Station: In al theworld of the drow, there is no more important word. It isthe calling of their, of our
religion, the incessant pulling of hungering heartstrings. Ambition over rides good sense and compassionis
thrown away initsface, dl inthe name of Lloth, the Spider Queen.

Ascension to power in drow society isasmple process of assassination. The Spider Queen isadeity of
chaos, and she and her high priestesses, the true rulers of the drow world, do not look with ill favor upon
ambitiousindividua s wielding poisoned daggers.

Of course, there are rules of behavior, every society must boast of these. To openly commit murder or
wage war invitesthe pretense of justice, and pendties exacted in the name of drow justice are merciless.
To stick adagger inthe back of ariva during the chaos of alarger battle or in the quiet shadows of an
aley, howevel, is quite acceptable, even applauded. Investigation is not the forte of drow justice. No one
cares enough to bother

Station istheway of Lloth, the ambition she bestows to further the chaos, to keep her drow "children”
aong their appointed course of saf imprisonment. Children? Pawns more likdly, dancing dolisfor the
Spider Queen, puppets on the imperceptible but impervious strands of her web. All climb the Spider
Queen'sladders; al hunt for her pleasure, and al fdl to the hunters of her plessure.

Station isthe paradox of the world of my people, the limitation of our power within the hunger for
power. It isgained through treachery and invitestreachery againgt those who gain it. Those most
powerful in Menzoberranzan spend their days watching over their shoulders, defending

againg the daggers that would find their backs.

Thelr deaths usudly come from the front.

-Drizzt Do'Urden




Part 1
Chapter 1

Menzoberranzan

To asurface dweller, he might have passed undetected only afoot awvay. The padded footfalls of his
lizard mount were too light to be heard, and the pliable and perfectly crafted mesh armor that both rider
and mount wore bent and creased with their movements aswell asif the suits had grown over their skin.

Dinin'slizard trotted dong in an easy but swift gait, floating over the broken floor, up thewalls, and even
acrossthe long tunnd's ceiling. Subterranean lizards, with their sticky and soft three-toed feet, were
preferred mountsfor just this ability to scale sone as easily asaspider. Crossing hard ground left no
damning tracksin the lighted surface world, but nearly dl of the creatures of the Underdark possessed
infravision, the ability to seein the infrared spectrum. Foot-fals|eft heat residue that could easily be
tracked if they fol-

lowed a predictable course dong a corridor's floor.

Dinin clamped tight to his saddle asthe lizard plodded a ong a stretch of the ceiling, then sprang outina
twisting descent to a point farther dong the wall. Dinin did not want to be tracked.

He had no light to guide him, but he needed none. He was adark df, adrow, an ebon-skinned cousin of
those sylvan folk who danced under the stars on the world's surface. To Dinin's superior eyes, which
trandated subtle variations of hesat into vivid and colorful images, the Underdark wasfar from alightless
place. Colorsal across the spectrum swirled before him in the stone of the walls and the floor, hested by
some distant fissure or hot stream. The heat of living things was the most distinctive, letting the dark dlf
view hisenemiesin details asintricate as any surface dweller would find in brilliant daylight.

Normaly Dinin would not have | eft the city alone, the world of the Underdark was too dangerous for
solo treks, even for adrow df. Thisday was different, though. Dinin had to be certain that no unfriendly
drow eyes marked his passage.




A soft blue magical glow beyond a sculpted archway told the drow that he neared the city's entrance,
and he dowed the lizard's pace accordingly. Few used this narrow tunnel, which opened into Tier
Breche, the northern section of Menzoberranzan devoted to the Academy, and none but the mistresses
and masters, theingtructors of the Academy, could pass through here without attracting suspicion.

Dinin was dways nervous when he cameto this point. Of the hundred tunnelsthat opened off the main
cavern of Menzoberranzan, this one was the best guarded. Beyond the archway, twin statues of gigantic
spiderssat in quiet defense. If an enemy crossed through, the spiders would animate and attack, and
aarmswould be sounded dl throughout the Academy.

Dinin dismounted, leaving hislizard clinging comfortably to awal a hischest levd. He reached under the
collar of his piwafwi, hismagical, shieding cloak, and took out his neck. purse. From this Dinin produced
theindggnia of House Do'Urden, a spider wielding various wegponsin each of itseight legsand
emblazoned with the letters "DN™ for Daermon N'ashezbaernon, the ancient and forma name of House
Do'Urden.

"You will awvait my return” Dinin whispered to the lizard as he waved theinggniabeforeit. Aswith dl the
drow houses, theinsgniaof House Do'Urden held severd magica dweomers, one of which gave family
members absol ute control over the house pets. The lizard would obey unfallingly, holding its position as

though it were rooted to the stone, even if ascurry rat, itsfavorite morsel, napped afew feet from its
maw.

Dinin took a deep breath and gingerly stepped to the archway. He could see the spidersleering down at
him from their fifteen-foot height. He was adrow of the city, not an enemy, and could pass through any
other tunnel unconcerned, but the Academy was an unpredictable place, Dinin

had heard that the spiders often refused entry vicioudy,even to uninvited drow.

He could not be delayed by fears and possihilities, Dinin reminded himself. His busnesswas of the
utmost importance to hisfamily's battle plans. Looking straight ahead, away from the towering spiders, he
strode between them and onto the floor of Tier Breche.

He moved to the side and paused, first to be certain that no one lurked nearby, and then to admire the
sweeping view of Menzoberranzan. No one, drow or otherwise, had ever looked out from this spot
without a sense of wonder at the drow city. Tier Breche was the highest point on the floor of the
two-mile cavern, affording a panoramic view to the rest of Menzoberranzan. The cubby of the Academy
was narrow, holding only the three structures that comprised the drow school: Arach Tinilith, the
spider-shaped school of Lioth, Sorcere, the gracefully curving, many-spired tower




of wizardry, and Melee Magthere, the somewhat plain pyramidad structure where mae fighterslearned
their trade. Beyond Tier Breche, through the ornate stalagmite columns that marked the entrance to the
Academy, the cavern dropped away quickly and spread wide, going far beyond Dinin'sline of vison to
either 9de and farther back then his keen eyes could possibly see. The colors of Menzoberranzan were
threefold to the sensitive eyes of the drow. Hegt patterns from various fissures and hot springs swirled
about the entire cavern. Purple and red, bright yellow and subtle blue, crossed and merged, climbed the
wadlsand

st agmite mounds, or ran off angularly in cutting lines againgt the backdrop of dim gray stone. More
confined than these generalized and naturd gradations of color in the infrared spectrum were the regions
of intense magic, like the spiders Dinin had walked between, virtualy glowing with energy. Findly there
werethe actud lights of the city, faeriefire and highlighted scul ptures on the houses. The drow were
proud of the beautty of their designs, and especially ornate columns or perfectly crafted gargoyles were
amog dwayslimned in permanent magicd lights.

Even from this distance Dinin could make out House Baenre, First House of Menzoberranzan. It
encompassed twenty stalagmite pillars and half again that number of gigantic stalactites. House Baenre
had existed for five thousand years, Snce the founding of Menzoberranzan, and in

that time the work to perfect the house's art had never ceased. Practicdly every inch of theimmense
sructure glowed in faeriefire, blue at the outlying towers and brilliant purple a the huge centrad dome.

The sharp light of candles, foreign to the Underdark, glared through some of the windows of the distant
houses. Only clerics or wizardswould light the fires, Dinin knew, as necessary painsin their world of
scrolls and parchments.

Thiswas Menzoberranzan, the city of drow. Threnty thousand dark elves lived there, twenty thousand
soldiersinthearmy of evil.

A wicked smile spread across Dinin's thin lips when he thought of some of those soldierswho would fall
thisnight.

Dinin studied Narbondel, the huge centrd pillar that served as the timeclock of Menzoberranzan.
Narbonde was, the only way the drow had to mark the passage of timein aworld that otherwise knew
no days and no seasons. At the end of each day, the city's appointed Archmage cast hismagica firesinto
the base of the stone pillar. There the spdll lingered throughout the cycle afull day on the surface and
gradually spread its warmth up the structure of Narbondd until thewhole of it glowed red in the infrared
spectrum. The pillar wasfully dark now, cooled since the dweomer's fires had expired. The wizard was
even now at the base, Dinin reasoned, ready to begin the cycle anew.




It was midnight, the appointed hour.

Dinin moved away from the spiders and the tunnel exit and crept dong the sde of Tier Breche, seeking
the"shadows' of hesat patternsin thewall, which would effectively hide the distinct outline of hisown
body temperatures. He came at |ast to Sorcere, the school of wizardry, and dipped into the narrow dley
between the tower's curving base and Tier Breche's outer wall.

"Student or master?' came the expected whisper.

"Only amaster may walk out of housein Tier Brechein

the black death of Narbondel” Dinin responded.

A heavily robed figure moved around the arc of the structure to stand before Dinin. The stranger
remained in the customary posture of amaster of the drow Academy, hisarms out before him and bent
at the elbows, his handstight together, one on top of the other in front of his chest.

That pose was the only thing about this one that seemed normal to Dinin. " Greetings, FacdlessOne' he
signaed in the slent hand code of the drow, alanguage as detailed as the spoken word. The quiver of
Dinin's hands belied his calm face, though, for the sght of thiswizard put him asfar on the edge of his

nerves as he had ever been.

" Secondboy Do'Urden’ the wizard replied in the gestured

code. "Have you my payment?"

"Y ou will be compensated” Dinin signaed pointedly, regaining his composure in the first swelling bubbles
of histemper. "Do you dare to doubt the promise of Malice Do'Urden, Matron Mother of Daermon
N'ashezbaernon, Tenth House of Menzoberranzan?!

The Faceless One dumped back, knowing he had erred.




"My apologies, Secondboy of House Do'Urden” he answered, dropping to one knee in a gesture of
surrender. Since he had entered this conspiracy, the wizard had feared that hisimpatience might cost him
hislife. He had been caught in the violent throes of one of hisown magica experiments, the tragedy
melting away al of hisfacid features and leaving behind a blank hot spot of white and green goo. Matron
Malice Do'Urden, reputedly as skilled asanyonein dl the vast city in mixing potions and saves, had
offered him adiver of hope that he could not pass by.

No pity found itsway into Dinin's callous heart, but House Do'Urden needed the wizard. ™Y ou will get
your save’ Dinin promised camly, "when Alton DeVir isdead”

"Of coursg’ thewizard agreed. "Thisnight?'

Dinin crossed hisarms and consdered the question. Matron Madlice had instructed him that Alton DeVir
should die even astheir families battle commenced. That scenario now seemed too clean, too easy, to
Dinin. The Faceless One did not miss the sparkle that suddenly brightened the scarlet glow in the young
Do'Urden's heat-sensing eyes.

"Wait for Narbonde'slight to approach its zenith” Dinin replied, his hands working through the sgnas
excitedly and his grimace seeming more of atwisted grin.

" Should the doomed boy know of his house's fate before he dies?’ the wizard asked, guessing the
wicked intentions behind Dinin'singtructions.

"Asthekilling blow fdls’ answered Dinin. "Let Alton

DeVir die without hope”’

Dinin retrieved his mount and sped off down the empty corridors, finding an intersecting route that would
take him in through a different entrance to the city proper. He camein along the eastern end of the great
cavern, Menzoberranzan's produce section, where no drow families would see that he had been outside
the city limits and where only afew unremarkable stdlagmite pillars rose up from theflat gone. Dinin
spurred his mount aong the banks of Donigarten, the city's smdl pond with its moss-covered idand that
housed afair-sized herd of cattlelike creatures caled rothe. A hundred goblins and orcs looked up from
their herding and fishing duties to mark the drow soldier's swift passage.

Knowing their restrictions as daves, they took care not to look Dininin the eye.




Dinin would have paid them no heed anyway. He was too consumed by the urgency of the moment. He
kicked hislizard to even greater speeds when he again was on the flat and curving avenues between the
glowing drow castles. He moved toward the south-central region of the city, toward

the grove of giant mushrooms that marked the section of the finest housesin Menzoberranzan.

As he came around one blind turn, he nearly ran over agroup of four wandering bugbears. The giant
hairy goblin things paused amoment to consider the drow, then moved dowly but purposefully out of his

way.

The bugbears recognized him as amember of House Do'Urden, Dinin knew. He was anoble, ason of a
high priestess, and his surname, Do'Urden, was the name of his house. Of the twenty thousand dark elves
In Menzoberranzan, only athousand or so were nobles, actually the chil.

dren of the sixty-seven recognized families of the city. The

rest were common soldiers.

