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Introduction

To survive in the wilds of the Underdark, one must not delay when
the Spider Queen bestows her gifts. For with even the slightest hesi-
tation, the briefest moment of doubt, the Flesh-Carver will snatch
back her blessing, depriving her chosen of the wonders of her favor.
This was a fact not lost on Vorn.

He spent an entire century of his life looking for such chances, waiting
forthe moment that would propel him toward his destiny, to advance his
status and free him from the drudgery of being a lowly common soldier.
Thus far, Lolth had been silent—to him at least. He
had watched others rise to take their place as fangs
or consorts, while he languished as a foot
soldier, little better than a thug.

Now, of course, was not the time
for such idle thoughts, but
it was hard to vein in the
mind after spending eight
hours crouched in a dank
cavern. He and a dozen
other drow soldiers hid
in positions throughout a
large gallery in the depths
of the shadows, behind
draperies and stalagmites,
waiting and watching for
the first sign of their prey.

And then it came. Light
shone forth from the mouth
of the cavern, piercing the
perfect blackness and plung-
ing Vorn's vision into swollen,
shifting spots. Vorn had known
it would happen, had tried to ready
himself, but he was not prepared for its inten-
sity. He shook his head, rubbing the palms
of his hands into his eyes to clear his sight,
but even when the blindness abated he
found it hard to focus. Through the
painful glow, he looked for his
commander, waiting for the
gesture to attack. Soon. It
would be very soon.

The intruders’ fear was
obvious, naked on their pale
faces. They weve of all shapes
and sizes: a dwarf, some small
figure that resembled a hal-
fling, what Vorn guessed
was a human, and an elf
maiden. The interlop-
ers fanned out from the
entrance, their weapons
drawn, casting about for
the signs of the enemies
they had to suspect were
near.

A tense moment passed. And then, like fools, they relaxed. The
dwarf utteved something. The intruders laughed, their vigilance
dropping.

Vorn's commander made a sharp movement with his hands
accompanied by a quick lift of his shoulders. The signal. The time
was now.

Globes of darkness quenched the light. Ghostly flames of flickering
reds and violets limned the forms of the surface dwellers. Crosshow
bolts, laden with potent toxins, slashed through the aiv, and the cries
of pain revealed the accuracy of the drow archers. Vorn aimed his
hand crossbow, when he realized that his chance, his one opportu-
nity, stood before him.

His commander

had his back to
him, watching
the combat unfold.

Always caveless, this

commander.

To survive in the
Underdark, one must not
delay. ... Vorn fived the bolt, know-
ing that the poison would make
short work of the officer. With one
smooth motion, he crossed the
gap, pulling his sword from its

sheath, to finish the job.
Such are the ways of

the drow.

Bards sing of bold
heroes who brave the
depths of the earth, who plun-

der the vaults of ancient

peoples, exploring and map-
ping the endless passages
and corridors that hon-
eycomb the Underdark.

Although much of this light-
less world is empty and devoid

oflife, it contains terrifying mon-
sters, sprawling alien civilizations,
swathes of molds, oozes, slimes, and

countless other hazards.
But no threat the Under-
dark conjures compares
to the drow. Their name
is a curse, their pres-
ence a cancer. They are
the despised, the exiled,
the shunned—and yet
they are powerful, and
conquer nearly all who
come before them. They
are the dark elves, cursed
by Corellon Larethian,
condemned to spend their
days languishing in their own
corruption.



USING THIS BOOK

Drow of the Underdark is the definitive resource for dark elves
in the Dunceons & Dracons® roleplaying game. Within
these pages, you will find exhaustive detail on their culture
and society, rules and options for building drow characters,
new equipment including a broad selection of drow-themed
magic items, new monsters, and a fully detailed drow city just
waiting to be explored.

Just as Draconomicon presented extensive information on
dragons and the Fiendish Codex supplements described demons
and devils, Drow of the Underdark does the same with the drow,
offering Dungeon Masters the tools to create memorable
encounters with one of the game’s most popular adversaries.
But it also gives players the knowledge and tools to effectively
fight this menacing race.

The material presented in Drow of the Underdark is spread
throughout seven chapters, with their contents summarized
here.

Chapter 1: All About the Drow. This chapter presents an
unflinching look at the society of dark elves, exploring their
history and myths, traditions and culture.

Chapter 2: Drow Options. Moving away from thematic
descriptions, this chapter offers several new uses for skills,
new feats, alternative class features, and spells to reflect the
disturbing techniques employed by the drow.

Chapter 3: Prestige Classes. This chapter presents a selec-
tion of eight prestige classes that demonstrate the various
interests of these evil elves.

Chapter 4: Equipment. This chapter offers a survey of
useful tools: new alchemical items and poisons, new magic
weapon and armor properties, and new rods and wondrous
items.

SWIFT AND IMMEDIATE ACTIONS

Miniatures Handbook introduced the concept of a new action
type: the swift action. Likewise, Expanded Psionics Handbook
introduced another new action type: the immediate action.
Some of the class features, feats, and spells described in Drow
of the Underdark use these concepts. A description of how they
work follows.

Swift Actions: A swift action consumes a very small amount
of time, but represents a larger expenditure of effort and energy
than a free action. You can perform one swift action per turn
without affecting your ability to perform other actions. In that
regard, a swift action is like a free action. However, you can
perform only a single swift action per turn, regardless of what
other actions you take.

You can take a swift action any time you would normally
be allowed to take a free action. Since swift actions usually
involve magic or psionics, or the activation of magic or psionic
items, many characters (especially those who don’t use magic
or psionics) will never have the opportunity to take a swift
action.

Casting a quickened spell, or manifesting a quickened psionic
power, is a swift action. In addition, casting any spell or mani-

Chapter 5: New Monsters. From the spiders they breed,
to the brutes they enslave, to the wretched forms of those
who have displeased the Spider Queen, this chapter presents
a detailed look at the kind of servants the drow employ and
the allies they make.

Chapter 6: Campaigns and Adventures. This chapter
offers guidance and tools for using drow in adventures, as well
as techniques for designing campaigns with a drow focus.

Chapter 7: Erelhei-Cinlu. The final chapter examines
one of the most infamous cities of the Underdark: Erelhei-
Cinlu, located in the subterranean cavern known as the Vault
of the Drow.

ADVICE FOR DMS

Drow of the Underdark is designed with the Dungeon Master
in mind. This book helps you create exciting and memorable
encounters featuring drow antagonists, and to construct entire
adventures or even campaigns with strong drow themes.

The cultural and setting information is of particular
use, since it reveal important details about the drow—how
they think, what they do, why they do it, and so forth. More
important, it portrays the Spider Queen as an active force for
evil, and her priestesses as a terrible threat to the world. This
book positively brims with adventure possibilities—sparks
of inspiration that will provide all you need to tell your own
tales of the Underdark.

The supporting mechanics are designed for drow characters.
The skill options, feats, alternative class features, and prestige
classes give you the tools to surprise your players with unex-
pected strategies and tactics.

festing any power with a casting time or manifesting time of
1 swift action is a swift action. Casting a spell or manifesting a
power with a casting time or manifesting time of 1 swift action
does not provoke attacks of opportunity.

Immediate Actions: Much like a swift action, an immediate
action consumes a very small amount of time, but represents a
larger expenditure of effort and energy than a free action. Unlike
a swift action, an immediate action can be performed ay any
time—even if it’s not your turn.

Using an immediate action on your turn is the same as using a
swift action, and counts as your swift action for that turn. If you
do use an immediate action in this way, you cannot use another
immediate action until your next turn (effectively, using an im-
mediate action before your turn is equivalent to using your swift
action for the coming turn). You also cannot use an immediate
action if you are currently flat-footed.

Under these rules, casting a feather fall spell is an immediate
action (not a free action, as stated in the spell description in
the Player’s Handbook).

Magic Items and Potions: Activating a spell completion item,
activating a spell trigger item, or drinking a potion is a standard
action, even if the spell with which the scroll, potion, or item is
made can be cast as a swift action.



FOR PLAYERS

The drow might be an evil race—and one that is permanently
at odds with other races—but many players are nonetheless
attracted to playing drow characters. Drow of the Underdark
discusses the underpinnings of drow societies and beliefs,
their Lolth-dominated religion, and an example of an arche-
typal drow city—all of which is vital information to players
of drow characters. This material enables a player to flesh out
his character’s history, as well as providing guidance for con-
ceptualizing personalities, goals, and mannerisms.

For players of other races, Drow of the Underdark can be
equally effective as a reference for enemies of the drow.
The study of drow society included in this book not only
tells you how the drow operate, but why they do what they
do—and the best way to defeat a foe is to understand that
foe’s motivations.

New uses for skills, guidelines for creating new poisons and
magical poisons, an expanded description of Drow Sign Lan-
guage, and rules for training vermin all support the cultural
considerations. Over 50 new feats help define the fighting
techniques of this unusual race: Several new style feats are
included, as well as a number of general and metamagic feats
that improve drow racial talents but are equally useful for
characters of any race.

As with any new game element, you should always consult
your DM before you start using this material. The viability
of these gameplay options depends on the role the drow will
play in your DMs campaign, and by discussing your choices
ahead of time, you give your DM the chance to help fit the
character into her game.

—WHAT YOU NEED TO PLAY

To use this book, you will need the three D&D core rule-
books—the Player’s Handbook (PH), Dungeon Master’s Guide
(DMG), and Monster Manual (MM). Though no other books
are strictly necessary, a few will undoubtedly enhance your
enjoyment of this product. Underdark is an excellent resource
for exploration of the subterranean world, offering additional
mechanics that complement those found in this book. Spell
Compendium includes domains and spells used by various
NPCs presented in this book, and Book of Vile Darkness offers
additional rules suitable for this evil race.

Throughout this book, superscript abbreviations are often
used to denote game elements and other materials that appear
in certain supplements. Those supplements and their abbre-
viations are as follows: Book of Vile Darkness (BoVD), Complete
Adventurer (CAd), Complete Arcane (CAr), Complete Divine
(CD), Complete Psionic (CP), Complete Scoundvel (CS), Complete
Warrior (CW), Dungeon Master's Guide II (DMG2), Expanded
Psionics Handbook (EPH), Fiend Folio (FF), Fiendish Codex I
(FC1), ForcorTeN ReaLMs Campaign Setting (FR), Lovds of Dark-
" ness (LD), Lovds of Madness (LoM), Miniatures Handbook (MH),

Monster Manual II (MM2), Monster Manual IV (MM4), Planar
Handbook (Pla), Player's Handbook 1T (PH2), Spell Compendium
(SC), and Underdark (Und).

Illus. by R. Sardinha
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he drow are a paradox among the races of the Dux-

GEONS & DrAGONSs game. They are elves, but dark and

cruel. They are infamous, known far and wide by

players and characters alike, yet they are mysterious

and subtle beings. Because everyone knows of the
drow, they assume they understand the drow.

They could not be more wrong.

For all their infamy, for all their prominence as the most
insidious of D&D villains, the drow remain largely unknown.
Those who would claim to understand them and their ways
have been misled by the foolish myths and deliberate pro-
paganda of surface elves, by incomplete tales brought back
by delving adventurers, or by cultural treatises specific to a
particular world or setting, but not to the drow nation as a
whole. Come, now, and see for the first time who the drow
are, how they truly live—and why the surface-dwellers, grown
complacent in their false and incomplete knowledge, would
do well to fear them once more.

A DAY IN THE LIFE

The great stone bells chime from atop the enormous temple of
the Spider Queen, signaling the start of yet another rite. Drawn
from her trance by the reverberating sound, Velthura Vae
stretches once, luxuriating in the feel of the spidersilk sheets.
Then she rises, padding barefoot to her “window”—actually
a crystalline mirror, enchanted to provide her a clear view of

puv[Sus 4 £9 smif

Yvoth-Lened’s market without allowing prying eyes to spy
upon her in return. Her lip curls in disdain as she gazes upon
the bustle of the darkened streets below, the echoing sounds
of shopkeepers and slave traders both cheating and being
cheated by their clients. It is a scene of controlled chaos,
and it disgusts her even as it calls herto rule it with blooded
teeth and an iron fist. They ave flies, she muses, not for the
first time. They ave flies, when they should be spiders.

She turns away, to face instead the shrine carved into
the far wall. With lifelike precision—and possibly life-
like color, though she has never allowed any light within
the room to make sure—a stone image of a great spider
returns her gaze, its front legs extended from the wall,
its face that of a beautiful drow. She kneels before the
icon of Lolth, the stone floor cold and painful on her
bare knees. Head bowed, she raises her hands, inter-
twining her fingers with the spider’s legs. “Queen of
Spiders, Weaver of Webs,” she intones in arite she has
performed every morning, without fail, for more years
than a human lifetime. “I offer to you all my efforts
and all my triumphs of the day to come.” She does
not ask for Lolth’s blessing, or the goddess’s aid; she
knows better.

Her chamber door opens, revealing a bevy of servants
led by Ashirza, her personal maid. She has no need to
summon them; they all know the time their mistress #
rises, and they know too the penalties for tardiness.

ANO d3LdYHD



With the door guarded by loyal bugbear sentinel-slaves
and several male drow servants making the bed, she allows
her maid to approach. At this very moment, she is at her most
vulnerable, for she turns her attention inward, suppressing
her body’s innate resistance to the outside energies that other
races call “magic.” She and the rest of the drow know better:
She understands that those mystical energies are just another
element of the gods’ will in the world of mortals. Watching
from the corner of her eye, alert for any sign of betrayal, she
shivers once as Ashirza’s cantrips ripple across her skin, cleans-
ing her of nighttime sweat and dirt, untangling her ivory-white
hair. She nods once, satisfied with the result, and raises her
arms for her servants to clothe her in the black leathers and
gossamer silks of her rank and station.

