die”
Drizzt's face twi sted, and he couldn't even find the words
to dispute the possibilities Zak was spitting at him He felt
the bl ood drain fromhis face, though his heart raged. He
wal ked away, letting his glare linger on Zak for many steps.

"CGo, then, Drizzt Do' Urden!" Zak cried after him "Go to
the Academy and bask in the glory of your prowess. Re-
menber, though, the consequences of such skills. Al way&
there are consequences!'.’

Zak retreated to the security of his private chanber. The
door to the room cl osed behind the weapon nmaster with
such a sound of finality that it spun Zak back to face its
enpty stone.

"Go, then, Drizzt Do' Urden” he whispered in quiet |a-
ment. "Go to the Acadeny and | earn who you really are”

Dinin came for his brother early the next norning. Drizzt
slowy left the training room | ooking back over his shoul -
der every few steps to see if Zak would come out and attack
hi magain or bid himfarewell



He knew in his heart that Zak would not.

Drizzt had thought them friends, had believed that the
bond he and Zaknafein had sown went far beyond the sim
pl e | essons and swordplay. The young drow had no answers
to the many questions spinning in his mnd, and the person
who had been his teacher for the last five years had nothing
left to offer him

"The heat grows in Narbondel” Dinin remarked when
t hey stepped out onto the bal cony. "W nust not be late for
your first day in the Acadeny”

Drizzt | ooked out into the myriad colors and shapes that
conposed Menzoberranzan. "What is this place?" he whis-
pered, realizing howlittle he knew of his honel and beyond
the walls of his own house. Zak's words-Zak's rage-
pressed in on Drizzt as he stood there, reninding himof his
i gnorance and hinting at a dark path ahead.

"This is the world” Dinin replied, though Drizzt's question

had been rhetorical. "Do not worry, Secondboy” he
| aughed, noving up onto the railing. "You will |learn of Men-
zoberranzan in the Acadeny. You will |learn who you are

and who your people are”

The decl aration unsettled Drizzt. Perhaps-renenbering
his last bitter encounter with the drow he had nost
trusted-that know edge was exactly what he was afraid of.
He shrugged in resignation and followed Dinin over the
bal cony in a magical descent to the conpound floor: the
first steps down that dark path.

Anot her set of eyes watched intently as Dinin and Drizzt
started out from House Do' Urden.

Alton DeVir sat quietly against the side of a gigantic nush-
room as he had every day for the | ast week, staring at the
Do' Urden conpl ex.

Daernmon N a' shezbaernon, Ninth House of Menzoberran-
zan. The house that had nurdered his matron, his sisters
and brothers, and all there ever was of House DeVir . . . ex-
cept for Alton.

Al ton thought back to the days of House DeVir, when M-
tron G nafae had gathered the family nenbers together so
that they m ght discuss their aspirations. Alton, just a stu-
dent when House DeVir fell, now had a greater insight to
those tines. 1Wenty years had brought a wealth of experi-
ence.

G naf ae had been the youngest nmatron anmong the ruling



fam lies, and her potential had seened unlinited. Then she
had ai ded a gnonmi sh patrol, had used her LI oth-given

powers to hinder the drow elves that anbushed the little
people in the caverns outside Menzoberranzan-all because

G naf ae desired the death of a single nenber of that attack-
ing drow party, a wi zard son of the city's third house, the
house | abel ed as House DeVir's next victim

The Spider Queen took exception to G nafae's choice of
weapons; deep gnones were the dark el ves' worst eneny in
t he whol e of the Underdark. Wth G nafae fallen out of
Ll oth's favor, House DeVir had been dooned.

Alton had spent twenty years trying to |learn of his ene-
mes, trying to discover which drow fam |y had taken ad.
vantage of his nother's m stake and had sl aughtered his kin.
Threnty |long years, and then his adopted natron, Si Nafay
Hun' ett, had ended his quest as abruptly as it had begun.
Now, as Alton sat watching the guilty house, he knew only
one thing for certain: twenty years had done nothing to di-
nm ni sh his rage

Part 3
The Acadeny

The Acadeny.

It is the propagation of the lies that bind drow society to-
gethel; the ultimte perpetration of falsehoods repeated so
many tinmes that they ring true against any contrary evi-
dence. The | essons young drow are taught of truth and jus-
tice are so blatantly refuted by everyday life in w cked
Menzoberranzan that it is hard to understand how any
could believe them Still they do.

Even now, decades renoved, the thought of the place
frightens ne, not for any physical pain or the ever-present
sense of possible death-1 have trod down many roads
equal | y dangerous in that way. The Academy of Menzober-
ranzan frightens ne when | think of the survivors, the grad-
uates, existing-reveling-within the evil fabrications that
shape their world.

They live with t~e belief tha t anything is acceptable if you
can get away with it, that self-gratification is the nost im
portant aspect of existence, and that power cones only to
she or he who is strong enough and cunni ng enough to
snatch it fromthe failing hands of those who no | onger de-
serve it. Conpassion has no place in Menzoberranzan, and
yet it is conpassion, not feal; that brings harnony to nost
races. It is harnmony, working toward shared goals, that pre-



cedes greatness.

Lies engulf the drow in fear and mistrust, refute friend-
ship at the tip of a Lloth-blessed sword. The hatred and am
bition fostered by these anpral tenets are the doom of ny
peopl e, a weakness that they perceive as strength. The
result is a paralyzing, paranoid existence that the drow cal
t he edge of readiness.

I do not know how | survived the Acadeny; how | discov-
ered the fal sehoods early enough to use themin contrast,
and thus strengthen, those ideals | npbst cherish.

It was-Zaknafein, | must believe, ny teached: Through the
experiences of Zak's long years, which enmbittered him and
cost himso nuch, | came to hear the screams: the screans

of protest against murderous treachery; the screans of

rage fromthe | eaders of drow society; the high priestesses
of the Spider Queen, echoing down the paths of ny nind,
ever to hold a place within ny mnd. The screans of dying
chi l dren.

-Drizzt Do' Urden

Chapter 12
Thi s Eneny, " They"

Wearing the outfit of a noble son, and with a dagger con-
cealed in one boot-a suggestion fromDinin-Drizzt as-
cended the wi de stone stairway that led to Tier Breche, the
Acadeny of the drow. Drizzt reached the top and noved
between the giant pillars, under the inpassive gazes of two
guards, last-year students of Ml ee- Magthere.

Thro dozen ot her young drow milled about the Acadeny
conmpound, but Drizzt hardly noticed them Three struc-
tures dom nated his vision and his thoughts. 1b his |left stood
the pointed stalagnite tower of Sorcere, the school of w z-
ardry. Drizzt would spend the first sixth nmonths of his tenth
and | ast year of study in there.

Before him at the back of the level, |oomed the nmost im
pressive structure, Arach.Tinilith, the school of Lloth,
carved fromthe stone into the |ikeness of a giant spider. By
drow reckoning, this was the Acadeny's npbst inportant
buil ding and thus was normally reserved for fenmales. Mle
students were housed within Arach- Tinilith only during
their last six nonths of study.

While Sorcere and Arach. Tinilith were the nore gracefu
structures, the nost inportant building for Drizzt at that
tentative nonent lined the wall to his right. The pyram da



structure of Mel ee-Magthere, the school of fighters. This
buil ding woul d be Drizzt's home for the next nine years. Hi s
conpani ons, he now realized, were those other dark elves

in the conpound-fighters, |ike hinself, about to begin

their formal training. The class, at twenty-five, was unusu-
ally large for the school of fighters.

Even nore unusual, several of the novice students were
nobl es. Drizzt wondered how his skills would nmeasure up
agai nst theirs, how his sessions with Zaknafein conpared to
the battles these others had no doubt fought with the
weapon masters of their respective famlies.

Those thoughts inevitably led Drizzt back to his | ast
encounter with his mentor. He quickly dism ssed the nmeno-
ries of that unpleasant duel, and, nore pointedly, the dis-
turbi ng questions Zak's observations had forced himto
consider. There was no place for such doubts on this occa-
sion. Mel ee-Magthere | oonmed before him the greatest test
and the greatest | esson of his young life.

"My greetings” canme a voice behind him Drizzt turned to
face a fell ow novice, who wore a sword and dirk uncom
fortably on his belt and who appeared even nore nervous
than Drizzt-a conforting sight.

"Kel nozz of House Kenafin, fifteenth house” the novice
sai d.

"Drizzt Do' Urden of Daernon N a'shezbaernon, House
Do' Urden, Ninth House of Menzoberranzan” Drizzt replied
automatically, exactly as Matron Malice had instructed him

"“A noble” remarked Kel nozz, understanding the signifi-
cance of Drizzt bearing the sane surname as his house.
Kel nozz dropped into a | ow bow. "I am honored by your
presence”

Drizzt was starting to like this place already. Wth the
treatment he nornmally received at honme, he hardly thought
of hinself as a noble. Any self-inportant notions that m ght
have occurred to himat Kelnozz's gracious greeting were
di spell ed a monent | ater, though, when the nmasters cane
out .

Drizzt saw his brother, Dinin, anpng them but
pret ended-as Di nin had warned himto-not "to notice, nor
to expect any special treatnment. Drizzt rushed inside Ml ee-
Magt here along with the rest of the students when the
whi ps began to snap and the nmasters started shouting of the
dire consequences if they tarried. They were herded down
a few side corridors and into an oval room

"Sit or stand as you will!" one of the masters grow ed. No-



ticing two of the students whispering off to the side, the
mast er took his whip out and-crack/-took one of the of-
fenders off his feet.

Drizzt couldn't believe how quickly the roomthen cane
to order.

"I am Hatch' net” the master began in a resoundi ng voice,

"the master of Lore. This roomw Il be your hall of instruc-
tion for fifty cycles of Narbondel” He | ooked around at the
adorned belts on every figure. "You will bring no weapons

to this place!"

Hat ch' net paced the perinmeter of the room nmeking cer-
tain that every eye followed his novenents attentively. "You
are drow’ he snapped suddenly. "Do you understand what
that means? Do you know where you cone from and the
hi story of our people? Menzoberranzan was not al ways our
home, nor was any other cavern of the Underdark. Once
we wal ked the surface of the world” He spun suddenly and
came up right in Drizzt's face.

"Do you know of the surface?" Master Hatch'net snarl ed.
Drizzt recoiled and shook his head.

“An awful place” Hatch'net continued, turning back to the
whol e of the group. "Each day, as the glow begins its rise in
Nar bondel , a great ball of fire rises into the open sky above,
bringing hours of a light greater than the punishing spells of
the priestesses of Lloth!" He held his arns outstretched,
with his eyes turned upward, and an unbelievable grinace
spread across his face.

Students' gasps rose up all about him

"Even in the night, when the ball of fire has gone bel ow
the far rimof the world” Hatch' net continued, weaving his
words as if he were telling a horror tale, "one cannot escape
the uncounted terrors of the surface. Rem nders of what
the next day will bring, dots of I|ight-and sonetines a
| esser ball of silvery fire-mar the sky's bl essed darkness.

"Once our people wal ked the surface of the world” he re-
peated/ his tone now one of |anent, "in ages |ong past, even
| onger than the lines of the great houses. In that distant age,
we wal ked besi de the pal e-skinned elves, the faeries!"

"It cannot be true!" one student cried fromthe side.

Hat ch' net | ooked at him earnestly, considering whether
nore woul d be gai ned by beating the student for his
unasked. for interruption or by allowing the group to partic-
ipate. "It is!" he replied, choosing the latter course. "W



t hought the faeries our friends; we called themkin! W
could not know, in our innocence, that they were the em
bodi ments of deceit and evil. W could not know that they
woul d turn on us suddenly and drive us fromthem slaugh-
tering our children and the el dest of our race!

"Wt hout nercy the evil faeries pursued us across the sur
face world. Always we asked for peace, and al ways we
were answered by swords and killing arrows!"

He paused, his face twisting into a wi dening, nalicious
smle. "Then we found the goddess!"”

"Praise Lloth!" cane one anonynous cry. Again Hatch' net
let the slip of tongue go by unpuni shed, knowi ng that every
accenting coment only drew his audi ence deeper into his
web of rhetoric.

"I ndeed” the master replied. "All praise to the Spider
Queen. It was she who took our orphaned race to her side
and hel ped us fight off our enemes. It was she who gui ded
the forematrons of our race to the paradi se of the Under-
dark. It is she” he roared, a clenched fist rising into the air

"who now gives us the strength and the magic to pay back
our enem es.

"We are the drowl" Hatch' net cried. "You are the drow,
never again to be downtrodden, rulers of all you desire,
conquerors of |ands you choose to inhabit!"

"The surface?" came a question.

"The surface?" echoed Hatch'net with a | augh. "Wo
would want to return to that vile place? Let the faeries have
it! Let them burn under the fires of the open sky! We claim
t he Underdark, where we can feel the core of the world
t hrumr ng under our feet, and where the stones of the
wal | s show the heat of the world' s power!"

Drizzt sat silent, absorbing every word of-the talented or-

ator's often-rehearsed speech. Drizzt was caught, as were

all the new students, in Hatch' net's hypnotic variations of in-
flection and rallying cries. Hatch'net had been the master of
Lore at the Acadeny for nore than two centuries, owning

nore prestige in Menzoberranzan than nearly any other

mal e drow, and many of the femal es. The matrons of the

ruling fam lies understood well the value of his practiced

t ongue.

So it went every day, an endl ess stream of hate rhetoric di-
rected agai nst an eneny that none of the students had ever
seen. The surface elves were not the only target of



Hat ch' net's sni pi ng. Dwarves, gnomes, hunmans, hal flings,
and all of the surface races-and even subterranean races
such as the duergar dwarves, which the drow often traded
wi th and fought beside-each found an unpl easant spot in
the master's ranting.

Drizzt cane to understand why no weapons were permt-
ted in the oval chanmber. \Wen he left his | esson each day, he
found his hands clenched by his sides in rage, uncon-
sciously grasping for a scimtar hilt. It was obvious fromthe
comonpl ace fights anbng the students that others felt the
same way. Always, though, the overriding factor that kept
some neasure of control was the master's lie of the horrors
of the outside world and the conforting bond of the stu.
dents' conmon heritage-a heritage, the students woul d
soon come to believe, that gave them enough enenies to
battl e beyond each ot her

The long, draining hours in the oval chanber left little
time for the students to mngle. They shared common bar -
racks, but their extensive duties outside of Hatch'net's
| essons-serving the ol der students and nmsters, preparing
nmeal s, and cl eaning the buil di ng-gave them barely enough
time for rest. By the end of the first week, they wal ked on
the edge of exhaustion, a condition, Drizzt realized, that
only increased the stirring effect of Master Hatch'net's les
sons.

Drizzt accepted the existence stoically, considering it far
better than the six years he had served his nother and sis-
ters as page prince. Still, there was one great disappoint-
ment to Dnzzt in his first weeks at Mel ee- Magt here. He
found hinself longing for his practice sessions.

He sat on the edge of his bedroll |ate one night, holding a
scimtar up before his shining eyes, renenbering those
many hours engaged in battle-play w th Zaknafein.

"W go to the lesson in two hours” Kelnozz, in the next
bunk, reminded him "Get some rest”

"I feel the edge | eaving my hands” Drizzt replied quietly.
"The bl ade feels heavi er, unbal anced”

"The grand nelee is barely ten cycles of Narbondel away”

Kel nozz said. "You will get all the practice you desire there!
Fear not, whatever edge has been dulled by the days with

the master of Lore will soon be regai ned. For the next nine
years, that fine blade of yours will rarely |eave your hands!"

Drizzt slid the scimtar back into its scabbard and reclined
on his bunk. As with so many aspects of his life so far-and,
he was beginning to fear, with so nmany aspects of his future



i n Menzoberranzan-he had no choice but to accept the cir-
cunst ances of his existence.

"This segnent of your training is at an end” Mster
Hat ch' net announced on the norning of the fiftieth day. An-
other master, Dinin, entered the room |eading a nagically
suspended iron box filled with neagerly padded wooden
pol es of every length and design conparable to drow weap-
ons.

"Choose the sparring pole that nost resenbl es your own
weapon of choice” Hatch' net explained as Dinin rmade his
way around the room He canme to his brother, and Drizzt's
eyes settled at once on his choice: two slightly curving poles
about three-and-a-half feet long. Drizzt |lifted them out and
put themthrough a sinple cut. Their weight and bal ance
closely resenbled the scimtars that had becone so fanmliar
to his hands.

"For the pride of Daernpon N a' shezbaernon” Di nin whis-
pered, then noved al ong.

Drizzt twirled the nock weapons again. It was tinme to
nmeasure the value of his sessions with Zak.

"Your class nmust have an order” Hatch' net was saying as
Drizzt turned his attention beyond the scope of his new
weapons. "Thus the grand nel ee. Renenber, there can be
only one victor!"

Hatch' net and Dinin herded the students out of the ova
chanber and out of Mel ee-Magt here altogether, down the
tunnel between the two guardi an spider statues at the back
of Tier Breche. For all of the students, this was the first tine
they had ever been out of Menzoberranzan

"What are the rules?" Drizzt asked Kelnozz, in line at his
si de.

"If a master calls you out, then you are out” Kelnozz re-
plied.

"The rul es of engagenent?" asked Drizzt.
Kel nozz cast himan incredul ous glance. "Wn” he said
sinmply, as though there could be no other answer.

A short tinme later they cane into a fairly |large cavern, the
arena for the grand nelee. Pointed stalactites | eered down
at themfromthe ceiling and stal agmte nmounds broke the
floor into a twisting maze filled with ambush hol es and
blind corners.

"Choose your strategies and find your starting point”
Master Hatch'net said to them "The grand nelee begins in a



count of one hundred!"

The twenty-five students set off into action, some pausing
to consider the | andscape | aid out before them others
sprinting off into the gl oom of the naze.

Drizzt decided to find a narrow corridor, to ensure that
he woul d fight off one-against-one, and he just started off in
his search when he was grabbed from behi nd.

"A tean?" Kel nozz offered.

Drizzt did not respond, unsure of the other's fighting
worth and the accepted practices of this traditional encoun-
ter.

"Others are fornmng into teans” Kel nozz pressed. "Sone
in threes. Thgether we night have a chance”

"The nmaster said there could be only one victor” Drizzt
reasoned.

"Who better than you, if not nme” Kelnozz replied with a
sly wink. "Let us defeat the others, then we can decide the
i ssue between oursel ves”

The reasoni ng seenmed prudent, and with Hatch' net's
count al ready approaching seventy-five, Drizzt had little
time to ponder the possibilities. He clapped Kel nozz on the
shoul der and led his new ally into the naze.

Catwal ks had been constructed all around the room s pe-
rimeter, even crossing through the center of the chanber,
to give the judging masters a good view of all the action be-
low. A dozen of them were up there now, all eagerly await-
ing the first battles so that they m ght neasure the tal ent of
this young cl ass.

"One hundred!" cried Hatch' net fromhis high perch
Kel nozz began to nove, but Drizzt stopped him Kkeeping
hi m back in the narrow corridor between two | ong stal ag-
m te nounds.

"Let themconme to us” Drizzt signaled in the silent hand
and facial expression code. He crouched in battle readi ness.

"Let themfight each other to weariness. Patience is our
allyt"

Kel nozz rel axed, thinking he had nmade a good choice in
Drizzt.

Their patience was not tested severely, though, for a no-
ment |later, a tall and aggressive student burst into their de-
fensive position, wielding a | ong spear-shaped pole. He



came right in on Drizzt, slapping with the butt of his
weapon, then spinning it over full in a brutal thrust de-
signed for a quick kill, a strong nove perfectly executed.

Drizzt, though, it seenmed the npbst basic of attack
routi nes-too basic, alnost, for Drizzt hardly believed that
a trained student would attack another skilled fighter in
such a straightforward manner. Drizzt convinced himself in
time that this was indeed the chosen method of attack, and
no feint, and he | aunched the proper parry. His scimtar
pol es spun counterclockwi se in front of him striking the
thrusting spear in succession and driving the weapon's tip
harm essly above the striking line of its wielder's shoul der

The aggressive attacker, stunned by the advanced parry,
found hinself open and off bal ance. Barely a split second
| ater, before the attacker could even begin to recover,
Drizzt's counter poked one, then the other scinmitar pole
into his chest.

A soft blue Iight appeared on the stunned student's face,
and he and Drizzt followed its line up to see a wand-
wi el di ng master | ooking down at them fromthe catwal k

"You are defeated” the master said to the tall student. "Fal
where you stand!"

The student shot an angry glare at Drizzt and obediently
dropped to the stone.

"Cone” Drizzt said to Kelnozz, casting a glance up at the
master's revealing light. "Any others in the area will know
of our position now. W nust seek a new defensible area”

Kel nozz paused a nonent to watch the graceful hunting
strides of his conrade. He had i ndeed made a good choice in
selecting Drizzt, but he knew al ready, after only a single
qui ck encounter, that if he and this skilled swordsnan were
the last two standing-a distinct possibility-he would have
no chance at all of claimng victory.

Toget her they rushed around a blind corner, right into
two opponents. Kelnozz chased after one, who fled in
fright, and Drizzt faced off against the other, who w el ded
sword and dirk poles.

A wide snile of growi ng confidence crossed Drizzt's face
as his opponent took the offensive, |aunching routines simn-
larly basic to those of the spear wielder that Drizzt had eas-
ily di spatched.

A few deft twists and turns of his scimtars, a few slaps on
the inside edges of his opponent's weapons, had the sword
and dirk flying wide. Drizzt's attack came right up the md-



dl e, where he executed anot her doubl e-poke into his oppo-
nent's chest.

The expected blue |ight appeared. "You are defeated”
came the master's call. "Fall where you stand”

Qutraged, the stubborn student chopped viciously at
Drizzt. Drizzt blocked with one weapon and snapped the
ot her against his attacker's wist, sending the sword pole
flying to the floor.

The attacker clenched his bruised wist, but that was the
| east of his troubles. A blinding flash of |ightning expl oded
fromthe observing master's wand, catching himfull in the
chest and hurtling himten feet backward to crash into a
stal agm te nmound. He crunmpled to the floor, groaning in ag-
ony, and a line of glowi ng heat rose fromhis scorched body,
whi ch | ay against the cool gray stone.

"You are defeated!" the master said again.
Drizzt started to the fallen drow s aid, but the master is-
sued an enphatic, "No!"

Then Kel nozz was back at Drizzt's side. "He got away”
Kel nozz began, but he broke into a | augh when he saw t he
downed student. "If a master calls you out, then you are
out!" Kelnozz repeated into Drizzt's blank stare.

"Cone” Kel nozz continued. "The battle is in full now Let
us find sonme fun! "

Drizzt thought his conpanion quite cocky for one who
had yet to |ift his weapons. He only shrugged and fol |l owed.
Their next encounter was not so easy. They cane into a
doubl e passage turning in and out of several rock forna-
tions and found thenmsel ves faced off against a group of
t hree-nobl es from | eadi ng houses, both Drizzt and
Kel nozz realized.