Bugbears were not stupid creatures. They knew a noble from acommoner, and though drow elvesdid
not carry their family indgniain plain view, the pointed and tailled cut of Dinin's stark white hair and the
distinctive pattern of purple and red linesin his black piwafwi told them well enough who he was.

The mission's urgency pressed upon Dinin, but he could not ignore the bugbears dight. How fast would
they have scampered away if he had been amember of House Baenre or one of the other seven ruling
houses? he wondered.

"Y ou will learn respect of House Do'Urden soon enough!” the dark ef whispered under his breath, as he
turned and charged hislizard at the group. The bugbears broke into arun, turning down an aley strewn
with stones and debris.

Dinin found his satisfaction by caling on the innate powers of hisrace. He summoned a globe of
darknessimperviousto both infravison and norma sight in the fleeing creatures path. He supposed that it
was unwiseto cal such attention to himself, but amoment later, when he heard crashing and sputtered
curses as the bugbears stumbled blindly over the stones, he fdlt it was worth therisk.




His anger sated, he moved off again, picking a more careful route through the heat shadows. Asa
member of the tenth house of the city, Dinin could go as he pleased within the giant cavern without
question, but Matron Malice had madeit clear that no one connected to House Do'Urden wasto be
caught anywhere near the mushroom grove.

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

At the mushroom grove's southern end, the impetuous drow found what he was |ooking for: acluster of
five huge floor-to-caling pillars that were hollowed into a network of chambers and connected with meta
and stone parapets and bridges. Red-glowing gargoyles, the standard of the house, glared down from a
hundred percheslike slent sentries. Thiswas House DeVir, Fourth House of Menzoberranzan.

A stockade of tall mushrooms ringed the place, every fifth one a shrieker, a sentient fungus named (and
favored as guardians) for the shrill cries of darm it emitted whenever aliving being passed it by. Dinin
kept a cautious distance, not wanting to set off one of the shriekers and knowing aso that other, more
deadly wards protected the fortress. Matron Malice would see to those.

An expectant hush permesated the air of this city section. It was generd knowledge throughout
Menzoberranzan that Matron Ginafae of House DeVir had falen out of favor with Loth, the Spider
Queen deity to al drow and the true source of every house's strength. Such circumstances were

never openly discussed among the drow, but everyone who knew fully expected that some family lower
in the city hierarchy soon would strike out against the crippled House DeVir.

Matron Ginafae and her family had been the last to learn of the Spider Queen's displeasure ever was that
Lloth'sdeviousway and Dinin could tell just by scanning the outside of House DeVir that the doomed
family had not found ample time to erect proper defenses. DeVir sported nearly

four hundred soldiers, many female, but those that Dinin could now see at their posts along the parapets
seemed nervous and unsure,

Dinin's smile spread even wider when he thought of his own house, which grew in power daily under the
cunning guidance of Matron Madlice. With al three of hissstersrapidly approaching the status of high
priestess, his brother an accomplished wizard, and his uncle Zaknafein, the finest wegpon magter in al of
Menzoberranzan, busly training

the three hundred soldiers, House Do'Urden was a complete force. And, Matron Malice, unlike




Ginafae, wasin the Spider Queen'sfull favor.

"Daermon N'ashezbaernon,” Dinin muttered under his breath, using the forma and ancestral referenceto
House Do'Urden. "Ninth House of Menzoberranzan!™ He liked the sound of it.

Hafway acrossthe city, beyond the silver-glowing bal cony and the arched doorway twenty feet up the
cavern'swest wall, sat the principals of House Do'Urden, gathered to outline thefind plans of the night's
work. On theraised dais at the back of the small audience chamber sat venerable Matron Mdice, her
belly swollen in thefina hours of pregnancy. Flanking her in their places of honor were her three
daughters, Maya, Vierna, and the eldest, Briza, anewly ordained high priestess of Lloth. Mayaand
Vierna gppeared as younger versions of their mother, dender and deceptively smdll, though possessing
great strength. Briza, though, hardly carried the family resemblance. She was

big-l:tuge by drow standards-and rounded in the shoulders and hips. Those who knew Brizawell figured
that her Sze was merdly acircumstance of her temperament, asmaller body could not have contained the
anger and bruta streak of House Do'Urden's newest high priestess.

"Dinin should return soon" remarked Rizzen, the present patron of the family, "to let usknow if thetime
isright for the assault.”

"We go before Narbondel finds its morning glow!" Brizasnapped a him in her thick but razor-sharp
voice. Sheturned a crooked smile to her mother, seeking approval for putting the malein his place.

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

"It will beaboy child’ groaned Briza, making no effort to hide her disappointment, “third living son of
House Do'Orden.”

"To be sacrificed to Lloth” put in Zaknafein, aformer patron of the house who now held the important
position of wegpon master. The skilled drow fighter seel Jed quite pleased at the thought of sacrifice, as
did Nafein, thefamily's eldest son, who stood at Zak's side. Nalfein was the elderboy, and he needed no
more competition beyond Dinin within the ranks of House Do'Orden.

"In accord with custom” Briza glowered and the red of her eyes brightened. "Th aid in our victory!"




Rizzen shifted uncomfortably. "Matron Maice’ he dared to spesk, "you know well the difficulties of
birthing. Might the pain distract you"

"Y ou dare to question the matron mother?' Briza started sharply, reaching for the snake-headed whip so
comfortably strapped and writhing on her belt. Matron Malice stopped her with an outstretched hand.

"Attend to thefighting” the matron said to Rizzen. "L et the femaes of the house see to the important
matters of thisbattle.”

Rizzen shifted again and dropped his gaze.

Dinin came to the magically wrought fence that connected the kegp within the city's west wall with the
two small stalagmite towers of House Do'Orden, and which formed the courtyard to the compound. The
fence was adamantite, the hardest metal in al the world, and adorning it were ahundred
weapon-wieding spider carvings, each ensorcelled with deadly glyphs and wards. The mighty gate of
House Do'Orden was the envy of many adrow house, but so soon after viewing the spectacular houses
in the mushroom grove, Dinin could only find disgppointment when looking upon his own abode. The
compound was plain and somewhat bare, as was the section of wall, with the notable exception of the
mithril-and-adamantite bal cony running aong the second leve, by the arched doorway reserved for the
nobility of the family. Each baluster of that balcony sported athousand carvings, dl of which blended into
asngle piece of art.

House Do'Urden, unlike the great mgority of the housesin Menzoberranzan, did not stand free within
groves of gtalactites and stalagmites. The bulk of the structure was within a cave, and while this setup was
indisputably defengible, Dinin found himsdf wishing that hisfamily could show abit more grandeur.

An excited soldier rushed to open the gate for the returning secondboy. Dinin swept past him without so
much asaword of greeting and moved across the courtyard, conscious of the hundred and more curious
glancesthat fell upon him. The soldiers and daves knew that Dinin'smisson

this night had something to do with the anticipated battle.

No stairway led to the sllvery bacony of House Do'Urden's second level. This, too, was a precautionary
measure designed to segregate the leaders of the house from the rabble and the daves. Drow nobles
needed no gairs, another manifestation of their innate magica abilities alowed them the power of
levitation. With hardly a conscious thought to the act, Dinin drifted easily through the air and dropped
onto the balcony.




He rushed through the archway and down the house's main centrd corridor, whichwasdimly lit in the
soft hues of faeriefire, alowing for sght inthe norma light spectrum but not bright enough to defeat the
use of infravison. The ornate brass door at the corridor's end marked the second boy's destination, and
he paused before it to alow his eyesto shift back to the infrared spectrum. Unlike the corridor, the room
beyond the door had no light source. It was the audience hal of the high priestesses, the anteroom to
House Do'Urden's grand chapel. The drow clerical rooms, in accord with the dark rites of the Spider
Queen, were not places of light.

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

without permission! he knew they were thinking. Would that it was he who was to be sacrificed this
night!

As much as he enjoyed testing the limitations of hisinferior station asamale, Dinin could not ignore the
threatening glances of Vierna, Maya, and Briza. Being femade, they were bigger and stronger than Dinin
and had trained dl of their livesin the use of wicked drow clerica powers and weapons. Dinin watched
as enchanted extensions of the

clerics, the dreaded snake-headed whips on hissisters belts, began writhing in anticipation of the

punishment they would exact. The handles were adamantite and ordinary enough, but the whips lengths
and multiple heads wereliving serpents. Brizals whip, in particular, awicked six-headed device, danced
and squirmed, tying itsdlf into knots around the belt that held it. Brizawas aways the quickest to punish.

Matron Malice, however, seemed pleased by Dinin's swagger. The secondboy knew his place well
enough by her measure and he followed her commands fearlesdy and without question.

Dinin took comfort in the calmness of his mother's face, quite the oppaosite of the shining white-hot faces
of histhreessters. "All isready” he said to her. "House DeVir huddles within its fence-except for Alton,
of course, foolishly attending his studiesin Sorcere."

"Y ou have met with the Facdess One?' Matron Malice asked.

"The Academy was quiet thisnight” Dinin replied. " Our meeting went off perfectly.”




"He has agreed to our contract?'

"Alton DeVir will be dedt with accordingly,” Dinin chuckled. He then remembered the dight dteration he
had madein Matron Malice's plans, delaying Alton's execution for the sake of hisown lust for added
crudty. Dinin's thought evoked another recollection aswdl: high priestesses of Lloth had an unnerving
talent for reading thoughts.

"Altonwill diethisnight” Dinin quickly completed the answer, assuring the others before they could
probe him for more definite detalls.

"Excellent," Brizagrowled. Dinin breathed alittle eesier.

"Tothemdd,” Matron Malice ordered.

The four drow maes moved to kned before the matron and her daughters: Rizzen to Malice, Zaknafein
to Briza, Ndfeinto Maya, and Dininto Vierna. The clerics chanted in unison, placing one hand ddlicatdy
upon the forehead of their respective soldier, tuning in to his passions.

"Y ou know your places’ Matron Malice said when the ceremony was completed. She grimaced through
the pain of another contraction. "L et our work begin”

Lessthan an hour later, Zaknafein and Briza stood together on the balcony outside the upper entrance to
House Do'Urden. Below them, on the cavern floor, the second and third brigades of the family army,
Rizzen'sand Nalfein's, bustled about, fitting on heated leather straps and meta patches-camouflage
againg adigtinctive elven form to heat-seeing drow eyes. Dinin'sgroup, theinitia strike force that
included a hundred goblin daves, had long since departed.

"Wewill be known after thisnight” Brizasaid. "None would have suspected that atenth house would
dare to move againgt one as powerful as DeVir. When the whispersripple out after this night's bloody
work, even Baenre will take note of Daermon N'ashezbaernon!” She leaned out

over the ba cony to watch asthe two brigades formed into lines and started-out, slently, dong separate
paths that would bring them through the winding city to the mushroom grove and the five-pillared




structure of House DeVir. Zaknafein eyed the back of Matron Malice's edest daughter, wanting nothing
more than to put adagger into her

spine. Asaways, though, good judgment kept Zak's practiced hand inits place.

"Have you the articles?' Brizainquired, showing Zak consderably more respect than she had when
Matron Malice sat protectively at her Ssde. Zak was only amale, acommoner alowe to don the family
name as his own because he sometimes served Matron Mdicein a husbandly manner an had once been
the patron of the house. Still, Brizafeared to anger him. Zak was the weapon master of House
Do'Urden, atall and muscular male, stronger than most females, and those who had witnessed hisfighting
wrath consdered him among the finest warriors of either sex in dl of Menzoberranzan. Besides Brizaand
her mother, both high priestesses of the Spider Queen, Zaknafein, with his unrivaed swordsmanship, was
House Do'Urden's trump.

Zak held up the black hood and opened the small pouch on his belt, revealing severd tiny ceramic
gpheres. Brizasmiled evilly and rubbed her dender hands together. "Matron Ginafae will not be pleased’
she whispered.

Zak returned the smile and turned to view the departing soldiers. Nothing gave the weapon master more

pleasure than killing drow dves, particularly clericsof Lloth.

"Prepare yoursdlf” Brizasaid after afew minutes.

Zak shook histhick hair back from hisface and stood rigid, eyestightly closed. Brizadrew her wand
dowly, beginning the chant that would activate the device. She tapped Zak on one shoulder, then the
other, then held the wand motionless over his head.

