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			To Diane, of course. What a journey, my love!

			To my kids and kids-in-law, with joy and respect.

			To my grandkids, with thanks for making this part of life so amazing.

			And to everyone in the world who’s a bit neurospicy, who dares to follow their truth and their heart no matter what others might say.

			We live once, and even for those who stretch it to its limits, it’s short.

			Live true.

			Live you.

			—Bob

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Dalereckoning 1504

			Dahlia moaned with pleasure as she felt Bedorijay’s fangs slipping through the skin on her neck. She closed her eyes and smiled at the warmth of her blood being sucked out of those punctures, and felt the darkness of Bedorijay’s spittle entering her body. She had taken a vampire lover once before, a Thayan named Korvin Dor’crae, but she had never allowed him to bite her, and their lich masters, who were grooming Dahlia for their own designs, would have utterly destroyed him if he had.

			Now, though, Dahlia held no such reservations regarding the vampiric infection. She ran her tongue over her canines. She carried still the teeth of an elf, yes, but Dahlia could feel that she was getting close now.

			She wouldn’t go out in the sunshine anymore, and even in the perpetual fog of this hilly and ancient forest called Kryptgarden, the daylight proved uncomfortable. In the dark of night her vision had sharpened, every shape distinct. She could smell the blood of any creature and even determine the type of animal—or if it was a person—from a long way away.

			Almost there, she told herself, but she hoped that when the conversion was complete, when she was fully a vampire, these rituals would continue. This was lovemaking to her, more intimate and trusting than anything she had ever known.

			The last decades of her life had proved to be a strange journey indeed for the former servant of the mighty lich Szass Tam. Dahlia had fallen in love—something she had never thought possible—not once, but twice.

			Both times spurned.

			Dahlia, the ambassador of the great Szass Tam.

			Dahlia, the lover of Drizzt.

			Dahlia, the proxy of Lolth, the Demon Queen of Spiders.

			Dahlia, the lover of Entreri.

			Dahlia, the forsaken.

			Dahlia, the pirate.

			Dahlia, the humbled, left for dead on the Docks of Baldur’s Gate, all her possessions stolen.

			Stolen, too, was Dahlia’s will to fight back. She hadn’t even gone looking for Captain Wildevane and his crew of thieves. They had taken Kozah’s Needle, her magnificent tri-staff. They had taken her Cloak of the Crow, with which she could transform into a great black bird and glide on the winds. Her right ear had been torn, for they had ripped the nine diamonds from it, leaving jagged wounds. They had even cut off the single braid whose red and black strands had reached halfway down her back, leaving her bald, her blue-and-purple tattoo of a hunting cat seeming about to pounce from the right side of her head.

			Truly, Dahlia had been a broken thing when she had wandered into the reclaimed and rebuilt town of Phandalin in the Lost Hills region of the Sword Mountains, halfway between Neverwinter and Waterdeep, and some seventy-five miles due south of Gauntlgrym. All she had wanted at that time, the summer of DR 1498, was to live simply, peacefully, keeping to herself.

			Her ambition was gone, her sense of purpose lost. She wanted nothing more than to wake up, do whatever chores would suffice to feed, shelter, and get her intoxicated for the day, then stumble to her hovel apartment and fall down unconscious. Existence: just that, until there was no more of that.

			That had all changed when she witnessed, quite by accident, a most shocking event. Every time Dahlia felt the fangs of Bedorijay, she thought of that night. As usual, she had been the last patron to leave her favored drinking hole in Phandalin. More than a bit drunk, more than a bit depressed, she had dallied on her way back to her tiny room, wandering the streets in an aimless and circuitous route that had coincidentally put her on an avenue some twenty paces behind the tavernkeeper, a too-pleasant halfling woman named Winnie Bean.

			Her call to Winnie had been cut short when she noticed a giant bat flying down from a rooftop, flipping and transforming as it neared the ground. The halfling tavernkeeper’s name caught in Dahlia’s throat even as the vampire’s fangs sank into Winnie’s neck.

			Spellbound, Dahlia had watched the creature’s gentle caress of his chosen victim, had watched Winnie’s obvious revulsion and rejection.

			How wildly the halfling woman had fought!

			But the diminutive Winnie had been completely overmatched, and the vampire soon had her caught fast once more. Winnie had met Dahlia’s gaze in those last moments of her life, a helpless, terrified look on her face.

			A pathetic look, Dahlia had mused, and Dahlia didn’t cry out for help and didn’t rush to Winnie’s aid, for it occurred to her that Winnie should have given in, and thus this fate was borne of her own failing and panic.

			Dahlia watched the frenzy of blood overwhelm the vampire. What had been a gentle bite, a sharing of fluids, became an insatiable hunger. The master of night tore out Winnie’s throat, gulping at her spraying blood, then dropped her corpse unceremoniously to the cobblestones.

			Dahlia met the gaze of the vampire when his feast was done, and she returned his toothy smile with a nod and a grin of her own.

			Strangely, she had felt no fear of him.

			And she knew that this vampire understood that truth.

			A tenday later, after garnering as much information as she could, she had traveled to the dark and misty forest of Kryptgarden, to the ancient ruins of a long-abandoned monastery. Half-buried under the roots and soil, she had found a tunnel, a cracked and broken stairway into the mostly intact substructure of that rubble.

			Upon her return to the small village, Dahlia again began to walk the streets of Phandalin in the dark, when all the folk were asleep.

			He had been waiting for her, she knew, when he came down at her from on high that very first night.

			But Dahlia was no halfling tavernkeeper. She was a seasoned warrior, a great veteran, and she fended the vampire’s attacks long enough to convince him that she wouldn’t resist him if their tryst meant undeath instead of death.

			“I sought you out,” she had told him in the midst of that initial meeting, a rolling battle along several alleyways and streets. “I know where rests your casket and could have destroyed you in the daytime were that my preference!”

			That had given the vampire pause.

			“You know I speak the truth,” Dahlia pressed. “You saw the rose I left at the top of the stair.”

			She locked her blue-eyed stare on the vampire’s dark orbs.

			“You play dangerous games,” he warned.

			“They are worth the reward,” Dahlia had huskily replied, and she craned her neck and lowered her weapon.

			She remembered that first bite so clearly. She had stolen a magical dagger from the corpse of Winnie Bean and held it in her hand, ready to spin about and put it up through the vampire’s jaw, through his mouth, and into his brain the instant she sensed that frenzy, that primal hunger overwhelming him. But as soon as those fangs had engaged, as soon as the warmth of blood and the mist of darkness had begun to mingle, Dahlia understood that she would do no such thing even if this magnificent creature had indeed begun to tear out her throat.

			She would have accepted it.

			He had been as her god in those first moments, his charm overwhelming her, this pleasure controlling her beyond anything her mind or her fears might argue.

			That was a month ago, and the pleasure of this vampiric joining had not diminished.