Drizzt rushed the two on his left, both of whom w el ded
single swords, while Kelnozz worked to fend off the third.
Drizzt had little experience against nmultiple opponents, but
Zak had taught himthe techni ques of such a battle quite
well. His novenents were solely defensive at first, then he
settled into a confortable rhythm and all owed his oppo-
nents to tire thensel ves out, and to make the critical ms-
t akes.

These were cunning foes, though, and fanmliar with each
other's novenents. Their attacks conpl enented each
other, slicing in at Drizzt fromw dely opposi ng angl es.

"Thro-hands” Zak had once called Drizzt, and now he |ived
up to the title. His scimtars worked i ndependently, yet in
perfect harnony, foiling every attack



From a nearby perch on the catwal k, Masters Hatch' net
and Dinin | ooked on, Hatch'net nore than a little inpressed,
and Dinin swelling with pride.

Drizzt saw the frustration nmounting on his opponents'
faces, and he knew that his opportunity to strike would
soon be at hand. Then they crossed up, conming in together
with identical thrusts, their sword poles barely inches
apart.

Drizzt spun to the side and | aunched a blindi ng uppercut
slice with his left scimtar, deflecting both attacks. Then he
reversed his body's nmonmentum dropped to one knee, back
inline with his opponents, and thrust in low with two snaps
of his free right arm His jabbing scimtar pole caught the
first, and then the second, squarely in the groin.

They dropped their weapons in unison, clutched their
brui sed parts, and slunped to their knees. Drizzt |eaped up
before them trying to find the words for an apol ogy.
Hat ch' net nodded his approval at Dinin as the two nas-
ters set their lights on the two | osers.

"Hel p me!" Kel nozz cried frombeyond the dividing wall of
stal agm tes.

Drizzt dove into a roll through a break in the wall, cane
up qui ckly, and downed a fourth opponent, who was con-
ceal ed for a back-stab surprise, with a backhand chop to the
chest. Drizzt stopped to consider his latest victim He hadn't
even consciously known that the drow was there, but his
ai m had been perfect!

Hat ch' net blew a | ow whistle as he shifted his light to the
nost recent loser's face. "He is good!" the master breathed.

Drizzt saw Kel nozz a short di stance away, practically
forced down to his back by his opponent's skilled maneu-
vers. Drizzt |eaped between the two and defl ected an attack
that surely would have finished Kel nozz.

Thi s newest opponent, wielding two sword pol es, proved
Drizzt's toughest challenge yet. He cane at Drizzt with com
plicated feints and twists, forcing himon his heels nore
t han once.

"Berg'inyon of House Baenre” Hatch'net whispered to
Di nin. Dinin understood the significance and hoped that his
young brother was up to the test.

Berg'inyon was not a di sappointnment to his distinguished
kin. H's noves canme skilled and nmeasured, and he and
Dri zzt danced about for many minutes with neither finding
any advantage. The daring Berg'inyon then came in with



the attack routine perhaps nost familiar to Drizzt: the
doubl e-t hrust | ow.

Drizzt executed the cross-down to perfection, the appro-
priate parry as Zaknafein had so pointedly proved to him
Never satisfied, though, Drizzt then reacted on an inpul se,
agilely snapping a foot up between the hilts of his crossed
bl ades and into his opponent's face. The stunned son of
House Baenre fell back against the wall

"I knew the parry was wrong!" Drizzt cried, already sa-
voring the next time he would get the opportunity to foil the
doubl e-thrust low in a session agai nst Zak

"He is good” Hatch' net gasped again to his glow ng com
pani on.

Dazed, Berg'inyon could not fight his way out of the disad-
vant age. He put a gl obe of darkness around hinsel f, but
Drizzt waded right in, nore than willing to fight blindly.

Drizzt put the son of House Baenre through a quick series
of attacks, ending with one of Drizzt's scimtar poles against
Berg'inyon's exposed neck

"I am defeated” the young Baenre conceded, feeling the
pole. Hearing the call, Master Hatch' net dispelled the dark-
ness. Berg'inyon set both his weapons on the stone and
sl unmped down, and the blue |ight appeared on his face.
Drizzt couldn't hold back the widening grin. Wre there
any here that he could not defeat? he wondered.

Drizzt then felt an explosion on the back of his head that
dropped himto his knees. He managed to | ook back in tinme
to see Kel nozz wal ki ng away.

"A fool” Hatch' net chuckled, putting his light on Drizzt,
then turning his gaze upon Dinin. " A good fool”

Dinin crossed his arms in front of his chest, his face gl ow
ing brightly nowin a flush of enbarrassnent and anger

Drizzt felt the cool stone against his cheek, but his only
t houghts at that nmonment were rooted in the past, |ocked
onto Zaknafein's sarcastic, but painfully accurate, state-
ment: "It is our way!"

Chapter 13
The Price of Wnning

"You deceived nme” Drizzt said to Kelnozz that night in the
barracks. The room was bl ack around them and no ot her Stu-
dents stirred in their cots, exhausted fromthe day's fighting



and fromtheir endl ess duties serving the ol der students.

Kel nozz fully expected this encounter. He had guessed
Drizzt's naivete early on, when Drizzt had actually queried
hi m about the rules of engagenment. An experienced drow
warrior, particularly a noble, should have known better,
shoul d have understood that the only rule of his existence
was the pursuit of victory. Now, Kelnozz knew I this foolish
young Do' Urden would not strike at himfor his earlier
actions-vengeance fuel ed by anger was not one of Drizzt's
traits.

"Why?" Drizzt pressed, finding no answer forthconmn ng
fromthe snug conmoner of House Kenafin.

The volune of Drizzt's voice caused Kel nozz to gl ance
around nervously. They were supposed to be sleeping; if a
mast er heard them argui ng.

"What is the nmystery?" Kelnozz signal ed back in the hand
code, the warnth of his fingers glowing clearly to Drizzt's

heat - sensing eyes. "l acted as | had to act, though I now be-
lieve | should have held off a bit |onger. Perhaps, if you had
defeated a few nore, | might have finished higher than

third in the class”

"If we had worked together, as we had agreed, you m ght
have won, or finished second at the |least” Drizzt signaled
back, the sharp novenents of his hands reflecting his anger

"Most assuredly second” Kel nozz replied. "I knew from
the beginning that | would be no match for you. You are the
finest swordsman | have ever seen”

"Not by the masters' standing” Drizzt grunbled al oud.

Ei ghth is not so | ow’ Kel nozz whi spered back
Berg'inyon is only ranked tenth, and he is fromthe ruling
house of Menzoberranzan. You should be glad that your
standing is not to be envied by your classmates” A shuffle
out side the rooms door sent Kelnozz back into the silent
node. "Hol di ng a higher rank nmeans only that | have nore
fighters eyeing ny back as a convenient place to rest their
daggers”

Drizzt let the inplications of Kelnozz's statenment slip by;
he refused to consider such treachery in the Acadeny.
"Berg'inyon was the finest fighter | sawin the grand nel ee”
he signal ed. "He had you beaten until | interceded on your
behal f *

Kel nozz smled the thought away. "Let Berg'inyon serve as
cook in some lowy house for alii care” he whispered even
nore quietly than before-for the son of House Baenre's



bunk was only a few yards away. "He is tenth, yet |, Kelnozz
of Kenafin, amthird!"

"I ameighth” said Drizzt, an uncharacteristic edge on his
voi ce, nore anger than jealousy, "but | could defeat you
wi th any weapon”

Kel nozz shrugged, a strangely blurring novenent to on-
| ookers seeing in the infrared spectrum "You did not” he
signal ed. "I won our encounter”

"Encounter?" Drizzt gasped. "You deceived ne, that is all!"

"Who was | eft standi ng?" Kelnozz pointedly reni nded
him "Who wore the blue light of a nmaster's wand?"

"Honor denmands that there be rules of engagement”
growl ed Drizzt.

"There is a rule” Kelnozz snapped back at him "You may
do whatever you can get away with. | won our encounter
Drizzt Do' Urden, and | hold the higher rank! That is all that
matters!”

In the heat of the argunent, their voices had grown too
| oud. The door to the room swung w de, and a nmaster
st epped onto the threshold, his formvividly outlined by the
hal l way's blue lights. Both students pronptly rolled over
and closed their eyes-and their nouths.

The finality of Kelnozz's |ast statement rocked Drizzt to
some prudent observations. He realized then that his
friendship with Kel nozz had come to an end-and, perhaps,
that he and Kel nozz had never been friends at all

"You have seen hin?" Alton asked, his fingers tappi ng anx-
iously on the snall table in the highest chanber of his pri-
vate quarters. Alton had set the younger students of
Sorcere to work repairing the blasted place, but the scorch
mar ks on the stone walls remai ned, a |legacy of Alton's fire-
bal I .

"I have” replied Masoj. "I have heard of his skill with
weapons”

"Eighth in his class after the grand nelee” said Alton, "
fine achi evenment”

a

"By all accounts, he has the prowess to be first” said M-
soj. "One day he will claimthat title. 1 shall be careful
around that one”

"He will never live to claimit!" Alton prom sed. "House
Do' Urden puts great pride in this purple-eyed youth, and



thus 1 have decided upon Drizzt as ny first target for re-
venge. His death will bring pain to that treacherous Mtron
Mal i ce! "

Masoj saw a problem here and decided to put it to rest

once and for all. "You will not harm hini he warned Alton

“"You will not even go near hinf
Alton's tone becane no less grim "I have waited two
decades-" he began.

"You can wait a few nore” Masoj snapped back. "I renind
you that you accepted Matron SiNafay's invitation into
House Hun'ell. Such an alliance requires obedi ence. Matron
Si Naf ay- our matron not her-has placed upon mny shoul -
ders the task of handling Drizzt Do Urden, and | will exe-

cute her wll”

Alton rested back in his seat across the table and put what
was |eft of his acid-torn chin into a slender palm carefully
wei ghi ng the words of his secret partner.

“"Matron Si Nafay has plans that will bring you all the re-
venge you coul d possibly desire” Masoj continued. "I warn
you now, Alton DeVir” he snarled, enphasizing the sur-
nanme that was not Hun'ett, "that if you begin a war with
House Do' Urden, or even put themon the defensive with
any act of violence unsanctioned by Matron Si Nafay, you
will incur the wath of House Hun'ett. Matron SiNafay wil|l
expose you as a nurderous inposter and will exact every
puni shment al | owabl e by the ruling council upon your piti-
ful bones!"

Alton had no way to refute the threat. He was a rogue,
wi thout family beyond the adopted Hun'etts. If SiNafay
turned against him he would find no allies. "Wat plan does
SiNafay . . . Matron SiNafay . . . have for House Do' U den?"
he asked calmy. "Tell me of my revenge so that | mmy sur-
vive these torturous years of waiting”

Masoj knew that he had to act carefully at this point. Hs
nmot her had not forbidden himto tell Alton of the future
course of action, but if she had wanted the volatile DeVir to
know, Masoj realized, she would have told himherself.

"Let us just say that House Do' Urden's power has grown,
and continues to grow, to the point where it has becone a
very real threat to all the great houses” Masoj purred, |ov-
ing the intrigue of positioning before a war. "Wtness the fal
of House DeVir, perfectly executed with no obvious trail
Many of Menzoberranzan's nobles would rest easier if . . . "

He let it go at that, deciding that he probably had said too
nmuch al r eady.



By the hot glimmer in Alton's eyes, Masoj could tell that
the lure had been strong enough to buy Alton's patience.

The Academy hel d many di sappoi ntnments for young
Drizzt, particularly in that first year, when so many of the
dark realities of drow society, realities that Zaknafein had
barely hinted at, remained on the edges of Drizzt's cogni-
zance with stubborn resilience. He weighed the nasters
| ectures of hatred and mi strust in both hands, one side hol d-
ing the masters' views in the context of the |lectures, the
ot her bending those sane words into the very different
| ogi c assumed by his old nentor. The truth seened so am
bi guous, so hard to define. Through all of the exam nation
Drizzt found that he could not escape one pervading fact: In
his entire young life, the only treachery he had ever
wi t nessed-and so often!-was at the hands of drow el ves.
The physical training of the Acadeny, hours on end of du-
el ing exercises and stealth techniques, was nore to Drizzt's
liking. Here, with his weapons so readily in his hands, he
freed hinself of the disturbing questions of truth and per-
ceived truth.

Here he excelled. |If Drizzt had cone into the Acadeny
with a higher level of training and expertise than that of his
cl assmates, the gap grew only wi der as the grueling nonths
passed. He | earned to | ook beyond the accepted defense and
attack routines put forth by the masters and create his own
nmet hods, innovations that al nost always at |east equal ed-
and usual ly outdi d-the standard techni ques.

At first, Dinin listened with increasing pride as his peers
exalted in his younger brother's fighting prowess. So gl ow
ing came the conplinents that the el dest son of Matron
Mal i ce soon took on a nervous wariness. Dinin was the
el derboy of House Do' Urden, a title he had gained by elim-
nating Nalfein. Drizzt, showing the potential to becone one
of the finest swordsnen in all of Menzoberranzan, was now
t he secondboy of the house, eyeing, perhaps, Dinin's title.
Simlarly, Drizzt's fellow students did not miss the grow
ing brilliance of his fighting dance. Often they viewed it too
close for their liking! They | ooked upon Drizzt with seeth-
ing jealousy, wondering if they could ever measure up
against his whirling scimtars. Pragmati smwas ever a
strong trait in drow elves. These young students had spent
the bulk of their years observing the elders of their fanilies
twi sting every situation into a favorable |ight. Everyone of
them recogni zed the value of Drizzt Do' Urden as an ally,
and thus, when the grand nel ee canme around the next year

Drizzt was inundated with offers of partnership

The nost surprising query came from Kel nozz of House
Kenafin, who had downed Drizzt through deceit the pre-



vious year. "Do we join again, this tine to the very top of the
cl ass?" the haughty young fighter asked as he nmoved beside
Drizzt down the tunnel to the prepared cavern. He noved

around and stood before Drizzt easily, as if they were the

best of friends, his forearnms resting across the hilts of his
bel ted weapons and an overly friendly snmile spread across

his face.

Dnzzt could not even answer. He turned and wal ked
away, pointedly keeping his eye over one shoul der as he
left.

"Why are you so amazed?" Kel nozz pressed, stepping
qui ckly to keep up

Drizzt spun on him "How could | join again with one who
so deceived ne?" he snarled. "I have not forgotten your
trick!"

"That is the point” Kelnozz argued. "You are nore wary
this year; certainly | would be a fool to attenpt such a nove
again!"

"How el se could you wi n?" said Drizzt. "You cannot defeat
me in open battle” His words were not a boast, just a fact
that Kel nozz accepted as readily as Drizzt.

"Second rank is highly honored” Kel nozz reasoned.
Drizzt glared at him He knew that Kelnozz would not set-
tle for anything less than ultimte victory. "If we neet in the
nel ee” he said with cold finality, "it will be as opponents” He
wal ked off again, and this tine Kelnozz did not follow

Luck bestowed a neasure of justice upon Drizzt that day,
for his first opponent, and first victim in the grand nel ee
was none other than his forner partner. Dnzzt found
Kel nozz in the sane corridor they had used as a defensible
starting point the previous year and took himdown with his
very first attack combination. Drizzt sonehow nanaged to
hol d back on his winning thrust, though he truly wanted to
jab his scimtar pole into Kelnozz's ribs with all his strength.

Then Drizzt was off into the shadows, picking his way
carefully until the nunbers of surviving students began to
dwi ndle. Wth his reputation, Drizzt had to be extra wary,
for his classmates recogni zed a cormon advantage in elinm-
nating one of his prowess early in the conpetition. Wrking
alone, Drizzt had to fully scope out every battle before he
engaged, to ensure that each opponent had no secret com
pani ons | urki ng nearby.

This was Drizzt's arena, the place where he felt npst
confortable, and he was up to the challenge. In two hours,
only five conpetitors renmi ned, and after another two



hours of cat and nouse, it came down to only two: Drizzt
and Berg'inyon Baenre.

Drizzt noved out into an open stretch of the cavern.

"Come out, then, student Baenre!" he called. "Let us settle
this chall enge openly and with honor!"
Wat ching fromthe catwal k, Dinin shook his head in disbe-
lief.

"He has relinquished all advantage” said Master Hat-
ch' net, standing beside the elderboy of House Do' Urden. " As
the better swordsman, he had Berg'inyon worried and un-
sure of his noves. Now your brother stands out in the open
showi ng his position”

"Still a fool” Dinin nuttered.

Hat ch' net spotted Berg'inyon slipping behind a stalagmte

mound a few yards behind Drizzt. "It should be settled
soon”
"Are you afraid?" Drizzt yelled into the gloom "If you

truly deserve the top rank, as you freely boast, then cone
out and face ne openly. Prove your words, Berg'inyon
Baenre, or never speak them again!"

The expected rush of notion from behind sent Drizzt into
a sidelong roll

"Fighting is nore than swordplay!" the son of House
Baenre cried as he cane on, his eyes gleam ng at the advan-
tage he now seenmed to hol d.

Berg'inyon stunbled then, tripped up by a wire Drizzt
had set out, and fell flat to his face. Drizzt was on himin a
flash, scimtar pole tip in at Berg'inyon's throat.

"So | have learned” Drizzt replied grimy.

"Thus a Do' Urden becones the chanpi on” Hatch' net ob-
served, putting his blue light on the face of House Baenre's
defeated son. Hatch'net then stole Dinin's widening snile
with a prudent rem nder: "Elderboys should beware se-
condboys with such skills”

While Drizzt took little pride in his victory that second
year, he took great satisfaction in the continued growth of
his fighting skills. He practiced every waki ng hour when he
was not busy in the many serving duties of a young student.
Those duties were reduced as the years passed-the young-
est students were worked the hardest-and Drizzt found
nore and nore tinme in private training. He reveled in the
dance of his blades and the harnmony of his novenents. His



scimtars becane his only friends, the only things he dared
to trust.

He won the grand nelee again the third year, and the year
after that, despite the conspiracies of many others agai nst
him 1b the masters, it becanme obvious that none in Drizzt's
class woul d ever defeat him and the next year they placed
himinto the grand nel ee of students three years his senior

He won that one, too.

The Academy, above anything el se in Menzoberranzan,
was a structured place, and though Drizzt's advanced skil
defied that structure in terns of battle prowess, his tenure
as a student would not be | essened. As a fighter, he would
spend ten years in the Academy, not such a long tine con-
sidering the thirty years of study a wizard endured in 50r-
cere, or the fifty years a budding priestess would spend in
Arach- Tinilith. Wiile fighters began their training at the
young age of twenty, wi zards could not start until their
twenty-fifth birthday, and clerics had to wait until the age
of forty.

The first four years in Ml ee-Magthere were devoted to
si ngul ar conbat, the handling of weapons. In this, the nas-
ters could teach Drizzt little that Zaknafein had not already
shown him

After that, though, the |l essons becane nore invol ved.

The young drow warriors spent two full years |earning
group fighting tactics with other warriors, and the subse-
guent three years incorporated those tactics into warfare
t echni ques besi de, and agai nst, w zards and cl erics.

The final year of the Acadeny rounded out the fighters
education. The first six nonths were spent in Sorcere,
| earning the basics of nmagic use, and the |ast six, the prelude
to graduation, saw the fighters in tutelage under the priest-
esses of Arach- Tinilith.

Al the while there renmained the rhetoric, the hamering
in of those precepts that the Spider Queen held so dear
those lies of hatred that held the drowin a state of controll a-
bl e chaos.

Drizzt, the Acadeny becane a personal challenge, a
private classroomw thin the inpenetrable wonb of his
whirling scimtars. Inside the adamantite walls he forned
with those bl ades, Drizzt found he could ignore the nany
i njustices he observed all around him and coul d sonmewhat
i nsul ate hinself against words that woul d have poi soned his
heart. The Acadeny was a place of constant anbition and
deceit, a breeding ground for the ravenous, consuning



hunger for power that marked the life of all the drow
Drizzt would survive it unscathed, he prom sed hinself.

As the years passed, though, as the battles began to take
on the edge of brutal reality, Drizzt found hinself caught up
time and again in the heated throes of situations he could
not so easily brush away.

Chapter 14
Proper Respect

They moved through the winding tunnels as quietly as a
whi spering breeze, each step neasured in stealth and end-
ing in an alert posture. They were ninth-year students
wor ki ng on their |ast year in Melee-Mgthere, and they op-
erated as often outside the cavern of Menzoberranzan as
within. No |longer did padded poles adorn their belts; ada-
mantite weapons hung there now, finely forged and cruelly
edged.

At times, the tunnels closed in around them barely w de
enough for one dark elf to squeeze through. OQther tines,
the students found thenselves in huge caverns with walls
and ceilings beyond their sight. They were drow warriors,
trained to operate in any type of Underdark | andscape and
| earned in the ways of any foe they m ght encounter

"Practice patrols” Master Hatch' net had called these
drills, though he had warned the students that "practice pa-
trols" often nmet nonsters quite real and unfriendly.

Drizzt, still rated in the top of his class and in the point po.
sition, led this group, with Master Hatch' net and ten other
students following in formation behind. Only twenty-two of

the original twenty-five in Drizzt's class renmai ned. One had
been di sm ssed-and subsequently executed-for a foiled
assassination attenpt on a higher-ranking student, a second
had been killed in the practice arena, and a third had died in
hi s bunk of natural causes-for a dagger in the heart quite
naturally ends one's life.

In anot her tunnel a short distance away, Berg'inyon
Baenre, holding the class's second rank, |led Master Dinin
and the other half O

The class in a sinilar exercise.
Day after day, Driz t and the others had struggled to keep
the fine edge of rea iness. In tJlree nonths of these nock
patrols, the group had encountered only one nonster, a
cave fisher, a nasty crablike denizen of the Underdark. Even
that conflict had provided only brief excitenment, and no
practical experience, for the cave fisher had slipped out
al ong the high | edges before the drow patrol could even get



a strike at it.

This day, Drizzt sensed sonmething different. Perhaps it
was an unusual edge on Master Hatch'net's voice or a tin.
gling in the stones of the cavern, a subtle vibration that
hinted to Drizzt's subconsci ous of other creatures in the
maze of tunnels. Whatever the reason, Drizzt knew enough
to follow his instincts, and he was not surprised when the
telltale glow of a heat source flitted down a side passage on
the periphery of his vision. He signaled for the rest of the
patrol to halt, then quickly clinbed to a perch on a tiny
| edge above the side passage's exit.

When the intruder energed into the nain tunnel, he
found hinself |ying back.down on the floor with two scinm.
tar bl ades crossed over his neck. Drizzt backed away i mre.
di ately when he recogni zed his victimas another drow
student .

"What are you doi ng down here?" Master Hatch'net de.
manded of the intruder. "You know that the tunnels outside
Menzoberranzan are not to be travel ed by any but the pa.
trols!”

“Your pardon, Master” the student pleaded. "I bring news
of an alert”

Al in the patrol crowded around, but Hatch'net backed
themoff with a glare and ordered Drizzt to set themout in
def ensi ve positions.

"A child is mssing” the student went on, "a princess of
House Baenre! Monsters have been spotted in the tunnels!"”