Zak felt the frosty sprinklesfdling down on him, permesting his clothes and armor, even hisflesh, until he
and dl of his possessions had cooled to auniform temperature and hue. Zak hated the magicd chill, it felt
as heimagined death would fed but he knew that under the influence of the wand's sprinkles hewas, to
the heat-sensing eyes of the creatures of the Underdark, as gray as common stone, unremarkable and
undetectable.

Zak opened his eyes and shuddered, flexing hisfingersto be sure they could still perform the fine-edge
of hiscraft. He looked back to Briza, dready in the midst of the second spell, the summoning. Thisone
would take awhile, so Zak leaned back against the wall and considered again the pleasant, though
dangerous, task before him. How thoughtful of Matron Maliceto leave dl of House DeVir'sclericsto




"It isdone” Briza announced after afew minutes. She led Zak's gaze upward, to the darkness beneath
the unseen ceiling of theimmense cavern.

Zak spotted Brizas handiwork first, an approaching current of air, yellow-tinted and warmer than the
normal air of the cavern. A living current of air.

The creature, a conjuration from an ementd plane, swirled to hover just beyond the lip of the balcony,
obediently awaiting its summoner's commands.

Zak didn't hesitate. He legped out into the thing's midgt, letting it hold him suspended above the floor.

Briza offered him afind salute and motioned her servant away. "Good fighting” she cdled to Zak, though
hewas dready invisbleinthear above her.

Zak chuckled at theirony of her words asthe twisting city of Menzoberranzan rolled out below him. She
wanted the clerics of House DeVir dead as surely as Zak did, but for very different reasons. All
complications aside, Zak would have been just as happy killing clerics of House Do'Urden.

The weapon master took up one of his adamantite swords, a drow weapon magically crafted and
unbelievably sharp with the edge of killing dweomers. "Good fighting indeed” he whispered. If only Briza
knew how good.

Chapter 2

TheFal of House DeViR




Dinin noted with satisfaction that any of the meandering bugbears, or any other of the multitude of races
that composed M enzoberranzan, drow included, now made great haste to scurry out of hisway. This
time the secondboy of House Do'Urden was not alone. Nearly sixty soldiers of the house walked in tight
lines behind him. Behind these, in Smilar order though with far less enthusasm for the adventure, camea
hundred armed daves of lesser races, goblins, orcs, and bugbears.

There could be no doubt for onlookers, adrow house was on a march to war. Thiswas not an everyday
event in Menzoberranzan but neither was it unexpected. At least once every decade a house decided that
its pogition within the city hierarchy could beimproved by another house's dimination. It was arisky
propogition, for al of the nobles of the"victim" house had to be disposed of quickly and quietly. If even
one survived to lay an accusation upon the perpetrator, the attacking house would be eradicated by
Menzoberranzan's merciless system of "justice’

If the raid was executed to devious perfection, though, no recourse would be forthcoming. All of the
city, even theruling council of the top eight matron mothers, would secretly gpplaud the attackersfor
their courage and intelligence and no more would ever be said of theincident.

Dinin took a roundabout route, not wanting to lay adirect trail between House Do'Urden and House
DeVir. A hdf-hour later, for the second time that night, he crept to the mushroom grove's southern end,
to the cluster of stlagmitesthat held House DeVir. His soldiers streamed out behind him eagerly,
readying weapons and taking full measure of the Structure before them.

The daves were dower in their movements. Many of them looked about for some escape, for they knew
intheir hearts that they were doomed in this battle. They feared the wrath of the dark elves more than
death itsdf, though, and would not attempt to flee. With every exit out of Menzoberranzan protected by
devious drow magic, where could they possibly go? Every one of them had witnessed the bruta
punishments the drow elves exacted on recaptured daves. At Dinin's command, they jumped into their
positions around the mushroom fence.

Dinin reached into hislarge pouch and pulled out a heated sheet of meta. He flashed the object,
brightened in the infrared spectrum, three times behind him to signal the gpproaching brigades of Nafein
and Rizzen. Then, with hisusud cockiness, Dinin spunit quickly into the ar, caught it, and replaced it in
the secrecy of hishest shielding pouch. On cue with the twirling sgnd, Dinin's drow brigade fitted
enchanted darts to their tiny hand-held crossbows and took aim on the appointed targets.

Every fifth mushroom was a shrieker, and every dart held amagica dweomer that could sllence the roar




of adragon.” . . . two. . . threg” Dinin counted, his hand signaling the tempo since no words could be
heard within the sphere of magical slence cast aout histroops. Heimagined the "click” asthe drawn
string on hislittle wegpon released, loosing the dart into the nearest shrieker. So it went al around the
cluster of House DeVir, thefirgt line of darm systematicaly slenced by three-dozen enchanted darts.

Hafway across Menzoberranzan, Matron Mdice, her daughters, and four of the house's common clerics
were gathered in Lloth's unholy circle of eight. They ringed anidol of their wicked deity, agemstone
carving of adrow faced spider, and called to LIoth for aid in their struggles. Mdice sat at the head,
propped in achair angled for birthing. Brizaand Viernaflanked her, Briza clutching her hand.

The sdlect group chanted in unison, combining their energiesinto asingle offensve. spell. A moment
later, when Vierna, mentaly linked to Dinin, understood that the first attack group wasin postion, the
DoUrden circle of eight sent the first insinuating waves of menta energy into theriva house.

Matron Ginafae, her two daughters, and the five principal clerics of the common troops of House DeVir
huddled together in the darkened anteroom of the five-stalagmite house's main chapel. They had gathered
there in solemn prayer every night since Matron Ginafae had learned that she had fdleninto Lloth's
disfavor. Ginafae understood how vulnerable her house remained until she could find away to appease
the Spider Queen. There were sixty-six other housesin Menzoberranzan, fully twenty of which might
dareto attack House DeVir at such an obvious disadvantage.

The elght clerics were anxious now, somehow suspecting that this night would be eventful.

Ginafaefdt it firgt, achilling blast of confusing perceptionsthat caused her to stutter over her prayer of
forgiveness. The other clerics of House DeVir glanced nervoudy at the matron's uncharacteristic dip of
words, looking for confirmation.

"We are under attack” Ginafae breathed to them, her head already pounding with adull ache under the
growing assault of the formidable clerics of House Do'Urden.

A second signd from Dinin put the dave troops into motion. Still using stedlth astheir dly, they quietly
rushed to the mushroom fence and cut through with wide-bladed swords. The secondboy of House
Do'Urden watched and enjoyed as the courtyard of House DeVir was easily penetrated. "Not such a
prepared guard” he whispered in slent sarcasm to the red-glowing gargoyles on the high walls. The
statues had seemed such an ominous guard earlier that night. Now they just watched helplesdly.

Dinin recognized the measured but growing anticipation in the soldiers around him, their drow battle-lust




was barely contained. Every now and then came akilling flash as one of the daves sumbled over a
warding glyph, but the secondboy and the other drow only laughed at the specta

cle. Thelesser races were the expendable "fodder" of House Do'Urden'sarmy. The only purposein
bringing the goblinoids to House DeVir wasto trigger the deadly traps and defenses d ong the perimeter,
to lead the way for the drow elves, the true soldiers.

The fence was now opened and secrecy was thrown away. House DeVir's soldiers met the invading
daves head on within the compound. Dinin barely had his hand up to begin the attack command when his
sixty anxious drow warriorsjumped up and charged, their facestwisted in

wicked glee and their wegpons waving menacingly.

They hdted their approach on cue, though, remembering one final task set out to them. Every drow,
noble or commoner, possessed certain magica abilities. Bringing forth aglobe of darkness, as Dinin had
doneto the bugbearsin the street earlier that night, came easily to even the lowliest of the dark elves. So
it went now, with sixty Do'Urden soldiers blotting out the perimeter of House DeVir above the
mushroom fencein ball after ball of blackness.

For dl of their stedth and precautions, House Do'Urden knew that many eyes were watching the raid.
Witnesses were not too much of a problem, they could not, or would not, care enough to identify the
attacking house. But custom and rules demanded that certain attempts at secrecy be

enacted, the etiquette of drow warfare. In the blink of ared glowing drow eye, House DeVir became, to
therest of the city, adark blot on Menzoberranzan's landscape.

Rizzen came up behind hisyoungest son. "Well done’ hesignaled in theintricate finger language of the
drow. uNdfeinisin through the back”

"An easy victory” the cocky Dinin sgnaded back, "if Matron Ginafae and her clericsare held at bay”

"Trust in Matron Malice’” was Rizzen's response. He clgpped his son's shoulder and followed histroops
in through the breached mushroom fence.

High above the cluster of House DeVir, Zaknafein rested comfortably in the current-arms of Brizals
aerid servant, watching the drama unfold. From this vantage, Zak could see within thering of darkness
and could hear within the ring of magical slence. Dinin'stroops, thefirst drow soldiersin, had met




resistance at every door and were being beaten badly.

Nafein and his brigade, the troops of House Do'Urden most practiced in the ways of wizardry, came
through the fence at the rear of the complex. Lightning strikes and magica balls of acid thundered into the

courtyard at the base of the DeVir structures, cutting down Do'Urden fodder and

DeVir defenses dike.

In the front courtyard, Rizzen and Dinin commanded the finest fighters of House Do'Urden. The
blessings of Lloth were with hishouse, Zak could see when the battle was fully joined, for the strikes of
the soldiers of House Do'Urden came faster than those of their enemies, and their am

proved more deadly. In minutes, the battle had been taken fully insdethefive pillars.

Zak gretched the incessant chill out of hisarms and willed the agrid servant to action. Down he
plummeted on hiswindy bed, and then he fell free the last few feet to the terrace a ong the top chambers

of the central pillar. At once, two guards, one afemae, rushed out to greet him. They hesitated in
confusion, though, trying to sort out the true form of this unremarkable gray blur too long.

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

Zak'swhip flashed out, catching and gashing the fema€s throat, while his other hand waked his sword
through a series of masterful thrusts and parriesthat put the male off balance. Zak finished bothina
sangle, blurring movement, snagpping the whip-entwined femde from the terrace with atwist of hiswrist
and spinning akick into the mal€'s face that likewise dropped him to the cavern floor.

Zak wasthen insde, where another guard rose up to meet him. . . but fell at hisfest.

Zak dipped aong the curving wall of the stalactite tower, his cooled body blending perfectly with the
stone. Soldiers of House DeVir rushed dl about him, trying to formulate some defense agenst the host of
intruders who had dready won out the lowest leve of every structure and had taken two of the pillars

completdly.

Zak was not concerned with them. He blocked out the clanging ring of adamantite weapons, the cries of
command, and the screams of degth, concentrating instead on asingular sound that would lead him to his




degtination: aunified, frantic chant.

He found an empty corridor covered with spider carvings and running into the center of the pillar. Asin
House Do'Urden, this corridor ended in alarge set of ornate double doors, their decorations dominated
by arachnid forms. "This must be the place” Zak muttered under his breath, fitting his hood to the top of
his heed.

A giant spider rushed out of its concealment to hisside.

Zak doveto hisbelly and kicked out under the thing, spinning into aroll that plunged his sword deep into
the monster's bulbous body. Sticky fluids gushed out over the weapon master, and the spider shuddered
to aquick desath.

"Yes' Zak whispered, wiping the spider juicesfrom hisface, "this must be the place’” He pulled the dead
mongster back into its hidden cubby and dipped in beside the thing, hoping that no one had noticed the
brief sruggle.

By the sounds of ringing weapons, Zak could tell that the fighting had most reached this floor. House
DeVir now seemed to have its defensesin place, though, and wasfindly holding its ground.

"Now, Malice’ Zak whispered, hoping that Briza, attuned to him in the meld, would sense his anxiety.
"Let usnot belate!"

Back in the clerica anteroom of House Do'Urden, Malice and her subordinates continued their brutal
menta assault on the clerics of House DeVir. Lloth heard their prayers louder than those of thelr
counterparts, giving the clerics of House Do'Urden the stronger spdllsin their menta combat. Already
they had easily put their enemiesinto a defensve posture. One of the lesser priestessesin DeVir'scircle
of

eight had been crushed by Briza's menta ingnuations and now lay dead on the floor barely inches from
Matron Ginafae's feet.

But the momentum had s owed suddenly and the battle seemed to be swinging back to an even level.
Matron Malice, struggling with theimpending birth, could not hold her concentration, and without her
voice, the spells of her unholy circle weskened.