			Now, though, Dahlia had learned to keep her wits about her even in the thrall of the vampire’s sensual feeding, of this intoxicating ecstasy. Now, Dahlia kept her focus on her true designs.

			Bedorijay was her master, yes. She could not deny him.

			Her master, but he was no longer her god.

			As her own darkness increased, so too increased her personal agency, her free will. She was still here because she wanted to be, because she had embraced a promise of power and eternity. She had found purpose once more.

			She could feel that her canines were ready to become true fangs.

			She wondered if Bedorijay would soon accept her bite, if he would let her lead in their intimacy.

			She wondered how long she would give him a choice. So she had believed in those first days, and so she had clung to that thought as the tendays passed, until finally the truth could not be denied.

			She was not a vampire.

			She was merely the child of a vampire, a vampire spawn.

			She was a plaything of Bedorijay, nothing more—and to her horror, she had learned that she wasn’t even the only one.

			“This will be our last joining,” the vampire master informed her when she climbed out of the dirt-filled wooden box he had given her as her bed, to find him standing over her, waiting. “You are fully mine now, but you cannot offer me the nourishment of true and pure living blood any longer.”

			“What am I to do?” Dahlia tried to keep the panic out of her voice.

			“You are to serve me. You are to go out when I allow it, so that you can feed. But only when I allow it, and always discreetly.”

			Dahlia had no choice but to comply, and so she did as she was commanded through the tendays. She feasted mostly on goblins. But every now and then, she caught a human unawares, even drawing elven blood on one occasion, lamenting then that she could not do to the handsome elf traveler what Bedorijay had done for her.

			No, she simply had to kill him, and what a waste of potential pleasure that was.

			She longed for more, for her own spawn to feed upon and to command.

			A few days after her encounter with the elf, Bedorijay again told her to go out and feed.

			Shaking her head, Dahlia stepped over to him and put her hands tenderly on his shoulders, moving very close, though neither had any breath to share.

			“I can be more,” she whispered into his ear, and she lowered her lips to his neck.

			Then she was flying away, hit by a tremendous blast of magical wind. She crashed into the stone wall of the crypt, but she hardly felt the impact.

			She heard the other children of Bedorijay hustling off into the shadows.

			She pulled herself to her feet, but he was there, suddenly, magically, and he grabbed her by the throat and lifted her up so easily with one hand to slam her and pin her against the wall.

			“If ever your fangs near my neck again, I will stake you out in the sunlight and listen to your screams from below as the light of day curls the flesh from your bones.”

			The words stabbed into her thoughts and into her heart, filling her with unreasonable despair. There was magic behind them, she knew.

			But she knew, too, that she was no match for Bedorijay, particularly not now, with her mind filled with bloodlust to the point of insanity, and her newfound vampiric powers far below those of her master.

			She wanted to explain, to tell him that she could be so much more to him than just another of his spawns. She knew that he’d react badly, though, so she just lowered her gaze submissively and whispered, “I am hungry.”

			“Then go,” Bedorijay told her, cupping her chin and lifting her face so that he could stare into her eyes, his expression somehow both charming and menacing.

			“Go to the roads about Phandalin, but do not enter the town nor feast on anyone who is out and about. The weather has been warm and dry, and therefore many travelers are out, journeying from Waterdeep to Neverwinter and back. You are a highwayman, you see? Just do not leave evidence of the truth of your kills.”

			A very shaken Dahlia was more than happy to be out of the crypt and off across the mountains. The ruins were some fifteen miles southeast of Phandalin, and that over tall hills, and it would be another five miles west to the coastal road most traveled.

			But Dahlia went east instead, running without tiring in her undead state. It was a longer journey through the area known as the Crooked Forest and out to the Long Road, but she would not tire, and she came in sight of the lights of the larger and more established village of Westbridge with hours to spare.

			Dahlia grinned at her cleverness, for while her master had forbidden her from eating in Phandalin, Bedorijay had said nothing about going into Westbridge. She might pick a nice tall fellow for her meal, she mused.

			Before she even started for the town, though, she saw the lights of a coach coming up from the south along the Long Road.

			She ran up a tree and out onto a heavy branch overhanging the road.

			This would be so easy.

			She ran her tongue across her fangs eagerly when the coachmen came into view. Fools, she thought, for this inland road was more fraught with highwaymen than the High Road along the coast, and a mere pair of drivers, one fat and both old, surely didn’t present an intimidating deterrence while driving what appeared to be a very expensive coach.

			Dahlia dropped silently to the back of the coach, then climbed across the roof as the coach gained speed despite the driver’s cries of “Whoa!”

			“They’ve gone mad!” the other man on the right side of the bench cried, and he too tried to calm the team.

			Dahlia slipped into the seat between them with such grace that the portly driver just tried to shrug her hand away, thinking it was his companion’s.

			“What, now, Bakerson! Calm them!” he said turning, the words sputtering through his lips and his eyes popping wide indeed when he saw Dahlia chewing on Bakerson’s throat.

			Blood dripping from her mouth, she so easily flung Bakerson off the right side of the speeding coach and turned her hiss, her demonic red eyes, and her clawed hands fully on the remaining driver.

			He moved well for such a big man, Dahlia had to admit, though she thought he might have been more aware of his surroundings when he leaped from the coach to fly face-first into a rather large tree.

			She’d go back and drink him later, she decided. She took up the reins and slowed the team—or tried to, for the horses obviously sensed her presence and were having none of that. Dahlia tugged with all her strength, finally breaking their stride. She immediately went back up on the roof away from the horses, then came down the back and around the side as the coach rolled to a stop.

			She tore the door right off—so hungry!

			Stepping up to move in, Dahlia hesitated at the unnatural darkness inside the vehicle.

			“Bakerson?” came a voice from within that magical globe, which winked out then, revealing the speaker.

			Dahlia froze in place, shocked. “Effron?” she whispered and gasped.

			“Mother?” asked the small, twisted man inside as he presented his bone staff before him. A pair of eyes on the tiny skull topping it lit up with powerful magical energy.

			Dahlia no longer drew breath, but even if she hadn’t been an undead thing, she’d not have drawn any there, certainly.

			

			—

			“Three days!” Bedorijay fumed. “I had thought you lost, destroyed.”

			“Are you not pleased that I have returned, my master?” Dahlia asked, properly whimpering and groveling.

			“How?” Bedorijay demanded. “How have you managed this? Your coffin is here! The dirt to which I bound you is here. You could not be away for so long.” He paused and stared at her slyly. “Unless you planned this disappearance and took some of that sacred unhallowed earth with you. And that I will not tolerate!” Bedorijay roared, and he stepped forward, lifting a clawed hand above Dahlia’s bowed head.

			“She was freed of your binding through a ceremony, great Lord Bedorijay,” came a feeble and scratchy voice from the dark stairwell of the crypt, and out walked a small and twisted man, one shoulder so far back that his left arm hung limply behind him. The man who appeared was not much above five feet tall and could not have weighed ten stones.