She swiftly descends the many stairs of her tall and narrow
home, finding a table already laid out with a breakfast of mush-
rooms and lizard eggs. Under the respectful and nervous gaze
of the cook, she whispers a brief spell in Lolth’s name. The
drow are connoisseurs of poison, and though they rarely use
poison against one another—precisely because such efforts
are often anticipated—one can never afford to become com-
placent. That was, after all, how she earned her current station,
and her current home, from their former owner.

The food proves poison-free, and the cook retreats in relief.
He knows full well that had the food been tainted, or simply
not to his mistress’s pleasure, being flayed alive would be the
best he might hope for.

Normally she would sit back and relax, eating slowly and
indulging in the excellent fare, but today promises to be full
indeed. She eats swiftly, snatches up a decanter of lichen wine
to sip throughout the day, and departs.

Her first errand is to the bustling bazaar at the center of the
city, with the temple of Lolth looming above. On any other day,
her servants would handle such menial tasks for her, keeping
the larder stocked. Tomorrow, however, she hosts the elders
of her house, traveled all the way from Erelhei-Cinlu, and
that is far too vital a gathering to leave in the hands of mere
servants. She must go herself, select only the freshest fungi,
the choicest cuts of rothé, and—of course—the spider-meats
for the ceremonial joining of the meal.

She pushes her way through the crowded market, her maid
and bugbear guards in tow. Most of the drow recognize her
status, by her garb and posture if not her face, and clear a path.
The members of other races, slaves of the drow, or the rare
foreign traders are less cooperative. She and her entourage
literally run down a kobold slave who fails to step aside swiftly
enough, and once she is forced to order her guards to subdue
a hobgoblin who refuses to yield the way. Irritated by these
interruptions, she flows through the market like a wind, sip-
ping from her lichen wine, pointing out this item or that to be
delivered back to her home or carried by her servants.

The attack, when it comes, is almost too simplistic to be
believed. A ragged drow with filthy hair lunges from the
crowd, fist clenched tight around a wicked dagger. With con-
temptuous ease, she swats aside the attack and utters a spell.
The air thunders and the drow falls writhing to the ground,
blood spilling from his ears, his innate resistance crumpled
like paper before her power.

She waves off her bodyguards, reminding herself to have
them maimed for their failure to act, and kneels beside the
would-be assassin. She wonders briefly which of her many
enemies could have sent him. That they would try to kill her
is no surprise, but that any would do so in such a pathetic
manner is shocking. No chance to question him now, for her
spell has deafened him. She decides to have him sent back to
her home, where he can be interrogated at leisure. She rises,
and continues through a crowd that has not reacted at all to
the sudden violence in its midst.

The incident, feeble as it was, has thrown off her schedule.
Angrily threatening—and even, once or twice, whipping—
shopkeepers who move too slowly, she rushes through the
remainder of her purchases. By the time she reaches the
Ampbhitheater, the opening ceremonies have already concluded
with the sacrifice of a captured surface elf upon the altar of
Lolth. As the first of the games begins—giant lizard races,
on which she herself has two hefty wagers—she slips into a
private booth, leaving Ashirza and her bodyguards outside.

“You are late,” the room’s other occupant remarks, reclining
on a silk-covered divan.

She swallows her bile and hatred of the other female. “I
am here now, Reverend Mother Dultha,” she replies, hoping
the use of the full honorific will smooth over any irritation
without the humiliation of apology or excuse.

“So you are. And how go your preparations for the feast?”

“Well enough. They would go better, of course, if I knew
how many of my family would be in attendance.”

The Reverend Mother of Lolth, and Matron of House
Inlindl, smiles an ugly, tooth-filled smile. “My servants in the
passage to Erelhei-Cinlu tell me you should expect one fewer
than you were told.”

She cannot help but smile in return. After her cousin’s
“accidental” death on the long journey, none of her relatives
has the power to challenge her claim to the title of matron of
the house’s families here in Yvoth-Lened.

The Reverend Mother’s expression darkens. “And your end
of our agreement?”

She nods. “T have Shenthral’s wretched half-breed in the care
of my guards. At the moment of the wedding, I will reveal the
child for all to see. Shenthral will be shamed, and her alliance
with House Eilservs will fail before it begins.”

Foratime they drink together, watching the games through the
shuttered window, watching each other through narrowed eyes.
Finally, her triumphant mood only lightly dampened by her loss
of both slaves on the lizard-race wagers, she rises, nods politely to
her drinking companion, and sweeps through the door. Already
she is plotting the death of the Reverend Mother, who is far too
cunning and knows too much. But this, alas, must wait until she
has consolidated her own power in Yvoth-Lened.

She has hours yet before the rejuvenating comfort of trance
will call to her once more, and in that time she must oversee the
bustling scurry of dozens of servants throughout her house.
The day’s purchases must be delivered, checked, prepared,
and stored; the doors and windows checked time and again
for both mystical and mundane security; the errant bugbear
bodyguards branded and blinded for their poor performance;
and a dozen other niggling details made utterly perfect before



the family arrives the following day. She
barely takes a moment to eat, though
even in the chaos she does not
forget to check the food once
more for poison. She has
already survived one attack
today, incompetent as it
was; it would be humiliat-
ing to fall to another.

It is only when she
has shed her clothes,
cleansed herself of the
dust and sweat of the
day, and lain down for a
night’s trance, that she
feels the first burning
in her stomach, the first
swelling of her throat,
the first tightening of
muscles that signify
the onset of a poison.
For even with all her
paranoia, all her safe-
guards, she has indeed
become complacent.
She checked her break-
fast when she awoke,
the drink served by the Rev-
erend Mother, her dinner
before she retired . . . but she
never thought to consider that
the decanter of lichen wine from
which she had sipped all day had been tainted by her own maid
Ashirza, who slipped poison into the beverage—and also a
potion that postponed the onset of the poison—during the dis-
traction of the staged assassination attempt in the market.

Tomorrow, when the powerful members of the family
arrive, it will be Ashirza who greets them. Velthura Vae will
not rise again.

— SOCIETY AND CULTURE

Itis one of the aforementioned paradoxes of the drow that their
culture, while encouraging selfish ambition and advancement
through deception and murder, is still one that focuses—
almost in spite of itself—on the good of the community over
the good of the individual. Drow society, as a whole, lacks any
concept of personal worth. An individual’s abilities or accom-
plishments are not, in and of themselves, of any importance
whatsoever. The culture does not reward skill for skill’s sake,
or celebrate individual success or ability. It's not that the drow
choose to downplay these factors; rather, they literally have
no notion that they should matter. It is as foreign an idea to
them as judging a person’s worth based on shoe size would be
to most surface-dwelling races.

The only true measure of importance in drow society is
how thoroughly and effectively an individual can direct,
shape, and change that society—in other words, by how much

Poisoning is a popular means of advancement among the drow

authority an individual has over other
drow and the community’s needed
resources. Although personal
ability and accomplishment,
or birth into a powerful
bloodline, often leads
to such control, it is
the influence itself
that determines a
drow’s station and
status.
Like many other
sentient beings, the
drow think in terms
of dichotomies: If
something is not good,
it must be bad; if it is
not strong, it must
be weak. Thus, if a
drow with authority
over others is worth-
while, a drow with
little or no authority
is worthless. When
nothing but status
and influence deter-
mine individual value,
and life itself is of no
intrinsic worth, a weak
drow is nothing buta commod-
ity to be traded, abused, and
eventually exhausted by those
more powerful. Enslavement, torture, and even murder are
not crimes, when the perpetrator is a drow of high stature and
the victim is not. Drow do avoid randomly slaughtering others
who offend them, but this is due to a concern that they might
accidentally slay the relative, servant, or slave of someone more
powerful, not out of any sense of the value of life.

This core belief in power has developed the drow culture
as it exists today: a society in which every interaction is deter-
mined by a dominant/submissive hierarchy. A drow divides
everyone—drow or otherwise—into only three categories:
someone with more power, who must be appeased and pla-
cated (at least until she can be replaced); someone who is a
useful tool to one’s own advancement, who must be exploited
in all possible ways; and the weak, who are worthless except
as labor or disposable troops. From a general giving orders
to her soldiers to a shopkeeper bargaining with a customer,
everything is about who holds the most power. Haggling, for
instance, is all but unheard of. If a client is of higher station
than a vendor, she pays what she chooses; if she is lower, she
pays what the vendor demands or receives no goods. Only
when it comes to trade with non-drow is bargaining an option,
and even then vendors must take care, for fear of accidentally
offending the slave of a powerful drow. A drow who refuses
the orders of one with more power has earned whatever tor-
tures that act brings down upon her, and can expect no pity
or aid from by others.
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The drow are experts in the application of pain and
death; they are considered cruel by other races. This, too,
is an outward sign of the beliefs at the heart of their cul-
tural development. Pain caused to a superior or a rival is a
necessary means to an end; pain caused to a subordinate is
unimportant because the subordinate is unimportant. The
drow are cruel, in part, because they literally see no differ-
ence between torturing an underling, whipping a horse,
or even repairing an old garden tool. It cannot be stressed
enough that societal authority is the only measure of worth
the drow understand.

These philosophical underpinnings result in a culture
of constant scheming, in which every member of a com-
munity is perpetually conspiring to gain greater power over
her neighbors while struggling to keep others from gaining
power over her. Paranoia is rampant, with every word and
deed carefully examined to ensure that it does not contain
a hidden danger. Although visitors certainly expect to find
back-room deals and constant betrayals among the ruling
castes of the drow, such as the priestesses of Lolth and the
matriarchs of the great houses, they are often surprised to
find them equally as prevalent among less powerful drow. A
shopkeeper conspires to destroy a rival’s supply of goods, or
frame him for some offense against Lolth. A soldier weakens
another soldier’s armor with carefully applied acid, hoping
that her death in battle will open a path to promotion. A
favored servant conspires with slaves to poison the mistress
of the house so that she can take over, only to later poison the
slaves as well rather than provide the freedom she had prom-
ised. When every interaction is a challenge for dominance,
no drow can afford to drop her guard or cease her constant
plotting to get ahead.

Roleplaying Application: React to others based primarily
on their perceived value to you. Your adventuring companions
are vital to your survival, so you won't want to alienate them.
In other cases, though, react with anger when someone you
perceive as inferior disagrees with or disobeys you. Judge all
individuals by how much power they wield, and offer them
respect accordingly. You do not revere life for its own sake,
and are puzzled by those who speak about the inherent value
or dignity of living beings. This doesn't make you a wanton
murderer; it simply means that you have no compunctions
about killing if doing so is the most expedient or convenient
means of handling a situation (and you feel you can get away
with it with minimal repercussions).

DROW ALIGNMENT

The drow are a highly chaotic, individualistic people, a fact ad-
dressed multiple times throughout this chapter. They worship
a deity who dwells in the Abyss and is a paragon of chaotic evil.
Yet for all that, the Monster Manual gives drow alignment as
“usually neutral evil.”

The truth is, the drow are at least somewhat cooperative with
one another, almost in spite of their own nature. Their ambitions

LAW, TRADITION, AND
GOVERNMENT

Perhaps one of the strangest dichotomies of drow culture is that
they are both heavily tradition-bound and highly innovative, a
bizarre combination found rarely among the other races.

Drow innovation is, as with so much else in their lives, driven
by the constant drive to achieve dominance over other drow.
A creative battle plan, a brand-new spell, a shorter method of
production for manufactured goods—none of these have any
value to the drow in and of themselves. Creation for creation’s
sake is yet another virtue foreign to their way of thinking.
When such innovations are put to use to increase the creator’s
station, however, then they have proven their worth.

Thus, the very same traditions that keep the drow at one
another’s throats also encourage innovative thinking. The most
powerful drow have lived for centuries, and as a race they have
been competing with one another for millennia. They are far
too wary, and too well prepared, for traditional schemes to work
against them. A drow who seeks to get ahead must be creative
in her approach—and they all seek to get ahead.

These traditions, although binding, are rarely codified into
law. The drow are an innately chaotic people, both in terms
of individual temperament and religious doctrine. They bow
to tradition due to social pressure and the efforts of those in
powert, but they react poorly to formalization of those tradi-
tions. Most of these conventions, as they apply to governance,
religion, gender roles, and other cultural mores, are discussed
in the following sections.

The lack of formal codes of law in drow society also equates
to alack of formal law enforcement. A drow community has no
watch or police force per se. Rather, each aspect or segment of
the community is responsible for enforcing its own power as
far as its authority extends. An offense against a major house
is answered by members of that house. The Church of Lolth
punishes those who transgress against the Queen of Spiders
and her faith. Individual drow react to slights and offenses
as their own abilities and status permit. If a lone drow or an
institution lacks the capacity to strike back against someone
who has wronged her or it, then that individual or institu-
tion is clearly not entitled to retribution—and that failure to
retaliate might mark the wronged party as weak enough to
be overthrown by rivals.