At her mother's Side, powerful Briza clutched her mother's hand so tightly that dl the blood was
sueezed fromit, leaving it cool-the only cool spot on the laboring femae to the eyes of the others. Briza
studied the contractions and the crowning cap of the coming child'swhite hair, and calculated thetimeto
the moment of birth. Thistechnique of trandating the pain of birth into an offensive spell attack had never
been tried before, except in legend, and Briza knew that timing would be the critical factor.

She whispered into her mother's ear, coaxing out the words of a deadly incantation.

Matron Mdice echoed back the beginnings of the spdll, sublimating her gasps, and transforming her rage
of agony into offensve power.

"Dinnen douward mabrechen tol” Brizaimplored.

"Dinnen douward . . . maaa. . . brechen to" Malice growled, so determined to focus through the pain
that she bit through one of her thin lips.

The baby's head appeared, more fully thistime, and thistime to stay.

Brizatrembled and could barely remember the incantation hersalf. She whispered thefind runeinto the
matron's ear, dmost fearing the consequences.

Madlice gathered her breath and her courage. She could fed thetingling of the spell asclearly asthe pain
of the birth. To her daughters standing around the idol, staring at her in disbelief, she appeared asared
blur of heated fury, streaking sweet lines that shone as brightly as the heet of boiling-water.

"Abec’ the matron began, fedling the pressure building to a crescendo. "Abec” Shefelt the hot tear of
her skin, the sudden dippery release as the baby's head pushed through, the sudden ecstacy of birthing.
"Abec d'"'aBREG DOUWARD." Mdice screamed, pushing away dl of the agoony in afina exploson
of magica power that knocked even the clerics of her own house from their fedt.




Carried on the thrust of Matron Malice's exultation, the dweomer thundered into the chapel of House
DeVir, shattered the gemstone idol of Lloth, sundered the double doors into hegps of twisted metal, and
threw Matron Ginafae and her overmatched subordinates to the floor.

Zak shook hishead in disbdief as the chapel doorsflew past him. "Quite akick, Malice’ He chuckled
and spun around the entryway, into the chapd. Using hisinfravison, he took a quick survey and head
count of the lightless room'’s seven living occupants, dl struggling back to their feet, their robes tattered.
Again shaking his head at the bared power of Matron Malice, Zak pulled his hood down over hisface.

A snap of hiswhip was the only explanation he offered as he smashed atiny ceramic globe at hisfeet.
The sphere shattered, dropping out a pellet that Briza had enchanted for just such occasions, apellet
glowing with the brightness of daylight.

For eyes accustomed to blackness, tuned in to heat emanations, the intrusion of such radiance cameina
blinding flash of agony. The clerics criesof pain only aided Zak in his systematic trek around the room,
and he smiled widely under hishood every time he felt his sword bite into drow flesh.

He heard the beginnings of a spell acrossthe way and knew that one of the DeVirs had recovered
enough from the assault to be dangerous. The weapon master did not need his eyesto am, however, and
the crack of hiswhip took Matron Ginafag's tongue right out of her mouth.

Briza placed the newborn on the back of the spider idol and lifted the ceremonia dagger, pausing to
admireits cruel workmanship. Its hilt was a spider's body sporting eight legs, barbed so asto appear
furred, but angled down to serve as blades. Brizalifted the instrument above the baby's chest. "Name the
child” sheimplored her mother. "The Spi-

der Queen will not accept the sacrifice until the childis

named!"

Matron Mdicelolled her head, trying to fathom her daughter's meaning. The matron mother had thrown
every thing into the moment of the spell and the birth, and she was now barely coherent.

"Namethe child!" Brizacommanded, anxiousto feed her

hungry goddess.




"It nearsitsend” Dinin said to hisbl'othel’ when they met in alower hdl of one of the lesser pillars of
House DeVir. "Rizzen iswinning through to the top, and it is believed that Zaknafein's dark work has
been completed”

"Two score of House DeVir's soldiers have dready turned dlegianceto us’ Nalfein replied.

"They seetheend” laughed Dinin. "One house serves them aswell as another, and in the eyes of
commoners no house isworth dying for. Our task will befinished soon”

"Too quickly for anyoneto take note” Nafein said. "Now Do'Urden, Daermon N'ashezbaernon, isthe
Ninth House of Menzoberranzan, and DeVir be damned!™

"Alert!" Dinin cried suddenly, eyeswidening in feigned horror as he looked over his brother's shoulder.

Ndfein reacted immediately, spinning to face the danger at his back, only to put the true danger at his
back. For even as Nalfein realized the deception, Dinin's sword dipped into his spine. Dinin put his head
to hisbrother's shoulder and pressed his cheek to Nafein's, watching the red sparkle of heat leave his
brother's eyes.

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

He dropped the lifelessform to hisfeet. "Now Dinin is elderboy of House Do'Urden, and Nafein be
damned”

"Drizzt” breathed Matron Mdice. "The child'snameis Drizzt!"

Brizatightened her grip on the knife and began the ritual. "Queen of Spiders, take thisbabe” she began.
She raised the dagger to strike. "Drizzt Do'Urden we giveto you in payment for our gloriousvic-"




"Wait!" cdled Mayafrom the side of the room. Her melding with her brother Nafein had abruptly
ceased. It could only mean onething. "Nafeinisdead” she announced. "The baby isno longer thethird
living son”

Viernaglanced curioudy at her Sgter. At the sameinstant that Maya had sensed Nafein's death, Vierna,
melded with Dinin, had felt a strong emotive surge. Elation? Vierna brought adender finger up to her
pursed lips, wondering if Dinin had successfully pulled off the assassination.

Brizagtill held the spider-shaped knife over the babe's chest, wanting to give thisoneto Lloth.

"We promised the Spider Queen thethird living son”

Mayawarned. "And that has been given”

"But not in sacrifice” argued Briza

Viernashrugged, at aloss. "If Lloth accepted Nafein, then

he has been given. To give another might evoke the Spider

Queen'sanger”

"But to not give what we have promised would be worse

dilll" Brizaingsted.

"Then finishthe deed” sad Maya.

Briza clenched down tight on the dagger and began theritua again.

"Stay your hand” Matron Malice commanded, propping herself up in the chair. "Lloth is content, our
victory iswon. Welcome, then, your brother, the newest member of House Do'Urden”




"Just amalée’ Brizacommented in obvious disgust, walking away from theidol and the child.

"Next time we shdl do better” Matron Malice chuckled, though she wondered if there would be anext
time. She gpproached the end of her fifth century of life, and drow elves, even young ones, were not a
particularly fruitful lot. Brizahad been born to Malice at the youthful age of one hundred, but in the dmost
four centuries since, Malice had

produced only five other children. Even this baby, Drizzt, had come as a surprise, and Mdlice hardly
expected that she would ever conceive again.

"Enough of such contemplations’ Malice whigpered to hersdf exhausted. "There will beampletime. . ©
She sank back into her chair and fell into fitful, though wickedly pleasant, dreams of heightening power.

Zaknafein walked through the centra pillar of the DeVir complex, hishood in his hand and hiswhip and
sword comfortably replaced on his belt. Every now and then aring of battle sounded, only to be quickly
ended. House Do'Urden had rolled through to victory, the tenth house had taken the fourth, and now al
that remained was to remove evidence

and witnesses. One group of lesser female clerics marched through, tending to the wounded Do'Urdens
and animating the corpses of those beyond their ability, so that the bodies could walk away from the
crime scene. Back at the Do'Urden compound, those corpses not beyond repair would be resurrected
and put back to work.

Zak turned away with avigble shudder asthe clerics moved from room to room, the marching line of
Do'Urden zombies growing ever longer at their backs.

Asdigtasteful as Zaknafein found thistroupe, the one that followed was even worse. The Do'Urden
clericsled acontingent of soldiersthrough the structure, using detection spellsto determine hiding places
of surviving DeVirs. One stopped in the hallway just afew stepsfrom Zak, her eyesturned inward as she
felt the emanations of her spell. She held her fingers out in front of her, tracing adow line, like some
macabre divining rod, toward drow flesh.

"Intherel" she declared, pointing to a pand at the base of the wall. The soldiers jumped to it like a pack
of ravenous wolves and tore through the secret door. Inside a hidden cubby huddled the children of
House DeVir. These were nobles, not commoners, and could not be taken aive.

Zak quickened his pace to get beyond the scene, but he heard vividly the children's helpless screams as




the hungry Do'Urden soldiersfinished their job. Zak found himsdf in arun now. He rushed around a
bend in the halway, nearly bowling over Dinin and Rizzen.

"Ndfenisdead” Rizzen declared impassively. Zak immediately turned a suspicious eye on the younger
Do'Urden son.

"I killed the DeVir soldier who committed the deed” Dillin assured him, not even hiding his cocky smile.

Zak had been around for nearly four centuries, and he was certainly not ignorant of the ways of his
ambitious race. The brother princes had comein defensively at the back of the lines, with ahost of
Do'Urden soldiers between them and the enemy. By the time they even encountered a drow that was not
of their own house, the mgjority of the DeVirs surviving soldiers had dready switched dlegianceto
House Do'Urden. Zak doubted that either of the Do'Urden brothers had even seen action against a
DeVir.

"The description of the carnage in the prayer room has been spread throughout the ranks’” Rizzen said to
the weapon master. "Y ou performed with your usua excellence as we have come to expect”

Zak shot the patron aglare of contempt and kept on hisway, down though the structure's main doors
and out beyond the magical darkness and silence into Menzoberranzan's dark dawn. Rizzen was Matron
Madlice's present partner in along line of partners, and no more. When Malice was finished with him, she
would either relegate him back to the ranks of the common soldiery, stripping him of the name Do'Urden
and al the rights that accompanied it, or she would dispose of him. Zak owed him no respect.

Zak moved out beyond the mushroom fence to the high-est vantage point he could find, then fell to the
ground. He watched, amazed, afew moments later, when the proces-sion of the Do’ Urden army, patron
and son, soldiers and clerics, and the dow-moving line of two dozen drow zom-bies, made itsway back
home. They had logt, and left be-hind, nearly all of their dave fodder in the attack, but the line leaving the
wreckage of House DeVir was longer than the line that had comein earlier that night. The daves had
been replaced twofold by captured DeVir daves, and fifty,! or more of the DeVir common troops,
showing typica drow loydty, had willingly joined the attackers. These traitorous’ draw would be
interrogated-magicdly interrogated-by the Do’ Urden clericsto ensure their Sncerity.

They would pass the test to aone, Zak knew. Drow elves were creatures of survival, not of principle.
The soldierswould be given new identities and would be kept within the privacy of the Do’ Urden
compound for afew months, until thefal of House DeVir became an old and forgotten tale.




Zak did not follow immediately. Rather, he cut through the rows of mushroom trees and found a
secluded dell, where he plopped down on a patch of mossy carpet and! raised his gaze to the eterna
darkness of the cavern’s celling-and the eternd darkness of his existence.

It would have been prudent for him to remain silent at that time; he was an invader to the most powerful
section of the vagt city. He thought of the possible witnessesto hiswords, the same dark elves who had
watched thefal of House DeVir, who had wholeheartedly enjoyed the specta-cle. In the face of such
behavior and such carnage asthis night had seen, Zak could not contain his emotions. Hisla-ment came
out as a pleato some god beyond his experience.

"What placeisthisthat ismy world; what dark coil has my spirit embodied?’ he whispered the angry
disclamer that had aways been apart of him. "Inlight, | seemy skin asblack; in darkness, it glowswhite
in the heat of thisrage cannot dismiss.

"Would that | had the courage to depart, this place or thislife, or to stand openly against the wrongness
that isthe world of these, my kin. 1b seek an existence that does not run afoul to that which | believe,
and to that which | hold dear faith istruth.

"Zaknafein Do’ Urden, | am called, yet adrow | am not, by choice or by deed. Let them discover this
being that | am, then. Let them rain their wrath on these old shoulders already burdened by the

hopel essness of Menzoberranzan™ Ignoring the consequences, the weapon master rose to his feet and
ydled, " Menzoberranzan, what hell are you?’

A moment later, when no answer echoed back out of the quiet city, Zak flexed the remaining chill of
Briza swand from hisweary muscles. He found some comfort as he pat-ted the whip on his belt-the
ingtrument that had taken the tongue from the mouth of a matron mother.

Chapter 3

The Eyesof the Child

Masoj, the young apprentice-which at this point in his magic-using career meant that he was no more
than a clean-ing attendant-leaned on his broom and watched as Alton DeVir moved through the door
into the highest chamber of the spire. Maso] dmost felt sympathy for the student, who had to go in and
face the Faceless One.