			He wore a smug grin and carried a staff, capped with a small skull, which he tapped on the ground. The skull’s eyes glowed a bright enough light for Bedorijay to note that this one was a tiefling, or half-tiefling, at least, for the ears that stuck out from his black hair seemed more those of an elf. Most striking, other than perhaps the location of his left shoulder, were his eyes, one blue, one red, and the ram-like horns on his forehead.

			Bedorijay yanked Dahlia upright by the hair and pulled her very close, her head tilted in such a way that would allow him to bite out her throat with ease.

			“Who are you who dares come to this place?” To accentuate the point, Bedorijay summoned several other vampire spawn from the shadows.

			“I am Effron Alegni,” the intruder replied. “I met your wayward child on the Long Road. She would not ever have returned here, for the sun was soon to rise, except for the ceremony of desecration I performed in a dark hole to keep her sheltered.”

			“She was not yours to save, and this place is not yours to visit!”

			“Once I learned of the great Lord Bedorijay, I had to witness your beauty for myself. I am no commoner, and I carry the blood of Shadovar Lord Herzgo Alegni within me. There is much I can do to assist you.”

			“This child of mine will die for leading you here.” He hissed and bared his fangs, turning for Dahlia’s throat.

			“No!” Effron roared, magical energy flowing forth.

			Bedorijay stopped as if slapped, glaring at him.

			The vampire spawn reacted at once and began moving in toward Effron.

			“Tell them to stop,” Effron commanded Bedorijay.

			“Stop!” Bedorijay insisted, and the lesser vampires froze in place. Bedorijay’s eyes widened in surprise.

			“Let her go,” Effron said. “Let my mother go!”

			Bedorijay understood then the danger, understood the weight of compulsion slamming him.

			He let Dahlia go.

			He didn’t want to, but he did.

			“Warlock,” the vampire managed to say, his mouth fighting against every syllable. Vampires like Bedorijay survived and thrived by dominating others, but he, too, had been dominated once, centuries before, when he had become the child of another vampire. He knew this feeling. He understood the magic that was now washing through him.

			His mind just couldn’t fathom that he was actually in the thrall of such a spell, powerful as it was.

			The skull’s eyes flared brighter, but the light narrowed, becoming beams that locked onto Bedorijay’s eyes, blinding him. He knew that he should turn into a bat and fly away, or into mist and float from this crypt…

			But he could not.

			He felt hands upon the back of his shoulders. Then fangs—Dahlia’s fangs!—stabbing into his neck.

			Bedorijay flailed his head, wailing, cursing. Dahlia’s arms went around him in a tight hug, and he could feel her strengthening. For she was drinking the blood of a true vampire.

			She was becoming a true vampire.

			He would have broken free, but the domination continued to confuse his movements too long.

			“No!” he screamed, finally, and he burst away from Dahlia, throwing her aside. One step toward the warlock, though, and Bedorijay was struck by a black bolt of energy from that infernal bone staff. He continued forward for just a moment, until he realized that something strange was in the air before him, as if the planes of existence had been torn, the rip of planar fabric taking the shape of a…sword?

			It stabbed at him, once, twice, and oh, the pain!

			He staggered back, fending, and felt a stab in his back. Reflexively, he glanced over his shoulder, to see Dahlia rising and coming in again, leaping onto his back and sinking her fangs into the side of his throat, tearing and ripping the skin.

			Bedorijay’s eyes went wide with disbelief and at the stunning, burning pain, when that conjured sword struck again, plunging into his chest, into his dark heart.

			Bedorijay stood there, arms splayed out, mouth loose in a silent scream, eyes peeled open in pure shock. Shaking, shaking, trying to fight through the paralyzing wound of the magical sword and of Dahlia’s tearing fangs. Perhaps he could find the strength…

			But the warlock’s rain of Eldritch Blasts continued to batter him, and that rift sword, a conjured Blade of Disaster, struck again and again, tearing him apart.

			In the shadows all about the room, the vampire spawn wailed and whimpered, confused and helpless, leaderless yet still held in thrall by the dying vampire—and surely in fear of the bared power of the mighty warlock that had walked into their home.

			Bedorijay heard it all. He tried to call to them to come to his aid.

			But it was too late. Everything around him began to fade. His memories, two centuries of memories, spun through his thoughts and flew out from him, vanishing into the ether.

			Perhaps it was freedom, came his very last denial, though deep in that last flicker of consciousness, he realized it to be damnation.

			

			—

			Dahlia let the melting vampire fall to the floor before her and watched, licking the blood from her lips and fangs, as Bedorijay’s form curled and decomposed, as the held-back decay of centuries came free to eat, as he became a skeleton, as he was reduced to dust.

			“You are mine now!” she shouted at the spawn. “Go to your rest!”

			They did. They scrabbled out of this entry hall to the various chambers nearby, and Dahlia smiled her extra-toothy grin of satisfaction when she heard their wooden coffins closing one by one.

			“His arrogance destroyed him,” Effron said. “He let me walk in here because he could not fathom that you would dare to betray him. Remember that, Dahlia. Look at the pile of dust before you and remember that always.”

			“Few would expect or understand your power, my child,” Dahlia replied.

			“Do not ever call me that.”

			“You named yourself as Effron Alegni to Bedorijay, but you have taken my surname, Syn’dalay,” Dahlia countered.

			“Perhaps I hate Herzgo Alegni more than I hate you. Perhaps.”

			“You have freed me. I am in your debt.”

			“Take heart that you cannot see yourself in a mirror, Dahlia, for you are a hideous thing.”

			“Can you not even call me mother?”

			“No.”

			“You did so at the coach when first we met.”

			“I was surprised.”

			“Do you have to hate me so?”

			Effron sighed and shook his head. “Here,” he said. “Allow this spell into your mind.”

			He cast an illusion then of Dahlia, and worked it until it approximated her appearance. Her hair had grown thin, covering her tattoo, but it was merely a shag of snarls and wayward strands. Her face was sunken and hollow, her muscles slack.

			She had been so beautiful once, and so powerful.

			No, she couldn’t lament the second, for she could feel an even greater power growing now within her.

			But the loss of her beauty she could not abide.

			She closed her eyes and ran her fingers over her head like a comb.

			“I can already see you changing,” Effron said. “I recognize you now more easily.”

			“As I was?”

			Effron nodded, the action making his useless arm swing back and forth behind him.

			“I am not even alive, but I feel…health.”

			“A vampire now, not a mere spawn.”

			“I will be beautiful again, my s…Effron,” she quickly corrected. “I will wear the finest clothes and bedeck myself in jewels.”

			“Here? In this ruined crypt?”

			Dahlia slowly shook her head.

			“I must warn you,” said Effron. “They are looking for you, or at least, they were when last I saw them a year ago.”

			“ ‘They’?”