"What sort of nonsters?" Hatch' net asked. A |oud clacking
noi se, like the sound of two stones being clapped together
answered his question.

"Hook horrors!" Hatch'net signaled to Drizzt at his side.

Drizzt had never seen such beasts, but he had | earned
enough about them to understand why Master Hatch' net
had suddenly reverted to the silent hand code. Hook hor-
rors hunted through a sense of hearing nore acute than
that of any other creature in all the Underdark. Drizzt im
nmedi ately rel ayed the signal around to the others, and they
hel d absolutely quiet for instructions fromthe master. This
was the situation they had trained to handle for the last nine
years of their lives, and only the sweat on their pal ns belied
the cal mreadi ness of these young drow warriors.

"Spells of darkness will not foil hook horrors” Hatch' net
signaled to his troops. "Nor will these” He indicated the pis-
tol crossbow in his hand and the poison-tipped dart it held, a



common first-strike weapon of the dark el ves. Hatch' net
put the crossbow away and drew his sl ender sword.

"You nust find a gap in the creature's bone arnor” he re-
nm nded the others, "and slip your weapon through to the
fl esh” He tapped Drizzt on the shoulder, and they started
of f together, the other students falling into |ine behind
t hem

The cl acki ng resounded clearly, but, echoing off the stone
wal I's of the tunnels, it provided a confusing beacon for the
hunti ng drbw. Hatch'net let Drizzt steer their course and
was i npressed by the way the student soon discerned the
pattern of the echo riddle. Drizzt's step cane in confidence,
t hough many of the others in the patrol glanced about anx-

i ously unsure of the peril's direction or distance.

Then a singular sound froze themall where they stood,
cutting through the din of the clacking nonsters and re-
soundi ng agai n and again, surrounding the patrol in the
echoi ng madness of a terrifying wail. It was the screamof a
chi | d.

"Princess of House Baenre!" Hatch' net signaled to Drizzt.

The master started to order his troops into a battle forna-
tion, but Drizzt didn't wait to watch the comrands. The
scream had sent a shudder of revul sion through his spine,
and when it sounded again, it lighted angry fires in his lav-
ender eyes.

Drizzt sprinted off down the tunnel, the cold netal of his
scimtars | eading the way.

Hat ch' net organi zed the patrol into quick pursuit. He

hat ed the thought of [osing a student as skilled as Drizzt, but

he consi dered, too, the benefits of Drizzt's rash actions. |f
the others watched the finest of their class die in an act of
stupidity, it would be a | esson they would not soon forget.

Drizzt cut around a sharp corner and down a straight ex-
panse of narrow, broken walls. He heard no echoes now,
just the ravenous clacking of the waiting nonsters and the
nmuf fl ed cries of the child.

Hi s keen ears caught the slight sounds of his patrol at his
back, and he knew that if he was able to hear them the
hook horrors surely could. Drizzt would not relinquish the
passi on or the i mediacy of his quest. He clinbed to a | edge
ten feet above the floor, hoping it would run the | ength of
the corridor- Wen he slipped around a final bend, he could
barely distinguish the heat of the nonsters' forns through
the blurring cool ness of their bony exoskel etons, shells
nearly equal in tenperature to the surrounding stone.



He made out five of the giant beasts, two pressed agai nst
the stone and guarding the corridor and three others far-
ther back, in alittle cul-de-sac, toying with some-crying-
obj ect.

Drizzt nustered his nerve and continued al ong the | edge,
using all the stealth he had ever |learned to creep by the sen-
tries. Then he saw the child princess, lying in a broken heap
at the foot of one of the nonstrous bi peds. The notion of
her sobs told Drizzt that she was alive. Drizzt had no inten-
tion of engaging the nonsters if he could help it, hoping that
he m ght perhaps slip in and steal the child away.

Then the patrol cane headl ong around the bend in the
corridor, forcing Drizzt to action.

"Sentries!" he screaned in warning, probably saving the
lives of the first four of the group. Drizzt's attention
abruptly returned to the wounded child as one of the hook
horrors raised its heavy, clawed foot to crush her

The beast stood nearly twice Drizzt's height and out-
wei ghed himnore than five tines over. It was fully ar-
nored in the hard shell of its exoskel eton and adorned with
gigantic clawed hands and a | ong and powerful beak. Three
of the nonsters stood between Drizzt and the child.

Drizzt couldn't care about any of those details at that hor-
rible, critical nmonment. His fears for the child outweighed
any concern for the danger |ooning before him He was a
drow warrior, a fighter trained and outfitted for battle,
while the child was hel pl ess and def ensel ess.

Two of the hook horrors rushed at the | edge, just the
break Drizzt needed. He rose up to his feet and | eaped out
over them conming down in a fighting blur onto the side of
the remai ni ng hook horror. The nonster |ost all thoughts of
the child as Drizzt's scimtars snapped in at its beak relent-
l essly, cracking into its facial arnor in a desperate search
for an opening.

The hook horror fell back, overwhelned by its oppo-
nent's fury and unable to catch up to the blades' blinding,
stingi ng novenents.

Drizzt knew that he had the advantage on this one, but he
knew, as well, that two others would soon be at his back. He
did not relent. He slid down fromhis perch on the nonster's
side and rolled around to block its retreat, dropping be-
tween its stalagnitelike legs and tripping it to the stone.

Then he was on top of it, poking furiously as it floundered
on its belly.



The hook horror desperately tried to respond, but its ar-
nored shell was too encunbering for it to twi st out from
under the assault.

Drizzt knew his own situation was even nore desperate.
Battl e had been joined in the corridor, but Hatch' net and the
others couldn't possibly get through the sentries intine to
stop the two hook horrors undoubtedly chargi ng his back

Prudence dictated that Drizzt relinquish his position over
this one and spin away into a defensive posture.

The child's agoni zed scream however, overrul ed pru-
dence. Rage burned in Drizzt's eyes so blatantly that even
the stupid hook horror knewits life was soon to end. Drizzt
put the tips of his scinitars together in a "V' and pl unged
t hem down onto the back of the nonster's skull with all his
m ght. Seeing a slight crack in the creature's shell, Drizzt
crossed the hilts of his weapons, reversed the points, and
split a clear opening in the nonster's defense. He then
snapped the hilts together and plunged the bl ades straight
down, through the soft flesh and into the nonster's brain.
A heavy claw sliced a deep |ine across Drizzt's shoul ders,
tearing his piwafwi and drawi ng bl ood. He dove forward
into a roll and canme up with his wounded back to the far
wall. Only one hook horror noved in at him the other
pi cked up the child.

“No!" Drizzt screaned in protest. He started forward,
only to be slapped back by the attacking nonster. Then, par-
al yzed, he watched in horror as the other hook horror put
an end to the child' s screans.

Rage repl aced deternination in Drizzt's eyes. The cl osest
hook horror rushed at him neaning to crush hi m agai nst
the stone. Drizzt recognized its intentions and didn't even
try to dodge out of the way. Instead, he reversed his grip on
hi s weapons and | ocked them agai nst the wall, above his
shoul ders.

Wth the momentum of the nonster's eight-hundred-
pound bul k carrying it on, even the arnor of its shell could
not protect the hook horror fromthe adamantite scimtars.

It slanmed Drizzt up against the wall, but in doing so im
pal ed itself through the belly.
The creature junped back, trying to wiggle free, but it
coul d not escape the fury of Drizzt Do' Urden. Savagely the
young drow tw sted the inpal ed blades. He then shoved off
fromthe wall with the strength of anger, tunbling the giant
nonster backward.

Two of Drizzt's enem es were dead, and one of the hook



horror sentries in the hallway was down, but Drizzt found
no relief in those facts. The third hook horror towered over
hi m as he desperately tried to get his blades free fromhis
latest victim Drizzt had no escape fromthis one.

The second patrol arrived then, and Dinin and Berg'inyon
Baenre rushed into the cul -de-sac, along the sanme | edge
Drizzt had taken. The hook horror turned away from
Drizzt just as the two skilled fighters cane at it.

Drizzt ignored the painful gash in his back and the cracks
he had no doubt suffered in his slender ribs. Breathing
came to himin | abored gasps, but this, too, was of no conse-
gquence. He finally managed to free one of his blades, and he
charged at the nonster's back. Caught in the m ddle of the
three skilled drow, the hook horror went down in seconds.

The corridor was finally cleared, and the dark el ves
rushed in all around the cul -de-sac. They had | ost only one
student in their battle against the nonster sentries.

"A princess of House Barrison' del'arngo” renmarked one
of the students in Dinin's patrol, looking at the child' s body.

"House Baenre, we were told” said another student, one
fromHatch' net's group. Drizzt did not nmiss the discrepancy.
Berg' i nyon Baenre rushed over to see if the victimwas in-
deed his youngest sister

"Not of my house” he said with obvious relief after a quick
i nspection. He then |aughed as further examnination re-
veal ed a few other details about the corpse. "Not even a
princess!" he decl ared.

Drizzt watched it all curiously, noting the inpassive, cal-
| ous attitude of his conpanions nost of all

Anot her student confirmed Berg'inyon's observation. "A
boy child!" he spouted. "But of what house?"

Mast er Hatch' net noved over to the tiny body and
reached down to take the purse fromaround the child's
neck. He enptied its contents into his hand, revealing the
embl em of a | esser house.

" Alost waif” he laughed to his students, tossing the enpty
purse back to the ground and pocketing its contents, "of no
consequence”

"Afine fight” Dinin was quick to add, "with only one | oss.
Go back to Menzoberranzan proud of the work you have ac-
conplished this day”

Drizzt slapped the blades of his scinmitars together in a re-
soundi ng ring of protest.



Mast er Hatch'net ignored him "Formup and head back”
he told the others. "You all performed well this day” He then
glared at Drizzt, stopping the angry student in his tracks.

"Except for you!" Hatch'net snarled. "I cannot ignore the
fact that you downed two of the beasts and hel ped with a
third” Hatch' net scol ded, "but you endangered the rest of
us with your foolish bravado!"

"I warned of the sentries-" Drizzt stuttered.

"Damm your warningl" shouted the master. "You went off
wi t hout conmmand! You ignored the accepted nethods of
battle! You led us in here blindly! Look at the corpse of your
fall en compani on!" Hatch' net raged, pointing to the dead
student in the corridor. "Hs blood is on your hands!

"I nmeant to save the child” Drizzt argued.

"We all meant to save the child!" retorted Hatch' net.
Drizzt was not so certain. What would a child be doing
out in these corridors all alone? How convenient that a
group of hook horrors, a rarely seen beast in the region of
Menzoberranzan, just happened by to provide training for
this "practice patrol” Tho convenient, Drizzt knew, consid-
ering that the passages farther fromthe city teened with
the true patrols of seasoned warriors, w zards, and even
clerics.

"You knew what was around the bend in the tunnel”
Drizzt said evenly, his eyes narrowi ng at the nmaster
The slap of a blade across the wound on his back nade
Drizzt lurch in pain, and he nearly lost his footing. He
turned to find Dinin glaring down at him

"Keep your foolish words unspoken” Dinin warned in a
harsh whisper, "or 1 will cut out your tongue”

"The child was a plant” Drizzt insisted when he was al one
with his brother in Dinin's room

Dinin's response was a stinging smack across the face.

"They sacrificed himfor the purpose of the drill” grow ed
the unrel enting younger Do' Urden.

Di nin | aunched a second punch, but Drizzt caught it in
m dswi ng. "You know the truth of my words” Drizzt said.

"You knew about it all along”

"Learn your place, Secondboy” Dinin replied in open
threat, "in the Acadeny and in the fanmly” He pulled away



from his brother.

"Th the Nine Hells with the Acadeny!" Drizzt spat at
Dinin's face. "If the famly holds simlar. . “ He noticed that
Di nin's hands now held sword and dirKk.

Drizzt junped back, his own scimitars conming out at the

ready. "l have no desire to fight you, ny brother” he said.
"Know wel |l that if you attack, | will defend. Only one of us
will walk out of here”

Di nin considered his next nove carefully. If he attacked
and won, the threat to his position in the famly would be at
an end. Certainly no one, not even Matron Malice, would
guestion the puni shment he |evied against his inpertinent
younger brother. Dinin had seen Drizzt in battle, though.

Two hook horrors! Even Zaknafein would be hard pressed
to attain such a victory. Still, Dinin knew that if he did not
carry through with his threat, if he let Drizzt face him
down, he nmight give Drizzt confidence in their future strug-
gles, possibly inciting the treachery he had al ways expected
fromthe secondboy.

"What is this, then?" canme a voice fromthe room s door-
way. The brothers turned to see their sister Vierna, a ms-
tress of Arach- Tinilith., "Put your weapons away” she
scol ded. "House Do' Urden cannot afford such infighting
now "

Real i zi ng that he had been |l et off the hook, Dinin readily
conplied with the demands, and Drizzt did |ikew se.

"Consi der yourselves fortunate” said Vierna, "for |'ll not
tell Matron Malice of this stupidity. She would not be nerci-
ful, | prom se you”

"Why have you cone unannounced to Mel ee- Magt here?"
asked the el derboy, perturbed by his sister's attitude. He,
too, was a nmmster of the Academy, even if he was only a
mal e, and deserved sone respect.

Vi erna gl anced up and down the hallway, then closed the
door behind her. "Th warn ny brothers” she explained qui-
etly. "There are runors of vengeance agai nst our house”

"By what fam |y?" Dinin pressed. Drizzt just stood back in
confused silence and |let the two continue. "For what deed?"

"For the elimnation of House DeVir, | would presune” re-
plied Vierna. "Little is known; the runors are vague.
wanted to warn you both, though, so that you might keep
your guard especially high in the com ng nonths”



"House DeVir fell many years ago” said Dinin. "Wat pen-
alty could still be enacted?"

Vi erna shrugged. "They are just runors” she said. "Ru-
nors to be listened to!"

"We have been accused of a wongful deed?" Drizzt
asked. "Surely our family nust callout this fal se accuser”
Vi erna and Di ni n exchanged smniles. "Wongful ?" Vierna
| aughed.

Drizzt's expression reveal ed his confusion.
"On the very night you were born” Dinin explained,

"House DeVir ceased to exist. An excellent attack, thank
youH

"House Do' Urden?" gasped Drizzt, unable to cone to
terms with the startling news. OF course, Drizzt knew of
such battles, but he had held out hope that his own famly
was above that sort of nurderous action.

"One of the finest elimnations ever carried out” Vierna
boasted. "Not a witness |left alive”

“"You. . . our famly. . . nurdered another fam|y?"

"Wat ch your words, Secondboy” Dinin warned. "The
deed was perfectly executed. In the eyes of Menzoberran-
zan, therefore, it never happened”’

"But House DeVir ceased to exist” said Drizzt.
"The child” said Dinin with a | augh

A thousand possibilities assaulted Drizzt at that awful no-
ment, a thousand pressing questions that he needed an-
swered. One in particular stood out vividly, welling like a
lunmp of bile in his throat.

"Where was Zaknafein that night?" he asked.

“I'n the chapel of House DeVir's clerics, of course” replied
Vierna. "

Knafein plays his part in such business so very well”

Drizzt rocked back on his heels, hardly able to believe
what he was hearing. He knew that Zak had killed drow be-
fore, had killed clerics of Lloth before, but Drizzt had al
ways assuned that the weapon naster had acted out of
necessity, in self.defense.



"You shoul d show nore respect to your brother” Vierna
scol ded him "Th draw weapons agai nst Dinin! You owe him
your lifel™

"You know?" Dinin chuckled, casting Vierna a curious
gl ance.

"You and | were nelded that night” Vierna reni nded him
"Of course | know’

"What are you tal king about?" asked Drizzt, alnost afraid
to hear the reply.

"You were to be the third.born male in the famly” Vierna
expl ained, "the third living son”

"I have heard of my brother Nal-" The name stuck in
Drizzt's throat as he began to understand. All he had ever
been able to | earn of Nalfein was that he had been killed by
anot her drow.

"You will learn in your studies at Arach. Tinilith that third
living sons are custonmarily sacrificed to Lloth” Vierna con
tinued. "So were you prom sed. On the night that you were
born, the night that House Do' Urden battl ed House DeVir
Dinin made his ascent to the position of el derboy” She cast a
sly glance at her brother, standing with his arnms proudly
crossed over his chest.

"I can speak of it now Vierna snmiled at Dinin, who nod-
ded his head in accord. "It happened too |ong ago for any
puni shment to be brought agai nst Dinin”

"What are you tal king about?" Drizzt demanded. Panic
hovered all about him "What did Dinin do?"

"He put his sword into Nalfein's back” Vierna said calmy.
Drizzt swam on the edge of nausea. Sacrifice? Murder?

The anni hilation of a fam |y, even the children? Wat were
his siblings tal king about?

"Show respect to your brother!" Vierna demanded. "You
owe himyour life.

"I warn the both of you” she purred, her ominous glare
shaki ng Drizzt and knocking Dinin fromhis confident ped-

estal . _"House Do' Urden nmay be on a course of war. |f either
of you strike out against the other, you will bring the wath
of aU your sisters and Matron Malice-four high

pri estesses-down upon your worthless soul!" Confident

that her threat carried sufficient weight, she turned and



| eft the room

"I will go” Drizzt whispered, wanting only to skul k away
to a dark corner.

"You will go when you are dism ssed!" Dinin scol ded. "Re-
menber your place, Drizzt Do' Urden, in the Academy and
in the famly”

As you renenbered yours with Nalfein?"

"The battle against DeVir was won” Dinin replied, taking
no of fense. "The act brought no peril to the famly”

Anot her wave of di sgust swept over Drizzt. He felt as if
the floor were clinbing up to swallow him and he al npst
hoped that it woul d.

"It is adifficult world we inhabit” Dinin said.

"We make it so” Drizzt retorted. He wanted to continue
further, to inplicate the Spider Queen and the whol e
anoral religion that would sanction such destructive and
treacherous actions. Drizzt wisely held his tongue, though.
Di ni nwant ed hi m dead; he understood that now. Drizzt un-
derstood as well that if he gave his schem ng brother the op-
portunity to turn the females of the fam |y against him
Dinin surely woul d.

"You nust learn” Dinin said, again in a controlled tone, "
accept the realities of your surroundings. You nust learn to
recogni ze your enem es and defeat thent

to

"By what ever neans are avail able” Drizzt concl uded.

"The mark of a true warrior!" Dinin replied with a w cked
| augh.

"Are our enem es drow el ves?"

"We are drow warriors!" Dinin declared sternly. "W do
what we nust to survive."

" As you did, on the night of ny birth” Drizzt reasoned,
t hough at this point, there was no renumining trace of out-
rage in his resigned tone. "You were cunning enough to get
away cleanly with the deed”

Dinin's reply, though expected, stung the younger drow
prof oundl y.

"I't never happened”’



Chapter 15
On The DarkSi de

"I amDrizzt-"

"I know who you are” replied the student mage, Drizzt's
appoi nted tutor in Sorcere. "Your reputation precedes you.
Most in all the Acadeny have heard of you and of your
prowess with weapons”

Drizzt bowed |ow, a bit enbarrassed.

"That skill will be of little use to you here” the nage went
on. "I amto tutor you in the wizardly arts, the dark side of
magi c, we call them This is a test of your mnd and your
heart; neager nmetal weapons will play no part. Magic is the

true power of our people!”

Drizzt accepted the berating without reply. He knew t hat
the traits this young nmage was boasting of were al so neces-
sary qualities of a true fighter. Physical attributes played
only a minor role in Drizzt's style of battle. Strong will and
cal cul at ed maneuvers, everything the mage apparently be-
lieved only w zards could handl e, won the duels that Drizzt
f ought .

"I will show you many marvels in the next few nonths”
the mage went on, "artifacts beyond your belief and spells
of a power beyond your experience!"

“"May | know your name?" Drizzt asked, trying to sound
somewhat i npressed by the student's continued stream of
self-glorification. Drizzt had already |earned quite a | ot
about wi zardry from Zaknafein, nostly of the weaknesses
i nherent in the class. Because of magic's useful ness in situa-
tions other than battle; drow w zards were accorded a high
position in the society, second to the clerics of Lloth. It was a
wi zard, after all, who |ighted the gl owi ng Narbondel, tine
clock of the city, and w zards who lighted faerie fires on the
scul ptures of the decorated houses.

Zaknafein had little respect for wi zards. They could kil
qui ckly and from a di stance, he had warned Drizzt, but if
one could get in close to them they had |little defense
agai nst a sword.

"Masoj” replied the mage. "Masoj Hun'ett of House
Hun' ett, beginning ny thirtieth and final year of study. Soon
I will be recognized as a full w zard of Menzoberranzan,
with all of the privileges accorded ny station”



"Greetings, then, Masoj Hun'ett” Drizzt replied. "I, too
have but a year remaining in my training at the Acadeny,
for a fighter spends only ten years”

"A |l esser talent” Masoj was quick to remark. "W zards
study thirty years before they are even considered prac-
ti ced enough to go out and performtheir craft”

Again Drizzt accepted the insult graciously. He wanted to
get this phase of his instruction over with, then finish out
the year and be rid of the Acadeny altogether

Drizzt found his six nonths under Masoj's tutel age actu-
ally the best of his stay at the Academy. Not that he canme to
care for Masoj; the budding wi zard constantly sought ways
to remind Drizzt of fighters' inferiority. Drizzt sensed a
conpetition between hinself and Masoj, alnobst as if the
mage were setting himup for some future conflict. The
young fighter shrugged his way through it, as he always
had, and tried to get as much out of the |lessons as he coul d.

Drizzt found that he was quite proficient in the ways of
magi c. Every drow, the fighters included, possessed a de-
gree of mmgical talent and certain innate abilities. Even
drow children could conjure a globe of darkness or edge
their opponents in a glow ng outline pf harnl ess col ored
flames. Drizzt handled these tasks easily, and in a few
weeks, he could manage several cantrips and a few | esser
spel | s.

Wth the innate magical talents of the dark elves al so cane
a resistance to magi cal attacks, and that is where Zaknafein
had recogni zed the wi zards' greatest weakness. A wi zard
could cast his nmost powerful spell to perfection, but if his in-
tended victimwas a drow elf, the wi zard nmay well have
found no results for his efforts. The surety of a well-ained
sword thrust always inpressed Zaknafein, and Drizzt, after
Wi t nessing the drawbacks of drow magic during those first
weeks with Masoj, began to appreciate the course of train-
i ng he had been given.

He still found great enjoynment in many of the things Masoj
showed him particularly the enchanted itens housed in the
tower of Sorcere. Drizzt held wands and staves of incredi-
bl e power and went through several attack routines with a
sword so heavily enchanted that his hands tingled fromits
t ouch.

Masoj, too, watched Drizzt carefully through it all, study-
ing the young warrior's every nove, searching for sone
weakness that he m ght exploit if House Hun'ett and House
Do' Urden ever did fall into the expected conflict. Severa
times, Masoj saw an opportunity to elimnate Drizzt, and he
felt in his heart that it would be a prudent nove. Matron



Si Nafay's instructions to him though, had been explicit and
unbendi ng.