On rare occasions, a drow institution might request the aid
of another organization in seeking justice or vengeance against
an adversary. A priestess might ask that one of the houses send
soldiers to deal with a troublemaker, rather than making use

and desires require that their society remain at least somewhat
stable. They employ few true laws, but they are tightly bound
by traditions and codes, and even if they follow them primarily
out of fear, they follow them nonetheless. It is ironic that a lone
drow is likely to drift toward chaos, but that despite their rivalry
with one another, the presence of multiple drow in a given com-
munity literally forces them into a level of cooperation beyond
what truly chaotic individuals would maintain.



of her own resources. Alternatively, the reverse might happen,
wherein a powerful drow in a community requests that the
priesthood punish a wrongdoer. Such temporary agreements
normally occur when an individual wishes to keep her own
faction out of direct involvement in a conflict. For instance,
if a member of House Eilservs insults or attacks a member of
House Inlindl, and Inlindl responds in kind, the result could
be a feud that envelops both houses in protracted conflict. If
Inlindl wishes to avoid that result—Tlikely, since it holds far
less power than Eilservs—it might instead request that the
Church of Lolth punish the transgressor. Doing so, of course,
puts the house in debt to the priestesses, so it would take such
an action only if the offense was dire.

Drow punishment, regardless of whose hands deliver the
sentence, is brutal and efficient. In some instances, the punish-
ing force simply strips the transgressor of power and property.
More frequently, the individual becomes a bound slave to the
house or church. Torture and execution are common as well.

Priestesses and house matriarchs hold great power over other drow
Just so long as they have the might to enforce it

Drow Government and Rule

The drow do not believe in imprisonment as a punishment in
and of itself, nor do they believe in second chances.

Roleplaying Application: You find the notion of a com-
munitywide police force or city guard a foreign one, as well
as the notion that certain activities are “illegal.” You think in
terms of whether a particular individual has the power to seek
vengeance if you wrong him, and you often forget (at least at
first) that a community itself might seek to punish you for
transgressions against a specific person.

To say that the drow are governed by a matriarchal theocracy
is both accurate and misleading. It is certainly true that the
ruling members of drow society are the priestesses of Lolth
and the matrons (and other matriarchs of the great houses),
but calling them a “government” is a misnomer. Just as the
drow are guided by tradition but have no formal law, they are
overseen by these influential personages but have no formal
government. A drow city has no duchess, reeve, or mayor; a
drow nation has no empress or queen.

A drow community is governed, so to speak, through the
unsteady cooperation of its three most powerful institutions.
The Church of Lolth is the most influential faction among the
drow. The priestesses of this church interpret and dissemi-
nate the will of Lolth, conduct rites and rituals to honor the
dark goddess, and technically have the authority to demand

anything in her name. If the drow were to have a formal

government, it would be made up of these individuals.

On a practical level, however, although the priestesses

are indeed the social leaders of the drow, the church

often lacks the power to take drastic action without
the support of the great houses. Powerful matriarchs

frequently hold power in both the church and a

house—thus, what is self-interest for one must often

be self-interest for the other. It is also important to
understand that the church is not a monolithic entity,
guided by a single voice or a single goal. It is made up of
individual priestesses, all of whom are loyal to Lolth, but
all of whom have the same drive to dominate the weak and
advance their own cause as any other drow. Thus, although a
drow priestess can bring substantial might to bear againsta
lone individual or small family who offends her, she cannot
muster the resources of the church against an entire house,
unless the house has blatantly and conspicuously turned
against Lolth as a whole.

The houses of the drow hold the bulk of the community’s
economic and military power in their hands. In some commu-
nities, a specific house might be a greater power even than the
priestesses of Lolth, directing the activities of religious leaders
with behind-the-scenes threats or open shows of force. The
high priestess of a community might also be a highly ranked
matriarch of a great house, using one to advance the schemes
of the other. No single house has ever managed to rise to domi-
nance across multiple drow cities, however, and few maintain
a permanent position of authority even in individual com-
munities. Each house is tied to the other houses in a complex
web of treaties and conflicts, alliances and betrayals. Should
one house become too powerful, others ally to bring it down
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(even while appearing, on the surface, to support them, playing
both sides against the middle). Further, although the church
usually lacks the power to single-handedly destroy a house,
neither can a house afford to make an enemy of the church.
Too much of the power in a community is held by Lolth’s
priestesses, and a house that fails to work with those priest-
esses loses access to those channels of influence. Although
such an occurrence is rare, the church can decree that a house
has earned the disfavor of Lolth, essentially giving all other
houses blanket permission and encouragement to openly turn
against it. Some houses are strong enough to withstand even
this sort of assault, which invariably leads to a dilution of the
church’s position in the community. But more often, such a
decree results in the house being weakened sufficiently for
another to rise and take its place. When one adds to this already
volatile mix the constant scheming of house members against
one another, in the hope of gaining higher status within the
house, it’s quite understandable that no single house has ever
managed to hold widespread power for long.

The military is the final drow institution that, in some com-
munities, could be a governing body. Drow communities do not
have standing armies, since this would require a formal gov-
ernment. Multiple smaller forces make up the larger soldiery
of a drow city. These consist primarily of house-loyal militias,
church soldiers, and independent mercenary companies. For
the most part, then, the “military” is simply the enforcement
arm of a house or the church. In some rare instances, how-
ever—particularly in communities engaged in a constant war
with a hostile power—the military takes on an authority of its
own. Its generals, under the guise of protecting the commu-
nity, usurp authority from the matriarchs who normally hold
it. The house soldiers become the dominant members of the
house, or at least carry sufficient authority that the matriarchs
and matrons cannot ignore their input. The army might even
come to guide the Church of Lolth, directing priestesses in the
defense of the city and in attacks on the enemy. The generals
of differing factions, such as rival houses or a house and the
church, have been known to cooperate behind the scenes,
artificially extending or even creating military crises to wrest
supremacy from the houses and the priesthood.

It is worth noting that rank in a military unit is the only
pathway male drow have to any position of authority, so they
are the military officers most likely to attempt this sort of
power grab.

For more information on the priestesses of Lolth, see the
Religion section; for more on the great houses, see Houses of
the Drow; and for more on the military, see the War header
under Drow Life, all below.

Roleplaying Application: You assume that, with the
exception of military rank, females hold all true positions of
authority. When addressing a mixed group of nobles, priests,
or similar powerful individuals, you instinctively direct your
words and attention to any females present, and you are always
startled when a social or political leader turns out to be male.
You normally assume that any military force is, if not indepen-
dent, loyal to a church or a bloodline; you're certainly aware
that other cultures have armies devoted to cities or nations,
but it still strikes you as odd when you encounter it.

Gender Roles

The supremacy of the female is deeply ingrained in drow
culture. Females are seen as stronger, smarter, and more emo-
tionally controlled than males, and—above all—holier and
more devoted to Lolth. Males, on the other hand, are viewed
as spiritually, intellectually, and physically inferior, useful
primarily for physical and skilled labor and breeding purposes.
A male drow is seen as superior to a member of any other race,
but inferior even to female drow of lower status.

This attitude comes from a variety of separate but related
sources. The first and most obvious is Lolth herself. The god-
dess has, over the course of drow mythology and history,
taken multiple consorts, all of whom have been eventually
discarded. Whether this is the cause of Lolth’s opinion of
males or a symptom of it, Lolth believes that only females are
worthwhile servants.

Much like the spiders they revere, drow females also hold
power due to biological reasons. In many spider species, the
females are far larger and stronger, and males often do not
survive the mating process. Drow childbirth is a physically
strenuous occasion (see the Pregnancy, Birth, and Childhood
sidebar, page 24), and though the drow feel little if any affection
for their young, they understand the importance of continu-
ing the family and house lines. Thus, the females, who are
both essential to reproduction and capable of withstanding
it, are clearly both stronger and more blessed than the males.
Whether the drow think as they do because of their emulation
of spiders is unclear and ultimately unimportant.

Finally and perhaps most important, females are already
ascendant within drow society. Matriarchs and priestesses
have enough trouble clinging to power in the face of other
ambitious females; the last thing they want is to double the
pool of potential rivals. Thus, the tradition of female domi-
nance continues, in large part, at the behest of the females
who are already dominant.

Male drow hold little if any power, but not all of them are
mere property, even if many females see them as such. Some
of the most skilled crafters, warriors, and arcane casters among
the drow are male. In fact, the submissive status of males in
drow society actually inspires many of them to excel. Male
drow can lay claim to little authority, and they are constantly
at risk of being discarded by their female leaders, so only those
with skills and abilities that are not easily replaceable can be
relatively confident of their positions.

Denied the right to formally influence society, male drow
have become masters of finding subtle and nontraditional
roads to power. Many become teachers of arcane magic or
military strategy, attempting to form strong bonds with their
students—particularly the females who might well hold
power in the next generation. Others join the soldiers of a
powerful house or the priestesses of Lolth, working their way
up in the ranks. At the very least, these positions grant them
some measure of authority, and if they are fortunate enough
to be officers during wartime (or devious enough to start a
well-timed war), that authority can grow to rival that of some
matriarchs. And of course, some drow males attempt to seduce
powerful females, using lust—and even the rare emotion of
love—to influence drow leaders behind the scenes.



In the lower echelons of drow society, away from the movers
and shakers, males and females hold similar roles. A member
of either gender might be a household servant, a shopkeeper, a
soldier, or an artist. The males tend more toward physical labor
and the females toward skilled crafts—not because females
are weaker, but because they often have more opportunities
to choose their own path than males do—but this is only a
tendency, not a societal constant.

DROW PSYCHOLOGY

The drow are, to the last, a motivated and driven race. The
perception that a drow’s individual worth is determined only
by the influence she wields over society isn't simply a cultural
attitude; it’s a psychological one as well. A drow who holds no
power is a failure in her own eyes, and this more than anything
else drives her behavior. It is thus not merely external pres-
sures that cause the drow to plotand scheme; it is an ingrained
need that borders on instinct.

For the most part, drow are driven by a trinity of emotions
that exist, to varying degrees, in every member of the race.

Pride: So far as each drow is concerned, she is a superior
specimen of a superior race—or at least she should be.
Drow who obtain power do so because they are worthy
of it; those who lack authority find themselves resent-
fully chafing under the rule of others, their pride
demanding that they blame everyone else for their fail-
ure. A drow never forgets either a victory or a slight.

Anger: Closely intertwined with their pride is a cur-
rent of rage that runs through the entire drow
population. They are a primal and instinctive
people, quick to lash out at those who offend
them. A drow grows wroth at a subordinate
who fails or defies her, a superior for holding the
power she herself craves, a foreigner for failing
to offer unquestioned submission to the drow,
an ally for imagined future betrayal, and even
herself for not having accomplished more than
she already has. Drow are quick to resort to
violence, and revenge is one of their most
potent motivators.

Fear: They are not often aware of it, and
would be insulted if someone else were to
suggest it, but the drow live every day of
their lives in mortal terror. They fear their
masters and priestesses, they fear the treachery
of underlings, they fear displeasing their deity,
they fear losing power and falling into disgrace.
This fear engenders the paranoia and distrust that
keep the drow from growing close, and the secrecy in
which they orchestrate their schemes. For all their cru-
elty, all their power, the drow are bitterly fearful creatures,
always afraid to lose what they have, yet driven to risk it all
for just a little bit more.

Everything the drow do stems from the interactions
between these three emotions, bolstered by societal pressures.
Even their fanatical devotion to Lolth is based on fear: fear of
invoking the goddess’s anger should they abandon her, and fear
of being cast adrift in the world without divine guidance.

Long-Term Planning

Drow have a shorter average life span than surface elves—
due primarily to violence, rather than any innate biological
cause—but they still live far longer than most other humanoid
races. Thus, the drow often take a longer view of the world
than humans or others. This attitude is manifested in drow
plots and schemes, which often take decades or even centu-
ries to unfold.

Whereas this long-term view of life manifests in surface
elves as a seeming unwillingness to make decisions quickly
or to understand urgency, the drow are just as busy and active
as anyone else. Rather than acting slowly
because they have more time, drow
prefer to squeeze as much
out of their extra years as
possible. Where a sur-
face elf might take
ten times as long

as a human on
a given task,
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Despite their chaotic nature, the drow are
consummate long-term planners



to ensure he gets it right, a drow instead works at a feverish
pace, but might undertake ten tasks at once. This “hurry up
and wait” mentality—rushing through numerous plans that
might not come to fruition for years or longer—only adds to
the highly emotional and easily frustrated nature of the drow
psyche, but it also ensures that if one plan collapses, a wise
drow has half a dozen more to fill in the gap.

All drow are schemers, but not all drow are effective
schemers. Laying out a multiyear plot, having the foresight to
anticipate relevant
changesin the polit-
ical landscape, and
remaining patient
enough to see the
effort through all
require mental and
emotional control
that many drow
sorely lack. If a
drow bursts into a
rage at an inoppor-
tune moment, or
fails to anticipate
the machinations
of her rivals, years
of planning can be
swept aside in an
instant.

Dominant and
Submissive
Interaction

The drow view all
interaction between
individuals—not
just members of
their own society—
as hierarchical.

Lilus. by Fackoilrain

THE BEST LAID SCHEMES

It's easy enough to characterize the drow as long-term plotters,

but what exactly does that mean? Presented here are a few brief

examples of the sorts of forward-looking plans in which some
drow engage.

« A young member of a powerful house appears helpful
and supportive of her elder siblings over the years, slowly
building up a web of debt and favor that binds almost
every member of her family to her. Decades later, when the
matron of her house has grown old, she calls in those debts
for seemingly minor favors that involve travel, ensuring that
her siblings are absent when the matron dies (likely due to
poison or some other effort of the schemer herself). By the
time her siblings have returned, she has already established
herself as the new ruling power of the house.