			“Artemis Entreri, and likely Jarlaxle. They found Kozah’s Needle at the bottom of the sea, but the stubborn Entreri refuses to believe that you are dead.”

			Dahlia shrugged. “He is half right, I suppose.”

			“If they find you like this, they’ll not likely suffer you to survive.”

			“Artemis Entreri would make a fine companion in this existence.” She knew as soon as she said it that it was a fool’s hope. Surely Entreri was too dangerous a creature for her to attempt such a partnering. No, if he found her, it seemed likely that she would have to kill him and be done with it.

			“Go to your rest, Dahlia.” Effron turned for the door.

			“I know where to find you.”

			“Please don’t.”

			“Discreetly.”

			Effron spun around and glared at her. “Never. Should you come to my residence, well…” He looked down at the dust.

			“Then you come to me,” Dahlia begged. “Don’t abandon me. You are all I have, all I ever truly had.”

			“You threw me off a cliff,” he reminded her.

			“In hatred of Herzgo Alegni, not of you. I thought we were long past that day of your birth, my son.”

			He grimaced when she called him that, but he did not retort.

			In that moment, Dahlia knew, and she was happy.

			“I have powerful enemies hunting me, and bills to pay,” Dahlia said. “I need your help.”

			“Bills?”

			Dahlia showed him the ragged tears on her right ear. “I have someone I want you to find for me. Just find them, likely in Baldur’s Gate. Then I can properly repay them for their generosity.”

			Effron stood there, transfixed, too many emotions flowing through him to be able to sort them out.

			“I want to be respectable,” Dahlia said, and Effron winced because he believed her. “I want to pay them back, and I want to live in the station to which I belong.”

			To almost anyone else, that would have sounded ridiculous, of course, for Dahlia was undead, a vampire. But Effron the warlock, with his powerful, necromantic bone staff, knew many such creatures, from simple skeletons and zombies to specters and vampires and liches. He knew of vampires who walked among the courts of kings, discreetly, in the major cities of Faerûn.

			The thought of Dahlia, of his mother—and she was, or had been, indeed physically beautiful—living in high station did not repulse him.

			Far from it.

			“I will return to you in a tenday,” he promised.

			Dahlia said no more and let him go.

			She went to her coffin then, and moved the dirt to Bedorijay’s beautiful casket, taking it as her new bed.

			Before she settled in for the day, though, she did something she hadn’t even considered since her days as Matron Darthiir Do’Urden in Menzoberranzan:

			She prayed to Lolth.

		

	
		
			Part One

			The Other Side of the Chasm

			Autumn, Dalereckoning 1508

			My name is not “Drizzt’s daughter.”

			My name is Brie, but not in honor of my mother, Catti-brie. You’ve heard of her, I expect, heard of both of my parents.

			Drizzt is the hero of Menzoberranzan, the slayer of the white dragon Ingeloakastimizilian, the man who forged peace between the barbarian tribes and the settlers of Ten-Towns. He is the legend of those in Menzoberranzan who forsook the ways of the Demon Queen of Spiders, Lady Lolth, and he is the bane of those who follow her diabolical plans. He helped the dwarfs retake Mithral Hall, then brought Bruenor Battlehammer to Gauntlgrym, where King Bruenor now reigns as the center point of the proud Delzoun dwarfs.

			So many adventures he has walked, doing good as he believed, helping as he may. He is among the finest swordsmen in Faerûn, and skilled enough in the Way of the Open Palm to take the title of Grandmaster of Flowers in the Monastery of the Yellow Rose if he so chose—and if he had not promised the late Grandmaster Kane that he would not.

			So of course he will not, for Drizzt Do’Urden is ever true to his word.

			He is admired, he is loved, he is feared, and he is loathed.

			I admire him. I love him. He is my father. I am Drizzt’s daughter.

			But my name is not “Drizzt’s daughter.”

			Catti-brie is the most unlikely of heroes. An orphaned human child, raised by dwarfs in a cave in the frozen tundra of Icewind Dale, where few would have survived into adulthood. But she did. Survived and thrived. She became a fine warrior—so skilled with her bow, Taulmaril the Heartseeker—as a member of the Companions of the Hall, the five adventurers who have etched their names into the songs of bards across the northern realms. And when she was injured, she found a new course—two, actually: one as a wizard and one as a priestess of Mielikki. And surely she was not just any wizard, for she was scarred by the disaster known as the Spellplague. And she was surely no ordinary priestess, either, for she became the Chosen of the goddess Mielikki, a hero who passed through death back to life, fighting as Mielikki’s avatar against the Avatar of Lolth.

			And she won. She always wins. She always finds a way. She is no less a hero than my father, and I am Catti-brie’s daughter.

			But my name is not “Catti-brie’s daughter.”

			In truth, my name is not even Brie. It is Briennelle Zaharina Do’Urden, and I am given that name not for Catti-brie. Only the surname matches that of my parents.

			My name comes from my grandfathers, with Briennelle a play on the feminine version of Bruenor, and Zaharina the drow feminine name for Zaknafein.

			Yes, Bruenor, King Bruenor, with the wealth of a dwarven lord and three armies at his command, and Zaknafein Do’Urden, considered still the greatest weapons master ever to wage battle in Menzoberranzan, and now a two-time champion in Cazzcalci, the great bloodsport, fighting for the Biancorso Whitebears of the Scellobel borough in frigid, faraway Callidae.

			“Hail, King Bruenor!” they shout whenever my maternal grandfather walks the ways of any city in the north.

			“Perte miye, Zaknafein!” the aevendrow cry whenever the great Zaknafein walks onto the icy arena under the lights of the Merry Dancers.

			I am their granddaughter, and though I bear a derivative of their names, my name is my own.

			I am Brie. Brie Do’Urden.

			I have heard all the tales of my parents and their friends, recounted breathlessly by people who tell me how blessed I am and how lucky I must be and how wondrous my life must be.

			I have heard all the tales, too many times.

			My name is Brie.

			I answer to Brie, I take responsibility for Brie, and for Brie alone.

			Well, or to Breezy. I rather like that.

			Pleased to meet you. Hope you learn my name.

			But when you meet my children, should there be any and should you meet them, learn their name, the one they forge on their own, and it will not be “Breezy’s daughter.”

			—Brie “Breezy” Do’Urden

		

	
		
			1

			Uncle Wulfgar

			“Many shadows,” Wulfgar whispered to Breezy. He shook his head. The sun hadn’t broken the eastern horizon before them, but the snowy mountaintops were beginning to glisten, and the sky beyond them was brightening.

			“I prefer the shadows,” Breezy replied. She reached for the buckle of her belt, a very special buckle, and uttered a simple command word while pressing a button just underneath its clasp. With a few clicks and a whooshing sound, the buckle sprang into shape, producing a polished compound bow, ready and strung with a bowstring that shimmered with lightning energy.