Masoj felt excitement aswdll, though, knowing that the ensuing fireworks between Alton and the
faceless master would be well worth the watching. He went back to his sweeping, usng the broom asan
excuse to get farther around the curve of the room’ sfloor, closer to the door.




"Y ou requested my presence, Master Faceless One” Alton DeVir said again, keeping one hand in front
of hisface and sguinting to fight the brilliant glare of the room’ sthreelighted candles. Alton shifted
uncomfortably from one foot to the other just inside the shadowy room’ s door.

Hunched across the way, the Faceless One kept his back to the young DeVir. Better to be done with
this cleanly, the master reminded himself. He knew, though, that the spell he was now preparing would
kill Alton before the student could learn hisfamily’ sfate, before the Faceless One could fully complete
Dinin Do’ Urden’ sfind ingtructions. Tho much was at stake. Better to be done with thiscleanly.

"You..” Alton began again, but he prudently held hiswords and tried to sort out the Situation before
him. How unusud to be summoned to the private chambers of a mas-ter of the Academy before the
day’ s lessons had even begun.

When he had first received the summons, Alton feared that he had somehow failed one of hislessons,
That could be afa-tal mistakein Sorcere. Alton was close to graduation, but the disdain of asingle
master could put an end to that.

He had done quite well in hislessons with the Faceless One, had even believed that this mysterious
meagter favored him. Could thiscal be smply acourtesy of congratulations on hisimpending graduation?
Unlikely, Alton redlized againgt his hopes. Magters of the drow Academy did not of-ten congratul ate
sudents.

Alton then heard quiet chanting and noticed that the mas-ter wasin the midst of spellcasting. Something
cried out as very wrong to him now; something about thiswhole situa-tion did not fit the strict ways of the
Academy. Alton sat hisfeet firmly and tensed his muscles, following the advice of the motto that had

been drilled into the thoughts of every student at the Academy, the precept that kept drow elvesdiveina
society so devoted to chaos: Be prepared.

The doors exploded before him, showering the room with stone splinters and throwing Masoj back
agang thewadl. Hefdt the show well worth both the inconvenience and the new bruise on his shoulder
when Alton DeVir scrambled out of the room. The student’ s back and left arm trailed wisps of smoke,
and the most exquisite expression of terror and pain that Masoj had ever seen was etched on the DeVir
noble sface.

Alton stumbled to the floor and kicked into aroll, desper-ate to put some ground between himsdlf and
the murder-ous master. He made it down and around the descending arc of the room’ sfloor and through
the door that led into the next lower chamber just as the Faceless One made his appearance at the
sundered door.

The master stopped to spit acurse at hismisfire, and to consider the best way to replace his door.
"Cleanit up!” he sngpped at Masoj, who was again leaning casualy with his hands atop his broomstick
and his chin atop his hands.

Masoj obediently dropped his head and started sweeping the stone splinters. He looked up asthe




Faceless One stalked past, however, and cautioudy started after the master. Alton couldn’t possibly
escape, and this show would be too good to miss.

The third room, the Faceless One' s private library, was the brightest of the four in the spire, with dozens
of candles burning on each wall.

"Damn thislight!” Alton spat, sumbling hisway down through the dizzying blur to the door that led to
the Face-less One' sentry hall, the lowest room of the master’ s quar-ters. If he could get down from this
spire and outside of the tower to the courtyard of the Academy, he might be able to turn the momentum
againg the mader.

Alton’ sworld remained the darkness of Menzoberranzan, but the Faceless One, who had spent so
many decadesin the candlelight of Sorcere, had grown accustomed to using his eyes to see shades of
light, not hest.

The entry hall was cluttered with chairs and chests, but only one candle burned there, and Alton could
see clearly enough to dodge or leap any obstacles. He rushed to the door and grabbed the heavy latch. It
turned easily enough, but when Alton tried to shoulder through, the door did not budge and aburst of
sparkling blue energy threw him back to the floor.

"Cursethisplace” Alton spat. The porta was magicdly held. He knew aspell to open such enchanted
doors but doubted whether his magic would be strong enough to dis-pel the castings of a master. In his
haste and fear, the words of the dweomer floated through Alton’ s thoughtsin an un-decipherable jumble.

"Do not run, DeVir’ camethe Faceless One s cal from the previous chamber. Y ou only lengthen your
torment!”

" A curse upon you, too” Alton replied under his breath. Alton forgot about the stupid spell; it would
never cometo himin time. He glanced around the room for an option.

His eyes found something unusua hafway up the sdewall, in an opening between two large cabinets.
Alton scrambled back afew stepsto get a better angle but found himsdlf caught within the range of the
candlelight, within the deceptive field where his eyes registered both heat and light.

He could only discern that this section of thewall showed a uniform glow in the heat spectrum and that
its hue was subtly different from the stone of the wals. Another door-way? Alton could only hope his
guessto beright. He rushed back to the center of the room, stood directly across from the object, and
forced hiseyes away from the infrared spec-trum, fully back into the world of light.

Ashiseyes adjusted, what cameinto view both startled and confused the young DeVir. He saw no
doorway, nor any opening with another chamber behind it. What he looked upon was a reflection of
himsdlf, and aportion of the room he now stood in. Alton had never, in hisfifty-five years of life,
witnessed such a spectacle, but he had heard the mas-ters of Sorcere speak of these devices. It wasa
mirror.

A movement in the upper doorway of the chamber re-minded Alton that the Faceless One was amost
upon him. He couldn’t hesitate to ponder his options. He put his head down and charged the mirror.




Perhapsit was a teleportation door to another section of the city, perhaps asmple door to aroom
beyond. Or per-haps, Alton dared to imagine in those few desperate sec-onds, this was some interplanar
gate that would bring him into a strange and unknown plane of existence!

Hefdt thetingling excitement of adventure pulling him on as he neared the wondrous thing-then he felt
only theimpact, the shattering glass, and the unyielding ssonewal behind it.

Perhapsit wasjust amirror.

"Look at hiseyes’ Viernawhispered to Maya asthey ex-amined the newest member of House
Do’ Urden.

Truly the babe' s eyes were remarkable. Although the child had been out of the womb for lessthan an
hour, the pupils of his orbs darted back and forth inquigitively. While they showed the expected radiating
glow of eyes seeing into the infrared spectrum, the familiar redness wastinted by a shade of blue, giving
themaviolet hue.

"Blind?" wondered Maya. " Perhaps this one will be given to the Spider Queen till” Brizalooked back
to them anxioudy. Dark dvesdid not d-low children showing any physica deficiency tolive.

"Not blind” replied Vierna, passing her hand over the child and casting an angry glare a both of her
eager Sgers.

"Hefollowsmy fingers’

Maya saw that Viernaspoke the truth. She leaned closer to the babe, studying hisface and strange eyes.
"What do you see, Drizzt Do’ Urden?’ she asked softly, not in an act of gentleness toward the babe, but
so that she would not dis-turb her mother, resting in the chair at the head of the spi-der idal.

"What do you seethat the rest of us cannot?’ Glass crunched under Alton, digging deeper wounds as he
shifted hisweight in an effort to rise to hisfeet. What would it matter? he thought. "My mirror!” he heard
the Faceless One groan, and he looked up to see the outraged master towering over him.

How huge he seemed to Alton! How great and powerful, fully blocking the candldight from thislittle
acove between the cabinets, his form enhanced tenfold to the eyes of the hel pless victim by the mere
implications of his presence.

Alton then felt agooey substance floating down around him, detached webbing finding asticky hold on
the cabi. nets, on thewall, and on Alton. The young DeVir tried to legp up and roll away, but the
Faceless One' s spdll dready held him fast, trapped him asadirgit fly would be trapped in the strands of
aspider’shome.

"First my door” the Faceless One growled at him, ” and now this, my mirror! Do you know the pains|
suffered to acquire such arare device?’

Alton turned his head from side to Side, not in answer, but to free at least hisface from the binding
substance.

"Why did you not just stand still and let the deed be fin-ished cleanly?’ the Faceless One roared,
thoroughly dis-gusted. .




"Why?’ Alton liped, spitting some of the webbing from histhin lips. ”Why would you want to kill me?’

" Because you broke my mirror!” the Faceless One shot back.

It didn’t make any sense, of course-the mirror had only been shattered after theinitia attack-but to the
master, Al. ton supposed, it didn’t have to make sense. Alton knew his cause to be hopeless, but he
continued on in his efforts to dissuade his opponent.

Y ou know of my house, of House DeVir’ he said, indig-nant, " fourth in the city. Matron Ginafae will
not be pleased. A high priestess haswaysto learn the truth of such Stua-tions!”

"House DeVir?’ The Faceless One laughed. Perhaps the torments that Dinin Do’ Urden had requested
would bein line after dl. Alton had broken hismirror!

" Fourth house!” Alton spat.
" Foolish youth” the Faceless One cackled. "House DeVir is
no more-not fourth, not fifty-fourth, nothing”

Alton dumped, though the webbing did its best to hold his body erect. What could the master be
babbling about?

"They dl are dead” the Faceless One taunted. " Matron Ginafae sees L|oth more clearly this day”

Alton’' sexpression of horror pleased the disfigured master. ” All dead” he snarled one moretime. ” Except
for poor Alton, who lives on to hear of hisfamily’s misfortune. That oversight shal be remedied now!”
The Faceless Oneraised his handsto cast a spéll.

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

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

" Ah, you should betold” replied the Faceless One, obvi-oudy enjoying the Situation. ”| supposeitis
your right to know before you join your kin in the reelm of death” A smile widened across the opening
where hislips once had been.

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

The Faceless One' s chest jerked out suddenly, and he shuddered in convulsions, babbling cursesina
tongue far beyond the terrified sudent’ s comprehension. What vile spdll did this disfigured master have
prepared for him, so wretched that its chant sounded in an arcane language for-eign to learned Alton’s
ears, so unspeakably evil that. its se-manticsjerked on the very edge of its caster’ s control? The
Faceless One then fell forward to the floor and expired.

Stunned, Alton followed the line of the master’ s hood down to his back-to the tail of aprotruding dart.




Alton watched the poisoned thing asit continued to shudder from the body’ simpact, then he turned his
scan upward to the center of the room, where the young cleaning attendant stood calmly.

" Nice weapon, Faceless Onel” Masoj beamed, rolling atwo-handed, crafted crossbow over in his
hands. He threw awicked smile at Alton and fitted another dart.

Matron Mdice hoisted herself out of her chair and willed hersdlf to her feet. ” Out of the way!” she
snapped at her daughters.

Maya and Vierna scooted away from the spider idol and

the baby. ” See his eyes, Matron Mother” Viernadared to re-

mark. " They are so unusud”

Matron Mdice studied the child. Everything seemed in place, and agood thing, too, for Nafein,
elderboy of House Do’ Urden, was dead, and this boy, Drizzt, would have adif. ficult job replacing the
vauable son.

"Hiseyes’ Viernasaid again.

The matron shot her avenomous look but bent low to see what the fuss was about.

"Purple?” Mdice said, gartled. Never had she heard of such athing.

"Heisnot blind” Mayawas quick to put in, seeing the dis-dain spreading across her mother’ sface.

" Fetch the candle” Matron Malice ordered. " Let us see

how these eyes appear in theworld of light”

Mayaand Viernareflexively headed for the sacred cabi-net, but Briza cut them off. ”Only ahigh
priestess may touch the holy items’ she reminded them in atone that carried the weight of athrest. She
spun around haughtily, reached into the cabinet, and produced a single half-used red candle. Theclerics

hid their eyes and Matron Malice put a prudent hand over the baby’ s face as Brizalit the sacred candle.
It produced only atiny flame, but to drow eyesit came asabrilliant intrusion.

"Bring it” said Matron Malice after severa moments of ad-justing. Briza moved the candle near Drizzt,
and Malice gradudly did her hand away.

"Hedoesnot cry” Brizaremarked, amazed that the babe could quietly accept such astinging light.
" Purple again” whispered the matron, paying no heed to

her daughter’ srambling. ”In both worlds, the child' seyes

show aspurple’

Viernagasped audibly when she looked again upon her tiny brother and his striking lavender orbs.