« Foryears, a drow stockpiles a particular resource—perhaps
something as simple as foodstuffs, or material necessary
for the building of magic items and weapons of war. Using

Interaction among the drow is always a matter of superiority over inferiority

They have no ability to treat another person as an equal. Every
communication between two or more people, regardless of its
purpose, falls into a dominant and submissive pattern.

Unless a drow has reason to believe otherwise, she always
assumes that she is the dominant individual in a discussion,
and grows irritated if others do not behave accordingly. If she
is speaking to someone who clearly holds higher status, she
accepts the fact that she is, instead, in a submissive position,
but instantly begins considering ways to eventually gain the
upper hand.

This is not some-
thing drow choose
to do; it’'s simply
how they think. The
notion of a society
of equals is a for-
eign one, and though
drow who deal fre-
quently with other
races learn to accept
that others do not be-
lieve as they do, they
never entirely lose
the urge to establish
dominance in each
and every interaction
they enter into.

Part and parcel of
this notion are the
drow ideas of kind-
ness and individual
privacy—or, more
accurately, their com-
plete lack thereof.
Drow are thought-
lessly and effortlessly
cruel because they
assign no value to

other connections, she subtly encourages overuse of that
resource, or even arranges to have quantities of it destroyed
in an “accident” or an attack of some sort. Suddenly, she is
the only supplier to the community, granting her substantial
political and economic influence over even the houses and
the Church of Lolth.

Through a combination of bribes, sabotage, and intermar-
riages, one particular family slowly intertwines itself with
many of the individual bloodlines of a great house. This likely
grants the family no direct access to the house’s matriarchs
or other leaders, because these wary individuals would never
trust strangers. But if the family members choose carefully,
they not only have a direct line of intelligence on the house’s
activities, which they can trade to others for wealth and
favors, but they might be able to gain a stranglehold over
the house’s economic and military aspects. If the house is
no longer receiving income from its various mercantile en-
deavors, and if many of its soldiers are of divided loyalties, it
is ripe for outside takeover or destruction.



their subordinates beyond how useful those individuals are.
Similarly, the concept of privacy is ludicrous in their eyes.
A drow who is not strong enough to keep her affairs secret
deserves to be exposed and exploited.

Arachnid Veneration and Emulation

One of the greatest and strangest influences on drow psy-
chology and culture stems from their religious beliefs. Most
humanoid races have humanoid-form deities. When they seek
to emulate the behavior and attitudes of their gods, either to
gain the deity’s blessings or simply because they see it as the
“right” way to act, they are not acting counter to their own
physiological and biological natures.

Not so with the drow. They are a humanoid, mammalian
race with all the associated needs, urges, and instincts, yet
they revere the spider, a creature of mindless predation. They
are a community that seeks to become a swarm. They are an
innately emotional people who revere a creature of no emo-
tion at all. (And all this doesn’t even touch on the fact that
they worship a deity whose physical likeness they cannot
begin to emulate.)

This conflict of desires shapes much of the drow psyche. It
is at least partly responsible for the culture’s sole measure of
self-worth through power and authority, and is responsible
too for much of the society’s inherent violence. Their fear of
their goddess, their shame at being unable to fully live up to
her demands, their anger at the world around them—all of
it can, at least in part, be traced to their deep-seated venera-
tion of a deity they cannot emulate and cannot truly please.
It is not too much of a stretch to suggest that, due to the
conflict of their religious beliefs with their own physical
and mental nature, every member of drow society is at least
a little insane.

Instinctive or Cultural?

One question of drow psychology that never occurs to the
drow themselves, but is of great interest to outside scholars,
is whether all these attitudes are ingrained and instinctual, or
whether they are a product of culture and upbringing. Many
believe that, due to the influence of Lolth and countless gen-
erations of violence and scheming, drow attitudes are now
entirely innate. Take a drow infant to the surface and raise
her among kind humans or elves, they say, and she would still
grow into a calculating, violent manipulator.

Others contend, however, that the drow are not unlike
abused children. They perpetuate a cycle of viciousness and
cruelty because it is all they know, because they are both
learning from example and lashing out at an unkind world
in anger and resentment. If that cycle could be broken, they
argue, if a population of drow could be raised away from the
influence of Lolth and the culture as it currently exists, they
could grow to be very different individuals.

This is, perhaps understandably, the minority opinion
among those who study the drow, and in any event it seems
unlikely to be tested anytime soon.

RELIGION

If drow life and culture are driven by a single force, it must be
their faith. The drow are pantheistic in only the loosest sense
of the word. Humans worship a variety of deities equally. Elves
revere Corellon Larethian above all others, but their religion
is replete with other deities that are nearly as important. But
for the drow, there is only Lolth.

This comes as a surprise to many scholars, who believe the
drow pantheon to consist of multiple deities. This is particu-
larly true in the ForcoTTEN REALMS® setting, where entities i
such as Ghaunadaur and Vhaeraun appear in drow religious iy
practice. But these deities, no matter how strongly an indi-
vidual drow might revere them, are secondary at best, barely
visible in the shadow of the Spider Queen. The drow honor
them, but they do not consider them true gods and do not
worship any of them with the same devotion—or fear them
half as deeply—as they do Lolth. It is she, and she alone, who
stands as the heart of drow religion.

Religious practice is not a voluntary activity among the
drow. Because the priestesses rule drow society (to the extent
that any one institution can be said to do so), they ruthlessly
enforce the worship of Lolth, demanding participation in her
rites and often punishing failure to take part by making the
transgressor their next sacrifice. The priestesses rarely find
themselves forced to take such steps, however. Worship of
Lolth is so heavily ingrained in the culture that most drow
participate willingly, out of a mixture of reverence and terror
for their goddess.

RITES AND RITUALS OF LOLTH

As should be expected from so violent a society and so rapa-
cious a deity, the holy rites of Lolth are brutal and bloody
affairs. Living sacrifice is a central tenet of all but the most
minor of rituals. The drow worship not out of love, but out of
fear, and their faith demands that their fear be spread to others.
Lolth watches, Lolth tests—and above all, Lolth consumes.

Prayers
Prayers to Lolth are always uttered in Elven. Undercommon is
fine for normal conversation, but devotions to the goddess are
not to be sullied with words adopted from other races.

The drow frequently pray before entering into a dangerous
situation, beginning an endeavor, or simply preparing for a
day’s work. They do not, however, ask Lolth’s aid in the coming
trials, or seek her blessing on a task. Requesting help is a sign
of weakness, insulting to the goddess, and just begging to be
stricken with some horrific malady or misfortune. Instead,
prayers to Lolth are requests to be tested, so that the petitioner
can display her strength and skill, or promises that the day’s
successes will be achieved in Lolth’s name and devoted to her
glory. “Elliya Lolthu,” Elven for “Test me, Lolth,” is among the
most common phrases uttered in drow prayer.

Minor Rites
An individual drow might perform a minor rite when she is
celebrating a personal victory, and seeks to offer Lolth her due.
More than a simple prayer, these rites usually involve some
form of symbolic sacrifice, such as poured wine, burnt riches,
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or a small amount of the petitioner’s own spilled blood. Such
rites require an icon, idol, or symbol of Lolth, before which
they are performed. They include the recitation of long prayers
asking Lolth to accept the offered gifts and to provide even
greater challenges in the days to come.

Unlike prayers, which are often uttered in public, and
major rites, which are large affairs, minor rites are personal
activities. They rarely involve more than one drow, and never
more than a handful.

Major Rites
The drow conduct two types of major rites to Lolth, both of
which involve the participation of multiple individuals and
blood sacrifice to the goddess.

The first is a religious ceremony, in which drow gather to
pay homage to their dark queen. Priestesses lead the ceremony
with prayers and chants, normally within a temple of Lolth or

SACRIFICES TO THE SPIDER QUEEN

Lolth’s tastes in sacrifices are very specific. She prefers sentient
creatures over nonsentient ones, humanoids over nonhuman-
oids, elves over other humanoids, and drow over elves. She
prefers more powerful (higher level) sacrifices to weaker ones,
and her own priestesses over all others. Obviously, this last
type of sacrifice occurs only rarely. To keep the church from
falling apart, the priestesses seldom initiate violence among

Lolth’s temples dominate almost every drow community

before a great altar or idol. At least one sacrifice—normally of
a captive or slave, but occasionally of a drow citizen—occurs
at this time, blood spilled to feed the Spider Queen.

The second is a contest between priestesses or, more rarely,
other powerful drow, designed to prove worthiness in the
eyes of Lolth. Most of these events include direct combat
and competition, either in melee or spellcasting, but others
involve tests of knowledge and ritual, or even the acquisition
of specific goals. The winner proves her worth and gains addi-
tional magic, higher position in the priesthood, and similar
prizes. The losers, assuming they survive, are often demoted,
maimed, or transformed by Lolth’s anger into driders or other
horrific creatures.

The drow conduct major rites to celebrate communitywide
events and victories, whenever a priestess seeks advancement
to a high office, and at regular intervals for no purpose other
than the veneration of Lolth.

themselves, and if one priestess does come to blows against
another, the lot of them likely come to the aid of the victim, if
only to preserve the status quo. They do sacrifice their own
as punishment, however, or if one makes too many enemies
among the others. This factor keeps all the priestesses wary of
one another and constantly scrabbling for sufficient power to
ward off sudden attacks—exactly the way Lolth wants it.



SERVANTS OF LOLTH

The drow’s priesthood is unusual—perhaps even unique—
because it is not inherently any more faithful or zealous in
its worship than the rest of the population. Almost all drow
venerate Lolth, for they understand the consequences of fail-
ing to do so. The
Church of Lolth
is less a haven for
the society’s devout
and more a reli-
able path to power.
Short of work-
ing one’s way up
through the ranks
ofapowerful house,
the priesthood is
the surest means
of advancement
in drow society.
And although the
priesthood rarely
accepts drow of
low station, it does
so with more fre-
quency than the
houses do.

That said, the
drow understand
that the life of a
priestess is not one
of ease. The church
not only conducts
Lolth’s rites and
rituals, it serves as
the glue that holds
together a society of scheming and bickering houses. Its
members must be strong and merciless, and—perhaps hard-
est of all—must moderate their own schemes to consider
the needs of the church as a whole. This doesn’t mean that
drow priestesses do not plan to achieve their own ambitions
at the expense of others; in fact, the priesthood is filled with
more political infighting and secret deals than in any three
houses put together. The priestesses understand, however, that
although Lolth favors drow who advance their own power,
she also wishes the race as a whole to thrive, and a priestess
whose personal schemes threaten to weaken the community
swiftly finds herself falling out of favor with both the goddess
and her church.

Lolth loves nothing so much as the taste of a sacrifice’s agony

Becoming a Priestess
To become a priestess of Lolth, a female drow must meet two
specific requirements. (Male drow are never accepted into the
priesthood, and can at best hope to be a favored servant of a
priestess.) First, she must show an aptitude for divine magic.
Among the drow,
every priest must
be a cleric or other
divine caster, such
as a favored soul®,
even if she has
only a few levels
in the appropriate
class.

Second, a
would-be-priest-
ess must subject
herself to the first
of many Tests of
Lolth. Many lay
drow face these
trials at various
points, but priest-
esses endure them
on arelatively reg-
ular basis. Strictly
speaking, these
tests are between
the individual
and Lolth, and
outside interfer-
ence is forbidden.
On a practical
level, however,

drow priestesses are
rarely accepting of new competition (unless the newcomer
is somehow indebted or subservient to them, of course) and
might provide new initiates with a bit of extra challenge.

Poisoning and sabotage are not uncommon, and as long as

the priestesses’ meddling goes undetected, Lolth seems not

to object. Of course, a priestess who is caught sabotaging a

newcomer, or whose efforts fail to prevent the new initiate

from succeeding, often suffers her own trials and punishment
at Lolth’s hands—or the hands of rival priestesses looking
to tear down an experienced enemy as a younger one takes
her place.

Once one has become a priestess, the hard work is far
from over. Advancement requires constant effort to prove
loyalty to Lolth, to exercise control over other drow, and
to take advantage of the other priestesses’ weaknesses. The
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DAUGHTERS OF DEMONS

One exception exists to the rule that all drow priestesses must
be divine spellcasters. Lolth resides in the Abyss, and many of
her favored servants and minions are demons. If the powers of
a drow warlock®" stem from bargains with (or descent from)

Lolth-associated demons, she is considered blessed by the
Spider Queen. If these individuals meet all the other priesthood
requirements, can hold status even though they are technically
arcane spellcasters.




best route to promotion
among the priesthood
is to open up a posi-
tion by discrediting or ;
assassinating someone of higher
rank. Combined with the require-
ments of surviving regular Tests of
Lolth, this climate of backstabbing
makes the life span of a priest-
ess relatively short for all but
the most clever and
powerful of drow.
Thus, the Church
of Lolth remains
relatively low in
membership, but
those few drow
priestesses who
survive more than
afew years are truly
potent and merci-
less individuals.
One very impor-
tant distinction
exists among the
drow, one that visi-
tors often fail to
notice or to com-
prehend. Although
a priestess of Lolth must be a cleric (or other divine caster),
not all divine casters are officially priestesses. A drow might
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The Tests of Lolth are hideous to behold and far, far worse to experience

be fully devoted to
her goddess, and
even have levelsasa
cleric, without for-
mally joining the
church. The ability
to cast divine spells
indicates that a
drow has Lolth’s
favor, but it doesn’t
inherently grant
her any authority
beyond what she
can take for herself.
She does not speak
for the church and
cannot count on
the authority of the
priesthood to sup-
port her actions.