			Wulfgar glanced back at her. “Do you know how to use that?” he asked, nodding his chin toward that bow, a fabulous weapon called Taulmaril the Heartseeker.

			“Pull back the string,” she answered with a noncommittal shrug.

			The giant man, standing nearer to seven feet than six, his arms as thick as Breezy’s thighs, brushed long wavy blond hair back from his stubbled face, narrowing eyes the color of a cloudless Icewind Dale sky to offer a look both sour and intimidating. “Shoot at nothing that I am fighting,” he quietly instructed. “Shoot at nothing that is near to me. Shoot at nothing at all unless you must.”

			“You’ve killed three of the savage beasts in the week we’ve been out of Kelvin’s Cairn,” she reminded, giggling at Uncle Wulfgar’s sorry attempt to cow her. “You said you’d take me hunting, not sitting to the side cheering you on.”

			“Then you’ve seen how formidable the yetis are.”

			“I have and remain unimpressed. Give me one fight. You said we were heading back tomorrow.” She meant every word, for Breezy knew that she needed the experience and the trial of this battle. The most important fight of her young life was fast approaching, mere months away, and its outcome would determine her reality for the next decade or more, likely, as she climbed the monastic ranks in the far-distant Monastery of the Yellow Rose.

			Wulfgar looked around. The two had come far to the south and east of Ten-Towns in their pursuit of the tundra yetis, venturing into the boulder tumbles that comprised the northern foothills of the Spine of the World mountain range. Out here lay many hiding places—and many monsters, no doubt, not limited to the yetis.

			But Wulfgar thought that this monster he had spotted in the crevice between the boulders across the way was indeed a yeti, for the four-toed tracks of the heavy creature that had led him here were unmistakable and almost unique to the hulking creatures.

			“I’ll consider it, but not for this one,” he said, and Breezy gave a low growl. “There are too many hidey-holes about, perhaps concealing other yetis. We must be done with this fight quickly.”

			“Together, then.”

			Wulfgar shook his head and shuffled uneasily. “Too many caves and shallows.” He glanced back the way they had come, and it seemed clear to Breezy that he was thinking of retreating.

			“If there are two, we can defeat them,” Breezy insisted. “If there are three, I will call in a friend.”

			“And if there are four?”

			“We fight harder,” the young woman said with an impish grin. She couldn’t let him change his mind and turn them about. She just couldn’t. She needed this, and not simply as a training exercise for her considerable fighting skills—indeed, she would battle here with weapons that would not be available to her when she fought for the rank of Master of Dragons. What she needed was the experience of the stress, the very edge of catastrophe, the forced movements and reactions with her life on the line.

			For even though her physical life would not be in great jeopardy in her coming trial, her identity, her pride, her growing sense of independence surely would.

			Wulfgar shook his head, but he was looking back at the dark crevice ahead, his warhammer Aegis-fang in hand, his fingers flexing eagerly.

			“If I tell you to run, just run,” he whispered.

			“Of course.” Breezy stared at him and sensed his uneasiness. There was evil about—she could feel it, too, a quiet hush. Too quiet.

			But she wanted her fight.

			She had watched Wulfgar put that powerful warhammer to swift and deadly use, dispatching each of the three yetis they had come upon in their earlier days out from Ten-Towns with seeming ease.

			There was more than one here, she believed.

			And hoped.

			“Don’t shoot me in the back,” Wulfgar said, not turning to regard her and instead beginning a low skulk toward the pair of giant boulders. He veered to the left, the northernmost giant stone and the one with the most open ground around it.

			Breezy nodded knowingly. If others were coming, they would be farther from him, emerging from the larger boulder tumbles south of their position, giving Wulfgar and her a fine head start. She didn’t want to flee, but she understood and appreciated the caution. Despite her earlier declaration, Breezy understood the truth of their enemies. Tundra yetis were huge beasts, resembling large white-and-light-brown gorillas, but more upright, like a gnoll. They had huge curving claws on ten fingers and smaller, thicker triangular daggers on the four toes of each foot. Their flat apish faces were dominated by huge mouths with long, massive canines. As much as she said she wanted to fight one, Breezy understood that it was nothing to be trite about. Tundra yetis were all muscle and natural weapons, which they regularly and efficiently put to deadly use.

			Wulfgar stopped and turned about. “They aren’t animals,” he said to Breezy, perhaps the tenth time he’d told her that on this hunting excursion.

			Breezy nodded. She understood his emphasis, as she had made it quite clear to him that she had no desire to hunt animals for anything other than food, and even for that necessity, she really didn’t want to kill them.

			But these weren’t animals. They were malignant monsters. Hateful and savage and living only to inflict pain and death.

			She told herself that repeatedly. There would be no hesitance here, no pang of guilt. For indeed, Breezy knew guilt. Her thoughts catapulted back to the journey that had taken her and the others to Icewind Dale. They had traveled the pass through the mountains and had been assaulted by a small army of orcs under the command of drow. Lolthian drow from the city of her father’s birth.

			Breezy winced as she recalled what she had been forced to do.

			“Not now!” she scolded herself under her breath, and she shook the troubling memories, the distractions, away. She stared at the darkness between the boulders. Her thoughts reached into the shadows, into the tangible swirl of darkness she now knew them to be. She felt the movements of the air within them. She felt…

			The yeti.

			No, two yetis. She was surprised by how clearly she knew that, as if the shadows were translucent to her. She thought to call out a warning to Wulfgar but held her tongue, instead swinging her gaze to the south, scanning the other shallows and caves and crevices.

			A third yeti. A fourth.

			A fifth.

			It was an ambush—the clever monsters had led them to this place!

			Breezy did speak out then, but not to Wulfgar. She pulled an onyx figurine from her pouch and called to Guenhwyvar, the spirit panther from the Astral Plane, the longtime companion, longtime friend, to her father.

			The first yeti exited the nearest crevice, veering straight for the enormous Wulfgar. Breezy didn’t watch, focusing instead on the second creature in the crevice. She did hear the first yeti’s roar, though, and out of the corner of her eye, she caught a silvery flicker in the air before the rampaging beast. How that yeti’s roar changed so suddenly into something less ominous.

			Aegis-fang, she knew, and she nodded, lifting and leveling Taulmaril. Yetis were broad-shouldered behemoths, and the crevice wasn’t much wider than the beast that had exited it.

			The shadows told Breezy that another yeti was in that crevice. All she had to do was shoot at the center of the darkness.

			She let fly.

			

			—

			Wulfgar knew he had been seen in his move to the side—in fact, he had counted on it, flushing the yeti out of the darkness and right in line.

			The beast went up high, arms above its head in a powerful display, adding a roar as it attacked.

			Wulfgar brought Aegis-fang right up over his head, both hands low on the handle, and launched it into a spinning throw. It struck the yeti square in the chest, blasting out its breath, turning its roar into a gasp.

			It didn’t down the yeti, though, the tough beast stumbling through the shock and pain, then coming on again.