Masoj's mother had secretly arranged for himto be
Drizzt's tutor. This was not an unusual situation; instruction
for fighters during their six nmonths in Sorcere was al ways
handl ed one-on-one by higher-level Sorcere students. Wen
she had told Masoj of the setup, SiNafay quickly reninded
himthat his sessions with the young Do' Urden renai ned no
nore than a scouting nmission. He was not to do anything
that might even hint of the planned conflict between the
two houses. Masoj was not fool enough to di sobey.

Still, there was one other wi zard lurking in the shadows,
who was so desperate that even the warnings of the matron
nother did little to deter him

"My student, Masoj, has infornmed nme of your fine prog-
ress” Alton DeVir said to Drizzt one day.

"Thank you, Master Facel ess One” Drizzt replied hesi-
tantly, nore than a little intimdated that a master of Sor-
cere had invited himto a private audi ence.

"How do you perceive magic, young warrior?" Alton
asked. "Has Masoj inpressed you?"

Drizzt didn't know how to respond. 1ruly, nagic had not
i mpressed himas a profession, but he did not want to insult
a master of the craft. "I find the art beyond ny abilities” he
said tactfully. "For others, it seens a powerful course, but
believe my talents are nore closely |linked to the sword”

"Coul d your weapons defeat one of nmgical power?" Al.
ton snarled. He quickly bit back the sneer, trying not to tip
off his intent.

Drizzt shrugged. "Each has its place in battle” he replied.

"Who could say which is the mightier? As with every com
bat, it would depend upon the individuals engaged”

"Well, what of yourself?" Alton teased. "First in your class,
I have heard, year after year. 'The masters of Ml ee-
Magt here speak highly of your talents”

Again Drizzt found hinself flushed with enbarrassnent.
More than that, though, he was curious as to why a nmaster
and student of Sorcere seemed to know so nuch about him

"Coul d you stand agai nst one of nmgical powers?" asked
Alton. "Against a master of Sorcere, perhaps?"

"I do not-" Drizzt began, but Alton was too ennmeshed in



his own ranting to hear him

"Let us learn!" the Faceless One cried. He drew out a thin
wand and pronptly | oosed a bolt of lightning at Drizzt.
Drizzt was down into a dive before the wand even dis-
charged. The lightning bolt sundered the door to Alton's
hi ghest chanber and bounced about the adjoi ning room
breaking itens and scorching the walls.

Drizzt cane rolling back to his feet at the side of the room
his scimtars drawn and ready. He still was unsure of this
master's intent.

"How nmany can you dodge?" Alton teased, waving the
wand in a threatening circle. "Wat of the other spells |
have at my disposal-those that attack the nind, not the
body?"

Drizzt tried to understand the purpose of this |esson and
the part he was neant to play in it. Was he supposed to at-
tack this master?

"These are not practice blades” he warned, holding his
weapons out toward Alton.

Anot her bolt roared in, forcing Drizzt to dodge back to his
original position. "Does this seemlike practice to you, fool-
i sh Do' Urden?" Alton grow ed. "Do you know who | an®"

Alton's tinme of revenge had come-damm the orders of
Mat ron Si Naf ay!

Just as Al'ton was about to reveal the truth to Drizzt, a
dark form slamed into the master's back, knocking himto
the floor. He tried to squirmaway but found hinsel f hel p-
| essly pinned by a huge bl ack panther
Drizzt lowered the tips of his blades; he was at a loss to
understand any of this.

"Enough, Guenhwyvar!" cane a call from behind Alton.
Looki ng past the fallen master and the cat, Drizzt saw Masoj
enter the room

The panther sprang away from Al ton obediently and
nmoved to rejoin its master. It paused on its way, to consider
Drizzt, who stood ready in the middle of the room
So enchanted was Drizzt with the beast, the graceful flow
of its rippling nuscles and the intelligence in its saucer eyes,
that he paid little attention to the nmaster who had just at-
tacked him though Alton, unhurt, was back to his feet and
obvi ously upset.

"My pet” Masoj explained. Drizzt watched in anazenent
as Masoj dismi ssed the cat back to its own plane of existence
by sending its corporeal formback into the nmagical onyx



statuette he held in his hand.
"Where did you get such a conpanion?" Drizzt asked.

“Never underestimte the powers of magic” Masoj re-
plied, dropping the figurine into a deep pocket. Hi s beam ng
sm | e became a scowm as he | ooked to Alton.

Drizzt, too, glanced at the facel ess nmaster. That a stu-
dent had dared to attack a master seened inpossibly odd
to the young fighter. This situation grew nore puzzling
each m nute.

Al ton knew that he had overstepped his bounds, and that
he woul d have to pay a high price for his foolishness if he
could not find some way out of this predicanent.

"Have you | earned your |esson this day?" Msoj asked
Drizzt, though Alton realized that the question was also di-
rected his way.

Drizzt shook his head. "I amnot certain of the point of al
this” he answered honestly.

"A display of the weakness of nmgic” Masoj explained, try-
ing to disguise the truth of the encounter, "to show you the
di sadvant age caused by the necessary intensity of a casting
wi zard; to show you the vulnerability of a nmage obsessed-"
he eyed Alton directly at this point-"with spellcasting. The
conplete vulnerability when a wizard's intended prey be-
comes his overriding concern”

Drizzt recognized the lie for what it was, but he could
not understand the notives behind this day's events. Wy
woul d a nmaster of Sorcere attack him so? Wiy woul d Ma-
soj, still just a student, risk so nuch to cone to his defense?

"Let us bother the master no nore” Masoj said, hoping to
deflect Drizzt's curiosity further. "Come with ne now to our
practice hall. 1 will show you nore of Guenhwyvar, ny mag-

i cal pet”

Drizzt | ooked to Alton, wondering what the unpredicta-
bl e master would do next.

"Do go” Alton said calmy, knowi ng the facade Masoj had
begun woul d be his only w-y around the wath of his
adopted matron nmother. "I am confident that this day's |es-
son was | earned” he said, his eyes on Masoj

Drizzt glanced back to Masoj, then back to Alton again.
He let it go at that. He wanted to | earn nore of Cuen-
hwyvar .



When Masoj had Drizzt back in the privacy of the tutor's
own room he took out the polished onyx figurine in the
formof a panther and call ed Guenhwyvar back to his side.
The mage breathed easier after he had introduced Drizzt
to the cat, for Drizzt spoke no nore about the incident
with Alton.

Never before had Drizzt encountered such a wonderfu
magi cal item He sensed a strength in Guenhwyvar, a dig-
nity, that belied the beast's enchanted nature. lruly, the
cat's sleek nmuscles and graceful noves epitomn zed the hunt-
ing qualities drow elves so dearly desired. Just by watching

Guenhwyvar's novenents, Drizzt believed, he could im
prove his own techniques.

Masoj | et them play together and spar together for hours,
grateful that Guenhwyvar could hel p himsnooth over any
damage that foolish Alton had done.

Drizzt had already put his nmeeting with the facel ess non-
ter far behind him

“Mat ron Si Nafay woul d not understand” Masoj warned
Al ton when they were alone |ater that day.

"You will tell her” Alton reasoned matter-of-factly. So frus-
trated was he with his failure to kill Drizzt that he hardly
cared.

Masoj shook his head. "She need not know’

A suspicious smle found its way across Alton's disfigured
face. "What do you want ?" he asked coyly. "Your tenure
here is alnmpbst at its end. What nore might a master do for
Masoj ?"

"Not hi ng” Masoj replied. "I want nothing from you”

"Then why?" Alton demanded. "I desire no debts follow
ing my paths. This incident is to be done with here and
now "

"I't is done” Masoj replied. Alton didn't seem convi nced.

"What could | gain fromtelling Matron Si Nafay of your

foolish actions?" Masoj reasoned. "Likely, she would kill you,

and then the conming war with House Do' Urden woul d have

no basis. You are the link we need to justify the attack. | de-
sire this battle; I1'll not risk it for the little pleasure | m ght

find in your tortured dem se”

"I was foolish” Alton admtted, nore sonberly. "I had not
pl anned to kill Drizzt when | summned him here, just to



wat ch himand | earn of him so that | mght savor nore

when the time to kill himfinally arrived. Seeing himbefore
me, though, seeing a cursed Do' Urden standi ng unpro-

tected before ne . . . I

"l understand” said Masoj sincerely. "I have had those
same feelings when | ooking upon that one”

"You have no grudge agai nst House Do' Urden”

“Not the house” Masoj explained, "that one! | have
wat ched him for nearly a decade, studied his novenents
and his attitudes”

"You |ike not what you see?" Alton asked, a hopeful tone in
his voi ce.

"He does not belong” Masoj replied grimy. "After six
nmonths by his side, | feel | know himless now than | ever
did. He displays no anmbition, yet has energed victorious
fromhis class's grand nelee nine years in arow. It's unprec-
edented! His grasp of magic is strong; he could have been a
wi zard, a very powerful w zard, if he had chosen that
course of study”

Masoj cl enched his fist, searching for the words to convey
his true enmotions about Drizzt. "It is all too easy for hin he
snarled. "There is no sacrifice in Drizzt's actions, no scars
for the great gains he makes in his chosen profession”

"He is gifted” Alton remarked, "but he trains as hard as
any | have ever seen, by all accounts”

"That is not the problenf Masoj groaned in frustration

There was sonet hing | ess tangi bl e about Drizzt Do' Urden's
character that truly irked the young Hun'ett. He couldn't
recogni ze it now, because he had never witnessed it in any
dark el f before, and because it was so very foreign to his
own mekeup. What bot hered Masoj-and nany other stu-
dents and masters-was the fact that Drizzt excelled in al
the fighting skills the drow el ves npbst treasured but hadn't
given up his passion in return. Drizzt had not paid the price
that the rest of the drow children were nade to sacrifice
| ong before they had even entered the Acadeny.

"It is not inmportant” Masoj said after several fruitless nin-
utes of contenplation. "I will learn nore of the young
Do' Urden in tinme”

"His tutelage under you was finished, | had thought” said
Alton. "He goes to Arach- Tinilith for the final six nonths of
his training-quite inaccessible to you”



"We both graduate after those six nonths” Masoj ex-
pl ained. "We will share our indenture tine in the patro
forces together”

“"Many will share that tinme” Alton renm nded him "Dozens
of groups patrol the corridors of the region. You may never
even see Drizzt in all the years of your ternt

"I already have arranged for us to serve in the sane
group” replied Masoj. He reached into his pocket and pro-
duced the onyx figurine of the magical panther

"A nutual agreenment between yourself and the young
Do' Urden” Alton reasoned with a conplinentary smle

"It appears that Drizzt has becone quite fond of ny pet”
Masoj chuckl ed.

"Tho fond?" Alton warned. "You should watch your back
for scimtars”

Masoj | aughed al oud. "Perhaps our friend, Do' Urden,
shoul d watch his back for panther claws!"

Chapter 16
Sacril ege

"Last day” Drizzt breathed in relief as he donned his cer-
enoni al robes. If the first six nonths of this final year, |earn-
ing the subtleties of magic in Sorcere, had been the nost
enj oyabl e, these last six in the school of Lloth had been the
| east. Every day, Drizzt and his classmates had been sub-
jected to endl ess eulogies to the Spider Queen, tales and
propheci es of her power and of the rewards she bestowed
upon | oyal servants.

"Slaves" woul d have been a better word, Drizzt had cone
to realize, for nowhere in all this grand school to the drow
deity had he heard anything synonynous with, or even
hinting at, the word | ove. H s people worshiped Llothj the
femal es of Menzoberranzan gave over their entire exist-
ence in her servitude. Their giving was whol |y wrought of
sel fi shness, though; a cleric of the Spider Queen aspired to
the position of high priestess solely for the personal power
that accompanied the title.

It all seened so very wong in Drizzt's heart.

Drizzt had drifted through the six nonths of Arach-
Tinilith with his customary stoicism keeping his eyes | ow



and his mouth shut. Now, finally, he had cone to the | ast
day, the Cerenpny of Graduation, an event nobst holy to the
drow, and wherein, Vierna had prom sed him he would

come to understand the true glory of LIoth.

Wth tentative steps, Drizzt noved out fromthe shelter of
his tiny, unadorned room He worried that this cerenony
had become his personal trial. Up to now, very little about
the society around Drizzt had made any sense to him and
he wondered, despite his sister's assurances, whether the
events of this day would allow himto see the world as his
kin saw it. Drizzt's fears had taken a spiral twist, one rolling
out fromthe other to surround himin a predi canent he
coul d not escape.

Per haps, he worried, he truly feared that the day's events
would fulfill Vierna's prom se

Drizzt shielded his eyes as he entered the circular cer-
emoni al hall of Arach- Tinilith. Afire burned in the center of
the room in an eight-Iegged brazier that resenbl ed, as
everything in this place seened to resenble, a spider. The
headmni stress of all the Acaderny, the matron nistress, and
the other twelve high priestesses serving as instructors of
Arach- Tinilith, including Drizzt's sister, sat cross-legged in a
circle around the brazier. Drizzt and his classmates from
the school of fighters stood along the wall behind them

"Ma ku!" the matron m stress comranded, and all was si-
| ent save the crackle of the brazier's flanmes. The door to the
room opened again, and a young cleric entered. She was to
be the first graduate of Arach- Tinilith this year, Drizzt had
been told, the finest student in the school of Lloth. Thus, she
had been awarded t he highest honors in this cerenpony. She
shrugged of f her robes and wal ked naked through the ring
of sitting priestesses to stand before the flanmes, her back to
the matron m stress.

Drizzt bit his |ip, enbarrassed and a little excited. He had
never seen a female in such a |ight before, and he suspected
that the sweat on his brow was from nore than the bra-
zier's heat. A quick glance around the roomtold himthat his
cl assmates entertained simlar ideas.

"Rae-go si'n'ee calamy” the matron nistress whi spered,
and red snoke poured fromthe brazier, colpring the room
in a hazy glow. It carried an aroma with it, rich and sickly
sweet. As Drizzt breathed the scented air, he felt hinself
grow | ighter and wondered if he soon would be floating off
the floor!

The flames in the brazier suddenly roared higher, causing
Drizzt to squint against the brightness and turn away. The
clerics began a ritual chant, though the words were unfa-



mliar to Drizzt. He hardly paid them any heed, though, for
he was too intent on holding his own thoughts in the over-
powering swoon of the inebriating haze.

"d abrezu” the matron m stress moaned, and Drizzt rec-
ogni zed the tone as a sunmons, the nane of a denizen of
the | ower planes. He | ooked back to the events at hand and
saw the matron m stress hol ding a single-tongued snake
whi p.

"Where did she get that?" Drizzt nunbl ed, then he real
i zed that he had spoken al oud and hoped he hadn't dis-
turbed the cerenony. He was conforted when he gl anced
around, for many of his classmates were munbling to them
sel ves, and sone seened hardly able to hold their bal ance.

"Call to it” the matron m stress instructed the naked stu-
dent.

Tentatively, the young cleric spread her arns out w de
and whi spered, "d abrezu”

The flames danced about the rimof the brazier. The
snmoke wafted into Drizzt's face, conpelling himto inhale it.
His legs tingled on the edge of nunbness, yet they sonehow
felt more sensitive, nmore alive, than they ever had before.

"d abrezu” he heard the student say again |ouder, and
Drizzt heard, too, the roar of the flanes. Brightness as-
saulted him but sonmehow he didn't seemto care. Hi s gaze
roamed about the room unable to find a focus, unable to
pl ace the strange, dancing sights in accord with the ritual's
sounds.

He heard the high priestesses gasping and coaxing the stu-
dent on, knowing the conjuring to be at hand. He heard the
snap of the snake whi p-another incentive?-and cries of

"d abrezu!" fromthe student. So prinmal, so powerful, were
these screans that they cut through Drizzt and the other
males in the roomwith an intensity they never woul d have
bel i eved possi bl e.

The flames heard the call. They roared higher and hi gher
and began to take shape. One sight caught the vision of all in
the room now caught it and held it fully. A giant head, a
goat - horned dog, appeared within the flames, apparently
studying this alluring young drow student who had dared
to utter its name.

Somewher e beyond the ot herplanar form the snake
whi p cracked again, and the fermal e student repeated her
call, her cry beckoning, praying.



The gi ant denizen of the | ower planes stepped through
the flames. The sheer unholy power of the creature
stunned Drizzt. d abrezu towered nine feet and seened
much nmore, with nmuscled arms ending in giant pincers in-
stead of hands and a second set of smaller arns, nornal
arnms, protruding fromthe front of its chest.

Drizzt's instincts told himto attack the nonster and res-
cue the fermal e student, but when he | ooked around for sup-
port, he found the natron m stress and the other teachers
of the school back in their ritualistic chanting, this tinme with
an excited edge perneating their every word.

Through all the haze and the daze, the talJtalizing, dizzy-
ing aroma of the snoky red incense continued its assault on
reality. Drizzt trenbled, teetered on a narrow | edge of con-
trol, his gathering rage fighting the scented snmoke's confus-
ing allure. Instinctively, his hands went to the hilts of the
scimtars on his belt.

Then a hand brushed agai nst his |eg.

He | ooked down to see a mistress, reclined and asking him
to join her-a scene that had suddenly beconme genera
around the chanber.

The snoke continued its assault on him ;

The m stress beckoned to him her fingernails lightly
scraping the skin of his |eg.

Drizzt ran his fingers through his thick hair, trying to find
some focal point in the dizziness. He did not like this |oss of
control, this mental nunmbness that stole the fine edge of his
refl exes and al ertness.

He |iked even |l ess the scene unfol ding before him The
sheer wrongness of it assaulted his soul. He pulled away
fromthe mstress's hopeful grasp and stunbl ed across the
room tripping over nunmerous entw ned forns too engaged
to take note of him He nmade the exit as quickly as his wob-
bly legs could carry him and he rushed out of the room
poi ntedly closing the door behind him

Only the screans of the fenale student foll owed him No
stone or nmental barricade could bl ock them out.

Drizzt | eaned heavily against the cool stone wall, grasping
at his stomach. He hadn't even paused to consider the inpli-
cations of his actions; he knew only that he had to get out of
that foul room

Vi erna then was beside him her robe opened casually in
the front. Drizzt, his head clearing, began to wonder about



the price of his actions. The | ook on his sister's face, he
noted with still nore confusion, was not one of scorn

"You prefer privacy” she said, her hand resting easily on
Drizzt's shoulder. Vierna made no nove to close her robe. "I
under st and” she sai d.

Drizzt grabbed her arm and pull ed her away. "What in-
sanity is this?" he demanded.

Vierna's face twi sted as she cane to understand her
brother's true intentions in | eaving the cerenony. "You
refused a high priestess!" she snarled at him "By the | aws,
she could kill you for your insolence”

"I do not even know her” Drizzt shot back. "I am expected
to-"

"You are expected to do as you are instructed!"

"I care nothing for her” Drizzt stamrered. He found he
could not hold his hands steady.

"Do you think Zaknafein cared for Matron Malice?"
Vierna replied, knowing that the reference to Drizzt's hero
woul d surely sting him Seeing that she had indeed
wounded her brother, Vierna softened her expression and
took his arm "Conme back” she purred, "into the room

”

There is still tinme

Drizzt's cold glare stopped her as surely as the point of a
scimtar.

"The Spider Queen is the deity of our people” Vierna
sternly remi nded him "I am one of those who speaks her
will”

"I would not be so proud of that” Drizzt retorted, clinging
to his anger against the wave of very real fear that threat-
ened to defeat his principled stand.

Vi erna sl apped himhard across the face. "Go back to the
cerenmony!" she demanded.

"Go kiss a spider” Drizzt replied. "And may its pincers tear
your cursed tongue from your nouth”
It was Vierna now who could not hold her hands steady.

"You shoul d take care when you speak to a high priestess”
she war ned.

"Damm your Spider Queen!" Drizzt spat. "Though |I am
certain Lloth found damati on eons ago!"



"She brings us power!" Vierna shrieked.

"She steals everything that nakes us worth nore than the
stone we wal k upon!" Drizzt screaned back
"Sacrilege'" Vierna sneered, the word rolling off her
tongue like the whistle of the matron m stress's snake whip.
A climactic, angui shed scream erupted frominside the
room

"Evil union” Drizzt nuttered, | ooking away.

"There is a gain” Vierna replied, quickly back in control of
her tenper.

Drizzt cast an accusing glance her way. "Have you had a
simlar experience?"

"I am a high priestess” was her sinple reply.
Dar kness hovered all about Drizzt, outrage so intense
that he nearly swooned. "Did it please you?" he spat.

"It brought me power” Vierna grow ed back. "You cannot
understand the val ue”

"What did it cost you?"

Vierna's slap nearly knocked Drizzt fromhis feet. "Cone
with me” she said, grabbing the front of his robe. "There is a
place I want to show to you”

They moved out from Arach. Tinilith and across the Acad-
eny's courtyard. Drizzt hesitated when they reached the
pillars that nmarked the entrance to Tier Breche.

"I cannot pass between these” he rem nded his sister. "I
am not yet graduated from Mel ee- Magt here”

"Aformality” Vierna replied, not slowi ng her pace at all. "I
ama mistress of Arach- Tinilith; 1 have the power to gradu-
ate you”

Drizzt wasn't certain of the truth of Vierna's claim but
she was indeed a mstress of Arach- Tinilith. As nuch as
Drizzt feared the edicts of the Acadeny, he didn't want to
anger Vi erna again.

He foll owed her down the wide stone stairs and out into
t he neanderi ng roadways of the city proper

"Hone?" he dared to ask after a short while.

“"Not yet” canme the curt reply. Drizzt didn't press the point



any further.

They veered off to the eastern end of the great cavern,
across fromthe wall that held House Do' Orden, and cane to
the entrances of three small tunnels, all guarded by gl owi ng
statues of giant scorpions. Vierna paused for just a nonment
to consider which was the correct course, then I ed on again,
down the smallest of the tunnels.

The m nutes becane an hour, and still they wal ked. The
passage w dened and soon led theminto a tw sting cata-
comb of crisscrossing corridors. Drizzt quickly lost track of
the path behind them as they made their way through, but
Vierna foll owed a predeterm ned course that she knew
wel | .

Then, beyond a | ow archway, the floor suddenly dropped
away and they found thensel ves on a narrow | edge over-
| ooking a wide chasm Drizzt | ooked at his sister curiously
but held his question when he saw that she was deep in the
concentration. She uttered a few sinple commands, then
tapped herself and Drizzt on the forehead.

"Cone” she instructed, and she and Drizzt stepped off the
| edge and levitated down to the chasm fl oor

A thin mst, fromsonme unseen hot pool or tar pit, hugged
the stone. Drizzt could sense the danger here, and the evil.

A broodi ng wi ckedness hung in the air as tangibly as the
m st.

"Do not fear” Vierna signaled to him "I have put a spell of
maski ng upon us. They cannot see us”

"They?" Drizzt's hands asked, but even as he notioned in
the code, he heard a scuttling off to the side. He foll owed
Vierna's gaze down to a distant boul der and the wetched
t hi ng perched upon it.