Hierarchy

of the
Priesthood

A strict formal
hierarchy would
be antithetical to
the chaotic mental-
ity of the drow. The
Church of Lolth lacks layers of ranks and official designations,
and those titles that do exist often vary from community to

TESTS OF LOLTH

Only the strong can be allowed to thrive; the weak must be
culled. This is a central tenet of drow culture and a primary law
of Lolth. To better ensure that only the strongest of her subjects
obtain power, Lolth occasionally subjects them to tests of their
abilities. Many drow, usually those who live unremarkable lives,
never receive such a test. Those who hold power must endure
at least one or two in their lifetimes, and priestesses and power-
ful matriarchs are tested on a regular basis.

In most instances, failing a Test of Lolth results in death. A
significant minority of the time, however, the failed subject is
instead transformed into a drider (or, more rarely, some other
hybrid horror). Until recently, the drow shunned and hated
the driders, seeing them as nothing but failures and signs of
Lolth’s displeasure. Recently, however, that attitude has begun
to change; see page 41 for details.

The two most common trials are described below.

The Test of Loyalty: A relative or ally of the drow to be tested is
granted a vision by Lolth, claiming that the subject of the test has
turned against her and must be slain in ambush. As the attack
begins, the subject hears Lolth’s voice telling her that she is being
tested; she must prove willing to slay an ally at Lolth’s command.
The Test of Strength: This is simple combat against a rival
drow or a monster of power equal to or greater than the sub-
ject of the test. Defeat, or showing mercy to the foe, results in
failure of the test.

Although these are the most common Tests of Lolth, they are
also the least important. Other tests that drow must occasion-
ally endure include, but are not limited to, the following:

The Test of Lies: The subject must manipulate certain indi-
viduals—revealed to her by the voice of Lolth—into believing
specific falsehoods. Even under threat and torture, she must
continue to make these lies fully believable.

The Test of Mettle: The drow, in a confined space, is abruptly
covered with swarms of venomous spiders. She must extricate
herself without harming any of the arachnids, and survive their
poisonous bites in the process.

The Test of Doubt: The drow is stripped of many, or even all,
of her powers, including her racial abilities and spellcasting
(both arcane and divine). This degradation can even include
the sudden acquisition of negative levels. In a few instances,
the drow is turned into a drider or other creature, as though
she had already failed a test. The drow must not only survive,
but thrive in her weakened state—often for days, weeks, or
longer—without losing faith in Lolth. Only the most powerful
and highly placed drow suffer this test, and those who pass
are the stronger for it. (Any levels a drow gains to make up for
her newfound vulnerabilities—for instance, a cleric stripped of
her magic who gains several levels of rogue before her powers
return—do not count against her for the purpose of multi-
classing penalties.)



community. Three titles are common among the drow, though
even these are far from universal.

An elder, experienced, or powerful priestess is often called
Reverend Mother.

A priestess of moderate age, experience, or power is often
titled Reverend Daughter.

All others are simply called Priestess, or sometimes
addressed with the honorific Revered, as in “Revered Thezil-
dra, I seek an audience.”

In most cases, when the drow speak of rank in the Church
of Lolth, or a priestess talks about promotion, what they'’re
referring to is a simple measurement of authority and senior-
ity. An underling doesn't assassinate her superior to obtain
a particular title; she does so to ascend one step higher
on the ladder of power. In this regard, the church
is no different from the rest of drow society—a
priestess’s power is as potent as her ability to
force others to acknowledge that power.

Duties of the Clergy
Anyone who has read this far and still
expects drow priestesses to counsel
the faithful in times of emotional tur-
moil or crises of faith has clearly not
been paying attention. Lolth’s church
is not a sanctuary for other drow in
times of trouble, but a home for her
primary minions and enforcers.

The duties of Lolth’s priestesses
are twofold. One, they are respon-
sible for leading the drow in the rituals
demanded by the Queen of the Demon-
web Pits. Although any cleric of Lolth
can lead others in prayer or minor rites,
only a true priestess can lead a community
as a whole, or conduct the formal sacrifices
Lolth demands.

Their second purpose, closely related to
the first, is enforcing the worship of Lolth and
Lolth’s dictates. Priestesses have the authority
to demand attendance at Lolth’s rites and to levy
punishment on those who fail to participate or
otherwise act against the Spider Queen’s inter-
ests. The drow rarely sacrifice one of their own, normally
choosing slaves or prisoners instead, but Lolth prefers the taste
of drow to all others, and when the church finds an excuse to
offer up a drow as punishment, it is quick to jump on it.

Beyond this, Lolth’s priestesses have no strict duties. Some
perform various social ceremonies such as marriages, but this
is usually done as a favor (eventually requiring repayment, of
course) to another powerful drow. They often serve as lead-
ers in times of conflict, crisis, or war, but such roles are filled
equally often by house matrons. Priestesses, when not con-
ducting rites to their Queen, are engaged in the same sorts of
schemes as all other drow—they simply have the advantage
of divine mandate, or at least of powerful allies and resources,
when doing so.

Holy symbol of Lolth

LOLTH
The Spider Queen, Queen of the Demonweb Pits, Flesh-Carver,
Weaver of Webs
Intermediate Deity
Symbol: The head of a female drow with spider’s legs
Home Plane: The Demonweb Pits, 66th layer of the Abyss
Alignment: Chaotic evil
Worshipers: Drow
Cleric Alignments: CE, CN, NE
Domains: Chaos, Destruction, Evil, Trickery, Drow*,
Spider*©
Favored Weapon: Whip

Lolth is the single true deity of the drow; she is their
guide and ruling power. The elves and other
surface races believe that she was Corel-
lon Larethian’s original consort, cast
out of the pantheon when she turned
to evil. The drow, and Lolth herself,
teach a much different version; see
History and Folklore, below. In
either case, it was Lolth who first
spread evil among the elves, and
who led the drow away from the
rest of the elves thousands of years
ago. Now she focuses on breeding
and conflict among the drow to
make the race ever more powerful,
and on using them to conquer the vast
cavern-realms beneath the surface of
the earth. Lolth relishes the chance
to test her followers by pitting them
against each other, culling the weak
from the strong.
Lolth appears as either a tall, beautiful
female drow, or a massive black spider with a
female drow’s head.
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Cleric Training

Beyond the requirements and Tests of Lolth
discussed above, clerics and priestesses of Lolth
undergo no formal training. Lolth requires
these tests of her priestesses frequently.

Quests
Lolth has set her worshipers to the task of conquering the
vast network of caverns in the underground realm, as well as
killing surface elves. Typical quests include attacking a rival
drow community, raiding a mind flayer lair for its magic, and
building an artifact that turns surface-dwelling elves into
spiders.

Prayers
The precise nature of prayers to Lolth is discussed above.
Clerics and priestesses often pray before undertaking even
mundane daily activities, dedicating everything they do to
their queen.



Temples

Lolth's temples dominate (in every sense of the word) the
communities that surround them. They are large, impos-
ing edifices, intended to make all who enter feel small and
humbled—a sensation that truly strong drow are expected
to resist. These temples are defended by clever and capable
priestesses, soldiers, and minions of Lolth, and frequently by
hordes of arachnids as well. They often serve as storehouses of
dark lore and powerful magic as well as places of ritual.

Rites

The specific details of rites and rituals to Lolth are discussed
above. Although any cleric can conduct these rites for small
or family groups, only a formal priestess has the authority to
demand attendance of a community. (Or at least, only a priest-
ess officially has such authority. As with all else among the
drow, if a single individual has the power to force participation,
then she has the right to force participation.)

Heralds and Allies

Lolth’s most common herald is a bebilith demon with 18 Hit
Dice. Her allies are succubus demons, bebilith demons, and
marilith demons. In the ForcorTen ReaLMs setting, this group
also includes the hideous yochlols.

Lolth manifests an aspect of herself (essentially an avatar
representing only a tiny portion of her true power) with rela-
tive frequency, often attending major rites or rituals directly
and feeding upon the sacrifices.

—HOUSES OF THE DROW

The Church of Lolth might be the primary driving force in
drow culture, but it is certainly not the only one. Standing
beside the priesthood as equals on the political and soci-
etal playing fields are the great houses. These monolithic
institutions are the closest things the drow have to a formal
government. In some respects, it could even be said that the
houses, and not the actual physical communities, are the true
form and representation of the drow nation.

Other races studying drow culture are often taken in by the
outward appearance of the houses. Unlike the priesthood of

Lolth, which bears little resemblance to what surface-dwellers
normally consider a church, the houses appear synonymous
with the various dynasties and noble bloodlines of human,
elf, and dwarf culture.

This assessment is accurate only to a point. The houses are
indeed extended families, but that extension goes far beyond
anything even the most intricate of human genealogies
would recognize, and the “familial bonds” are often purely
symbolic.

STRUCTURE AND COMPOSITION

To fully understand the drow houses, one must first under-
stand how they are structured. With very few exceptions, each
house is ruled by a single powerful drow. Always a female, she
is normally referred to as the Matron Mother—or simply the
matron—of the house. A great many matrons are also priest-
esses of Lolth, leading to a blurring of the distinctions between
church power and house power.

As stated above, not all clerics of Lolth are officially members
of her priesthood. This fact becomes important when study-
ing the nature of the drow houses. Although only a fraction of
matrons are priestesses of Lolth, nearly all of them are clerics
of Lolth. (Those few who are not are invariably other divine
casters or warlocks with strong connections to the Spider
Queen.) These matrons—along with their close female rela-
tives, who are also often clerics of Lolth—Ilead the members
of their house in religious observance, just as the priestesses
do for the community as a whole.

At the center of a house is a single-family unit, made up of
blood relations to the matron. It is from this family that the
house’s authority figures—priestesses, spellcasters, teachers,
military leaders, merchants, and the like—descend. It is quite
probable, in fact, that in the early days of drow history, these
powerful families made up the entirety of the houses.

This is no longer the case. Assuming they have not been
exiled, or have not chosen to secede, everyone with the slight-
est of blood ties to a house’s central family is now considered a
part of the house proper. Anyone who marries into the house is
considered part of the house. Most confusing for others study-
ing the drow, an individual—or even an entire family—can
also be “annexed” as part of the house, if the matron agrees to

THE CULT OF THE
ELDER ELEMENTAL EYE

For all Lolth’s influence over drow society, and the infiltration
of her priesthood into all aspects of life, other religious cults do
spring up among the drow from time to time. Most such sects
are discovered and crushed in short order, but a few are secre-
tive and widespread enough that, by the time the Church of
Lolth becomes aware of them, they are not easily destroyed.

The greatest of these organizations, at least until recently,
was the cult of the Elder Elemental Eye. The Eye is a chaotic,
destructive adherent of entropy and the most primal aspects of
the four elements. It never communes directly with its clerics,
but instead seems to speak through the great elemental princes:
Imix of Fire, Ogrémoch of Earth, Olhydra of Water, and Yan-C-
Bin of Air. Drow followers of the Elemental Eye seek one day to

supplant Lolth’s priesthood as the primary religious force in so-
ciety. These cultists are among the race’s greatest schemers, for
secrecy is not only vital to their success, but their very survival.

For a time, their greatest bastion was the infamous Temple of
Elemental Evil, and its recent destruction at the hands of adven-
turers has reduced the cult to its weakest state yet. It survives in
the darkest reaches of drow society, however, and slowly works
at rebuilding itself. A drow discovered to be a member of the
cult can expect immediate torture and execution, unless she has
something of substantial worth to offer in exchange for silence.

Some of the few sages that are intimately familiar with the
Cult of the Elder Elemental Eye suggest that the Eye itself might
be an aspect of the mad deity known to the surface-dwelling
races as Tharizdun (CD 123).



this. No tie of blood, or even of marriage, is necessary, though
those relationships certainly make such connections stronger.
If a house sees political advantage in claiming someone as one
of its own, and if that individual wishes to join the house, then
she is part of the house, pure and simple. These “adoptions”
involve rituals and ceremony of some sort, to show the com-
munity that the house has accepted a new member, but even
these displays are not essential.

Many houses wield influence in multiple communities.
For example, House Eilservs, at the height of its power,
had member families dwell-
ing in almost every major
drow city. Even today,
though its star shines
more dimly, the house
is represented in the
vast majority of com-
munities. Dozens or
even hundreds of sep-
arate families, related
tangentially if at all,
can make up asingle
house. Some of the
greatest houses pos-
sess thousands of
members and have
larger populations
than most drow
cities.

In some cases, a
house might have
more than one drow
who claims the title
of matron. If House
Inlindl has powerful
branches in the city
of Erelhei-Cinlu and
the city of Yvoth-Lened,
and both branches are led
by a powerful priestess of
Lolth, which priestess is
the true Matron of Inlindl?
If the two rarely interact, or
do so only through couriers and the
occasional emissary, both might claim
the title without negative repercussions.
In many cases, though, having more than one claimant to the
title of Matron Mother leads to civil war within a house; see
below for details.

HOUSE AUTHORITY

Why do houses hold so much power? The drow have no formal
or organized government, so it's not the dictate of law that
allows them to govern industries, districts, and even entire
communities. Rather, the political and social power of a house
is largely self-perpetuating. The family at the heart of a house
consisted of powerful drow to begin with. Some were priest-
esses, with all the authority that title implies. Others were

o

Even other priestesses lack the power
wielded by a house’s Matron Mother

military leaders, with numerous troops at their beck and
call. Still others were powerful merchants, whose slaves and
servants had final say over what products entered or left a com-
munity, or who controlled a valuable trade route. As always,
this authority belonged to those powerful enough to take it
and keep it, and these drow were powerful indeed.