			Seeing an unarmed human standing before it—a huge human, but still puny next to the yeti—drove the murderous monster on.

			It closed and sent a clawed hand slashing across at Wulfgar’s face. The veteran warrior turned and spun away before it, magically summoning Aegis-fang back to his hand with a mere thought as he continued his pirouette, then came around with the hammer in his grasp, swinging it in above the dipped shoulder of the overbalanced yeti, its arm still out to Wulfgar’s right. With all his momentum and spinning weight behind the strike, Wulfgar deftly re-angled the heavy head of Aegis-fang to come in just above that shoulder, cracking it against the side of the yeti’s head, sending the beast stumbling to the side and to the ground.

			The warrior set himself to charge, then fell back with a start as a silver streak creased the air before him. A magical lightning arrow from Taulmaril, he realized, speeding toward the crevice from which the yeti had come.

			“No!” he cried, looking to Breezy, his eyes widening as he heard the pained growl from within that crevice.

			Breezy would need a perfect shot to bring down a tundra yeti with Taulmaril alone.

			“By the gods,” he muttered, understanding the ambush, and all he could think about was the possibility that he had just led his best friend’s daughter to her death.

			

			—

			Breezy winced when the magical arrow flew away, both from the blinding suddenness of its lightning flash and her slight tremble as she let go of the string. She saw the streak shooting too far to the right of her mark, clipping the southernmost boulder instead of disappearing into the shadows—or, hopefully, into the yeti she knew to be within that darkness.

			Good luck was with her, though, for the arrow skipped off the stone, scarring the rock with its lightning energy and showering the area with sparks, deflecting left and into the shadows, affording Breezy a quick glance at the yeti within, at the look of surprise on its monstrous face, as the lightning shot into it.

			She knew she hadn’t killed it, certainly, and suddenly doubted her plan.

			But no, she resolutely rejected the fear. And besides, now her companion Guenhwyvar, a six-hundred-pound black panther, was there beside her, awaiting her orders.

			“My Guen,” she told the panther and pointed to Wulfgar and his battle. Guenhwyvar understood and bounded away, while Breezy swung south and fired off three more shots in quick order, hoping to draw out the remaining ambushers.

			And she did, three more furious tundra yetis emerging from the holes nearer the foothills, all charging toward her. “Brother Gregory is waiting for me,” she told herself. “I need this!”

			She smiled and nodded, but swallowed hard, not quite sure if she was being clever, or too clever.

			

			—

			Wulfgar knew that he had hurt the monster writhing on the ground before him but hadn’t finished it—a truth confirmed when the beast sprang right back up, its face bloody, its broken jaw hanging awkwardly. He had to fight through this behemoth, but he had to do so quickly, before the second one came forth and got to Breezy.

			His concern turned to panic when he saw more arrows flying off for the southern areas, and more yetis emerging.

			“What are you doing?” he yelled, whipping Aegis-fang across and nearly stumbling from the desperation behind that swing—a swipe that hit nothing but air as the yeti dodged back.

			Wulfgar braced, recovering, expecting the yeti to leap upon him. And it did start to do just that, until a flying ball of panther slammed into its side, throwing it to the ground.

			“Tempus bless you, Guen!” he muttered, leaping forward to intercept the monster emerging from the crevice.

			He yelled for Breezy to run, even managed to glance back that way after his next swing stopped the second yeti, its chest still smoldering from the lightning arrow.

			She wasn’t there.

			That confused Wulfgar, but he thought it a good thing, and thought, too, that he should quickly get away from this yeti and flee before the three newcomers could join in. He ducked back from a slashing clawed hand, started forward to strike, then jumped back again in surprise when the yeti’s head simply exploded before him, its face tearing asunder and a bolt of lightning—no, a lightning arrow, shooting forth.

			Wulfgar’s jaw dropped open as the yeti dropped dead to the ground, for out of the crevice that had held these first two monsters came Breezy—and how she had possibly gotten in there, he could not begin to imagine.

			“Run!” Wulfgar yelled at Breezy when he recovered from his shock.

			“We’ve got them!” she insisted.

			“We’re outnumbered!” he roared.

			But another roar, Guenhwyvar’s roar, argued the point.

			“No we’re not! Three against three,” Breezy said, leading Wulfgar’s gaze to the southeast. “And one of them is hurt.” The yetis she had flushed out had changed course, no longer targeting Breezy’s previous location, now heading straight for them. Fearless Guenhwyvar bounded to intercept.

			Wulfgar saw no wounds on the approaching monsters—until Breezy’s next arrow flew out and clipped one on the shoulder.

			“See?” she said as he turned to regard her. With a flick of her wrist, a press of a button, and a whisper of command, she rolled the magical bow back into its magical holster in her belt buckle, while drawing Icingdeath with her other hand.

			“Anything to get your fight, eh, you stubborn girl?” Wulfgar asked.

			“Just making you keep your promise, Uncle,” she replied.

			Ahead of them, Guenhwyvar closed on the nearest yeti, ending in a great leap that sent her soaring up at the beast’s head. The yeti responded with flailing arms, trying to grab the cat, but Guen came in with hind legs kicking, front paws scrabbling wildly, and as soon as she connected, she leaped away, pulling free of the yeti’s tentative grasp and launching the beast to the ground.

			Guen landed cleanly, and at the very last moment as the other two yetis lunged for her, she turned into a sideways run.

			“Smart cat,” Wulfgar remarked, charging for the enemies. He lifted his warhammer, cried out to his god Tempus, and sent it flying away toward the distracted yetis.

			Breezy regarded him curiously as she ran to keep up with him, for she realized something then that she had not before. Wulfgar’s tone when he called to his god was one of habit, she thought, and not faith.

			Did he believe? Did he care? Did it matter?

			She tucked the thought away and focused on the battle at hand, realizing then that Wulfgar had aimed for, and struck solidly, the yeti nearest her. Breezy blew a frustrated sigh at the thought that he was putting her safety ahead of his own, at the realization that she was, in his mind and therefore in truth, a burden here.

			Determined to change that perception, she put her head down and sprinted ahead, her monk training propelling her faster than Wulfgar could possibly pace.

			And faster than the yeti had expected, she realized to her satisfaction. It had caught the warhammer after the weapon had slammed it in the chest, and it was now confused, desperately looking for the weapon. For when Wulfgar called it back, Aegis-fang had simply disappeared from the beast’s hands.

			Breezy’s first attack was free of any defense the yeti might offer. She made it count, leaping past the yeti and stabbing it in the side of its neck with her father’s heavily enchanted scimitar. Icingdeath was a blade made as bane to creatures of fire, which a tundra yeti was not, of course, but even without its special properties eating the life force of the yeti, its fine edge bit deep, easily cutting through the yeti’s tough hide and coarse hair.

			With a roar of pain and rage, the monster swung about, its long arm flying wide. Breezy ducked back, but not enough, for she underestimated the length of a tundra yeti’s arm.