"Heisyour brother” Matron Mdice reminded her, view-




ing Viernd sgasp asahint of what might come. ”When he
grows older and those eyes pierce you o, remember, on
your life, that heisyour brother”

Viernaturned away, amost blurting areply she would have regretted making. Matron Malice s exploits
with nearly every mae soldier of the Do’ Urden house-and many others that the seductive matron
managed to sneak away from other houses-were dmost legendary in Menzo-berranzan. Who was sheto
be spouting reminders of pru-dent and proper behavior? Viernabit her lip and hoped that neither Briza
nor Malice had been reading her thoughts at that moment.

In Menzoberranzan, thinking such gossip about a high priestess, whether or not it was true, got you
panfully exe-cuted.

Her mother’ s eyes narrowed, and Vierna thought she had been discovered. "Heisyoursto prepare’
Matron Malice said to her.

"Mayaisyounger” Viernadared to protest. ” | could attain

theleve of high priestessin but afew yearsif | may keep to

my sudies’

"Or never” the matron sternly reminded her. ” Thke the

child to the chapel proper. Wean him to words and teach

him all that he will need to know to properly serve asapage

prince of House Do’ Urden”

"I will seeto him” Briza offered, one hand subconscioudy

dipping to her snake-headed whip. "1 do so enjoy teaching

malestheir placein our world”

Maliceglared at her. ” Y ou are ahigh priestess. Y ou have other duties more important than
word-weaning amae child” Thento Vierna, she said, ” The babe isyours; do not disgppoint mein thig
Thelessons you teach Drizzt will rein-force your own understanding of our ways. Thisexercise at
"mothering’ will aid you in your quest to become ahigh priestess’ Shelet Viernatake amoment to view

the task in amore podgtive light, then her tone became unmistakably threstening once again. It may aid
you, but it surely can de-stroy you!”

Viernasighed but kept her thoughts silent. The chore that Matron Malice had dropped on her shoulders
would con-sumethe bulk of her timefor a least ten years. Viernadidn't like the prospects, she and this

purple-eyed child together for ten long years. The dternative, however, the wrath of Matron Malice
Do’ Urden, seemed aworsething by far.




Alton blew another web from his mouth. ”Y ou are just e boy, an apprentice’ he sammered. ”Why
would Y Ou-?’

"Kill him?” Masoj finished the thought. ”Not to save you, if that isyour hope’ He spat down at the
Faceless One' s body.

"L ook a me, aprince of the sixth house, a cleaning seward
for that wretched-”
"Hun'ett” Alton cut in. ”House Hun' ett is the sixth house”

The younger drow put afinger to pursed lips. "Wait” he remarked with awidening amile, an evil smile of
sarcasm.

"We are thefifth house now, 1 suppose, with DeVir wiped

out’

"Not yet!” Alton growled.

"Momentarily” Masoj assured him, fingering the cross-bow quarrdl.

Alton dumped even farther back in the web. 1b be killed by amaster was bad enough, but the indignity
of being shot down by aboy. . ..

”| suppose 1 should thank you” Masoj said. "1 had planned

to kill that one for many weeks’

"Why?" Alton pressed his new assailant. ”'Y ou would dare to kill amaster of Sorcere smply because
your family put you in servitudeto him?’

" Because he would snub me!” Masoj yelled. ” Four years 1 have daved for him, that back end of a
carrion crawler. Cleaned hisboots. Prepared salve for his disgusting face!

Wasit ever enough? Not for that one” He spat at the corpse
again and continued, talking more to himsdlf than to the
trapped student. ” Nobles aspiring to wizardry have the ad-
vantage of being trained as apprentices before they reach
the proper age for entry into Sorcere”

"Of coursg” Alton said. 1 mysdlf trained under-"

”He meant to keep me out of Sorcere!” Masoj rambled, ig-

noring Alton atogether. "He\' Jould have forced meinto




Meee-Magthere, thefighters schoal, instead. The fighters
school! My twenty-fifth birthday is only two weeks avay”
Masoj looked up, as though he suddenly remembered that he was not alone in the room.

"I knew 1 must kill him” he continued, now speaking di-rectly to Alton. ” Then you come dong and
makeit al so con-venient. A student and master killing each other in afight?

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

"Wait!” cried Alton. "Kill meto what gain?’

" Alibi”

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

"Explain; said Masoj, who, admittedly, wasin no particu-lar hurry. The Faceless One was ahigh-level
wizard; the webs weren't going anywhere anytime soon.

"Freeme’ Alton said earnedtly.

” Can you be as stupid as the Faceless One proclaimed you?’
Alton took the insult stoically-the kid had the crossbow.

" Free me s0 that | may assume the Faceless On€e' sidentity”
he explained. " The death of a master arouses suspicion, but
if no master isbelieved dead. .

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

"Burnit’ said Alton, his desperate plan coming fully into focus. " Let it be Alton DeVir. House DeVir is
no more, so there will be no retaliation, no questions” Masoj seemed skeptical.

"The Faceless One was practicaly ahermit” Alton rea-

soned. ”And | am near to graduation; certainly | can handle

the smple chores of basic teaching after thirty years of

gudyn




"Andwhat ismy gan?’

Alton gawked, nearly burying himsdf in webbing, asif

the answer were obvious. ” A master in Sorcereto call men-

tor. One who can ease your way through your years of

sudy”

" And onewho can dispose of awitnessat his earliest con-venience’” Masoj added dyly.
” And what then would be my gain?” Alton shot back. ”Th

anger House Hun' ett, fifth in dl the city, and | with no family

at my back? No, young Mas01 | am not as stupid as the Face-

|ess One named me’

Masoj ticked along and pointed fingernail againgt his teeth and considered the possibilities. An dly
among the masters of Sorcere? Thisheld possihilities.

Another thought popped into Masoj’ s mind, and he pulled open the cabinet to Alton’s side and began
rummaging through the contents. Alton flinched when he heard some ceramic and glass containers

crashing together, thinking of the components, possibly even completed potions, that might belost by the
apprentice’ s carel essness. Perhaps Melee-Magthere would be a better choice for this one, he thought.

A moment later, though, the younger drow regppeared, and Alton remembered that he wasin no
position to make such judgments.

"Thisismine’ Masoj demanded, showing Alton asmall
black object: aremarkably detailed onyx figurine of a hunt-
ing panther. ” A gift from adenizen of the lower planesfor
somehdp | gaveto him”

Y ou aided such acreature?’ Alton had to ask, finding it difficult to believe that a mere gpprentice had
the resources necessary to even survive an encounter with such an un-predictable and mighty foe.

"The Faceless One-” Masoj kicked the corpse again-
"took the credit and the statue, but they are mine! Every-
thing e'sein herewill go to you, of course. | know the

meagica dweomers of most and will show you what iswhat”




Brightening at the hope that he would indeed survive this dreadful day, Alton cared little about the
figurine at that moment. All he wanted was to be freed of the webs so that he could find out the truth of
his house' sfate. Then Masoj, ever a confusing young drow, turned suddenly and started away.

"Where areyou going?’ Alton asked.

"to get the acid’

"Acid?’ Alton hid his panic well, though he had aterrible fedling that he understood what Masoj meant
to do.

Y ou want the disguise to appear authentic” Masoj ex-
plained matter-of-factly. ” Otherwise, it would not be much
of adisguise. We should take advantage of the web whileit
lasts. It will hold you ill”

"No” Alton started to protest, but Masoj whedled on him, the evil grin wide on hisface.
"It does seem abit of pain, and alot of troubleto go
through” Masoj admitted. ”'Y ou have no family and will find
no aliesin Sorcere, since the Faceless One was so despised
by the other masters’ He brought the crossbow up level
with Alton’s eyes and fitted another poisoned dart. ” Per-
haps you would prefer death”

" Get theacid!” Alton cried.

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

"Revenge’ Alton sneered, the sheer wrath of histone set-ting the confident Masoj on hishedls. ” Y ou
have not learned this yet-though you will, my young student-but nothing in life gives more purpose than
the hunger for revenge!”

Masoj lowered the bow and eyed the trapped drow with
respect, amost fear. Still, the gpprentice Hun' ett could not
gopreciate the gravity of Alton’'s proclamation until Alton
reiterated, thistime with an eager smileon hisface, " Get the

a:idﬂ




Chapter 4

TheFirst House

Four cycles of Narbonde-four days-later, aglowing blue disk floated up the mushroom-lined stone path
to the spider-covered gate of House Do’ Urden. The sentries watched it from the windows of the two
outer towers and from the compound as it hovered patiently three feet off the ground. Word cameto the
ruling family only seconds|ater.

"What can it be?’ Briza asked Zaknafein when she, the wegpon master, Dinin, and Maya assembled on
the balcony of the upper levd.

”A summons?’ Zak asked as much as answered. "Wewill not know until we investigate” Zak stepped
up on therail-ing and out into the empty air, then levitated down to the compound floor. Briza motioned
to Maya, and the youngest Do’ Urden daughter followed Zak.

"It bears the standard of House Baenre” Zak called up af-ter he had moved closer. He and Maya
opened the large gates, and the disk dipped in, showing no hostile move-ments.

" Baenre’ Brizarepeated over her shoulder, down the house' s corridor to where Matron Malice and
Rizzen waited.

"It seemsthat you are requested in audience, Matron Mother” Dinin put in nervoudly.

Malice moved out to the balcony, and her husband obedi-ently followed.

" Do they know of our attack?’ Brizaasked in the silent code, and every member of House Do’ Urden,
noble and commoner alike, shared that unpleasant thought. House DeVir had been iminated only afew

daysbefore, and acaling card from the First Matron Mother of Menzoberran-zan could hardly be
viewed as a coincidence.

" Every house knows’ Madlice replied doud, not believing the sllence to be a necessary precaution within
the bounda-ries of her own complex. ”Isthe evidence againgt us so over-wheming that the ruling council
will beforced to action?” She stared hard at Briza, her dark eyes dternating between the red glow of
infravision and the deep green they showed in the auraof normal light. " That is the question we must
ask” Malice stepped up onto the balcony, but Briza grabbed the back of her heavy black robe to stay
her.

Y ou do not mean to go with thething?’ Briza asked.

Mdice sanswering look showed even more startlement.




" Of course” shereplied. "Matron Baenre would not openly

cal upon meif she meant me harm. Even her power isnot

S0 greet that she can ignore the tenets of the city”

"Y ou are certain that you will be safe?’” Rizzen asked, truly concerned. If Mdice waskilled, Brizawould
take over the house, and Rizzen doubted that the eldest daughter would want any male by her sde. Even
if the vicious female did de-sire apatron, Rizzen would not want to be the one in that position. He was
not Briza sfather, was not even as old as Briza. Clearly, the present patron of the house had alot at
stakein Matron Malice s continued good hedlth.

"Y our concern touches me” Madlice replied, knowing her husband’ strue fears. She pulled out of Brizal's
grasp and stepped off therailing, straightening her robes as she dowly descended. Briza shook her head
disdainfully and motioned Rizzen to follow her back ingde the house, not thinking it wise that the bulk of
the family be so exposed to unfriendly eyes.

"Do you want an escort?’ Zak asked as Malice sat on the disk.

"l am certain that | will find one as soon as| am beyond the

perimeter of our compound” Malicereplied. "Matron

Baenre would not risk exposing meto any danger whilel

am in the care of her house”

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

”If one was wanted, two diskswould have floated in” Md. ice sad in atone of findity. The matron was
beginning to find the concerns of those around her stifling. She was the matron mother, after dl, the
strongest, the oldest, and the wisest, and did not appreciate others second-guessing her. To thedisk,
Malice said, " Execute your appointed task, and et us be done with it!”

Zak nearly snickered at Malice s choice of words.

"Matron Mdice Do’ Urden” came amagica voicefrom the

disk, "Matron Baenre offers her greetings. Tho long hasiit

been since last you two have sat in audience”

"Never” Mdice signaled to Zak. " Then take me to House Baenre!” Malice demanded. "I do not wish to
waste my time conversing with amagical mouth!” Apparently, Matron Baenre had anticipated Mdice' s
impatience, for without an. other word, the disk floated back out of the Do’ Urden com. pound.

Zak shut the gate asit | eft, then quickly signaed his sok diersinto motion. Mdlice did not want any open
company, but the Do’ Urden spy network would covertly track every movement of the Baenre ded, to

the very gates of the ruling house' s grand compound.

Malice s guess about an escort was correct. As soon as the disk swept down from the pathway to the




Do’ Urden com-pound, twenty soldiers of House Baenre, dl female, moved out from concealment along
the sdes of the boulevard. They formed a defensive diamond around the guest matron mother. The guard
at each point of the formation wore black robes emblazoned on the back with li large purple-and-red
Spider design-the robes of ahigh priestess.