As others flocked to it and the house expanded, so too did
its power. Even more merchants fell under its sway, grant-
ing the house that much more influence over a community’s

economic life. The house gained more soldiers, more priest-

esses, and more drow powerful enough to call in favors
or make demands of others. It is a simple and
irrefutable syllogism: The mem-
bers of a house have power,
and the members of a house

a single matron; therefore,
the house and the matron
have all the power of their
underlings at their beck
and call.
A moderately pow-
erful house can sway
the behavior of an
entire community. A
truly mighty one can
challenge all other
houses, and even the
priesthood, for what
amounts to dictato-
rial control over a
given region. If it
succeeds, its mem-
bers can enforce
whatever control
they wish—despite
the chaotic nature
of those they domi-
nate—for the simple
reason that no avail-
able force has the power
to refuse them.
This opportunity, of course, is
why a drow would wish to be a member
of a house, even though it means a life
of constant politicking, treachery, back-
stabbing, secrecy, and paranoia. With the power of a house to
back up one’s own authority, and its resources to draw on for
one’s own schemes, a clever and patient drow can accomplish
almost anything.

HOUSE INTERACTION

The power of the drow houses, like the power of specific drow,
waxes and wanes over the course of years. How well a house
manages to hold onto its influence depends in part on the
personal successes of its members, but also on how it handles
its interactions with the rest of society.

cooperate under the sway of
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Other Houses
Houses interact with one another almost exactly as drow
individuals interact with one another; they are very literally
a reflection in macrocosm of drow society. One great house
might ally with another; engage in economic conflict with a
third (perhaps by using its own merchants to undercut the
other’s profits); conspire to weaken a fourth by revealing that
its matron was briefly a member of the Cult of the Elder Ele-
mental Bye (possibly using manufactured evidence to frame
her); order the assassination of a powerful priestess who favors
a rival fifth house; and slowly amass troops for a sudden and
overwhelming strike on yet a sixth enemy house. This dizzying
assortment of plots wouldn’t even represent an especially busy
period in the house’s history, since these sorts of machinations
and manipulations occur regularly and constantly. Just as an
individual drow cannot hope to advance in society without
establishing authority over other drow, so too must the houses
constantly work to keep on top of their competition.
Alliances between the great houses are usually matters of
political, economic, or military convenience. Most are short-
term, lasting only until the involved parties have attained
a particular goal. The drow are more than willing to betray
their closest allies if doing so nets them a worthwhile advan-
tage. Such betrayals of one house by another have sometimes
resulted in civil war. (See War, page 30.) If two or more houses
find a political partnership more profitable than working alone,
however, such alliances can last generations, or even result in
the merging of two houses into a single entity.

The Priesthood

The attitudes of a given house toward the Church of Lolth
depend largely on who holds the power in that house. Where
the matron is also a formal priestess, the house might act as
little more than a political arm of the priesthood. Or the
matron might play both sides of the field, using her church
authority to quash enemies both inside and outside the
house, and wielding the power of her house to best rivals
within the church.

In most cases, however, a solid demarcation between house
and church does exist—even if the lines are faint. Although
houses might have an open rivalry with one another, any
conflict with the priesthood is subtle and secretive. In some
communities, a house might be so powerful that even the
church cannot move against it; in others, the priesthood holds
so much political authority that no house can challenge it. In
most cases, the balance of power is the result of a give-and-take
between the two institutions. A house cannot blatantly refuse
to acknowledge the priesthood for fear that the church might
declare it traitorous against Lolth and turn the other houses
against it. On the other hand, the church relies on goods over
which the houses have economic influence, and might require
the aid of some houses in enforcing the dictates of Lolth, so it
will not turn on most houses without extreme cause. Further, if
the priesthood should attempt to turn the community against
a house and fail (perhaps because the house holds so much
power that the other houses are unwilling to move against it),
the priesthood loses all credibility in the eyes of the community
and can never attempt such a show of force again.

Internal Interactions

Drow will be drow, and the monolithic, unbreakable face that
houses present to the world is a thin fagade, barely sufficient
to cover the writhing cauldron of scheming and betrayal
beneath. Houses represent the pinnacle of power for the
drow, and every house member wants to be the one in control
of that power. Various matriarchs—particulatly relatives of
the core family—lie, cheat, and murder to become the next
matron, and those farther from the heart of power do the same
simply to bring themselves to the matron’s attention. They
hope perhaps to receive a plum assignment or even simple
acknowledgment, which they can then pass off to others as
favor from above.

To maintain their influence, both over the community asa
whole and over their own members, houses have established
traditions and codes of behavior. A house might follow a
relatively precise hierarchy of ranking and seniority, or its
members might have to assemble for house rituals at specific
times. The house might determine a regimen of training and
education for its young, using them to bolster the family’s
needs. It might even have particular laws forbidding members
from engaging in certain activities: assassinations during
wartime, for instance, or cooperation with other houses on
personal projects. If a house has almost total control over a
community, it might even enforce these laws on others out-
side the house itself. These are drow houses, of course, and
the chaotic and ambitious nature of the race means that many
house members will not follow these strictures. Nonetheless,
the regulations remain in place, and the punishments for vio-
lating them are heartless and draconian. Torture is a common
penalty, and exile and execution are both viable options. In
this regard, house dictates are often the closest thing a drow
community has to a government or code of laws.

DUTIES AND BENEFITS

In simplest terms, a drow who belongs to a great house is
obligated to do whatever the matron, or another high-ranking
member of the house, requires of her. Depending on the situ-
ation, she might be ordered to undertake a journey, deliver a
message, construct an item, or even marry a political ally. Of
course, the individual can refuse, at which point the question
becomes whether the one giving the orders truly has the ability
to enforce obedience. If that authority figure is the matron of
the house, she almost always does, and the disobedient drow
is punished. Other cases might not be so clear-cut, and some
members of a house have been overthrown and replaced simply
because they lacked enough minions and personal might to
enforce their own edicts.

Drow houses have sufficient structure that they do not
assign random tasks to random individuals. A house member
has specific duties required of her by her position. A blademas-
ter, for instance, is responsible for teaching the art of combat to
younger members in times of peace, and leading house soldiers
into combat in times of war. A cleric must lead, or aid othersin
leading, house rituals to Lolth, and ensure that all members of
the house are faithful in their devotion to the Spider Queen.
A wizard must study new spells, create items for house use, or
cast spells against house enemies, depending on her areas of



specialization and the current political climate. Even hunters
and adventurers, though they certainly seek to advance their
own standing, also quest to aid the house’s endeavors.

More mundane drow also work for the good of the house.
Shopkeepers and vendors sell goods brought into the com-
munity by house mercantile interests, and funnel the income
back into house coffers. Soldiers practice and train for the
day they are ordered to move against enemies of their house.
Drow houses are pragmatic, and they assign their members
responsibilities based primarily on their capabilities, putting
them where they will do the most good.

Where the houses vary is less in what they require of their

devote a bit of her time to the house when requested, and
is otherwise left entirely to her own devices. Other houses
require that their members work for them at all times; the
only personal objectives and tasks they can undertake are
those that also further the house’s own needs, allowing them
to achieve both at once. The most powerful houses lean toward
the latter option, making full use of their available resources,
but those houses also see the most political infighting and
deal-making as their members realign their personal goals
along house lines. After all, if one must spend all her time
working for the house, one might as well also gain as much
from that house as possible.

members, but how much. In some houses, a drow must merely

HOUSE AFFILIATION
The following table makes use of the affiliation system (PH2, Chapter 7). If you are not using this system in your campaign, ignore
the numeric values below, and simply judge advancement through the ranks by means of age, accomplishments, level, or whatever
method you think best.

When a character gains access to spells and equipment, it means the house provides that material for the duration of a single
endeavor. Although no formal limit exists for how often a member can do this, the DM should watch for abuse. A house grants its
favors to those who prove effective. If a character constantly achieves great wealth and power for a house, it assists her in further

endeavors far more frequently than it does a member who focuses primarily on her own objectives, or who regularly fails in her
tasks. On average, assume that this advantage is available at most three times per year.

Criterion Affiliation Score Modifier Immediate member of house’s central family? +8
Character level +1/2 PC’s level Male -20
Age +1 for each 20-year period spent as a member  Participated in at least one military conflict
of the house (or since attaining adulthood, against an enemy of the house +2
if born a member) Publicly known to have passed at least one Test of Lolth  +2
Born into the house +2 1 These benefits overlap (do not stack) with each other;
Cleric or divine caster of Lolth’ +5 apply the higher of the two if both apply.
Formal priestess of Lolth’ +10 2 These benefits overlap (do not stack) with each other;

Distant but confirmed relative of house’s central family?> +4 apply the higher of the two if both apply.

Affiliation

Score Title: Benefits and Duties

3orlower  Not affiliated, servant, or junior member with no benefits.

4-10 House Member: +5 circumstance bonus on Diplomacy, Gather Information, and Intimidate checks made
against other drow who hold a lower rank, or no rank, in a house. Can call on the house for assistance with
endeavors that directly benefit the house. Assistance will be spells and equipment equal to one-tenth of the
total equipment value for your level. Must contribute four-tenths of all adventuring/mercantile profits to the
house and undertake whatever tasks or quests the house demands.

11-20 Favored of the House: +5 circumstance bonus on Diplomacy, Gather Information, and Intimidate checks made
against other drow who hold a lower rank, or no rank, in a house. Can call on the house for assistance with any
endeavors. Assistance in house quests will be spells and equipment equal to one quarter of the total equip-
ment value for your level, or up to one-tenth total value on personal quests. Must contribute three-tenths of all
adventuring/mercantile profits to the house and undertake whatever tasks or quests the house demands.

21-29 House Scion: +10 circumstance bonus on Diplomacy, Gather Information, and Intimidate checks made

against other drow who hold a lower rank, or no rank, in a house. Can call on the house for assistance with any
endeavors. Assistance will be equal to one-quarter of the total equipment value for your level. In addition, you
gain Leadership (DMG 106) as a bonus feat; all your cohorts and followers are drow. Any cohorts or followers
who are lost are not replaced until you gain further status in the house. Must contribute two-tenths of all
adventuring/mercantile profits to the house and undertake whatever tasks or quests the house demands.

30 or higher House Noble: You are one of the most powerful house members, likely a matriarch or military general, and
have the ear of the matron herself. +15 circumstance bonus on Diplomacy, Gather Information, and Intimidate
checks made against other drow who hold a lower rank, or no rank, in a house. Can call on the house for assis-
tance with any endeavors. Assistance will be equal to one-quarter of the total equipment value for your level.
Any followers you gained through your bonus Leadership feat, but have since lost, are now replaced, and fur-
ther losses are replaced at the rate of one individual every 1d4 weeks. The house no longer demands tasks of
you, but you should still work on its behalf to keep its strength and yours at its peak.
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Although the obligations of house membership are substan-
tial, the benefits are equally so. The specifics vary from house
to house, just as do the duties, but certain advantages are, if not
universal, at least quite common. All drow respect and fear the
power of the houses, so house membership offers advantages
to social interaction in the form of skill bonuses. Rivals who
might not think twice about sabotaging or assassinating a par-

a great house, for fear of reprisal. (The drow in a given house
might constantly fight each other, but they frequently band
together in the face of outside aggression, and a house rarely
lets an insult or attack go unanswered.) Although the house
demands a portion of its members’ income, it also provides sup-
plies and equipment for house-mandated activities and even
for some personal endeavors. Most important, the house can
provide other resources, such as ancient lore, intelligence, and
even (in some cases) soldiers or other assistants. Precisely how
thoroughly an individual can draw on these resources depends
on her status within the house, but even the lowest-ranked
members can often beg some small amount of help.

For an example of how a specific house might view the
duties and benefits of its members, see the House Affiliation
sidebar on page 23.

Roleplaying Application: Consider every quest or
endeavor you undertake not merely in terms of how it benefits
you, but how it advances the house. This attitude doesn’t stem
from feelings of loyalty—that term is practically meaningless
to drow—Dbut because you understand that the stronger your
house grows, the stronger you grow, and that the more you
provide for it, the more you can ask of it in exchange. You think
in terms of houses and families when considering even non-
drow politics, and are often surprised at the relatively small
sizes of other races’ noble families. You think less of those who
would claim authority without a house or similar institution
to back them up, and you might even fail to recognize their
authority at all until forced.

FAMILY UNITS

Most humans are familiar with the saying “Blood is thicker than
water,” representing that race’s philosophy that one can always

PREGNANCY, BIRTH,

AND CHILDHOOD

The drow are notably more fertile than are their surface-dwell-
ing cousins. They become pregnant more easily and have a
slightly shorter gestation period.

The drow do not believe in using magic or anything more
than basic herbal medicines to aid a mother through the pain
and danger of childbirth. Should she die in the process, she is
clearly too weak to contribute further to the race anyway.
Once drow children are born, they are raised by servants
(drow parents rarely spend much time with their offspring) in
communal living areas used by families or even entire houses.
Drow children are no less temperamental than drow adults, and
are in fact encouraged to resolve their difficulties through vio-
lence. If a child is not strong enough to survive and thrive in this
environment, well, better that it not live to an equally violent

ticular drow might hesitate to do so if that individual is part of

turn to the unbreakable bonds of family. The drow have a saying
about family, too. Roughly translated, it states, “In a female’s
own home, she knows where the knives are hidden.”