			Fortunately for her, the yeti hit her with a backhand, still a stinging and crunching blow that sent her flying away. But at least its long claws hadn’t dug into her face!

			Dazed and disoriented, Breezy stumbled and could only hope she was doing so in a direction away from the monster. She shook her head, clearing her thoughts enough to realize that the monster was close, just behind her and to the left. She pivoted about, cutting Icingdeath across, desperately hoping to keep the beast at bay long enough for her to find some balance and center.

			She missed badly.

			The yeti roared, towering above her.

			She gasped.

			Aegis-fang hit the yeti in the cheek, snapping its head to the side violently and sending it into an off-balance stumble.

			The warhammer had barely disappeared, recalled to Wulfgar’s grasp, when Guen leaped in and drove the stunned monster to the ground, the panther landing heavily atop it, paws scrabbling, claws raking and clawing.

			Breezy half turned to see Wulfgar engaged with a fourth monster, a fifth dead beside him on the ground. She felt relief only briefly, before recognizing that her uncle had put himself into a terrible position with his current foe. His hammer was out horizontally before him, the yeti grasping it with one hand, trying to tear it away—and worse, trying to get in closer so that it could claw at him with its other hand, which it had already done at least once judging from the blood on Wulfgar’s face, neck, and shoulder.

			The relief became rage.

			Rage that Wulfgar had helped her at his own expense.

			Rage that Guen had come to her aid instead of to Wulfgar’s.

			Rage that they thought of her as one to be protected and not as a fighting peer.

			Rage mostly at herself for needing them in this critical moment.

			Out from the buckle and up came Taulmaril, Breezy’s hand repeatedly snapping to the magical quiver strapped to her back. One after another, bolts of streaking lightning shot forth.

			The first hit the yeti and broke its hold on the warhammer—and broke, too, any thoughts it had of slashing at the man before it again.

			The second knocked it to the side as it tried to turn.

			The third, the fourth, the fifth, the sixth all hit the beast center-mass, right in the chest, blowing holes, smoking holes, almost as if its life force were wafting forth.

			The beast fell dead.

			Behind Breezy, the first yeti stopped roaring, and a moment later, a blood-covered Guenhwyvar sidled up to her, rubbing her face on Breezy’s shoulder.

			Wulfgar, too, came over, his face a mask of anger.

			“I told you not to shoot at anything I was fighting!” he scolded.

			“You told me I could have a fight of my own,” Breezy snapped back. “I just figured we weren’t speaking to each other truthfully.”

			“You were losing!” Wulfgar sputtered, shaking his head, fighting to find every word through the emotions so obviously overwhelming him.

			“So were you!”

			“I would have won!”

			“So would I!”

			“Girl…”

			“Don’t call me that! I am a woman. I am a warrior, a Superior Master of the Order of Saint Sollars in the Monastery of the Yellow Rose—and soon to be one of the three Masters of Dragons. You are my uncle, but you are not my keeper. You are my companion, but you are not my protector.”

			Wulfgar started to respond, but he stopped short and just blew out his breath, shaking his head, his expression grim and full of doubt. “You are the daughter…” he started to say, but he just snorted and shook his head again.

			“Why did you even take me out here?” Breezy asked.

			“I thought…” Again, the big man stopped and shook his head. “Come, let us be far away before the smell of these rotting beasts brings a hundred more upon us.”

			“Five,” Breezy said as Wulfgar started to turn.

			“Five?” Wulfgar echoed, looking curiously for just a moment before managing a helpless chuckle as he looked about to the five dead tundra yetis.

			“And I claim half the kills as my own,” Breezy declared.

			“Your parents will have my hide when they learn that we fought five.”

			“No doubt to make of it some armor that they can wrap about their little girl,” Breezy spat and started away.

		

	
		
			2

			Uncle Jax

			“If you were going to come up here anyway, why didn’t you just sit in with the caravan?” Breezy asked Jarlaxle when she caught up to him along the main boulevard in the town of Bryn Shander, the seat of power in the confederation called Ten-Towns, in the brutal land of Icewind Dale.

			Jarlaxle gave the young woman—and he could see so very clearly that she was indeed a young woman now and no more a girl—one of his know-it-all grins. “I had business to attend. Running the city of Luskan is no easy—”

			“You just figured that we would do the difficult job of traveling through the mountain passes with the primordial essence and the other items for the teleportation gate. Why work when you can have others do it for you, yes Uncle Jax?”

			Jarlaxle just smiled.

			“No denial? My grandda Zaknafein says you are a deadly warrior, but I’ve never seen you lift a blade. Why is that?”

			“Because I haven’t had to, my dear Breezy.”

			“You make sure you don’t have to.”

			“Then I win.”

			“My father had to. My mother had to put her most powerful spells to use. Grandfather Bruenor and Thibbledorf Pwent had to. I had…” Her voice trailed off.

			Jarlaxle’s smile went away, and he fixed the young woman with a somber look.

			“Battlehammer dwarfs died transporting that primordial essence and the other parts,” Breezy went on, her voice growing husky, her purple eyes showing moisture.

			“I know what you had to do in that battle,” Jarlaxle said quietly. “You, in particular. You saved the day, Breezy.”

			Breezy took a deep breath and nodded. She didn’t want to talk about the journey to Icewind Dale. Not now, and maybe not ever, she believed.

			“Uncle Wulfgar took me hunting yetis,” she said.

			“So I have heard.”

			“Must you hear everything about me before I can tell you?”

			“Haven’t you more important things to discuss? Events in front of you instead of behind.”

			Breezy started to argue, but quickly changed her mind, because Uncle Jax was, as usual, quite right.

			“Now,” Jarlaxle said when she gave him a nod, “I am told that you have changed your tradition, your Way, at the monastery. You are a Superior Master of the Way of the Open Palm and now entering the ranks where you must defeat a monk above you to climb to the next rank.”

			“To become one of the three Masters of Dragons,” Breezy said.

			“The first of the ranks earned by duel.”

			“Yes.”

			“And so against a monk who is already a Master of Dragons.”

			Breezy nodded. “He is formidable.” She hid a little grin as the conversation inspired a memory of Brother Gregory from two years previous. He was formidable, that was true, but this particular mental image of the powerful monk wasn’t about combat. She had been studying an old tome in the monastery’s library, when she caught the normally buttoned-up Gregory staring at her from across the room, rather hungrily.

			As soon as he realized that she was looking back, the handsome man blushed so fiercely that Breezy thought his nose would start bleeding, or perhaps even his eyes, for that matter.

			Yes, the memory was quite pleasant.

			She blinked it away and noted the wry grin of Uncle Jax. Was he reading her mind through the power of that strange eyepatch he wore?

			Suddenly, Breezy feared that her nose or eyes might start bleeding.