At first, Drizzt thought it was a drow elf, and fromthe
wai st up, it was indeed, though bloated and pale. Its | ower
body, though, resenbled a spider, with eight arachnid | egs
to support its frane. The creature held a bowready in its
hands but seened confused, as though it could not discern
what had entered its lair.

Vi erna was pl eased by the disgust on her brother's face as
he viewed the thing. "Look upon it well, younger brother”
she signal ed. "Behold the fate of those who anger the Spider

Queen”

"What is it?" Drizzt signaled back quickly.



" Adrider” Vierna whispered in his ear. Then, back in the
silent code, she added, "Lloth is not a merciful deity”

Drizzt watched, nmesnerized, as the drider shifted its po-
sition on the boul der, searching for the intruders. Drizzt
couldn't tell if it was a nale or female, so bloated was its
torso, but he knew that it didn't matter. The creature was
not a natural creation and would | eave no descendants be-
hi nd, whatever its gender. It was a tornmented body, nothing
nore, hating itself, in all probability, nore than everything
el se around it.

"I ammerciful” Vierna continued silently, though she
knew her brother's attention was fully on the drider. She
rested back flat against the stone wall

Drizzt spun on her, suddenly realizing her intent.
Then Vierna sank into the stone. "Goodbye, little brother”
came her final call. "This is a better fate than you deserve”

“"No!" Drizzt growl ed, and he clawed at the enpty wall un-
til an arrow sliced into his leg. The scinmtars flashed out in
hi s hands as he spun back to face the danger. The drider
took aim for a second shot.

Drizzt neant to dive to the side, to the protection of an-
ot her boul der, but his wounded leg inmmediately fell nunb
and usel ess. Poi son.

Drizzt just got one blade up in tine to deflect the second
arrow, and he dropped to one knee to clutch at his wound.

He could feel the cold poison naking its way through his
linmb, but he stubbornly snapped off the arrow shaft and
turned his attention back to the attacker. He woul d have to
worry about the wound | ater, would have to hope that he
could tend to it in tine. Right now, his only concern was to
get out of the chasm

He turned to flee, to seek a sheltered spot where he could
levitate back up to the | edge, but he found hinself face-to-
face with another drider.

An axe sliced by his shoulder, barely mssing its nark.

Drizzt blocked the return blow and |aunched his second
scimtar into a thrust, which the drider stopped with a sec-
ond axe.

Drizzt was conposed now, and was confident that he
coul d defeat this foe, even with one leg limting his

mobi lity-until an arrow cracked into his back

Drizzt lurched forward under the weight of the blow, but



managed to parry another attack fromthe drider before
him Drizzt dropped to his knees and fell face-down.

When the axe-wi el ding drider, thinking Drizzt dead,
started toward him Drizzt kicked into a roll that put him
squarely under the creature's bul bous belly. He plunged his
scimtar up with all his strength, then curled back under the
del uge of spidery fluids.

The wounded drider tried to scurry away but fell to the
side, its insides draining out onto the stone floor. Still, Drizzt
had no hope. His arns, too, were numb now, and when the
ot her wetched creature descended upon him he could not
hope to fight it off. He struggled to cling to consci ousness,
searching for sone way out, battling to the bitter end. Hs
eyel i ds becane heavy.

Then Drizzt felt a hand grab his robe, and he was roughly
lifted to his feet and sl amred agai nst the stone wall

He opened his eyes to see his sister's face.

"He lives” Drizzt heard her say. "W nust get hi m back
qui ckly and tend to his wounds”

Anot her figure noved in front of him

"I thought this the best way” Vierna apol ogi zed.

"We cannot afford to |ose hinf cane an unenotional re-
ply. Drizzt recognized the voice fromhis past. He fought
through the blur and forced his eyes to focus.

“Malice” he whispered. "Mther”

Her enraged punch brought himinto a clearer mnd-set.

“"Matrn Malice!" she growl ed, her angry scowl only an
inch frombDrizzt's face. "Do not ever forget that!"

To Drizzt, her coldness rivaled the poison's, and his relief
at seeing her faded away as quickly as it had fl ooded
t hrough him

"You nust learn your place!" Malice roared, reiterating
the command that had haunted Drizzt all of his young life.

"Hear nmy words” she demanded, and Drizzt heard them
keenly. "Vierna brought you to this place to have you kill ed.
She showed you mercy” Malice cast a di sappointed gl ance at
her daughter.

"I understand the will of the Spider Queen better than
she” the matron continued, her spittle spraying Drizzt with



every word. "If ever you speak ill of Lloth, our goddess,

again, | will take you back to this place myself! But not to kil
you; that would be too easy” She jerked Drizzt's head to the
side so that he could | ook upon the grotesque remains of the
drider he had kill ed.

"You will conme back here” Malice assured him "to be-
conme a drider!"

Part 4
Guenhwyvar

What eyes are these that see

The pain | know in mny innernmost soul ?
What eyes are these that see

The twi sted strides of ny kindred,
Led on in the wake of toys unbridled:
Arrow, bolt, and sword tip?

Yours. . . aye, yours,

Straight run and nuscl ed spring,
Soft on padded paws, sheathed cl aws,
Weapons rested for their need,

St ai ned not by frivol ous bl ood

O nurderous deceit.

Face to face, nmy mrror,

Reflection in a still pool by I|ight.
Wuld that | mght keep that inmage
Upon this face m ne own.

Wuld that | mght keep that heart
Wthin my breast untainted.

Hol d tight to the proud honor of yo
M ghty Guenhwyvar,

And hold tight to nmy side,

My dearest friend.

-Drizzt Do' Urden

Chapter 17
Homeconmi ng
Drizzt was graduated-formally-on schedule and with

t he hi ghest honors in his class. Perhaps Matron Mlice had
whi spered into the right ears, snoothing over her son's in-



di scretions, but Drizzt suspected that nore likely none of
those present at the Cerenmony of Graduation even renem
bered that he had |eft.

He nmoved through the decorated gate of House Do' Urden,
drawi ng stares fromthe conmon soldiery, and over to the
cavern floor below the balcony. "So |I am honme” he re-
mar ked under his breath, "for whatever that neans” After
what had happened in the drider lair, Drizzt wondered if he
woul d ever view House Do' Urden as his hone again. M-
tron Malice was expecting him He didn't dare arrivp,.late.

"It is good that you are hone” Briza said to himwhen she
saw himrise up over the balcony's railing.

Drizzt stepped tentatively through the entryway beside
his ol dest sister, trying to get a firmgrasp on his surround.
ings. Home, Briza called it, but to Drizzt, House Do' Urden
seened as unfaniliar as the Acadeny had on his first day as
a student. Thn years was not such a long tine in the centu-
ries of life a drow elf mght know, but to Drizzt, nore than
the decade of absence now separated himfromthis place.

Maya joined themin the great corridor leading to the
chapel anteroom "Greetings, Prince Drizzt” she said, and
Drizzt couldn't tell if she was being sarcastic or not. "W
have heard of the honors you achi eved at Ml ee- Magt here.

Your skill did House Do' Urden proud” In spite of her words,
Maya coul d not hide a derisive chuckle as she finished the
thought. "dad, | am that you did not becone drider food”

Drizzt's glare stole the smle fromher face.

Maya and Briza exchanged concerned gl ances. They
knew of the punishnment Vierna had put upon their younger
brother, and of the vicious scolding he had received at the
hands of Matron Malice. They each cautiously rested a hand
on their snake whips, not know ng how foolish their dan-
gerous young brother mi ght have becone.

It was not Matron Malice or Drizzt's sisters that now had
Drizzt neasuring every step before he took it. He knew
where he stood with his nother and knew what he had to
do to keep her appeased. There was anot her nenber of the
fam ly, though, that evoked both confusion and anger in
Drizzt. O all his kin, only Zaknafein pretended to be what
he was not. As Drizzt made his way to the chapel, he
gl anced anxi ously down every side passage, wondering
when Zak woul d make his appearance.

"How | ong before you | eave for patrol ?" Maya asked, pull -
ing Drizzt from his contenpl ations.



"Thro days” Drizzt replied absently, his eyes still darting
from shadow t o shadow. Then he was at the anteroom door,
with no sign of Zak. Perhaps the weapon nmaster was
wi t hin, standing beside Mlice.

"We know of your indiscretions; Briza snapped, suddenly
cold, as she placed her hand on the latch to the anteroomni s
door. Drizzt was not surprised by her outburst. He was be-
gi nning to expect such explosions fromthe high priestesses
of the Spider Queen.

"Why could you not just enjoy the pleasures of the cere-
nmony?" Maya added. "W are fortunate that the mi stresses
and the matron of the Acadeny were too involved in their
own excitement to note your novenents. You would have
brought shane upon our entire house!"

"You might have placed Matron Malice in Lloth's disfavor;
Briza was quick to add.

The best thing | could ever do for her, Drizzt thought. He
qui ckly disnm ssed the notion, renmenbering Briza's uncanny
proficiency at readi ng nminds

"Let us hope he did not” Maya said grinmy to her sister
"The tides of war hang thick in the air?

"I have learned ny place” Drizzt assured them He bowed
low. "Forgive nme, ny sisters, and know that the truth of the
drow world is fast opening before my young eyes. Never
will 1 disappoint House Do' Urden in such a way again?
So pleased were his sisters at the proclamation that the
anbiguity of Drizzt's words slipped right past them Then
Drizzt, not wanting to push his luck too far, also slipped past
them making his way through the door, noting with relief
t hat Zaknafein was not in attendance.

"All praises to the Spider Queen!" Briza yelled after him

Drizzt paused and turned to neet her gaze. He bowed | ow
a second tinme. "As it should be” he nuttered.
Creepi ng behind the small group, Zak had studied Drizzt's
every nove, trying to neasure the toll a decade at the Acad-
eny had exacted on the young fighter

Gone now was the customary snile that |it Drizzt's face.

Gone, too, Zak supposed, was the innocence that had kept
this one apart fromthe rest of Menzoberranzan.

Zak | eaned back heavily against the wall in a side passage.
He had caught only portions of the conversation at the ante-
room door. Mst clearly he had heard Drizzt's heartfelt ac-



cord with Briza's honoring of Lloth.

"What have | done?" the weapon master asked hinself. He
| ooked back around the bend in the main corridor, but the
door to the anteroom had al ready cl osed.

"Truly, when | | ook upon the drowthe drow warrior!-
that was my nost treasured, | shane for mnmy cowardice”
Zak | anmented. "What has Drizzt lost that 1 nmight have
saved?"

He drew his snoboth sword fromits scabbard, his sensitive
fingers running the length of the razor edge. "A finer bl ade
you woul d be had you tasted the bl ood of Drizzt Do' Urden,
to deny this world, our world, another soul for its taking, to
free that one fromthe unending tornents of life!" He | ow
ered the weapon's tip to the floor

"But | am a coward” he said. "I have failed in the one act
that coul d have brought nmeaning to ny pitiful existence.
The secondboy of House Do' Urden lives, it woul d appear
but Drizzt Do' Urden, ny 'Two-hands, is |ong dead” Zak
| ooked back to the enptiness where Drizzt had been stand-
i ng, the weapon nmaster's expression suddenly a gri nmace.

"Vet this pretender |ives.
"“A drow warrior”

Zak's weapon clanged to the stone floor and his head
sl unped down to be caught by the enbrace of his open
pal ms, the only shield Zaknafein Do' Urden had ever found.
Drizzt spent the next day at rest, nostly in his room try-
ing to keep out of the way of the other nenbers of his im
nmedi ate family. Malice had dism ssed himw thout a word in
their initial neeting, but Drizzt did not want to confront her
again. Likewise, he had |little to say to Briza and Maya, fear-
ing that sooner or later they would begin to understand the
true connotations of his continuing stream of bl asphenmous
responses. Mst of all, though, Drizzt did not want to see
Zaknafein, the nmentor he had once thought of as his sal va-
tion against the realities around him the one glow ng |ight
in the darkness that was Menzoberranzan

That, too, Drizzt believed, had been only a lie.

On his second day hone, when Narbondel, the time clock
of the city, had just begun its cycle of light, the door to
Drizzfs small chanber swung open and Briza wal ked i n.

"“An audi ence with Matron Malice” she said grimy.

A thousand thoughts rushed through Drizzfs mind as he
grabbed his boots and followed his ol dest sister down the



passageways to the house chapel. Had Malice and the others
di scovered his true feelings toward their evil deity? Wat
puni shments did they now have waiting for hinf? Uncon-
sciously, Drizzt eyed the spider carvings on the chapel's
arched entrance.

"You should be nore fam liar and nore at ease with this
pl ace” Briza scolded, noting his disconfort. "It is the place
of our people's highest glories”

Drizzt lowered his gaze and did not respond-and was t
careful not to even think of the many stinging retorts he felt
in his heart.

Hi s confusi on doubl ed when they entered the chapel, for
Ri zzen, Maya, and Zaknafein stood before the matron
not her, as expected. Beside them though, stood Dinin and
Vi er na.

"We are all present” Briza said, taking her place at her
I ot her' s si de.

"Kneel” Malice commanded, and the whole famly fell to
its knees. The matron nother paced slowly around themall,
each pointedly dropping his or her eyes in reverence, or
just in commpn sense, as the great |ady wal ked by.

Mal i ce stopped beside Drizzt. "You are confused by the .
presence of Dinin and Vierna” she said. Drizzt |ooked up at
her. "Do you not yet understand the subtle nmethods of our'
survival ?"

"I had thought that ny brother and sister were to con-
tinue on at the Acadeny” Drizzt expl ained.

"That woul d not be to our advantage” Malice replied.

"Does it not bring a house strength to have m stresses and
masters seated at the Acadeny?" Drizzt dared to ask. !

"It does” repli~d Malice, "but it separates the power. You
have heard tidings of war?"

"I have heard hinting of trouble” said Drizzt, |ooking over
at Vierna, "though nothing nore tangible”

"Hinting?" Malice huffed, angered that her son could not
understand the inportance. "They are nore than nost
houses ever hear before the blade falls!" She spun away
fromDrizzt and addressed the whol e group. "The runors
hold truth” she decl ared.

"Who?" asked Briza. "Wat house conspires agai nst House
Do' Urden?"



“None behind us in rank” Dinin replied, though the ques-
tion had not been asked to himand it was not his place to
speak unbi dden.

"How do you know this?" Mlice asked, letting the over-
si ght pass. Malice understood Dinin's value and knew t hat
his contributions to this discussion would be inportant.

"We are the ninth house of the city” Dinin reasoned, "but
anong our ranks we claimfour high priestesses, two of
them former nistresses of Arach- Tinilith” He | ooked at Zak.

"We have, as well, two forner nasters of Mel ee-Magthere,
and Drizzt was awarded the highest laurels fromthe schoo
of fighters. Qur soldiers nunber nearly four hundred, al
skilled and battle-tested. Only a few houses cl ai m nore”

"What is your point?" Briza asked sharply.

"We are the ninth house” Dinin |aughed, "but few above
us coul d defeat us. “

" And none behind” Matron Malice finished for him "Vou
show good judgnent, Elderboy. | have cone to the sane
concl usi ons”

"One of the great houses fears House Do' Urden” Vierna
concluded. "It needs us gone to protect its own position”

"That is ny belief” Mlice answered. "An uncommon
practice, for famly wars usually are initiated by the | ower-
ranki ng house, desiring a better position within the city hi-
erarchy”

"Then we nust take great care” Briza said.

Drizzt listened carefully to their words, trying to nake
sense of it all. His eyes never |eft Zaknafein, though, who
knelt inpassively at the side. What did the call ous weapon
master think of all this? Drizzt wondered. Did the thought
of such a war thrill him that he nmight be able to kill nore
dark el ves?

What ever his feelings, Zak gave no outward clue. He sat
quietly and by all appearances was not even listening to the
conversati on.

"It would not be Baenre” Briza said, her words soundi ng
like a plea for confirmation. "Certainly we have not yet be-
cone a threat to them"

"We nust hope you are correct” Malice replied grinmy, re-
menbering vividly her tour of the ruling house. "Likely, it is



one of the weaker houses above us, fearing its own un-

steady position. | have not yet been able to learn any incrim
inating information against any in particular, so we nust
prepare for the worst. Thus, | have called Vierna and Dinin

back to my side”
"If we learn of our enemies, . . “ Drizzt began inpulsively.

All eyes snapped upon him It was bad enough for the el der-
boy to speak without being addressed, but for the second-
boy, just graduated fromthe Acadeny, the act could be
consi dered bl asphenous.

Wanting all perspectives, Matron Malice again |let the
oversi ght pass. "Continue” she pronpted.

"If we discover which house plots against us” Drizzt said
quietly, "could we not expose it?"

"To what end?" Briza snarled at him "Conspiracy w thout
action is no crinme”

"Then m ght we use reason?" Drizzt pressed, continuing
agai nst the barrage of incredul ous glares that cane at him
fromevery face in the roomexcept from zZak's. "If we are
the stronger, then let them submt wthout battle. Rank
House Do' Urden as it should be and let the assunmed threat
to the weaker house be ended”

Mal i ce grabbed Drizzt by the front of his cloak and
heaved himto his feet. "I forgive your foolish thoughts” she
grow ed, "this time!" She dropped himback to the floor, and
the silent reprinmands of his siblings descended upon him
Agai n, though, Zak's expression did not match the others
in the room Indeed, Zak put a hand up over his nouth to
hi de his amusenent. Perhaps there renmined a bit of the
Drizzt Do' Urden he had known, he dared to hope. Perhaps
the Academy had not fully tainted the young fighter's spirit.
Malice whirled on the rest of the famly, simering fury
and lust glowing in her eyes. "This is not the tine to fear
This” she cried, a slender finger pointing out fromin front
of her face, "is the tine to dreami We are House Do' Urden
Daermon N a' shezbaernon, of power beyond the under-
standi ng of the great houses. W are the unknown entity of
this war. W hold every advant age!

“Ni nth house?" she |aughed. "In short tinme, only seven
houses will remain ahead of us!"

"What of the patrol?" Briza cut in. "Are we to allow the se-
condboy to go off al one, exposed?”

"The patrol will begin our advantage” the conniving ma-
tron explained. "Drizzt will go, and included in his group



will be a menber of at |east four of the houses above us”

"One may strike at hinf Briza reasoned.

"No” Malice assured her. "Qur enemes in the com ng war
woul d not reveal thenselves so clearly-not yet. The ap-
poi nted assassin would have to defeat two Do' Urdens in
such a confrontation”

"Two?" asked Vierna.

"Again, Lloth has shown us her favor” explained Mlice.

"Dinin will lead Drizzt's patrol group”

The el derboy's eyes it up at the news. "Then Drizzt and
m ght beconme the assassins in this conflict” he purred.

The smile disappeared fromthe matron nother's face.

"You will not strike without my consent” she warned in a
tone so cold that Dinin fully understood the consequences
of di sobedi ence, ''as you have done in the past”

Drizzt did not miss the reference to Nalfein, his mnurdered
bf other. Hi s nother knew! Malice had done nothing to pun-
i sh her murderous son. Now Drizzt's hand went up to his
face, to hide an expression of horror that only could have
brought himtrouble in this setting.

"You are there to learn” Matron Malice said to Dinin, "to
protect your brother, as Drizzt is there to protect you. Do
not destroy our advantage for the gain of a single kill” An
evil smle found its way back onto her bone-hued face. "But,
if you |l earn of our eneny, “ she said.

"If the proper opportunity presents itself, . . “ Briza fin-
i shed, guessing her nother's w cked thoughts and throw ng
an equally vile snmle the matron's way.

Mal i ce | ooked upon her el dest daughter with approval.

Briza woul d prove a fine successor for the house!

Dinin's sml|e became wi de and | asci vi ous. Not hi ng pl eased
the el derboy of House Do' Urden nore than the opportunity
for an assassination.

"Go, then, ny famly” Mlice said. "Renenber that un-
friendly eyes are upon us, watching our every nove, wait-

ing for the tinme to strike”

Zak was the first out of the chapel, as always, this tine
with an added spring in his step. It wasn't the prospect of



fighting another war that guided his noves, though the

t hought of killing nore clerics of the Spider Queen certainly
pl eased him Rather, Drizzt's display of naivete, his contin-
ued m sconceptions of the commn weal of drow existence,
brought Zak hope.

Drizzt watched himgo, thinking Zak's strides reflected
his desire to kill. Drizzt didn't know whether to foll ow and
confront the weapon master here and now or to let it pass,
to shrug it away as readily as he had disni ssed npst of the
cruel world around him The decision was nade for him
when Matron Malice stepped in front of him and kept him
in the chapel

"To you, | say this” she began when they were al one. "You
have heard the mission | placed upon your shoulders. | wll
not tolerate failurel"

Drizzt shrank back fromthe power of her voice.

"Protect your brother” canme the grimwarning, "or | shal

give you to Lloth for judgnent”

Drizzt understood the inplications, but the matron took
the pleasure to spell them out anyway.

"You woul d not enjoy your life as a drider”

A lightning blast cut across the still black waters of the un-
derground | ake, searing the heads of the approaching wa-
ter trolls. Sounds of battle echoed through the cavern.
Dri zzt had one nonster-scrags, they were call ed-
cornered on a small peninsula, blocking the wetched
thing's path back to the water. Normally, a single drow faced
of f evenly against a water troll would not have the advan-
tage, but as the others of his patrol group had cone to see in
the past few weeks, Drizzt was no ordinary young drow.

The scrag cane on, oblivious to its peril. A single, blinding
movenent from Drizzt | opped off the creature's reaching
arnms. Drizzt nmoved in quickly for the kill, knowi ng too wel

the regenerative powers of trolls.
Then anot her scrag slipped out of the water at his back
Drizzt had expected this, but he gave no outward indica-
tion that he saw the second scrag com ng. He kept his con-
centration ahead of him driving deep slashes into the

mai med and all but defenseless troll's torso.

Just as the nonster behind himwas about to latch its
claws onto him Drizzt fell to his knees and cried, "Now "

The conceal ed panther, crouched in the shadows at the



peni nsul a's base, did not hesitate. One great stride brought
Guenhwyvar into position, and it sprang, crashing heavily
onto the unsuspecting scrag, tearing the |life fromthe thing
before it could respond to the attack

Drizzt finished off his troll and turned to adnire the pan-
ther's work. He extended his hand, and the great cat nuz-
zled it. How well the two fighters had conme to know each
ot her! thought Drizzt.

Anot her blast of l|ightning thundered in, this one close
enough to steal Drizzt's sight.

"GQuenhwyvar!" Masoj Hun'ett, the bolt's caster, cried. "1b
nmy sidel"

The panther nanaged to brush against Drizzt's leg as it
nmoved to obey. When his vision returned, Drizzt wal ked off
in the other direction, not wanting to view the scol ding that
Guenhwyvar al ways seened to receive when he and the cat
wor ked toget her.

Masoj watched Drizzt's back as he went, wanting to put a
third bolt right between the young Do' Urden's shoul der
bl ades. The wi zard of House Hun'ett did not mss the spec-
ter of Dinin Do' Uden, off to the side, watching with nore
t han casual gl ances.