It would be easy to assume that the drow do not value family
ties at all, and that they treat their own relatives as viciously
and cavalierly as they do others of their race. This conclusion
is not entirely accurate. It’s true that most drow feel, at best,
only slightly more affection for relatives than they do for
others, and that members of a given family might hate and
scheme against each other as thoroughly as they do anyone
else. Sibling rivalry among drow, for example, often results in
actual bloodshed. Most drow, however, do not betray family
members without good reason, and when they seek allies in an
endeavor or protection from outside threats, they often turn
to their relatives first. This tendency stems not from any true
sense of endearment so much as from simple logic. A drow
knows members of her family better than she does others,
and so has at least a somewhat better understanding of their
goals and secrets. Further, since families focus on a particular
arena of influence—commerce and trade, magic, soldiering,
stonemasonry, blacksmithing, or what have you—the odds are
good that what advances one member of a family advances the
family as a whole. For instance, if a family is well known for
producing military leaders, then advancing one of its members
to the head of a house’s guards raises the esteem of that family
in the eyes of both the house and the community at large.

Most drow families consists of everyone in a direct line
of descent from a single individual and relatives removed by
only a single step. That group would include grandparents
and parents, children and grandchildren, nieces and neph-
ews, brothers and sisters, aunts and great-aunts, uncles and
great-uncles, and first cousins. Some families go farther afield,
claiming more distant cousins, aunts several generations
removed, and the like. A family that is part of a house is more
likely to extend itself—at least for the sake of skilled or impor-
tant distant members—than one that is not. In some cases,
an appropriate marriage can bring two families together into
one larger unit, but in most cases the male is simply subsumed
into the female's family line. The head of a family’s household
is usually the eldest matriarch.

adulthood. Perhaps spurred on by these hostile circumstances,
drow children develop much faster than other elves—almost as
swiftly as humans, in fact—often beginning schooling as early
as age eight or ten.

Drow schooling is heavily focused. Although the children
receive a sufficient grounding in all the basics of learning, they
are trained primarily in the drow faith, as well as in one or two
other areas for which they show both an aptitude and an inter-
est. Once they have reached adolescence (at about age 20, by
which time over a third of them have been murdered or sacri-
ficed), their training shifts from a group endeavor to appren-
ticeship with a single mentor. Assuming their mentor doesn’t
slay them for some minor infraction, they eventually become
skilled enough to adopt their trade on their own—which often
involves competing with other apprentices to take the mentor’s
place when she dies.
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Within a house, families rise and fall in stature just as spe-
cific individuals do. The matriarchs and other family elders
might work together to topple or discredit another family,
hoping to rise in the Matron Mother's esteem. The action
of a specific individual can impact the station of a family as
a whole. A drow who obtains a position of great authority
within a house lifts her family up by association, and one
who is punished or exiled leaves an indelible stain upon the
reputation of her bloodline. In extremely rare cases, one
family might take the place of the house’s central family, an
event that can alter the entire political identity of the house
in question. (Such an event has occurred once in recent his-
tory, when the central family of House Eilservs—secretly
worshipers of the Elder Elemental Eye—were removed from
power by a bloodline loyal to Lolth.) In some of these cases,
the house changes its name, adopting the appellation of the
new central family, but most of the time (including House
Eilservs) it keeps the old name simply for the sake of com-
munity recognition.

Although house families seek to advance both their own
agenda and that of the house proper, the two do sometimes
come into conflict. One house family might decide to move
against another family during a time of crisis, an act that
would weaken the house’s ability to face the external threat.
Similarly, a family might conspire with members of an outside
house or the priesthood to weaken a house’s central family, in
the hope of taking its place, though this step would leave the
new house in debt to an external power.

Obviously, drow are expected to report such disruptive
ambitions to the house, allowing the matron or her proxies to
deal with the problem. Whether a drow chooses to inform, of
course, is a matter of whether they believe they can personally
benefit from the act. If a member of the family thinks it is to
her advantage to collaborate with the schemes, she does so;
if she thinks there is more benefit to turning in her relatives,
well, power really is more important than family.

Individual drow who threaten or betray a house can be tor-
tured, exiled, or slain, but it’s a bit harder to punish an entire
family tree (or “family web,” as the drow think of genealogi-
cal diagrams). If a family makes a power grab and fails, their
resultant loss of respect, influence, and economic advantage
is often penalty enough. In other cases, however, the house
might actually expel the family from its ranks, or even—in a
few rare cases—slaughter the bulk of them in a sudden over-
whelming offensive and make the survivors into slaves.

A FINAL WORD ON DROW SOCIETY

By this point, some of you might be wondering how drow
society has survived at all. How can a culture this sadistic,
this prone to betrayal and infighting, this bereft of any legal
or moral code, possibly last for more than a few generations
without obliterating itself?

The truth is, it can’t. Drow society is absolutely and utterly
nonviable. By all rights, it should have murdered itself into
oblivion eons ago.

It is only the will of the goddess Lolth that prevents this
circumstance from coming about. The Spider Queen likes
her drow just as they are—violent, vicious, murderous, and

treacherous. It suits her for their society to continue in this
manner, and so continue it does.

Lolth works her will partly through her church. If a single
house, a single family, or even a single drow grows so violent
and dangerous that it threatens to tear down the community
as a whole, Lolth sends signs of her displeasure to her priest-
esses. They, in turn, move to squash the troublemaker, often
recruiting the aid of other houses and families (who are usually
all too happy to gain the favor of the priesthood and eliminate
a dangerous rival in one fell swoop).

The Queen of Spiders is not a subtle or patient goddess,
however, and if she feels that her priestesses are unable to
take effective steps in such a matter, she steps in directly. As
much as she encourages infighting and bloodshed, she grows
wroth indeed at drow who threaten to collapse their entire
precarious social system. These drow often begin receiving
divine visions ordering them to cease their destructive actions.
Should they refuse—or should Lolth just not be in the mood
to offer a warning—they might be abruptly stripped of their
powers, attacked by endless swarms of arachnid monsters,
diseased, physically deformed, transformed into driders, or
simply and inexplicably dead.

DROW LIFE

Drow life consists of more than plotting to step on one’s
neighbors and competitors. In fact, the “common” drow allots
a relatively small amount of time to scheming, leaving the
political and religious elite to spend almost every waking hour
in such matters. Like other races, the drow seek to excel in
personal pursuits, from obtaining enough wealth to live com-
fortably to mastering a favored form of art. Granted, all these
efforts must be undertaken with at least one eye perpetually
open (lower-caste drow plot, scheme, and assassinate less,
but “less” isn't “not at all”). Nonetheless, this vigilance still
leaves sufficient time for the development of a rich culture
and lifestyle.

A few aspects of drow life strongly differentiate it from sur-
face cultures. Firstand foremost is the drow sense of time—put
shortly, they don't have much of one. True, drow are quite
precise when it comes to coordinating a military strike, arrang-
ing a clandestine meeting, or performing a religious or magic
ritual. In a larger sense, however, they tend not to divide the
day into formal intervals, and even the concept of “day” itself
varies from drow to drow. Dark elf culture is unconstrained
by the rising and setting of the sun. A drow shop is open for
business at whatever hours its proprietor chooses to operate
it; drow rise whenever they choose, or whenever their duties
and masters require them to do so.

Obviously, a group must have some means of coordinating
events to function as a community. A few drow cities use magic
timekeepers—pillars that glow in set patterns or intervals,
precisely timed chimes, or the like—but most simply rely on
the Church of Lolth. The priesthood holds regular rituals to
the Spider Queen, and they use various signals—often horns,
bells, or sacrificial shrieks—to indicate when a rite is begin-
ning. Most drow choose to begin their “day” at one of these
times, purely for convenience.



Similarly, the drow have no innate concept of seasons.
Thus, their daily routine does not change over the course
of the year. Farmers grow various fungi and deep-dwelling
vegetation constantly, and ranchers never cease herding
rothé (cattlelike creatures bred to thrive underground; see
page 157), giant lizards, monstrous spiders, and other beasts
used for food and/or labor.

One constant in the life of any drow is the ubiquity of
spiders and other arachnids. This is not merely an aspect of
art and architecture, but an actual fact: Swarms of real arach-
nids, both normal-sized and monstrous, dwell within every
drow community. They hang from roofs, scuttle across roads,
build webs in common rooms, and adorn walls like decora-
tions. Though this situation would highly disturb most other
individuals, the drow are absolutely comfortable with it and
don't give this state of affairs much thought. It is as natural to
them as grass is to surface elves. The drow suffer surprisingly
few bites—perhaps through the grace of Lolth—even though
many of these arachnids are venomous and irritable. A drow
who is bitten usually assumes she is either being punished
for some minor infraction or being tested. The drow have no
particular taboo against killing spiders, but they don’t make
a habit of doing so for no apparent reason.

In fact, despite (or perhaps because of) their reverence for
these arachnids, spiders make up a regular portion of the
drow diet. They are rarely the main course, but are instead
consumed as a symbolic portion of the meal, usually at the
beginning—almost the equivalent of asking Lolth’s grace.
Beyond this, the drow diet consists of numerous fungi and
lichen; meats from rothé, lizard, and other subterranean crea-
tures; and, on occasion, the flesh of humanoid slaves. Drow do
not eat other drow, but beyond that, they do not consider the
consumption of humanoids to be cannibalism. A surface elf,
ahuman, a goblin, or a grimlock is an inferior creature, useful
only as a slave or other beast of burden; if such a creature is best
used as a supply of meat, why would the drow even hesitate
to utilize them as such? They do not frequently feed on other
humanoids, not out of any moral objection, but because it is
easier to breed other animals for food and because humanoids
are usually more useful in other capacities.

LEISURE

Drow do spend time in relaxation and leisure. For the upper
classes, much of this free time is spent in debauched pursuits
that feed their lust for violence, while others engage in sports
and games not dissimilar from those of the surface races.
Despite their innate distrust for one another, high-caste
drow enjoy throwing and attending the occasional feast or ball.
Such events are usually held under the guise of a celebration
for a particular event or victory, or even on a religious occa-
sion, but quite often it is the gathering itself that is the true
purpose. At these festivities, drow reaffirm both alliances
and enmities, take the opportunity to size up the (apparent)
success and wealth of their rivals, and attempt to eavesdrop
on conversations and solicit useful rumors. Overt violence is
frowned upon at such events, but the occasional back-room
murder or poisoning is not unheard of. These parties, though
popular, are rare, since putting that many powerful and com-

peting drow in one place is a recipe for disaster. Most drow are
too paranoid to attend more than one every few years.

Potent wines, brewed from underground fruits, mushrooms,
and fungus, are quite popular among the drow. Almost as well
loved are various herbs and incenses that, when consumed or
burned and inhaled, cause euphoria, hallucinations, or trance
states. Some drow consider these sensations akin to a religious
experience; others simply enjoy them for their own sake or
because they allow for a temporary loss of control and inhibi-
tions. (Not that drow are terribly inhibited to begin with.)

When they go out on the town, as it were, richer and more
powerful drow often enjoy observing a wide variety of events at
the community’s arena. These events include such (relatively)
innocuous spectacles as giant lizard or spider races, though
these often involve the capture of humanoid prey at the end
of the course. Gladiatorial duels, though not as popular as
they are in some surface communities, arise from time to
time. The drow watch plays that reenact famous triumphs,
often with slaves or prisoners forced to act out the parts of
all the characters who die—and who are actually slain in the
course of the performance. They might even gather to watch
a famous torturer practice her art, or the priestesses conduct
a particularly creative sacrifice. These events often involve
brand-new contraptions with features such as slicing blades
or dripping acid. Or the event might showcase a magical
enhancement that allows the drow to partake of the victim’s
thoughts and memories as he suffers. All these gatherings
attract traveling bards, jugglers, vendors, and anyone else
seeking to make some coin by amusing the audience. (Those
who fail to amuse their clients sometimes find themselves a
part of the next performance.)

The drow have a strong literary tradition, mostly involv-
ing the fictionalized retelling of historical events or religious
myths. Reading is a popular pastime among drow of all social
statuses, and many seek to learn how to succeed in life by
studying their historical and fictional forebears.

Finally, the drow have several sports and board games in
which they compete against one another. The sports often
involve stealth and physical prowess, like a strange combina-
tion of capture the flag and hide-and-seek. Their most popular
board game is a tactical game called Shelza Ir. It superficially
resembles chess, though the board is far larger. The two oppos-
ing sides do not have an equal number of pieces, but they do
have an equal point value. The more valuable a piece is, the
farther it can move in a turn, and the more unusual maneu-
vers—such as moving diagonally, or jumping other pieces—it
can make. When a piece captures an enemy piece, it not only
removes it from the board, it gains a portion of the enemy’s
value, raising its status to a more powerful piece. Under cer-
tain circumstances, a player can actually capture one of his
own pieces, removing it from the board but granting some
of its points to the victorious piece—thus teaching even the
youngest of drow tacticians the benefits of sacrificing a por-
tion of one’s own forces for a larger gain.

ARTS AND CRAFTS

Most drow art incorporates some degree of religious symbol-
ism. It might represent Lolth or some sort of arachnid, or it




might depict a powerful ancestor of the artist. The drow are
fond of abstract weblike patterns, and rarely create landscapes
or still-life images. Even when the images are not abstract, they
are relatively simplistic.