			“I will fight soon,” she said, clearing her throat. “I will take the master’s rank.” She offered a wide smile. “I wonder how Tazmikella and Ilnezhara will feel when I hold that particular title.”

			“I wouldn’t dwell on it around either of them, were I you.”

			“Master of Dragons,” Breezy firmly stated. “And then only nine people will stand between me and the ultimate title as Grandmaster of Flowers, and I’m sure that I could defeat half of them in single combat already. “Almost all are very old—”

			“And yet, with that ascension right before you, you chose this time to change the focus of your study?” Jarlaxle interrupted. “Why?”

			Breezy blinked repeatedly as if she had been slapped. “I follow my heart. It guides my choices. This is no lesser…”

			“It is a new discipline to you.”

			“The monk tradition called the Way of Shadow is formidable in ways most clever and quick,” Breezy replied. “And I do not know why I changed my focus. It just…it calls to me. The shadows call to me. The idea that they are more than an absence of light, that they have substance simply in the way they affect the mind…”

			She stopped and stared hard at Jarlaxle, whose smile was suddenly back and wider than ever.

			“They do indeed,” he said.

			“I didn’t choose it,” Breezy tried to explain. “It chose me. And already I have found great benefit. In the battle with the five yetis. I stepped from the light of the open field into the darkness of a cave’s shadows some ten strides away. A single step into the gloom, behind the yeti I had already shot without its awareness.”

			“I am sure there are great benefits and powers in all the monk traditions,” Jarlaxle replied, but he didn’t seem pleased by Breezy’s decision—at least in terms of her switching traditions so near to the upcoming challenge.

			She wanted to tell him of another time she had utilized her new skills, and to amazing effect, but her pained sensibilities choked out the words before she could begin the tale. She didn’t want to talk about it. Not now, perhaps not ever.

			She noticed that Jarlaxle was looking past her, then, and swiveled her head to see his most trusted scout, Braelin Janquay, approaching. With the death of Jarlaxle’s most valuable asset and perhaps his dearest friend, Kimmuriel Oblodra, Braelin was fast ascending the ranks of Jarlaxle’s Bregan D’aerthe mercenary band.

			“You have felt the blood of an enemy flowing over your hand,” Jarlaxle said to her, “an enemy who would have quite happily killed you. Has the master you challenge for the rank ever felt that very particular type of warmth?”

			“I…I don’t think Master Gregory has ever been out of the monastery,” Breezy stammered, for she wasn’t sure if, and indeed doubted that, Jarlaxle was speaking of the yeti fight.

			“That is your advantage, then,” Jarlaxle told her, his inflection and outstretched arm inviting her to leave so that he could speak with Braelin.

			Braelin smiled, nodded, and patted Breezy on the shoulder as she walked past. She looked back more than once before she exited the room, and each time met the looks of Jarlaxle and Braelin, who obviously weren’t about to begin their private discussion until she had closed the door behind her.

			

			—

			“She was brilliant in that cave coming through the mountains,” Braelin said to Jarlaxle when they were alone. “From all that I have gleaned, it seems that she would have probably escaped with the coffer even if Guenhwyvar hadn’t come in to finish off the Menzoberranzan agents.”

			“Using cavern jumping and this Way of Shadow?”

			“So it would seem,” said Braelin. “But mostly the latter, whatever it is, I would guess. She has a lot to learn of cavern jumping. Her training has only just begun, after all.”

			“She’ll learn it,” Jarlaxle said. “She moves with the grace of her grandfather and the determination of her father. She will run and leap through the heights and along the walls as if on a level field of grass. Her monk training combined with—”

			“Take care, my friend,” Braelin warned. “You are turning the daughter of Drizzt and Catti-brie into a weapon, and if it ends badly for her, how do you think they will make it end for you?”

			

			—

			Around the next corner, Breezy turned her walk into a run, doubling back around the small houses, then coming up in a shadowed alleyway between a pair of small structures, affording her a view of the two drow and keeping her near enough to hear. She only caught the last part of that exchange, and Jarlaxle’s compliments brought a smile to her face. Of course, she realized, this was Jarlaxle, so he probably knew exactly where she was eavesdropping.

			No matter. She understood confidently that Jarlaxle thought highly of her.

			She crouched lower and listened intently as the conversation continued.

			It seemed to her that Jarlaxle remained unshaken by Braelin’s warning.

			“What are you hearing?” Jarlaxle asked.

			“Word of King Bruenor’s intent with the portal has indeed leaked and spread far and wide in the towns and the dale.”

			“And?”

			“As you predicted,” Braelin replied. “And no more than a trio of the councilors of Ten-Towns are pleased with the news of King Bruenor’s return.”

			“Ah, they’re all happy that he’s here,” Jarlaxle countered. “Bruenor is well loved in Icewind Dale. The others are simply not happy with the reason he has come north.”

			“The installation of the teleportation gate to Gauntlgrym,” Braelin said, nodding.

			“But only three support him, you say?”

			Braelin nodded again, and Breezy noted his sour expression.

			“Lonelywood, of course, with their ties to Regis,” Jarlaxle said. “Many halflings have come to that town ever since the heroics of Regis, and the scrimshaw of Regis are now well known throughout the lands south of the Spine of the World. The councilor from Bremen offers support for the gate, I would expect, as the town was founded by dwarfs, and they were the closest to King Bruenor when he lived here. And the third? Possibly Good Mead, as they depend the most on trade, and their wares, their fine mead, will flow fast to Gauntlgrym and from there through the other teleportation gates to the dwarf citadels of Adbar and Felbarr.”

			Braelin shook his head and gave a helpless chuckle. “How do you possibly know this miserable wilderness of Icewind Dale so well?”

			Breezy, too, found herself amazed by Jarlaxle’s depth of understanding of this remote place—a land she was sure he had rarely visited, if ever.

			“I know it no better than any other land,” Jarlaxle replied, eliciting another laugh from Braelin. “Who was most opposed? Bryn Shander and the three towns along Lac Dinneshere?”

			“And the Reghedmen, from the rumbles I have been hearing,” Braelin said. “More than any of the councilors of Ten-Towns, the Reghed tribes have gone so far as to hint at violence if the portal becomes operational.”

			“Unsurprising.”

			“Surprising to me that King Bruenor did not foresee this trouble.”

			“Bruenor knows his own heart, and thus, that his intentions are nothing but beneficent to Icewind Dale,” Jarlaxle explained. “It is often hard for a good-hearted king to understand that those he helps may not see his actions as they are actually intended. There are many different reasons, particularly in a place as diversely populated and out of the way as Icewind Dale. Many have come here because it is the last refuge of those who cannot find acceptance anywhere else. And if everywhere else can come here, what have they left as their own?

			“Except for the Reghedmen,” Jarlaxle added. “They are here because they believe this land is a gift to them from their god-being.”

			“Regis is not Reghed, and he lived here for many years,” Braelin reminded.

			Jarlaxle smiled.
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