" Baenre' sown daughters’ Malice mused, for only the daughters of anoble could attain such arank.
How careful the First Matron Mother had been to ensure Malice' s safety on thetrip!

Saves and drow commonerstripped over themsalvesin afrantic effort to get far out of the way of the
approaching entourage as the group made its way through the curving streets toward the mushroom
grove. The soldiers of House Baenre a one wore their house insigniain open view, and no one wanted to
invoke the anger of Matron Baenrein any way.

Malicejust rolled her eyesin dishelief and hoped that she might know such power before she died.

Sherolled her eyes again afew minuteslater, when the group approached the ruling house. House
Baenre encom-passed twenty tal and maestic stalagmites, dl intercon-nected with gracefully sweeping
and arching bridges and parapets. Magic and faeriefire glowed from athousand sep-arate scul ptures and
ahundred regdly adorned guardsmen paced about in perfect formations.

Even more griking were the inverse structures, the thirty smaller staactites of House Baenre. They hung
down from the celling of the cavern, their roots lost in the high dark-ness. Some of them connected
tip-to-tip with the sdagmite mounds, while others hung fredly like poised spears. Ring-ing ba conies,
curving up like the edging of a screw, had been built dong the length of dl of these, glowing with an
overabundance of magic and highlighted design.

Magic, too, was the fence that connected the bases of the outer stlalagmites, encircling the whole of the
compound. It was agiant web, slver againgt the genera blue of the rest of the outer compound. Some
sad it had been agift from Lloth hersdlf, with iron-strong strands asthick asadrow df’sarm. Anything
touching Baenre sfence, even the sharpest of drow weapons, would smply stick fast until the matron
mother willed thefenceto let it free.

Malice and her escorts moved straight toward asymmet-rical and circular section of thisfence, between
thetallest of the outer towers. Asthey neared, the gate spiraed and wound out, leaving agap large
enough for the caravan to step through.

Madlice sat through it dl, trying to gppear unimpressed.

Hundreds of curious soldiers watched the procession as it madeitsway to the centra structure of House
Baenre, the great purple-glowing chapel dome. The common soldiers|eft the entourage, leaving only the
four high priestessesto: escort Matron Mdiceinside.

The sights beyond the great doorsto the chapd did not disappoint her. A central atar dominated the
place with arow of benches spiraling out in savera dozen circuits to the perimeter of the great hall.

1V 0’0 thousand drow could st there with room to stretch. Statues and idols too numerous to count
stood dl about the place, glowing in aquiet black light. In the air high above the atar loomed a gigantic
glow-ing image, ared-and-black illusion that dowly and contin-ually shifted between the forms of a
spider and abeautiful drow femade.

” A work of Gomph, my principa wizard” Matron Baenre explained from her perch on the dtar,
guessing that Malice, like everyone else who ever came to Chapel Baenre, was awestruck by the sight.




" Even wizards have ther place’ ” Aslong asthey remember their place” Mdicereplied;;::
dipping down from the now stationary disk.

" Agreed” said Matron Baenre. "Ma es can get so presump-

tuous at times} especidly wizardd Still, | wish that | had

Gomph at my side more often these days. He has been ap-

pointed Archmage of Menzoberranzan, you know, and

seems adways at work on Narbonde or some other such

tasks’

Malice just nodded and held her tongue. Of course, she knew that Baenre' s son was the city’ s chief
wizard. Every-body knew. Everybody knew, too, that Baenre' s daughter Triel wasthe Matron Mistress
of the Academy, aposition of honor in Menzoberranzan second only to the title of ma-tron mother of an
individual family. Malice had little doubt that M atron Baenre would somehow work that fact into the
conversation before too long.

Before Malice took a step toward the stairsto the atar, her newest escort stepped out from the
shadows. Madlice scowled openly when she saw the thing, acreature known as anillithid, amind flayer.
It stood about six feet tall, fully afoot taller than Malice, most of the difference being the re-sult of the
creature’ s enormous head. Glistening with dime, he head resembled an octopus with pupil-less, milky
white eyes.

Madlice composed hersdf quickly. Mind flayers were not mknown in Menzoberranzan, and rumors said
that one 1ad befriended Matron Baenre. These creatures, though, nore intelligent and more evil than even
the drow, dmost llwaysinspired shudders of revulsion.

"You may cal him Methil” Matron Baenre explained. ” His true name is beyond my pronunciation. Heis
afriend!”

Before Malice could reply, Baenre added, ” Of course, Methil gives me the advantage in our discussion,
and you are not accustomed to illithids!” Then, as Mdice' s mouth drooped open in disbelief, Matron
Baenre dismissed theil. ithid.

"Y ou read my thought” Malice protested. Few could ingin. Jate themselves through the mentd barriers
of ahigh priestesswell enough to read her thoughts, and the practice was acrime of the highest order in
drow society.

"No!” Matron Baenre explained, immediately on the de-fensive. ”Y our pardon, Matron Mdice. Methil
reads thoughts, even the thoughts of ahigh priestess, aseasly asyou or | hear words. He communicates
telepathicaly. On my word, | did not even redlize that you had not yet spoken your thoughts!”

Malice waited to watch the creature depart the great hall, then walked up the stepsto the dtar. In spite
of her effortslgainst the action, she could not help peeking up at the transforming spider-and-drow image
every now and then.




"How fares House Do’ Urden?” Matron Baenre asked, Feigning politeness.

"Wl enough” replied Mdice, moreinterested at that mo-ment in studying her counterpart thanin
conversing. They were done atop the dtar, though no doubt a dozen or so clerics wandered through the
shadows of the great hall, keeping awatchful eye on the Situation.

Mdice had dl that she could handlein hiding her con-tempt for Matron Baenre. Maice was old, nearly
five hun-dred, but Matron Baenre was ancient. Her eyes had seen the rise and fdl of amillennium, by
some accounts, though drow rardly lived past their seventh-and certainly not their eighth-century. While
drow normaly did not show their age-Malice was as beautiful and vibrant now as she had been on her
one-hundredth birthday-Matron Baenre was withered and worn. The wrinkles surrounding her mouth
resembled a spider’ sweb, and she could hardly keep the heavy lids of her eyes from dropping
atogether. Matron Baenre should be dead, Mdice noted, but still shelives.

Matron Baenre, seeming so beyond her time of life, was pregnant, and duein only afew weeks.

In this aspect, too, Matron Baenre defied the norm of the dark elves. She had given birth twenty times,
twice as often as any othersin Menzoberranzan, and fifteen of those she bore were femde, everyonea
high priestess Thn of Baenre' s children were older than Malice!

"How many soldiers do you now command?’ Matron Baenre asked, leaning closer to show her interest.
"Three hundred” Mdlicereplied.

”Oh,” mused the withered old drow, pursing afinger to

her lips. ”1 had heard the count at three-hundred fifty”

Mdice grimaced in spite of hersdlf. Baenre was teasing her, referring to the soldiers House Do’ Urden
had added initsraid on House DeVir:

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

” And House Baenre holds a thousand?’ Malice asked for no better reason than to keep hersdlf on even
termsin the discusson.

" That has been our number for many years’

Malice wondered again why this old decrepit thing was still aive. Surely more than one of Baenre's
daughters as-pired to the position of matron mother. Why hadn’t they conspired and finished Matron
Baenre off? Or why hadn’t any of them, somein the later stages of life, struck out on their own to form
separate houses, as was the norm for no-ble daughters when they passed their fifth century? While they
lived under Matron Baenre srule, their children would not even be considered nobles but would be
relegated to the ranks of the commoners.

"Y ou have heard of the fate of House DeVir?’ Matron Baenre asked directly, growing astired of the
hestant small talk as her counterpart.

”Of what house?’ Madlice asked pointedly. At thistime, there was no such thing asHouse DeVir in




Menzoberran-zan. 1b drow reckoning, the house no longer existed; the house never existed.

Matron Baenre cackled. " Of course” shereplied. ”Y ou are matron mother of the ninth house now. That
Isquite an honor!’

Malice nodded. " But not as great an honor as matron mother of the eighth house!’

"Yes’ agreed Baenre, ”but ninth isonly one position awvay from a seat on the ruling council’

"That would be an honor indeed” Mdice replied. She was beginning to understand that Baenre was not
samply teasing her, but was congratulating her aswell, and prodding her on to grester glories. Mdice
brightened at the thought. Baenre wasin the highest favor of the Spider Queen. If she was pleased with

House Do’ Urden’ s ascension, then so was Lloth.

”Not as much of an honor asyou would believe’ said Baenre. ”We are agroup of meddling old females,
gathering every so often to find new waysto put our handsinto placesthey do not belong!’

"The city recognizesyour rule!’

"Doesit have achoice?’ Bagnre laughed. " Still, drow busi-nessis better |eft to the matron mothers of
theindividua houses. Lloth would not stand for apresiding council exact-jng anything that even remotely
resembled total rule. Do you not believe that House Baenre would have conquered dl of
Menzoberranzan long ago if that was the Spider Queen’ swill?’

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

”Not now, of course’” Matron Baenre explained. " The city istoo large for such an action in thisage. But
long ago, be-fore you were even born, House Baenre would not have found such a conquest difficult.

But that is not our way.

LIoth encourages diversity. Sheis pleased that houses stand

to balance each other, ready to fight beside each other in

times of common need” She paused amoment and let a
smile appear on her wrinkled lips. ” And ready to pounce
upon any that fal out of her favor”

Another direct reference to House DeVir, Malice noted, thistime directly connected to the Spider
Queen’spleasure. Malice eased out of her angry posture and found the rest of her discussion-fully two
hours long-with Matron Baenre quite enjoyable.

Still, when she was back on the disk and floating out through the compound, past the grandest and
strongest housein al of Menzoberranzan, Maice was not smiling. In the face of such an open display of
power, she could not for-get that Matron Baenre' s purpose in summoning her had been twofold: to
privately and cryptically congratulate her on her perfect coup, and to vividly remind her not to get too
ambitious.

Chapter 5




For fivelong years Vierna devoted d most every waking moment to the care of baby Drizzt. In drow
society, thiswas not so much anurturing time as an indoctrinating time. The child hed to learn basic
motor and language skills, asdid children of dl theintelligent races, but adrow df dso had to be grilled
on the precepts that bound the chaotic society together.

In the case of amale child such as Drizzt, Vierna spent hour after endless hour reminding him that he was
inferior to the drow femaes. Snceadmost al of this portion of Drizzt’ slife was spent in the family chapd,
he encountered no males except during times of communa worship. Even when dl in the house gathered
for the unholy ceremonies, Drizzt remained sllent a Vierna s Sde, with his gaze obedi-ently on thefloor.

When Drizzt was old enough to follow commands, Vierna' sworkload lessened. Still, she spent many
hours teaching her younger brother-presently they were work-ing on the intricate facid, hand, and body
movements of the silent code. Often, though, she just set Drizzt about the endless task of cleaning the
domed chapel. The room was bardly afifth the sze of the great hal in House Baenre, but it could hold dll
the dark elves of House Do’ Urden with a hundred seatsto spare.

Being awean-mother was not so bad now, Viernathought, but still she wished that she could devote
more of her timeto her studies. If Matron Malice had appointed Mayato the task of rearing the child,
Viernamight dready have been ordained as ahigh priestess. Viernatill had an-other five yearsin her
dutieswith Drizzt; Mayamight attain high priestesshood before her!

Viernadismissed that possibility. She could not afford to worry about such problems.She would finish
her tenure as wean-mother in just afew short years. On or around his tenth birthday, Drizzt would be
gppointed page prince of the family and would serve dl the household equdly. If her work with Drizzt did
not disappoint Matron Mdice, Viernaknew that she would get her due.

"Go up thewdl.” Viernaingructed. ” Tend to that statue.” She pointed to a sculpture of a naked drow
female about twenty feet from the floor. Y oung Drizzt looked up at it, con-fused. He couldn’t possibly
climb up to the scul pture and wipeit clean while holding any secure perch. Drizzt knew the high price of
disobedience, though-even of hesitation-and he reached up, searching for hisfirst hand-hold.

"Not likethat!” Vierna scolded.

"How?" Drizzt dared to ask, for he had no idea of what his Sster was hinting &t.

"Will yoursdlf up to the gargoyle” Viernaexplained.

Drizzt' ssmdl face crinkled in confusion.