The overwhelming majority of drow art has some three-
dimensional or tactile component; sculpture, statues,
embossing, and engraving are all popular. Simple painting
is considered a far lesser art form, a mere intermediary step
toward “true” artistic ability. Sculptures and paintings both
tend toward black, white, and shades of gray. Color is rare in
drow artwork, for the simple reason that the art is often cre-
ated and/or displayed in the darkness, visible by darkvision
only. When a drow does include color in a piece of art, it is
frequently intended to alter the meaning of the image. For
instance, one famous artist was best known for an image of
drow priestesses sacrificing sutface elf maidens clad in grasses,
flowers, and everything else the drow associate with surface
weakness. When viewed in the light, however, what appeared
to be the shadows of the priestesses over the victims turned
out to be the victim’s skin, as dark as any drow’s. This suggests
that the artist was equating some drow—perhaps a political
rival—with the elves of the surface.

When they create jewelry, the drow do so to show off wealth
(and power, by extension), not to be attractive. Dark elf baubles
are quite gaudy by surface standards, made of precious metals
and containing far more gemstones than a human or even a
dwarf would feel comfortable with.

Drow architecture is functional first, with aesthetics consid-
ered a distant second priority. The primary exception to this
rule is, as might be expected, imagery of spiders and Lolth. All
temples, most public buildings, and many private residences
are replete with such images, because nobody wants to be
accused of being insufficiently faithful.

Perhaps the strangest of drow art forms is their music. The
children of Lolth enjoy strange, prolonged, wavering sounds that
other races consider unappealing or even uncomfortable. These
often seem atonal at first, but when
combined through the
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proper techniques they produce a symphony of alien, haunting
appeal. The dark elves possess a variety of unique instruments,
including the vazhan-do, a complex lute with sixty-four strings
that can be plucked swiftly for a torrent of notes, or bent slowly,
producing a ghostly wail; and the ezhirkiri, a wind instrument
that transforms the air blowing through it into the sound of
agonized, yet strangely melodic, shrieks.

TECHNOLOGY AND MAGIC

Even though the drow consider magic a normal part of every-
day life, they are also a remarkably high-tech society when it
comes to mundane arts and sciences. These cunning people
know far better than to rely entirely on magic; not all of them
are skilled in that field, after all, and as magic-resistant crea-
tures themselves, they know that even the most powerful
spellcaster cannot always attain a desired goal.

Much of drow technology is focused on stealth, secrecy, and
miniaturization. Itis believed that the drow developed the first
hand crossbows, and their arsenal also includes spring-loaded
dagger sheaths and telescoping blades. Their arms, armor,
and fortification are based on the same techniques used by
the surface elves (including their penchant for mithral), but
they have evolved to make use of more stonework and heavy
metals after generations underground. Although the drow
appreciate an attractive tool or weapon, they are far more
concerned with functionality and, when appropriate, ease of
concealment, than they are with appearance.

The drow are masters not only of metallurgy, but of stonema-
sonry, engineering, and alchemy as well. They are particularly
skilled at the art of brewing poisons, and a single drow com-
munity might include a wider variety of toxin samples than
an entire nation of surface-dwellers. Many of these poisons
utilize spider venom as their primary ingredient, but venom
extracted from animals, fungi, plants, or any other source is
also a common baseline. As might be expected, the drow are
almost as skilled with antidotes as they are with poisons, and
sometimes the winner of an interhouse conflict is the one
who first comes up with an obscure poison for which the
other lacks an antidote.

Many drow throughout the years have been truly
inspired alchemists and inventors. One or more
drow have possessed the secret of spring-and-cog-
driven clocks, tinderless lighters, moveable type,
black powder, and even (briefly) very primitive
steam-powered pistons. The individualist
nature of the drow, combined with their con-
stant exposure to conflict, inspires creation
and discovery at almost the rate of the human
race—sometimes even faster. Those same fac-
tors prevent drow from sharing their discoveries
with others, and such wonders are frequently lost
when the inventor’s enemies learn of her new
innovation and strike before it can be turned
against them. Every one of the above examples,
and more besides, have been invented over and
over throughout drow history, only to be lost and for-
gotten just as often.



The drow attitude toward magic is blasé, at least as other
races might see it. To the drow, magic is just another science
orart: a part of the world no less natural than any other, albeit
one that follows different rules. The drow make frequent use
of magic in everyday life, putting it to such utilitarian pur-
poses as lighting, transportation, and security, or using it to
their advantage in politics and in war. Other races might use
magic equally as often, but they do not view it as natural the
way the drow do. This idiosyncratic attitude among the drow
likely springs from their innate magical abilities. After all, if
even an untrained and unskilled drow has access to magic, it
must be an ordinary part of the world.

Of course, the fact that the drow are both naturally magi-
cal and naturally resistant to magic causes them to think
that they are, by definition, the world’s greatest magical
practitioners. This attitude leads to an urgency and com-
petitiveness among their magical researchers that dwarfs
the machinations of their mundane scientists. Drow are con-
stantly seeking to create (or steal from other races) the next
great spell, one to use against current rivals and intimidate
potential enemies. As borne out by their technology and
architecture, the drow are great believers in function over
form. A minor spell that's pretty to look at is valuable only to
entertainers, but a new spell that allows a spy to see through
the eyes of a spider, or rips the kidneys from an enemy, is
truly worthwhile. Even when researching and creating
new spells, however, the drow don't see what they’re doing
as particularly special. They are simply creating new tools,
like any other inventor.

The drow appreciate magic that plays upon their racial
strengths and bolster their weaknesses. Spells that increase
their immunities or broaden them to cover effects not nor-
mally subject to spell resistance are popular topics for research.
Similarly, spells that enhance their racial spell-like abilities,
increasing their power and range or transforming them into
other effects, are also frequently subjects of experimentation.
To date, however, the drow have had more success in develop-
ing new techniques of training and concentration along these
paths than they have had in creating new spells. See the New
Feats section, page 47.

The drow see little distinction—certainly less than other
races—between the arcane and the divine. They acknowl-
edge that the two forms of magic function differently, but
they believe that they ultimately flow from the same source.
Magic represents the ongoing influence of the gods (especially
Lolth) in the natural world. Mortals might learn various ways
of manipulating that influence and harnessing those energies,
but they are, at their core, the same energies. The only reason
the drow favor the divine over the arcane is that the former
requires the grace of Lolth, and thus indicates that its practi-
tioner holds some favor with the goddess.

The drow are enormous believers in the efficacy of magic
items and weapons, and a large fraction of their casters spe-
cialize in the creation of such goods. Minor magic items are
bought and traded with little fanfare in drow bazaars, treated
like any other commodity. More potent items are eagerly
sought by matriarchs, priestesses, and adventurers alike. For
generations, the drow utilized a process that caused their

magic items to disintegrate when exposed to sunlight, in
the hope of making them less attractive to potential thieves
and invaders. This practice has all but died out in modern
times, partially because it didn't function as a deterrent, and
also because many drow found their campaigns against the
surface races hampered by the time limits such items placed
on their activities.

A few male arcanists have obtained such a potent mastery
of the mystic arts that they are accorded great respect, and
even some true political power, in drow society. Although
the female elite resent such individuals, not even the priest-
hood or the houses are willing to ignore the value a mighty
wizard or sorcerer can offer as an ally—or the devastation he
can cause as an enemy.

LOVE

Most of the trappings of love in drow society are better defined
as either lust or politics. Drow seek to sate physical desires
with whatever partners arouse their attentions; the culture
does not, in any real way, associate sex or reproduction with
love, or even necessarily with marriage. Drow seek to slake
their lust with partners of lower status—so as not to imply
that they have given in to a drow of higher station—and
rarely with members of an enemy house or family, for fear
of compromising their position. Beyond these limitations,
however, anything goes.

Marriage is primarily a political or financial arrange-
ment. Drow marry to formalize alliances, to combine family
resources, or—in some cases—to cement their dominance
over a weaker ally or companion. No stigma is attached to
children born out of wedlock, but a child born of a marriage
has a stronger claim to her parents’ wealth and power if some-
thing happens to the parents. Thus, some drow marry before
procreating, to ensure that everything they have achieved
remains in the family line.

Most drow marriages are monogamous, not due to moral or
religious doctrine, but because few drow are willing to allow
more than one other individual that close to them on a regu-
lar basis. A few drow marriages do involve multiple partners,
however. These arrangements usually involve a single drow
female taking numerous male partners, but other combina-
tions are not unheard of.

Although such an occurrence is rare indeed, some drow do
fall in love with other drow—or, although it happens so rarely
that it's practically a myth, members of some other race. For
the drow, who are accustomed to thinking only of their own
good, the sudden urge to consider someone else’s well-being isa
strange and frightening experience. Many drow react violently
to love, seeking to destroy the object of their affections before
they are further “corrupted” by the odd sensations.

Those who don’t become violent usually make every effort
to either impress or dominate the object of their affections,
depending on their relative social standing. A drow in love
with someone of a higher status seeks to increase her own
authority, hoping her desired paramour will notice her and
consider her worthy of an alliance, or at least of increased
socialization. If the smitten drow is of higher status, she often
seeks to acquire the object of her affection as a servant or slave,




for even the most loving drow sees little difference between
intimacy and possession.

The rarest event in drow culture is when two drow share
affection for one another equally. The number of loving part-
nerships throughout drow history can probably be counted ona
single drow’s fingers, but they often become an almost unstop-
pable force in society. Two drow willing to combine efforts
and resources to that great a degree, particularly if they have
influence in different but synergistic areas of society, are potent
indeed. However, because even the most loving drow can never
fully trust one another—it just isn’t in their nature—these rare
couples often fall apart under the weight of betrayal, or even
suspicions of a betrayal that never actually occurred.

WAR

The drow have a saying regarding the waging of war. “If you
allow the enemy to strike back, the first battle is already lost.”
The drow do not believe in large, overt confrontations, with
soldier meeting soldier on the field of battle, arrows and spells
flashing by overhead as spear meets shield and sword meets
sword. They'll fight that way if they must, but they greatly
prefer tactics that involve stealth, surprise, multipronged
assaults, or sabotage—anything that allows them to win a
battle before the foe has an opportunity to retaliate.

Almost all drow learn the basics of combat during their
schooling—the better to survive in their violent society—but
only a few of them study warfare, strategy, and tactics to a
professional degree. The drow instinct for self-preservation
discourages them from becoming career soldiers, so those who
do are valuable commodities: Many obtain surprising amounts
of influence with a house or the church, or make a good living
as mercenaries. Military officers train not only in standard tac-
tics of siege and battlefield confrontation, but in techniques of
covert troop movement, counterintelligence, and diversionary
tactics (up to and including the sacrifice of one’s own person-
nel). Drow tactics involve mundane weapons and magic in
equal measure. If given the resources, they are as likely to use
teleportation as a means of infiltration as anything else. Their
strategies usually involve small, carefully placed strike teams.
These highly skilled units carry out assassination or sabotage,
and often reduce or eliminate the need for a larger force.

When drow do wage war, they focus their might primarily on
the opposition’s officers and rulers, making every effort to behead
the opposing leadership and thus render the army ineffectual.
Barring that, they target supply lines or poison food stores, resort-
ing to direct confrontation only when all else has failed.

THE FIGHTING SOCIETIES

Among the fiercest, best trained, and deadliest of drow warriors
are the members of the fighting societies. These forces, divided
into male and female battalions, are the primary military arm of
the Church of Lolth. Each fighting society is made up of units
contributed by the great houses, for use by the priesthood as
it sees fit. This system allows each house to maintain a pres-
ence in the church’s power base, while allowing the church to
maintain an equal balance of power between houses. Officially,

Drow prefer to be the aggressors in any military action,
and their strategies are designed with offense in mind. When
faced with an attacking force, they still attempt to make use of
smaller groups as described above, but they are far more likely
to field a large force of troops—if only to delay the advance
while their operatives work, or while the drow leaders retreat
to safer, better-hidden locations. Some drow fortresses have
no viable mundane entrance and require magic to access.
Although this method of construction makes supplying the
fortress difficult, many drow have found the effort worthwhile
when an enemy proved incapable of breaking in.

The greatest problem the drow have with fighting a defen-
sive battle, as opposed to an offensive one, is determining who
is in command of the war effort. Drow do not have standing
armies that answer to the community itself; all military forces
belong to a house, the priesthood, or other private factions. Most
drow attacks are launched by a specific house, or at the instiga-
tion of the church, and thus have a clear chain of command.
Conversely, more than one drow city has fallen to aggressors
because local houses could not cooperate sufficiently to coor-
dinate their soldiers, even in the face of outside invasion. The
best-defended drow cities have a house (or two) potent enough
to force the others into obedience, or a priesthood strong
enough to assume citywide command for the duration of the
assault. A few forward-thinking communities even have treaties
in effect between the church and the major houses, dictating
who controls what in the event of outside attack.

The majority of drow warfare consists of battle against other
cities—be they drow or other races. Sometimes, however, the
constant spying, sabotage, and assassinations between rival
houses erupts into civil war within a city. This sort of conflict
can easily destroy an entire community if it is allowed to drag
on; thus, the drow have very strict customs for dealing with civil
wars. If one house can destroy another in a single overwhelming
attack, the community assumes that the victim was weak and
ripe for takeover. In this case, the victorious house is entitled
to the spoils of war, including the resources of the fallen house
and the right to take its surviving members as slaves. Should
a house’s offensive fail to destroy another house immediately,
however, the other local houses and the priesthood of Lolth
collaborate to aid the target house in destroying the aggressor.
This action ensures that no civil war lasts longer than a few days
in any drow community, and that no house launches an open
attack on a rival unless it is certain it can win.

The vast majority of drow soldiers (and, for that matter,
hunters and adventurers as well) are males. Female drow have

the fighting societies are loyal to the priesthood of Lolth above
all other considerations. In practice, fighting society soldiers
are rarel