"Learn your loyalties!" Masoj snarled at Guenhwyvar. 1bo
often, the panther left the wizard's side to join in conbat
with Drizzt. Masoj knew that the cat was better conple-
mented by the noves of a fighter, but he knew, too, the vul-
nerability of a wi zard involved in spellcasting. Masoj
want ed Guenhwyvar at his side, protecting himfrom
enenm es-he shot another glance at Dinin-and "friends"
ali ke.

He threw the statuette to the ground at his feet. "Begone!"
he conmmanded.

In the distance, Drizzt had engaged anot her scrag and
made short work of it as well. Masoj shook his head as he
wat ched the di splay of swordsmanship. Every day, Drizzt
grew stronger.

"G ve the order to kill himsoon, Matron Si Nafay” Masoj
whi spered. The young wi zard did not know how much
| onger he would be able to carry out the task. Masoj won-
dered whet her he could win the fight even now.
Drizzt shielded his eyes as he struck a torch to seal a dead
troll's wounds. Only fire ensured that trolls would not recu-
perate, even fromthe grave.

The other battles had died away as well, Drizzt noted, and



he saw the flanmes of torches springing up all across the
bank of the | ake. He wondered if all of his twelve drow com
pani ons had survived, though he al so wondered if he truly
cared. O hers were more than ready to take their places.
Drizzt knew that the only conpanion who really

mat t er ed- Guenhwyvar-was safely back in its home on

the Astral Pl ane.

"Form a guard!" canme Dinin's echoing command as the
sl aves, goblins, and orcs noved in to search for troll trea-
sure, and to sal vage whatever they m ght of the scrags.

When the fires had consuned the scrag he'd set abl aze,
Drizzt dipped his torch in the black water, then paused for a
nmoment to let his eyes readjust to the darkness. "Another
day” he said softly, "another eneny defeated”

He liked the excitenent of patrolling, the thrill of the edge
of danger, and the know edge that he was now putting his
weapons to use agai nst vile nonsters.

Even here, though, Drizzt could not escape the |ethargy
that had conme to pervade his life, the generill. resignation
that marked his every step. For, though his battles these
days were fought against the horrors of the Underdark,
nonsters killed of necessity, Drizzt had not forgotten the
nmeeting in the chapel of House Do' Urden.

He knew that his scimtars soon would be put to use
agai nst the flesh of drow el ves.

Zaknafein | ooked out over Menzoberranzan, as he so of -
ten did when Drizzt's patrol group was out of the city. Zak
was torn between wanting to sneak out of the house to fight
at Drizzt's side, and hoping that the patrol would return
with the news that Drizzt had been slain.

Woul d Zak ever find the answer to the dilemma of the
youngest Do' Urden? he wondered. Zak knew that he coul d
not | eave the house; Matron Malice was keeping a very close
eye on him She sensed his anguish over Drizzt, Zak knew,
and she nost definitely did not approve. Zak was often her
| over, but they shared little other than that.

Zak thought back to the battles he and Malice had fought
over Vierna, another child of conmon concern, centuries
before. Vierna was a female, her fate sealed fromthe no-
ment of her birth, and Zak could do nothing to halt the as-
sault of the Spider Queen's overwhel ming religion.

Did Malice fear that he m ght have better [uck influencing
the actions of a male child? Apparently the matron did, but
even Zak was not so certain if her fears were justified; even
he coul dn't measure his influence over Drizzt.



He peered out over the city now, silently watching for the
patrol group's return-waiting, as always, for Drizzt's safe
return, but secretly hoping, that his dilenma would be
ended by the claws and fangs of a lurking nonster.

Chapter 18
The Bl ack Room

"My greetings, Facel ess One” the high priestess said,
pushing past Alton into his private chanmbers in Sorcere

"And mine to you, Mstress Vierna” Alton replied, trying
to keep the fear out of his voice. Vierna Do Urden conming to
see himat this time had to be nore than coincidence. "What
act has brought nme the honor of a visit froma mstress oL
Arach- Tinilith?"

“"No longer a mstress” said Vierna. "I have returned to ny
hone”

Al ton paused to consider the news. He knew that Dinin
Do' Urden had al so resigned his position at the Acadeny.

“Matron Malice has brought her famly back together”
Vi erna continued. "There are stirrings of war. You have
heard them no doubt ?"

"Just runors” Alton stuttered, now beginning to under-
stand why Vierna had conme to call on him House Do' Urden
had used the Facel ess One before in its plotting-in its at-
tenpt to assassinate Alton! Now, with runmors of war whis-
pered throughout Menzoberranzan, Matron Malice was
re-establishing her network of spies and assassins.

"You know of thenP" Vierna asked sharply.

"I have heard little” Alton breathed, careful now not to
anger the powerful female. "Not enough to report to your
house. | did not even suspect that House Do' Urden was i n-
vol ved until now, when you informed me” Alton could only
hope that Vierna had no detection spell ained at his words.
Vi erna rel axed, apparently appeased by the explanation.

"Listen nore carefully to the runors, Facel ess One” she
said. "My brother and | have left the Acadeny; you are to be
the eyes and ears of House Do' Urden in this place”

"But. . “ Alton stuttered.

Vierna held up a hand to stop him "W know of our fail-



ure in our |ast transaction” she said. She bowed | ow, some-
thing a high priestess rarely did to a nale. "Matron Malice
sends her deepest apol ogi es that the unguent you received
for the assassination of Alton DeVirdid not restore the fea-
tures to your face”

Alton nearly choked on the words, now understanding
why an unknown nessenger had delivered the jar of heal-
ing salve sonme thirty years before. The cloaked figure was
an agent of House Do' Urden, cone to repay the Facel ess
One for his assassination of Alton! O course, Alton had
never even tried the unguent. Wth his luck, it would have
wor ked, and woul d have restored the features of Alton
DeVir.

"This tinme, your paynent cannot fail” Vierna went on
t hough Alton, too caught up in the irony of it all, hardly lis-
tened. "House Do' Urden possesses a wizard's staff but no
wi zard worthy to wield it. It belonged to Nalfein, ny
brother, who died in the victory over DeVir”

Alton wanted to strike out at her. Even he wasn't that stu-
pi d, though.

"If you can discern which house plots agai nst House
Do' Urden” Vierna prom sed, "the staff will be yours! A trea-
sure indeed for such a small act”

"I will do what | can” Alton replied, having no other re-
sponse to the incredible offer

"That is all Matron Malice asks of you” said Vierna, and
she left the wizard, quite certain that House Do' Urden had
secured a capable agent within the Acadeny.

"Dinin and Vierna Do' Urden have resigned their posi-
tions” said Alton excitedly as the dimnutive matron nother
came to himlater that same evening.

"This is already known to ne” replied Si Nafay Hun'ett.

She | ooked around disdainfully at the littered and scorched
room then took a seat at the small table.

"There is nmore” Alton said quickly, not wanting SiNafay to
get upset about being disturbed over old news. "} have had a
visitor this day, Mstress Vierna Do' Urden'"

"She suspects?" Matron Si Nafay grow ed.
“"No, no!" Alton replied. "Quite the opposite. House Do' Ur-

den wi shes to enploy me as a spy, as it once enployed the
Facel ess One to assassinate nme'"



Si Naf ay paused for a nmonment, stunned, then issued a
| augh straight fromher belly. "Ah, the ironies of our |ives!"
she roared.

"had heard that Dinin and Vierna were sent to the Acad-
eny only to oversee the education of their younger
brot her” remarked Al ton.

"An excellent cover” SiNafay replied. "Vierna and Dinin
were sent as spies for the ambitious Matron Malice. MWy
conplinments to her”

"“Now t hey suspect trouble” Alton stated, sitting opposite
his matron nother.

"They do” agreed Si Nafay. "Masoj patrols with Drizzt, but
House Do' Urden has al so managed to plant Dinin in the
group”

"Then Masoj is in danger” reasoned Alton.
"No” said SiNafay. "House Do' Urden does not know t hat
House Hun'ell perpetrates the threat against it, else it would
not have cone to you for information. Matron Malice
knows your identity”
A |l ook of terror crossed Alton's face.
"Not your true identity” SiNafay |aughed at him " She
knows the Facel ess One as CGelroos Hun'ell, and she would

not have cone to a Hun'ell if she suspected our house”

"Then we have an excel |l ent opportunity to throw House

Do' Urden into chaos!" Alton cried. "If | inplicate another

house, even Baenre, perhaps, our position will be strength-
ened” He chuckled at the possibilities. "Malice will reward
me with a staff of great power-a weapon | will turn against

her at the proper nonent!"

“"Matron Malice!" SiNafay corrected sternly. Even though
she and Malice were soon to be open enenies, SiNafay
woul d not permit a male to show such disrespect to a ma-
tron mother. "Do you really believe that you could carry out
such a deception?"

"When M stress Vierna returns.

"You will not deal with a | esser priestess with such val ued
i nformati on, foolish DeVir. You will face Matron Malice her-
self, a form dable foe. If she sees through your lies, do you
know what she will do to your body?"

Alton gul ped audibly. "I amwilling to take the risk” he
said, crossing his arnms resolutely on the table.



"What of House Hun'ett when the biggest lie is reveal ed?”
Si Naf ay asked. "What advantage will we enjoy when M-
tron Malice knows the Faceless One's true identity?"

"l understand” Alton answered, crestfallen but unable to
refute SiNafay's logic. "Then what are we to do? What am |
to do?"

Mat ron Si Naf ay was al ready considering their next

noves. "You will resign your tenure” she said at |length. "Re-
turn to House Hun'ett, within my protection”

"Such an act might also inplicate House Hun'ett to Matron
Mal i ce” Alton reasoned.

“I't may” replied SiNafay, "but it is the safest route. | wll
to Matron Malice in feigned anger, telling her to | eave House
Hun'ett out of her troubles. If she wishes to make an inform
ant of a nenber of my fam |y, then she should conme to ne
for perm ssion-though I'Il not grant it this time!"

Si Nafay snmiled at the possibilities of such an encounter

"My anger, ny fear, alone could inplicate a greater house
agai nst House Do' Urden, even a conspiracy between nore
t han one house” she said, obviously enjoying the added ben-
efits. "Matron Malice will certainly have much to think
about, and nuch to worry about!"

Alton hadn't even heard SiNafay's |ast comments. The
wor ds about granting her permission "this tinme" had
brought a disturbing notion into his mnd. " And did she?" he
dared to ask, though his words were barely audible.

"What do you nean?" asked Si Nafay, not follow ng his
t hought s.

"Did Matron Malice come to you?" Alton continued,
frightened but needing an answer. "Thirty years ago. D d
Matron Si Nafay grant her perm ssion for Gelroos Hun'ett to
becom~ an agent, an assassin to conplete House DeVir's
elimnation?"

A wide snile spread across SiNafay's face, but it vani shed
in the blink of an eye as she threw the table across the room
grabbed Alton by the front of his robes, and pulled him
roughly to within an inch of her scow ing visage.

"Never confuse personal feelings with politics!" the tiny
but obviously strong matron grow ed, her tone carrying the
unm st akabl e wei ght of an open threat. t, And never ask ne
such a question again!"

go



She threw Alton to the floor but didn't release himfrom
her penetrating glare.

Alton had known all along that he was nerely a pawn in
the intrigue between House Hun'ett and House Do' Urden, a
necessary link for Matron SiNafay to carry out her treach-
erous plans. Every now and then, though, Alton's persona
grudge agai nst House Do' Urden caused himto forget his
lowy place in this conflict. Looking up now at SiNafay's
bared power, he realized that he had overstepped the
bounds of his position.

At the back end of the nushroom grove, the southern
wal | of the cavern that housed Menzoberranzan, was a
smal |, heavily guarded cave. Beyond the ironbound doors
stood a single room used only for gatherings of the city's
eight ruling matron nothers.

The smoke of a hundred sweet-snelling candl es permne-
ated the air; the matron nothers liked it that way. After al-
nost half a century of studying scrolls in the candlelight of
Sorcere, Alton did not nmind the light, but he was indeed un-
confortable in the chamber. He sat at the back end of a

spi der-shaped table, in a small, unadorned chair reserved
for guests of the council. Between the table's eight hairy |egs
were the ruling matron nothers' thrones, all jeweled and

dazzling in the candl elight.

The matrons filed in, ponpous and w cked, casting belit-
tling glares at the male. SiNafay, at Alton's side, put a hand
on his knee and gave him a reassuring w nk. She woul d not
have dared to request a gathering of the ruling council if she
was not certain of the worthiness of her news. The ruling
matron not hers viewed their seats as honorary in nature
and did not appreciate being brought together except in
times of crisis.

At the head of the spider table sat Matron Baenre, the
nost powerful figure in all of Menzoberranzan, an anci ent
and withered female with malicious eyes and a nouth unac-
custonmed to sniles.

"We are gathered, SiNafay” Baenre said when all eight
menbers had found their appointed chairs. "For what rea-
son have you sumoned the council ?"

"To discuss a punishnent” SiNafay replied.

"Puni shnent ?" Matron Baenre echoed, confused. The re-
cent years had been unusually quiet in the drow city, with-
out an incident since the Thken'duis-Freth conflict. To the
First Matron's know edge, no acts had been comitted that
m ght require a punishnment, certainly none so blatant as to
force the ruling council to action. "What individual deserves



t hi s?"

“Not an individual” explained Matron Si Nafay. She
gl anced around at her peers, nmeasuring their interest. "A
house” she said bluntly. "Daerrnon N a'shezbaernon, House
Do' Urden” Several gasps of disbelief came in reply, as Si Na-
fay had expected.

"House Do' Urden?" Matron Baenre questioned, surprised
that any would inplicate Matron Malice. By all of Baenre's
know edge, Malice remained in high regard with the Spider
Queen, and House Do' Urden had recently placed two in-
structors in the Acadeny.

"For what crinme do you dare to charge House Do' Urden?"
asked one of the other nmatrons.

Are these words of fear, SiNafay?" Matron Baenre had to
ask. Several of the ruling matrons had expressed concern
about House Do' Urden. It was well known that Matron Mal -
ice desired a seat on the ruling council, and, by all neasures
of the power of her house, she seenmed destined to get it.

"I have appropriate cause” SiNafay insisted.
"The others seemto doubt you” replied Matron Baenre.

"You shoul d explain your accusation-quickly, if you val ue
your reputation”

Si Naf ay knew that nore than her reputation was at stake;
in Menzoberranzan, a fal se accusation was a crinme on par
with murder. "We all renmenber the fall of House DeVir”

Si Naf ay began. "Seven of us now gathered sat upon the rul
i ng council beside Matron G nafae DeVir”

"House DeVir is no nore” Matron Baenre reninded her
"Because of House Do' Urden” SiNafay said bluntly.
This time the gasps cane out as open anger.

"How dare you speak such words?" cane one reply.

"Thirty years!" canme another. "The issue has been
forgotten!”

Mat ron Baenre quieted themall before the clanmor rose
into violent action-a not uncompn occurrence in the
council chanber. "Si Nafay” she said through the dry sneer
on her lips. "One cannot nmeke such an accusati on; one can-
not di scuss such beliefs openly so long after the event! You
know our ways. |If House Do' Urden did i ndeed conmit this



act, as you insist, it deserves our conplinments, not our pun-
i shment, for it carried it through to perfection. House DeVir
is no nore, | say. It does not exist"

Alton shifted uneasily, caught sonewhere between rage
and despair. SiNafay was far from di smayed, though; this
was goi ng exactly as she had envi sioned and hoped.

"Ch, but it does!" she responded, rising to her feet. She
pull ed the hood fromAlton's head. "In this person!"”

"CGel roos?" asked Matron Baenre, not understanding.

"Not Gelroos” SiNafay replied. "Gelroos Hun'ett died the
ni ght House DeVir died. This male, Alton DeVir, assuned
Gelroos's identity and position, hiding fromfurther attacks
by House Do' Urden!"

Baenre whi spered sone instructions to the matron at her
right side, then waited as she went through the semantics of
a spell. Baenre notioned for Sinafay to return to her seat,
then faced Alton.

"Speak your nanme” Baenre commanded.

"I am Alton DeVir” Alton said, gaining strength fromthe
identity he had waited so very long to proclaim "son of M-
tron G nafae and a student of Sorcere on the night House
Do' Urden attacked”

Baenre | ooked to the matron at her side.

"He speaks the truth” the natron assured her. Whispers
sprang up all around the spider table, of anusenment nore
t han anything el se.

"That is why 1 summoned the ruling council” SiNafay
qui ckly expl ai ned.

"Very well, SiNafay” said Matron Baenre. "My conpli -
ments to you, Alton DeVir, on your resourceful ness anc;
ability to survive. For a male, you have shown great courage
and wi sdom Surely you both know that the council cannot
exact puni shment upon a house for a deed conmitted so
| ong ago. Why would we so desire? Matron Malice Do' Ur-
den sits in the favor of the Spider Queen; her house shows
great pronmise. You must reveal to us greater need if you
wi sh any puni shment agai nst House Do' Urden”

"I do not wish such a thing” SiNafay quickly replied. "This
matter, thirty years renoved, is no |longer in the real mof
the ruling council. House Do' Urden does indeed show
prom se, ny peers, with four high priestesses and a host o0j
ot her weapons, not the | east of which being their second



boy, Drizzt, first graduate of his class” She had purposel)
mentioned Drizzt, know ng that the name would strike.

wound in Matron Baenre. Baenre's own prized son, Berg'
nyon, had spent the last nine years ranked behind the won
derful young Do' Urden.

"Then why have you bothered us?" Matron Baenre de
manded, an unm stakabl e edge in her voice.

"To ask you to close your eyes” SiNafay purred. "Alton is |

Hun' ett now, under ny protection. He demands vengeance
for the act conmitted against his famly, and, as a surviving
menber of the attacked family, he has the right of accusa.
tion”

"House Hun'ett will stand beside hin?" Matron Baenre
asked, turning curious and anused.

"I ndeed” replied SiNafay. "Thus is House Hun'ett bound!"

"Vengeance?" another matron qui pped, al so now nore
anused than angered. "Or fear? It would seemto ny ears
that the matron of House Hun'ett uses this pitiful DeVir
creature for her own gain. House Do' Urden aspires to
hi gher ranking, and Matron Malice desires to sit upon the
ruling council, a threat to House Hun'ett, perhaps?”

"Be it vengeance or prudence, ny claimAlton DeVir's
clai mnust be deenmed as legitinate” replied Si Nafay, "to
our mutual gain” She smled wi ckedly and | ooked strai ght
to the First Matron. "Ib the gain of our sons, perhaps, in
their quest for recognition”

"I ndeed” replied Matron Baenre in a chuckl e that
sounded nore |ike a cough. A war between Hun'ett and
Do' Urden m ght be to everyone's gain, but not, Baenre sus-
pected, as Si Nafay believed. Malice was a powerful matron,
and her family truly deserved a ranking higher than ninth.
If the fight did cone, Malice probably would get her seat on
the council, replacing SiNafay.

Matron Baenre | ooked around at the other matrons, and
guessed fromtheir hopeful expressions that they shared
her thoughts. Let Hun'ett and Do' Urden fight it out; what-
ever the outcome, the threat of Matron Malice would be
ended. Perhaps, Baenre hoped, a certain young Do' Urden
mal e would fall in battle, propelling her own son into the pO-
sition he deserved.

Then the First Matron spoke the words Si Nafay had cone
to hear, the silent perm ssion of Menzoberranzan's ruling
counci | .



"This matter is settled, nmy sisters” Matron Baenre de-
clared, to the accepting nods of all at the table. "It is good
that we never net this day”

Chapter 19
Prom ses of dory

"Have you found the trail?" Drizzt whi spered, noving up
besi de the great panther. He gave Guenhwyvar a pat on the
side and knew from the sl ackness of the cat's nuscles that
no danger was near by.

"Gone, then” Drizzt said, staring off into the enptiness of
the corridor in front of them "'Wcked gnones: ny
brother called them when we found the tracks by the pool
W cked and stupid’” He sheathed his scimtar and knelt be-
side the panther, his armconfortabl e draped across
Guenhwyvar's back. "They're smart enough to el ude our pa-
trol”

The cat | ooked up as if it had understood his every word,
and Drizzt rubbed a hand roughly over Guenhwyvar's, his
finest friend' s, head. Drizzt remenbered clearly his elation
on the day, a week before, when Dinin had announced-to
Masoj Hun'ett's outrage-that Guenhwyvar woul d be de-
pl oyed at the patrol's point position beside Drizzt.

"The cat is mne!" Masoj had rem nded Dinin.

"You are nmine!" Dinin, the patrol |eader, had replied, end-
ing any further debate. \Whenever the figurine's nmagic
woul d permit, Masoj summoned Guenhwyvar fromthe As-
tral Plane and bid the cat to run up in front, bringing Drizzt
an added degree of safety and a val ued conpani on.

Drizzt knew fromthe unfam |iar heat patterns on the
wal | that they had gone the limt of their patrol route. He
had purposely put a |lot of ground, nore than was advi sed,
bet ween hi nself and the rest of the patrol. Drizzt had confi-
dence that he and Guenhwyvar could take care of them
selves, and with the others far behind, he could relax and
enjoy the wait. The m nutes Drizzt spent in solitude gave
himthe tinme he needed in his endless effort to sort through
his confused enptions. Guenhwyvar, seem ngly non-
judgment al and al ways approving, offered Drizzt a perfect
audi ence for his audible contenpl ations.

"I begin to wonder the worth of it all” Drizzt whispered to
the cat. "I do not doubt the value of these
Patrol s-thi s week,

Al one, we have defeated a dozen nonsters that night have



brought great harmto the city-but to what end?"

He | ooked deeply into the panther's saucer eyes and
found synpathy there, and Drizzt knew that Guenhwyvar
somehow under stood his dil emma.

"Perhaps | still do not know who | anmi Drizzt nused, "or
who ny people are. Every tine 1 find a clue to the truth, it
| eads me down a path that 1 dare not continue upon, to con-
clusions | cannot accept”

"You are drow’ canme a reply behind them Drizzt turned
abruptly to see DiDin a few feet away, a | ook of grave con-
cern on his face. '

"The gnonmes have fled beyond our reach” Drizzt said,
trying to deflect his brother's concerns. '

"Have you not |earned what it neans to be a drow?" DiDin
asked. "Have you not conme to understand the course of our
hi story and the pronise of our future?"

"I know of our history as it was taught at the Acadeny”
Drizzt replied. "They were the very first | essons we re-
ceived. OF our future, and nore so of the place we now re-
si de, though, | do not understand”

"You know of our enem es” Dinin pronpted.
"Countl ess enem es” replied Drizzt with a heavy sigh

"They fill the holes of the Underdark, always waiting for us
to I et down our guard. We will not, and our enemies will fall i
to our power”

" Ah, but our true enem es do not reside in the lightless ca-
verns of our world” said Dinin with a sly smle. "Theirs is a
worl d strange and evil” Drizzt knew who Dinin was refer-
ring to, but he suspected that his brother was hiding some-

t hi ng.

"The faeries” Drizzt whispered, and the word pronpted a
junmbl e of enbtions within him Al of his |ife, he had been
told of his evil cousins, of how they had forced the drow
into the bowels of the world. Busily engaged in the duties of
his everyday life, Drizzt did not think of them often, but
whenever they came to mind, he used their nane as a litany
agai nst everything he hated in his life. If Drizzt could some-
how bl ane the surface elves-as every other drow seened
to blame themfor the injustices of drow society, he could
find hope for the future of his people. Rationally, Drizzt had
to dismss the stirring | egends of the elven war as another of
the endl ess streamof lies, but in his heart and hopes, Drizzt
clung desperately to those words.



He | ooked back to Dinin. "The faeries” he said again,
"what ever they may be”

Di nin chuckled at his brother's relentless sarcasn it had
become so commonpl ace. "They are as you have | earned”
he assured Drizzt. "Wthout worth and vile beyond your
i magi nation, the tornmentors of our people, who bani shed us
in eons past; who forced-"

"I know the tales” Drizzt interrupted, alarned at the in-
creasing volunme of his excited brother's voice. Drizzt
gl anced over his shoulder. "If the patrol is ended, |let us neet
the others closer to the city. This place is too dangerous for
such discussions” He rose to his feet and started back
Guenhwyvar at his side.

"Not as dangerous as the place | soon will |ead you” Dinin
replied with that same sly smle
Drizzt stopped and | ooked at hi m curiously.

"I suppose you should know' Dinin teased. "W were se-
| ected because we are the finest of the patrol groups, and
you have certainly played an inportant role in our attaining
t hat honor”

"Chosen for what?"

“In a fortnight, we will |eave Menzoberranzan” expl ai ned
Dinin. "Qur trail will take us many days and many niles
fromthe city”

"How | ong' ?" Qi zzt asked, suddenly very curi ous.

Two weeks, maybe three” replied Dinin, "but well worth
the tine. W shall be the ones, my young brother, who enact
a nmeasure of revenge upon our nost hated foes, who strike
a glorious blow for the Spider Queen!"

Drizzt thought that he understood, but the notion was too
outrageous for himto be certain.

"The el ves!" Dinin beaned. "W have been chosen for
surface raid!"

Drizzt was not as openly excited as his brother, unsure of
the inplications of such a mssion. At |ast he would get to
view the surface elves and face the truth of his heart and
hopes. Sonething nore real to Drizzt, the di sappoi ntnment
he had known for so many years, tenpered his elation, re-

m nded himthat while the truth of the elves mght bring an
excuse to the dark world of his kin, it mght instead take
away sonething nore inportant. He was unsure how to



f eel

"The surface” Alton nused. "My sister went there once-
on a raid. A nost marvel ous experience, so she said” He
| ooked at Masoj, not knowi ng how to figure the forlorn ex-
pression on the young Hun'ett's face. "Now your patro
makes the journey. | envy you”

"I am not going” Masoj decl ared.

"Why?" Alton gasped. "This is a rare opportunity indeed.

Menzoberranzan-to the anger of Lloth, | am certain-has
not staged a surface raid in two decades. It may be twenty
nore years before the next, and by then you will no | onger

be anmong the patrols”

Masoj | ooked out fromthe small wi ndow of Alton's room
in House Hun'ett, surveying the conpound.

"Besides” Alton continued quietly, "up there, so far from
prying eyes, you mght find the chance to di spose of two
Do' Urden's. Why woul d you not go?"

"Have you forgotten a ruling that you played a part in?"
Masoj asked, whirling on Alton accusingly. Two decades
ago, the masters of Sorcere decided that no wi zards are to trave
anywhere near the surface!"

"Of course” Alton replied, renmenbering the neeting. Sor-
cere seenmed so distant to himnow | though he had been,
within the Hun'ett house for only a few weeks. "W con-
cluded that drow magic may work differently-
unexpect edl y-under the open sky” he explained. "On that
raid twenty years ago-"

"I know the story” Masoj growl ed, and he finished the sen-
tence for Alton. "A wizard's fireball expanded beyond its
normal di nensions, killing several drow. Dangerous side-
effects, you masters called it, though I've a belief that the
wi zard conveni ently di sposed of sone enem es under the
gui se of an accident!"

"Yes” Alton agreed. "So said the runors. In the absence of
evi dence. “ He let the thought go, seeing that he was doing
little to confort Masoj. "That was so |ong ago” he said, try-
ing to offer sone hope. "Have you no recourse?"

“None” Masoj replied. "Things nove so very slowy in
Menzoberranzan; | doubt that the nmmsters have even begun.
their investigation into the matter

"A pity” Alton said. "It would have been the perfect oppor-
tunity”



“"No nore of that!" Masoj scolded. "Matron Si Nafay has not
given me her command to elimnate Drizzt Do' Urden or his
brother. You have already been warned to keep your per-
sonal desires to yourself. Wien the matron bids nme to
strike, I will not fail her. Opportunities can be created

"You speak as if you al ready know how Drizzt Do' Urden
will die” Alton said.

An snile spread over Masoj's face as he reached into the
pocket of his robe and produced the onyx figurine, his un.
t hi nki ng magi cal slave, which the foolish Drizzt had come to
trust so dearly. "Oh, | do” he replied, giving the statuette of
Guenhwyvar an easy toss, then catching it and holding it out
on displ ay.

"1 do.

The nmenbers of the chosen raiding party quickly came to
realize that this would be no ordinary mssion. They did not
go out on patrol from Menzoberranzan at all during the
next week. Rather, they remained, day and ni ght, seques-
teredwithin a barrack of Mel ee-Magthere. Through nearly
every waki ng hour, the raiders huddl ed around an oval ta-
ble in a conference room hearing the detailed plans of their
pendi ng adventure, and, over and over again, Mster Hat-
ch'net, the master of Lore, spinning his tales of the vile
el ves.

Drizzt listened intently to the stories, allow ng hinself,
forcing hinself, to fall within Hatch' net's hypnotic web. The
tales had to be true; Drizzt did not know what he would
hold onto to preserve his principles if they were not.

Dinin presided over the raid' s tactical preparations, dis-
pl ayi ng maps of the long tunnels the group would travel,
grilling them over and over until they had nenorized the
route perfectly.

To this, as well, the eager raiders-except for Drizzt-
listened intently, all the while fighting to keep their excite-
ment from bursting out in a wild cheer. As the week of
preparations neared its end, Drizzt took note that one nem
ber of the patrol group had not been attending. At first,
Drizzt had reasoned that Masoj was |learning his duties in
the raid in Sorcere, with his old nmasters. Wth the depar-
ture time fast approaching and the battle plans clearly tak-

i ng shape, though, Drizzt began to understand that Masoj
woul d not be joining them

"Where is our wi zard?" Drizzt dared to ask in the |late
hours of one session.

Di nin, not appreciating lhe interruption, glared at his
brother. "Masoj will not be joining us” he answered, know



ing that others m ght now share Drizzt's concern, a distrac-
tion they could not afford at such a critical tine.

"Sorcere has decreed that no wi zards may travel to the
surface, Master Hatch' net explained. "Masoj Hun'ett will
await your return in the city. It is a great loss to you indeed,
for Masoj has proven his worth many tinmes over. Fear not,
t hough, for a cleric of Arach- Tinilith shall acconpany you.

"What of . . Drizzt began above the approvi ng whispers
of the other raiders.

Dinin cut his brother's thoughts short, easily guessing the
guestion. "The cat belongs to Masoj” he said flatly. "The cat
stays behi nd.

"I could talk to Masoj” Drizzt pleaded.

Dinin's stern glance answered the question without the

need for words. "Qur tactics will be different on the sur-
face” he said to all the group, silencing their whispers. "The
surface is a world of distance, not the blind encl osures of
bendi ng tunnels. Once our enem es are spotted, our task
will be to surround them to close off the distances” He

| ooked straight at his young brother. "W will have no need
of a point guard, and in such a conflict, a spirited cat could
wel | prove nore trouble than aid”

Drizzt had to be satisfied with the answer. Arguing woul d
not help, even jf he could get Masoj to |let himtake the
pant her -whi ch he knew in his heart he could not. He
shook the brooding desires out of his head and forced him
self to hear his brother's words. This was to be the greatest
chal l enge of Drizzt's young life, and the greatest danger

Over the final two days, as the battle plan becane in-
grained into every thought, Drizzt found hinmself grow ng
nore and nore agitated. Nervous energy kept his palnms
noi st with sweat, and his eyes darted about, too alert.
Despite his disappointnment over Guenhwyvar, Drizzt
coul d not deny the excitenent that bubbled within him
This was the adventure he had al ways wanted, the answer
to his questions of the truth of his people. Up there, in the
vast strangeness of that foreign world, |lurked the surface
el ves, the unseen nightnmare that had beconme the common
eneny, and thus the common bond, of all the drow. Drizzt
woul d di scover the glory of battle, exacting proper revenge
upon his people's nost hated foes. Al ways before, Drizzt
had fought out of necessity, in training gyms or agai nst the
stupid nmonsters that ventured too near his hone.

Drizzt knew that this encounter would be different. This
time his thrusts and cuts would be carried by the strength
of deeper enptions, guided by the honor of his people and



their common courage and resolve to strike back agai nst
their oppressors. He had to believe that.

Drizzt lay back in his cot the night before the raiding par-
ty's departure and brought his scimitars through sone
sl ow- noti on maneuvers above him

"This time” he whispered aloud to the bl ades while nmar-
veling at their intricate dance even at such a sl ow speed.

"This time your ring will sound out in the song of justice!"
He placed the scinitars down at the side of his cot and
rolled over to find some needed sleep. "This time” he said
again, teeth clenched and eyes shining with determ nation.
Were his proclamations his belief or his hope? Drizzt had
di sm ssed the disturbing question the very first tine it had
entered his thoughts, having T1;0 nore room for doubts than
he had for brooding. He no | onger considered the possibility
of disappointnment; it had no place in the heart of a drow
warrior.

To Dinin, though, studying Drizzt curiously fromthe
shadows of the doorway, it sounded as if his younger
brother was trying to convince hinself of the truth of his
own words.

Chapter 20
That Foreign World

The fourteen nenbers of the patrol group nade their
way through twi sting tunnels and giant caverns that sud-
denly opened w de before them Silent on magi cal boots and
nearly invisible behind their piwafwi s, they comunicated
only in their hand code. For the nost part, the ground's
sl ope was barely perceptible, though at tinmes the group
clinmbed straight up rocky chi meys, every step and every
handhol d drawi ng t hem nearer their goal. They crossed
t hrough the boundaries of clainmed territories, of nobnsters
and the other races, but the hated gnonmes and even the
duergar dwarves wi sely kept their heads hidden. Few in al
t he Underdark woul d purposely intercept a drow raiding

party.

By the end of a week, all of the drow could sense the dif-
ference in their surroundings. The depth still would have
seened stifling to a surface dweller, but the dark el ves were
accustoned to the constant oppression of a thousand thou-
sand tons of rock hangi ng over their heads. They turned
every corner expecting the stone ceiling to flyaway into the
vast openness of the surface world.

Breezes wafted past themnot the sulfur-snelling hot
wi nds rising off the magma of deep earth, but npist air



scented with a hundred aromas unknown to the drow It

was springtinme above, though the dark elves, in their sea-
sonl ess environs, knew nothing of that, and the air was ful
of the scents of new bl ossonmed fl owers and buddi ng trees.

In the seductive allure of those tantalizing aronas, Drizzt
had to rem nd hinself again and again that the place they
approached was whol ly evil and dangerous. Perhaps, he
t hought, the scents were nerely a diabolical lure, a bait to
an unsuspecting creature to bring it into the surface world's
nmur derous gri p.

The cleric of Arach. Tinilith who was traveling with the
rai ding party wal ked near to one wall and pressed her face
agai nst every crack she encountered. "This one will suffice”
she said a short tinme later. She cast a spell of seeing and
| ooked into the tiny crack, no nmore than a finger's width, a
second tine.

"How are we to get through that?" one of the patrol neno
bers signaled to another. Dinin caught the gestures and
ended the silent conversation with a scow .

"It is daylight above” the cleric announced. "W shall have
to wait here”

"For how | ong?" Dinin asked, knowing his patrol to be on
the edge of readiness with their |ong-awaited goal so very
near.

"I cannot know' the cleric replied. "No nmore than half a
cycle of Narbondel. Let us renove our packs and rest while
V\E rmy ”

Di nin woul d have preferred to continue, just to keep his
troops busy, but he did not dare speak against the priestess.

The break did not prove a | ong one, though, for a couple of
hours later, the cleric checked through the crack once nore
and announced that the tine had cone.

"You first” Dinin said to Drizzt. Drizzt |ooked at his
brot her incredul ously, having no i dea of how he coul d pass
t hrough such a tiny crack

"Cone” instructed the cleric, who now held a nmany-hol ed
orb. "Wal k past nme and continue through”

As Drizzt passed the cleric, she spoke the orb's comand
word and held it over Drizzt's head. Black flakes, bl &cker
than Drizzt's ebony skin, drifted over him and he felt a tre-
mendous shudder ripple across his spine.

The others | ooked on in amazenent as Drizzt's body nar-



rowed to the width of a hair and he became a two-
di mensi onal image, a shadow of his former self.

Drizzt did not understand what was happeni ng, but the
crack suddenly w dened before him He slipped into it,
found novenent in his present formnerely an enact nent
of will, and, drifted through the twi sts, turns, and bends of
the tiny channel like a shadow on the broken face of a rocky
cliff. He then was in a |ong cave, standing across fromits sin-
gle exit.

A noonl ess night had fallen, but even this seened bright
to the deep-dwelling drow. Drizzt felt hinself pulled to-
ward the exit, toward the surface world's openness. The
ot her raiders began slipping through the crack and into the
cavern then, one by one with the cleric conming in |ast.
Drizzt was the first to feel the shudder as his body resuned
its natural state. In a few nonents, they all were eagerly
checki ng their weapons.

"I will remain here” the cleric told Dinin. "Hunt well. The
Spi der Queen i s watching”

Di nin warned his troops once again of the dangers of the
surface, then he noved to the front of the cave, a small hole
on the side of a rocky spur of a tall mountain. "For the Spi-
der Queen” Dinin proclained. He took a steadying breath
and led themthrough the exit, under the open sky.

Under the stars! While the others seemed nervous under
those revealing lights, Drizzt found his gaze pull ed heaven-
ward to the countless points of nystical tw nkling. Bathed
in the starlight, he felt his heart |ift and didn't even notice
the joyful singing that rode on the night wind, so fitting it
seemned.

Di nin heard the song, and he was experienced enough to
recognize it as the eldritch calling of the surface elves. He
crouched and surveyed the horizon, picking out the |ight of
a single fire down in the distant expanse of a wooded vall ey.
He nudged his troops to action-and pointedly nudged the
wondernent fromhis brother's eyes-and started them of f.

Drizzt could see the anxiety on his conpanions' faces, so
contrasted by his own inexplicable sense of serenity. He sus-
pected at once that sonmething was very wong with the
whol e situation. In his heart Drizzt had known fromthe
m nute he had stepped out of the tunnel that this was not
the vile world the masters at the Acadeny had taken such
pains to describe. He did feel unusual with no stone ceiling
above him but not unconfortable. If the stars, calling to his
heartstrings, were indeed rem nders of what the next day
m ght bring, as Master Hatch' net had said, then surely the
next day would not be so terrible.



Only confusion danpened the feeling of freedomthat
Drizzt felt, for either he had sonehow fallen into a trap of
perception, or his conpanions, his brother included,
vi ewed their surroundi ngs through tainted eyes.

It fell on Drizzt as another unanswered burden: were his
feelings of confort here weakness or truth of heart?

"They are akin to the nushroom groves of our hone”
Dinin assured the others as they tentatively noved under
the perineter boughs of a small forest, "neither sentient nor
har nf ul ”

Still, the younger dark elves flinched and brought their
weapons to the ready whenever a squirrel skipped across a
branch overheard or an unseen bird called out to the night.
The dark elves' was a silent world, far different fromthe
chattering life of a springtime forest, and in the Underdark,
nearly every living thing could, and nost certainly would,
try to harmanything invading its lair. Even a cricket's chirp
sounded ominous to the alert ears of the drow

Dinin's course was true, and soon the faerie song
drowned out every other sound and the light of a fire be-
came visible through the boughs. Surface elves were the
nost alert of the races, and a human-or even a sneaky
hal f1ing-woul d have had little chance of catching them un-
awar es.

The raiders this night were drow, nore skilled in stealth
than the nost proficient alley thief. Their footfalls went un-
heard, even across beds of dry, fallen |eaves, and their
crafted arnmor, shaped perfectly to the contours of their
sl ender bodies, bent with their novements without a rustle.
Unnoticed, they lined the perineter of the small gl ade,
where a score of faeries danced and sang.

Transfi xed by the sheer joy of the elves' play, Drizzt
hardly noticed the commands his brother issued then in the
silent code. Several children danced anong t he gathering,
mar ked only by the size of their bodies, and were no freer
in spirit than the adults they acconpani ed. So innocent they
all seened, so full of life and w stful ness, and obviously
bonded to each other by friendship nore profound than
Drizzt had ever known in Menzoberranzan. So unlike the
stories Hatch' net had spun of them tales of vile, hating
wr et ches.

Drizzt sensed nore than saw that his group was on the
nove, fanning out to gain a greater advantage. Still he did
not take his eyes fromthe spectacle before him Dinin
t apped hi mon the shoul der and pointed to the small cross-
bow that hung fromhis belt, then slipped off into position in
the brush off to the side.



Drizzt wanted to stop his brother and the others, wanted
to make them wait and observe the surface elves that they
were so quick to nane enenies. Drizzt found his feet rooted
to the earth and his tongue wei ghted heavily in the sudden
dryness that had come into his nmouth. He | ooked to Dinin
and could only hope that his brother mstakenly thought his
| abored breaths the exultations of battle-lust.

Then Drizzt's keen ears heard the soft thrum of a dozen
tiny bowstrings. The elven song carried on a nonent
| onger, until several of the group dropped to the earth.

“"Not" Drizzt screaned in protest, the words torn from his
body by a profound rage even he did not understand. The
deni al sounded |ike just another war cry to the drow raid-
ers, and before the surface elves could even begin to react,
Dinin and the others were upon them

Drizzt, too, |leaped into the glade's lighted ring, his weap-
ons in hand, though he had given no thought to his next
nove. He wanted only to stop the battle, to put an end to the
scene unfol di ng before him

Quite at ease in their woodl and hone, the surface elves
weren't even arned. The drow warriors sliced through
their ranks nercilessly, cutting them down and hacki ng at
their bodies long after the light of |ife had flown fromtheir
eyes.

One terrified femal e, dodging this way and that, cane be-
fore Drizzt. He dipped the tips of his weapons to the earth,
searching for sone way to give a neasure of confort.

The femal e then jerked straight as a sword dove into her

back, its tip thrusting right through her slender form

Drizzt watched, nesmerized and horrified, as the drow

warrior behind her grasped the weapon hilt in both hands

and twisted it savagely. The fermale elf | ooked straight at
Drizzt in the last fleeting seconds of her life, her eyes crying
for mercy. Her voice was no nore than the sickening gurgle

of bl ood.

His face the exultation of ecstacy, the drow warrior tore
his sword free and sliced it across, taking the head fromthe
el ven femal e' s shoul ders.

"Vengeance!" he cried at Drizzt, his face contorted in furi-
ous glee, his eyes burning with a Iight that shone denonic to
the stunned Drizzt. The warrior hacked at the lifel ess body
one nore tinme, then spun away in search of another Kkill

Only a nonent |ater, another elf, this one a young girl,
broke free of the massacre and rushed in Drizzt's direction
screaming a single word over and over. Her cry was in the



tongue of the surface elves, a dialect foreign to Drizzt, but
when he | ooked upon her fair face, streaked with tears, he
under st ood what she was saying. Her eyes were on the nu-
tilated corpse at his feet; her angui sh outwei ghed even the
terror of her own inpending doom She could only be cry-

ing, "Mther!"

Rage, horror, anguish, and a dozen ot her enpotions racked
Drizzt at that horrible nmoment. He wanted to escape his
feelings, to lose hinself in the blind frenzy of his kin and ac-
cept the ugly reality. How easy it would have been to throw
away the conscience that pai ned him so.

The elven child rushed up before Drizzt but hardly saw
him her gaze | ocked upon her dead nother, the back of the
child' s neck open to a single, clean blow. Drizzt raised his
scimtar, unable to distinguish between nmercy and nurder

"Yes, ny brother!" Dinin cried out to him a call that cut
t hrough his conrades' screans and whoops and echoed in
Drizzt's ears like an accusation. Drizzt |ooked up to see
Dinin, covered fromhead to foot in blood and standing
am d a hacked cluster of dead el ves.

"Today you know the glory it is to be a drow" Dinin cried,
and he punched a victorious fist into the air. "today we ap-
pease the Spider Queen!"

Drizzt responded in kind, then snarled and reared back
for a killing bl ow.

He alnost did it. In his unfocused outrage, Drizzt Do' Ur-
den al nost becanme as his kin. He alnost stole the life from
that beautiful child s sparkling eyes.

At the last nonment, she | ooked up at him her eyes shining
as a dark mrror into Drizzt's blackening heart. In that re-
flection, that reverse inmage of the rage that guided his hand,
Drizzt Do' Urden found hinself.

He brought the scimtar down in a m ghty sweep, watch-
ing Dinin out of the corner of his eye as it whi sked harm
| essly past the child- In the sane notion, Drizzt followed
with his other hand, catching the girl by the front of her tu-
nic and pulling her face-down to the ground.

She screaned, unharnmed but terrified, and Drizzt saw
Dinin thrust his fist into the air again and spin away.

Drizzt had to work quickly; the battle was alnost at its
gruesonme end. He sliced his scimtars expertly above the
huddl ed child's back, cutting her clothing but not so much
as scratching her tender skin. Then he used the bl ood of the
headl ess corpse to nask the trick, taking grimsatisfaction



that the el ven nother would be pleased to know that, in
dyi ng, she had saved the life of her daughter

"Stay down” he whispered in the child' s ear. Drizzt knew
that she could not understand his |anguage, but he tried to
keep his tone conforting enough for her to guess at the de-
ception. He could only hope he had done an adequate job a
nonent |ater, when Dinin and several others came over to
hi m

"Well done!" Dinin said exuberantly, trenbling with sheer

excitement. " A score of the orc-bait dead and not a one of us
even injured! The matrons of Menzoberranzan will be
pl eased i ndeed, though we'll get no plunder fromthis pitiful

lot!" He | ooked down at the pile at Drizzt's feet, then cl apped
his brother on the shoul der

Did they think they could get away?" Dinin roared.

Drizzt fought hard to sublimate his disgust, but Dinin was
so entranced by the bloodbath that he wouldn't have no-
ticed anyway.

“"Not with you here!" Dinin continued. "1W kills for
Drizzt! "

"One kill!" protested another, stepping beside Dinin.

Drizzt set his hands firmly on the hilts of his weapons and
gathered up his courage. |f this approaching drow had
guessed the deception, Drizzt would fight to save the elven
child. He would kill his conpanions, even his brother, to
save the little girl with the sparkling eyes-until he hinself
was slain. At |least then Drizzt would not have to wi tness
their slaughter of the child.

Luckily, the problem never came up. "Drizzt got the
child” the drow said to Dinin, "but | got the elder femrale.
put my sword right through her back before your brother
ever brought his scimtars to bear!"”

It came as a reflex, an unconscious strike against the evi
all about him Drizzt didn't even realize the act as it hap-
pened, but a nonent |ater, he saw the boasting drow |ying
on his back, clutching at his face and groani ng i n agony.
Only then did Drizzt notice the burning pain in his hand,
and he | ooked down to see his knuckles, and the scimtar
hilt they clutched, spattered with bl ood.

"What are you about?" Di ni n denanded.
Thi nki ng qui ckly, Drizzt did not even reply to his brother

He | ooked past Dinin, to the squirm ng formon the ground,



and transferred all the rage in his heart into a curse that the

ot hers woul d accept and respect. "If ever you steal a kil
fromme again” he spat, sincerity dripping fromhis false
words, "I will replace the head lost fromits shoulders with
your own!"

Drizzt knew that the elven child at his feet, though doing
her best, had begun a slight shudder of sobbing, and he de-
cided not to press his luck. "Cone, then” he grow ed. "Let us
| eave this place. The stench of the surface world fills ny
nmouth with bilel™

He storned away, and the others, |aughing, picked up
their dazed conrade and fol |l owed.

"Finally” Dinin whispered as he watched his brother's
tense strides. "Finally you have |l earned what it is to be a
drow warrior!"

Dinin, in his blindness, would never understand the irony
of his words.

"We have one nore duty before we return honme” the
cleric explained to the group when it reached the cave's en-
trance. She alone knew of the raid' s second purpose. "The
mat rons of Menzoberranzan have bid us to witness the ulti-
mat e horror of the surface world, that we night warn our
ki ndred”

Qur kindred? Drizzt nused, his thoughts black with sar-
casm As far as he could see, the raiders had already wt-
nessed the horror of the surface world: thensel ves!

"There!" Dinin cried, pointing to the eastern horizon.

The tiniest shading of light limed the dark outline of dis-
tant nmountains. A surface dweller would not even have no-
ticed it, but the dark elves saw it clearly, and all of them
even Drizzt, recoiled instinctively.

"It is beautiful” Drizzt dared to remark after taking a no-
ment to consider the spectacle.

Dinin's glare came at himicy cold, but no colder than the
| ook the cleric cast Drizzt's way. "Renove your cl oaks and
equi pnent, even your arnor” she instructed .the group

"Quickly. Place themw thin the shadows of the cave so that
they will not be affected by the |ight”

When the task was conpleted, the cleric led themout into
the growing |ight. "Watch” was her grim comand.

The eastern sky assuned a hue of purplish pink, then



pi nk al together, its brightening causing the dark elves to
squi nt unconfortably. Drizzt wanted to deny the event, to
put it into the same pile of anger that denied the master of
Lore's words concerning the surface el ves.

Then it happened; the top rimof the sun crested the east-
ern horizon. The surface world awakened to its warnth, its
life-giving energy. Those sanme rays assaulted the drow
el ves' eyes with the fury of fire, tearing into orbs unaccus-
tomed to such sights.

"Watch!" the cleric cried at them "Wtness the depth of
the horror!"

One by one, the raiders cried out in pain and fell into the
cave's darkness, until Drizzt stood al one beside the cleric in
the growing daylight. Iruly the Ilight assaulted Drizzt as
keenly as it had his kin, but he basked in it, accepting it as
his purgatory, exposing himfor all to view while its stinging
fires cleansed his soul

"Cone” the cleric said to himat |ength, not understanding
his actions. "W have borne witness. W nay now return to
our honrel and”

"Honel and?" Drizzt replied, subdued.

"Menzoberranzan!" the cleric cried, thinking the nmale
confused beyond reason. "Cone, before the inferno burns
the skin from your bones. Let our surface cousins suffer the
flames, a fitting punishnent for their evil hearts!"
Drizzt chuckl ed hopelessly. A fitting punishnent? He
wi shed that he could pluck a thousand such suns fromthe
sky and set themin every chapel in Menzoberranzan, to
shine eternally.

Then Drizzt could take the light no nore. He scranbl ed
di zzily back into the cave and donned his outfit. The cleric
had the orb in hand, and Drizzt again was the first through
the tiny crack. When all the group rejoined in the tunnel be-
yond, Drizzt took his position at the point and | ed them back
into the descendi ng path's deepeni ng gl oom back down
into the darkness of their existence.

Chapter 21
May It Pl ease The Goddess

"Did you please the goddess?" Matron Malice asked, her
guestion as much a threat as an inquiry. At her side, the
ot her fermal es of House Do' Urden, Briza, Vierna, and Mya,
| ooked on inpassively, hiding their jealousy.

"Not a single drow was slain” Dinin replied, his voice thick



with the sweetness of drow evil. "W cut them and sl ashed
them " He drooled as his recounting of the elven sl aughter
brought back the lust of the nmoment. "Bit them and ri pped
them "

"What of you?" the matron nother interrupted, nore
concerned with the consequences to her own fanmly's
standing than with the raid' s general success.

"Five” Dinin answered proudly. "I killed five, all of them
femal es!”

The matron's smile thrilled Dinin. Then Mlice scow ed as
she turned her gaze on Drizzt. "And hinP?" she inquired, not
expecting to be pleased with the answer. Mlice did not doubt
her youngest son's prowess wi th weapons, but she had cone
to suspect that Drizzt had too nuch of Zaknafein's enotiona
makeup to ever be an attribute in such situations.

Dinin's smle confused her. He wal ked over to Drizzt and
draped an arm confortably across his brother's shoul ders.

"Drizzt got only one kill” Dinin began, "but it was a fenuale
child”

"Only one?" Malice grow ed.

From the shadows off to the side, Zaknafein listened in
di smay. He wanted to shut out the elderboy Do' Urden's
dami ng words, but they held Zak in their grip. O all the
evils Zak had ever encountered in Menzoberranzan, this
surely had to be the nost disappointing. Drizzt had killed a
chi | d.

"But the way he did it!" Dinin exclainmd. "He hacked her
apart; sent all of Lloth's fury slicing into her tw tching body!
The Spider Queen nust have treasured that kill above al
t he ot hers”

"Only one” Matron Malice said again, her scowm hardly
sof t eni ng.

"He woul d have had two” Dinin continued. "Shar Nadal of
House Maevret stole one from his bl ade-another fenale”

"Then Lloth will look with favor on House Maevret” Briza
reasoned.

"No” Dinin replied. "Drizzt punished Shar Nadal for his
actions. The son of House Maevret would not respond to the
chal | enge”

The menory stuck in Drizzt's thoughts. He wi shed that
Shar Nadal had conme back at him so he could have vented



his rage nore fully. Even that w sh sent pangs of guilt cours-
ing through Drizzt.

"Well done, nmy children” Malice beaned, now satisfied
that both of them had acted properly in the raid. "The Spi-
der Queen will | ook upon House Do' Urden with favor for
this event. She will guide us to victory over this unknown
house that seeks to destroy us”

Zaknafein | eft the audience hall with his eyes down and
one hand nervously rubbing his sword's hilt. Zak renmem
bered the tinme he had deceived Drizzt with the |ight bonb,
when he had Drizzt defensel ess and beaten. He could have
spared the young innocent fromhis horrid fate. He could
have killed Drizzt then and there, mercifully, and rel eased
himfromthe inevitable circumstances of |ife in Menzober-
ranzan.

Zak paused in the long corridor and turned back to watch
the chamber. Drizzt and Dinin canme out then, Drizzt casting
Zak a single, accusatory | ook and pointedly turning away
down a side passage.

The gaze cut through the weapon master. "So it has cone
to this” Zak murnured to hinmself. "The youngest warrior
of House Do' Urden, so full of the hate that enbodies our
race, has learned to despise nme for what | anf

Zak thought again of that nmoment in the training gym
that fateful second when Drizzt's life teetered on the edge
of a poised sword. It indeed woul d have been a nerciful act
to kill Drizzt at that tinme.

Wth the sting of the young drow warrior's gaze still cut-
ting so keenly into his heart, Zak couldn't deci de whether
t he deed woul d have been nore nerciful to Drizzt or to
hi nsel f.

"Leave us” Matron Si Nafay conmanded as she swept into
the small roomlighted by a candle's glow. Alton gawked at
the request; it was, after all, his personal room Alton pru-
dently renmi nded hinself that SiNafay was the natron
not her of the family, the absolute ruler of House Hun'ett.
Wth a few awkward bows and apol ogies for his hesitation
he backed out of the room

Masoj watched his nother cautiously as she waited for Al-
ton to move away. From Si Nafay's agitated tone, Masoj un-
derstood the significance of her visit. Had he done
sonmething to anger his mother? O, nore likely, had Al ton?
When Si Nafay spun back on him her face twisted in evi
gl ee, Masoj realized that her agitation was really excite-
ment .



"House Do' Urden has erred!" she snarled. "It has |ost the
Spi der Queen's favor!"

"How?" Masoj replied. He knew that Dinin and Drizzt had
returned froma successful raid, an assault that all of the
city was tal king about in tones of high praise.

"I do not know the details” Matron SiNafay replied, find-
ing a measure of calmess in her voice. "One of them per-
haps one of the sons, did sonething to displease LIoth. This
was told to me by a handnai den of the Spider Queen. It
nmust be true!"

“"Matron Malice will work quickly to correct the situation”
Masoj reasoned. "How | ong do we have?"

"Lloth's displeasure will not be revealed to Matron Ml -
ice” SiNafay replied. "Not soon. The Spider Queen knows
all. She knows that we plan to attack House Do' Urden, and
only an unfortunate accident will inform Matron Malice of
her desperate situation before her house is crushed!

"We nust nove qui ckly” Matron SiNafay went on. "Wthin
ten cycles of Narbondei, the first strike nmust fall! The ful
battle will begin soon after, before House Do' Urden can |ink
its loss to our wongdoi ng”

"What is to be their sudden | oss?" Masoj pronpted, think-
i ng, hoping, he had already guessed the answer.

His mother's words were |ike sweet nmusic to his ears.

"Drizzt Do' Urden” she purred, "the favored son. Kill him
Masoj rested back and clasped his slender fingers behind
hi s head, considering the command.

"You will not fail me” SiNafay warned.

“I will not” Masoj assured her. "Drizzt, though young, is al-
ready a powerful foe. His brother, a forner nmaster of
Mel ee- Magt here, is never far fromhis side” He | ooked up at
his matron nother, his eyes gleanming. "May | kill the
br ot her, too?"

"Be cautious, nmy son” SiNafay replied. "Drizzt Do Urden is
your target. Concentrate your efforts toward his death.

" As you conmand” Masoj replied, bow ng | ow.
Si Nafay |iked the way her young son heeded to her de-
sires wi thout question. She started out of the room confi-
dent in Masoj's ability to performthe task.

“If Dinin Do' Uden sonmehow gets in the way” she said,

turning back to throw Masoj a gift for his obedience, "you



”

may kill him too

Masoj's expression reveal ed too nuch eagerness for the
second task.

"You will not fail me!" SiNafay said again, this tine in an
open threat that stole sonme of the wind out of Masoj's filling
sails. "Drizzt Do' Urden nust die within ten days!"

Masoj forced any distracting thoughts of Dinin out of his
mnd. "Drizzt nust die” he whispered over and over, |ong
after his nmother had gone. He already knew how he wanted
to do it. He only had to hope that the opportunity would
come soon.

The awful nenory of the surface raid followed Drizzt,
haunted him as he wandered the halls of Daernon
N a' shezbaernon. He had rushed fromthe audi ence cham
ber as soon as Matron Malice had disnm ssed him and had
slipped away fromhis brother at the first opportunity,
wanting only to be al one.

The images renmi ned: the broken sparkle in the young el -
ven girl's eyes as she knelt over her nurdered nother's
corpse; the elven wonman's horrified expression, twisting in
agony as ghar Nadal ripped the life from her body. The sur-
face elves were there in Drizzt's thoughts; he could not dis.
m ss them They wal ked beside Drizzt as he wandered, as
real as they had been when Drizzt's raiding group had de.
scended upon their joyful song.

Drizzt wondered if he woul d ever be al one again.
Eyes down, consuned by his enpty sense of loss, Drizzt c
did not mark the path before him He junped back, startled,
when he turned a corner and bunped i nto sonebody.
He stood faci ng Zaknaf ein.

"You are hone” the weapon naster said absently, his
bl ank face revealing none of the tumultuous enotions swrl-
i ng through his nind.

Drizzt wondered if he could properly hide his own grim
ace. "For a day” he replied, equally nonchal ant, though his
rage with Zaknafein was no |l ess intense. Now that Drizzt
had wi tnessed the wath of drow elves firsthand, Zak's re-
put ed deeds rang out to Drizzt as even nore evil. "My patro
group goes back out at Narbondel's first |ight.

"So soon?" asked Zak, genuinely surprised.
"We are sunmoned.

Drizzt replied, starting past. zat
caught him by the arm



"General patrol?" he asked.
"Focused” Drizzt replied." Activity in the eastern tunnels”
"So the heroes are summned” chuckl ed Zak.

Drizzt did not i mediately respond. WAs there sarcasmin
Zak's voi ce? Jeal ousy, perhaps, that Drizzt and Dinin were
allowed to go out to fight, while Zak had to renmain within
t he House Do' Urden's confines to fulfill his role as the fam -
ly's fighting instructor? Was Zak's hunger for bl ood so great
that he could not accept the duties thrust upon themall?

Zak had trained Drizzt and Di nin, had he not? And hun-
dreds of others; he'd transforned theminto |iving weapons,
into nurderers.

"How long will you be out?" Zak pressed, nore interested
in Drizzt's whereabouts.

Drizzt shrugged. "A week at the |ongest”
"“And t hen?"
"Hor ne”

"That is good” said Zak. "I will be pleased to see you back
within the walls of House Do' Orden” Drizzt didn't believe a
word of it.

Zak then sl apped himon the shoul der in a sudden, unex-
pected novenent designed to test Drizzt's reflexes. Mre
surprised than threatened, Drizzt accepted the pat w thout
response, not sure of his uncle's intent.

"The gym perhaps?" asked Zak. "You and |, as it once
was.

| npossi bl e! Drizzt wanted to shout. Never again would it
be as it once was. Drizzt held those thoughts to hinself and
nodded his assent. "I would enjoy that” he replied, secretly
wonderi ng how much satisfaction he would gain by cutting
Zaknafein down. Drizzt knew the truth of his people now,
and knew that he was powerl|less to change anythi ng. Maybe
he coul d make a change in his private |ife, though. Maybe by
destroyi ng Zaknafein, his greatest disappointnent, Drizzt
could renmove hinmself fromthe wongness around him

"As would |, Zak said, the friendliness of his tone hiding
his private thoughts-thoughts identical to Drizzt's.

"I'n a week, then” Drizzt said, and he pulled away, unable
to continue the encounter with the drow who once had



been his dearest friend, and who, Drizzt had cone to |earn,
was truly as devious and evil as the rest of his kin.

"Pl ease, ny matron” Alton whinpered, "it is my right. |
beg of you!"

"Rest easy, foolish DeVir” SiNafay replied, and there was
pity in her voice, an enotion seldomfelt and al nbst never
reveal ed.

"1 have waited-"

"The tinme is al nost upon you” SiNafay countered, her
tone growi ng nore threatening. "You have tried for this one
bef ore?’

Alton's grotesque gawk brought a smile to SiNafay's face.

Yes, she said, "I know of your bungled attenpt on Drizzt
Do' Urden's life. If Masoj had not arrived, the young warrior
woul d probably have slain you?

"I would have destroyed him" Alton grow ed.
Si Nafay did not argue the point. "Perhaps you woul d have
won” she said, "only to be exposed as a nurderous inmpos-
ter, with the wath of all of Menzoberranzan hangi ng over
your head!"

"l did not care?

"You woul d have cared, | pronise you!" Matron Si Nafay
sneered. "You would have forfeited your chance to claima
greater revenge. lrust in ne, Alton DeVir. Your-our-
victory is at hand?

“"Masoj will kill Drizzt, and maybe Di nin” Alton grunbl ed.

"There are other Do' Urdens awaiting the fell hand of Al-
ton DeVir” Matron Si Nafay prom sed. "High priestesses?
Alton could not dism ss the disappointnent he felt at not
being allowed to go after Drizzt. He badly wanted to kill that
one. Drizzt had brought him enbarrassment that day in his
chanbers at Sorcere; the young draw shoul d have died
qui ckly and quietly. Alton wanted to make up for that ms-
t ake.

Alton also could not ignhore the pronise that Matron Si Na-
fay had just made to him The thought of killing one or nore
of the high priestesses of House Do' Urden did not displease
himat all

The pill ow softness of the plush bed, so different from
the rest of the hard stone world of Menzoberranzan, of.
fered Drizzt no relief fromthe pain. Another ghost had



reared up to overwhel meven the i mages of carnage on the
surface: the specter of Zaknafein.

Dinin and Vierna had told Drizzt the truth of the weapon
master, of Zak's role in the fall of House DeVir, and of how
Zak so enjoyed sl aughtering other drow other drow who
had done nothing to wong himor deserve his wath.

So Zaknafein, too, took part in this evil game of drow life,
the endl ess quest to please the Spider Queer

" As | so pleased her on the surface?" Drizzt couldn't help
but munbl e, the sarcasm of the spoken words bringing him
some small neasure of confort.

The confort Drizzt felt in saving the life of the elven child
seenmed such a minor act against the overwhel m ng wongs
his rai ding group had exacted on her people. Matron Mal
ice, his nother, had so enjoyed hearing the bloody recount.
ing. Drizzt renmenbered the elven child' s horror at the sight
of her dead mother. Wuld he, or any dark elf, be so devas.
tated if they | ooked upon such a sight. Unlikely, he thought.

Drizzt hardly shared a | oving bond with Malice, and nost
draw woul d be too engaged in neasuring the consequences
of their nother's death to their own station to feel any sense
of | oss.

Wul d Malice have cared if either Drizzt or Dinin had
fallen in the raid? Again Drizzt knew the answer. All that
Mal i ce cared about was how the raid affected her own base
of power. She had reveled in the notion that her children
had pl eased her evil goddess.

What favor would Uoth show to House Do' Urden if she
knew the truth of Drizzt's actions? Drizzt had no way to
measure how much, if any, interest the Spider Queen had
taken in the raid. Lloth remained a nmystery to him one he
had no desire to explore. Wuld she be enraged if she knew
the truth of the raid? O if she knew the truth of Drizzt's
t houghts at this nmonment?

Drizzt shuddered to think of the punishnments he mi ght
be bringi ng upon hinself, but he had already firmy de-
ci ded upon his course of action, whatever the conse-
guences. He would return to House Do' Urden in a week. He
woul d go then to the practice gymfor a reunion with his old
t eacher.

He woul d kill Zaknafein in a week.
Caught up in the enotions of a dangerous and heartfelt

deci si on, Zaknafein hardly heard the biting scrape as he ran
the whetstone along his sword' s gl eam ng edge.



The weapon had to be perfect, with no jags or burrs. This
deed had to be executed without nmalice or anger

A clean blow, and Zak would rid hinmself of the denons of
his own failures, hide hinself once again within the sanctu-
ary of his private chanbers, his secret world. A clean blow,
and he woul d do what he shoul d have done a decade before.

“If only I had found the strength then; he | anented. "How
much grief mght | have spared Drizzt? How rmuch pain did
his days at the Acadeny bring to him that he is so very
changed?" The words rang hollow in the enmpty room They
were just words, useless now, for Zak had al ready deci ded
that Drizzt was out of reason's reach. Drizzt was a drow
warrior, with all of the w cked connotations carried in such
atitle.

The choi ce was gone to Zaknafein if he wished to hold any
pretense of value to his wetched existence. This tinme, he
could not stay his sword. He had to kill Drizzt.

Chapter 22
Gnones, W cked Gnones

Anmong the twists and turns of the tunnel mazes of the

Under dark, slipping about their silent way, went the
svirfnebli, the deep gnones. Neither kind nor evil, and so
out of place in this world of pervadi ng wi ckedness, the deep
gnhones survived and thrived. Haughty fighters, skilled in
crafting weapons and arnor, and nore in tune to the songs

of the stone than even the evil gray dwarves, the svirfnebl
continued their business of plucking gens and precious
netals in spite of the perils awaiting them at every turn.

When the news came back to Blingdenstone, the cluster
of tunnels and caverns that conposed the deep gnones'
city, that a rich vein of genstones had been di scovered
twenty miles to the east-as the rockworm the thoqqua,
bur r owed- Bur r ow- war den Bel war Di ssengul p had to
clinmb over a dozen others of his rank to be awarded the
privilege of |eading the mning expedition. Belwar and all of
the others knew well that forty miles east-as the rock-
wor m burrowed-woul d put the expedition dangerously
cl ose to Menzoberranzan, and that even getting there
woul d nean a week of hiking, probably through the territo-
ries of a hundred other enenies. Fear was no neasure
agai nst the love svirfnebli had for genms, though, and every
day in the Underdark was a ri sk.

When Belwar and his forty mners arrived in the snmall ca-
vern described by the advance scouts and inscribed with



the gnomes' mark of treasure, they found that the clains
had not been exaggerated. The burrow warden took care

not to get overly excited, though. He knew that twenty

t housand drow el ves, the svirfnebli's npost hated and feared
eneny, lived fewer than five mles away.

Escape tunnel s becane the first order of business, w nd-
i ng constructions high enough for a three-foot gnome but
not for a taller pursuer. Al along the course of these the
gnhones placed breaker walls, designed to deflect a light-
ning bolt or offer sone protection fromthe expanding
flames of a fireball

Then, when the true nmining at |ast began, Belwar kept
fully a third of his crew on guard at all tinmes and wal ked t he
area of the work with one hand al ways cl utching the magi-
cal enerald, the summpni ng stone, he kept on a chain
around hi s neck

"Three full patrol groups” Drizzt remarked to Dinin
when they arrived at the open "field" on the eastern side of
Menzoberranzan. Few stalagmites lined this region of the
city, but it did not seem so open now, with dozens of anxious
drow nmilling about.

"Gnonmes are not to be taken lightly” Dinin replied. "They
are wi cked and powerful-"

" As wicked as surface elves?" Drizzt had to interrupt, cov-
ering his sarcasmwi th fal se exuberance.

" Alnost” his brother warned grinmy, mssing the connota-
tions of Drizzt's question. Dinin pointed off to the side,
where a contingent of female drow was comng in to join
the group. "Clerics” he said, "and one of them a high priest-
ess. The runors of activity nust have been confirned”

A shudder coursed through Drizzt, a tingle of prebattle
excitement. That excitenent was altered and | essened,
t hough, by fear, not of physical harm or even of the
gnhones. Drizzt feared that this encounter might be a repeat