"Y ou are anoble of House Do’ Urden!” Viernashouted at him. ” Or at least you will one day earn that
distinction. In your neck-purse you possess the emblem of the house, an item of considerable magic”
Viernagtill wasn't certain if Drizzt was ready for such atask; levitation was a high mani-festation of innate

drow magic, certainly more difficult that limning objectsin faerie fire or summoning globes of dark-ness.
The Do’ Urden emblem heightened these innate powers of drow elves, magic that usually emerged asa




drow matured. Whereas most drow nobles could summon the magica energy to levitate once every day
or 50, the no-bles of House Do’ Urden, with their insigniatool, could do so repeatedly.

Normaly, Viernawould never havetried thisonamale
child younger than ten, but Drizzt had shown her so much
potentid in the last couple of yearsthat she saw no harmin
the attempt. ” Just put yoursdlf in line with the statue’ she
explained, ”and will yoursef toriseg’

Drizzt looked up at the femae carving, then lined hisfeet just out in front of the thing’sangled and
ddicate face. He put ahand to his collar, trying to attune himsdf to the em-blem. He had sensed before
that the magic coin possessed some type of power, but it was only araw sensation, achild’ sintuition.
Now that Drizzt had some focus and confir-mation to his suspicions, he clearly fdt the vibrations of
meagicd energy.

A series of deep breaths cleared distracting thoughts from the young drow’ s mind. He blocked out the
other sghts of the room; dl he saw wasthe Satue, the destina-tion. Hefelt himsdf grow lighter, hisheds
went up, and then he was on one toe, though he felt no weight upon it. Drizzt looked over & Vierna, his
smilewide in amazement . . . then he tumbled to a heap.

"Foolish mae!” Viernascolded. " 1ry again! 1ry athousand timesif you must!” She reached for the
snake-headed whip on her bdt. ”If youfall, . .”

Drizzt looked away from her, cursing himself. His own elation had caused the spell to falter. He knew
that he could do it now, though, and he was not afraid of being beaten. He concentrated again on the
sculpture and let the magical en-ergy gather within his body.

Vierna, too, knew that Drizzt would eventudly succeed. His mind was keen, as sharp asany Viernahad
ever known, including those of the other females of House Do’ Urden. The child was stubborn, too;
Drizzt would not |et the magic defeat him. She knew he would stand under the sculpture until he fainted
from hunger if need be.

Viernawatched him go through a series of small suc-cesses and failures, the last one dropping Drizzt
from aheight of nearly ten feet. Viernaflinched, wondering if hewas serioudy hurt. Drizzt, whatever his
wounds, did not even cry out but moved back into position and started con-centrating dlover again.

"Heisyoung for that” came acomment from behind Vierna. Sheturned in her seat to see Brizastanding
over lher, acustomary scowl on the older sster’ sface.

" Perhaps’ Viernareplied, ”but Il not know until | let him

try
"Whip himwhen hefalls’ Brizasuggested, pulling her

crud six-headed instrument from her belt. She gave the




whip aloving look-asiif it were some sort of pet-and let a
snake' s head writhe about her neck and face. ” Inspiration”
"Put it away” Viernaretorted. " Drizzt ismineto rear, and | need no help from you!”

Y ou should watch how you speak to ahigh priestess,” Brizawarned, and al of the snake heads,
extensgons of her thoughts, turned menacingly toward Vierna

" AsMatron Malice will watch how you interfere with my tasks’” Viernawas quick to reply.
Brizaput her whip away at the mention of Matron Malice.

"Your tasks’ she echoed scornfully. Y ou are too yielding for such achore. Mae children must be
disciplined; they must ? be taught their place” Redlizing that Vierna sthreat held dir consequences, the
older sgter turned and left. Vlernalet BrlZa have thelast word. The wean-mother looked back to
Drizzt, ill trying to get up to the statue. " Enough!” she ordered, recognizing that the child wastir-ing; he
could barely get hisfeet off the ground.

"I will doit!” Drizzt snapped back at her.

Viernaliked his determination, but not the tone of hisre-ply. Perhaps there was sometruth to Briza's
words. Viernasnapped the snake-headed whip from her bt. A little inspi-ration might go along way.

Viernasat in the chapel the next day, watching Drizzt hard at work polishing the slatue of the naked
femde. He had levitated the full twenty feet in hisfirg attempt thisday.

Viernacould not help but be disappointed when Drizzt did not ook back to her and smile at the
success. She saw him now, hovering up intheair, hishands a blur as they worked the brushes. Most
vividly of al, though, Viernasaw the scars on her brother’ s naked back, the legacy of their "inspirationa”
discussion. In theinfrared spectrum, the whip lines showed clearly, trails of warmth where theinsu-lating
layers of skin had been stripped away.

Viernaunderstood the gain in beating achild, particularly amae child. Few drow maesever rased a
weapon againgt afemae, unless under the order of some other female. "How much do welose?” Vierna
wondered doud. ”What more could one such as Drizzt become?’

When she heard the words spoken aoud, Viernaquickly brushed the blasphemous thoughts from her
mind. She as-pired to become a high priestess of the Spider Queen, LIoth the Merciless. Such thoughts
were not in accord with the rules of her station. She cast an angry glare on her little brother, transferring
her guilt, and again took out her in-strument of punishment.

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

So the relationship continued for another five years, with Drizzt learning the basic lessons of lifein drow
society while endlessly cleaning the chapdl of House Do’ Urden. Be-yond the supremacy of female drow
(alesson dways accen-tuated by the wicked snake-headed whip), the most compelling lessons were
those concerning the surface eves, the faeries. Evil empires often bound themsealvesin webs of hate
toward fabricated enemies, and none in the history of the world were better at it than the drow. From the
first day they were able to understand the spoken word, drow children were taught that whatever was
wrong in their lives could be blamed on the surface elves.




Whenever thefangs of Vierna swhip diced into Drizzt' s back, he cried out for the death of afaerie.
Conditioned ha. tred wasrarely arationd emation.

Part 2
The Weapon Master
Empty hours, empty days.

| find that | have few memories of that first period of my - life, those first sixteen yearswhen | labored as
aservant. Minutes blended into hours, hoursinto days, and so on, un-til the whole of it seemed onelong
and barren moment. Sev-era times | managed to sneak out onto the balcony of House Do’ Urden and
look out over the magical lights of Menzober-ranzan. On dl of those secret journeys, | found mysdlf
en-tranced by the growing, and then dissipating, heat-light of Narbonde, the time-clock pillal: Looking
back on that now, on those long hours watching the glow of thewizard' sfire dowly walk itsway up and
then down the pillar; | am amazed at the emptiness of my early days.

| clearly remember my excitement, tingling excitement, each time | got out of the house and set mysdlf
into pogition to observethe pillal: Such asmplething it was, yet so fulfill. ing compared to therest of my
existence.

Whenever | hear the crack of awhip, another memory-more a sensation than amemory actualy-sendsa
shiver through my spine. The shocking jolt and the ensuing numb-ness from those snake-headed

weapons is not something that any person would soon forget. They bite under your skin, sending waves
of magica energy through your body, waves that make your muscles snagp and pull beyond their limits.

Yet | wasluckier than most. My sister Viernawas near to becoming a high priestess when shewas
assigned the task of rearing me and was at aperiod of her life where she pos-sessed far more energy
than such ajob required. Perhaps, then, there was more to those first ten years under her care than | now
recall. Viernanever showed the intense wicked-ness of our mother-oJ; more particularly; of our oldest
Sster Briza. Perhaps there were good timesin the solitude of the house chape!; it ispossiblethat Vierna
alowed amore gentle side of hersdlf to show through to her baby brothel:

Maybe not. Even though | count Viernaasthe kindest of my ssters, her words drip in the venom of
Uoth as surely asthose of any cleric in Menzoberranzan. 1t seems unlikely that she would risk her
aspirations toward high priestes-shood for the sake of amere child, amere mae child.

Whether there were indeed joysin those years, obscured in the unrelenting assault of Menzoberranzan's
wicked-ness, or whether that earliest period of my life was even more painful than the years that
followed-s0 painful that my mind hides the memories-| cannot be certain. For dl my efforts, | cannot
remember them.

| have moreingght into the next six years, but the most prominent recollection of the days | spent serving
the court of Matron Mdlice-aside from the secret trips outside the house-is the image of my own feet.

A page princeis never alowed to raise his gaze.

-Drizzt Do’ Urden




Chapter 6

"Two-Hands’

Drizzt promptly answered the call to his matron mother’ s Side, not needing the whip Briza used to hurry
himaong. How often he had felt the sting of that dreaded weapon! Drizzt hed no thoughts of revenge
agang hisvicious oldest sster. With dl of the conditioning he had received, he feared the consequences
of striking her-or any femae-far too much to entertain such notions.

" Do you know what this day marks?’ Mdice asked him ashe arrived at the side of her great thronein
the chapel’ s darkened anteroom.

"No, Matron Mother” Drizzt answered, unconscioudy keeping his gaze on histoes. A resigned sigh rose
in histhroat as he noticed the unending view of hisown feet. There had to be moreto life than blank
stone and ten wig. gling toes, he thought.

He dipped one foot out of hislow boot and began doodling on the stone floor. Body heat |eft

discernable tracingsin the infrared spectrum, and Drizzt was quick and agile enough to complete smple
drawings before theinitia lines had cooled.

” Sixteen years’ Matron Mdice said to him. ”Y ou have
breathed the air of Menzoberranzan for Sixteen years. An
important period of your life has passed”

Drizzt did not react, did not see any importance or signifi-
cance to the declaration. Hislife was an unending and un-
changing routine. One day, Sixteen years, what difference

did it make? If his mother considered important the things

he had been put through since his earliest recollections,

Drizzt shuddered to think of what the next decades might hold.

He had nearly completed his picture of around-shouldered drow-Briza-being bitten on the behind by an
€normous viper.

"Look at me’ Matron Maice commanded.




Drizzt felt at aloss. His natura tendency once had been to ook upon a person with whom he was
talking, but Briza had wasted no time in beating that ingtinct out of him. The place of a page prince was
sarvitude, and the only eyes apage prince' s were worthy of meeting were those of the creatures that
scurried across the stone floor-except the eyes of aspider, of course; Drizzt had to avert his gaze
whenever one of the eight-legged things crawled into his vi-son. Spiders were too good for the likes of a

page prince.
"Look at me’ Madlice said again, her tone hinting at volatile impatience. Drizzt had witnessed the

explosons before, awrath so incredibly vile that it swept aside anything and everything inits path. Even
Briza, so pompous and crud, ran for hiding when the matron mother grew angry.

Drizzt forced his gaze up tentatively, scanning his moth-er’ s black robes, using the familiar spider pattern
along the garment’ s back and sides to judge the angle of his gaze. He fully expected, asevery inch
passed, asmack on hishead, or alashing on his back-Brizawas behind him, always with her
snake-headed whip near her anxious hand.

Then he saw her, the mighty Matron Malice Do’ Urden, her heat-sensing eyesflashing red and her face
cool, not flushed with angry heat. Drizzt kept tense, still expecting a punishing blow.

"Y our tenure as page princeis ended” Malice explained.

Y ou are secondboy of House Do’ Urden now and are ac-

corded al the. . *

Drizzt’ s gaze unconscioudy dipped back to thefloor.

"Look a me!” his mother screamed in sudden rage.

Terrified, Drizzt snapped his gaze back to her face, which now was glowing a hot red. On the edge of
hisvison he saw the wavering heat of Mdice s swinging hand, though he was not foolish enough to try to

dodge the blow. He was on the floor then, the side of his face bruised.

Eveninthefdl, though, Drizzt was dert and wise enough to keep his gaze locked on to that of Matron
Mdice.

"No more aservant!” the matron mother roared. " Th con-tinue acting like one would bring disgrace to
our family” She grabbed Drizzt by the throat and dragged him roughly to hisfest.

" If you dishonor House Do’ Urden” she promised, her face an inch from his, "I will put needlesinto your
purple eyes”

Drizzt didn’t blink. Inthe Six years Snce Vierna had rdin-quished care of him, putting him into genera
sarvitudeto dl the family, he had come to know Matron Mdice well enough to understand dl of the
subtle connotations of her threats. She was his mother-for whatever that was worth-but Drizzt did not
doubt that she would enjoy stick. ing needlesin hiseyes.

"Thisoneisdifferent” Viernasad, ”in more than the

shade of hiseyes’




"Inwhat way, then?” Zaknafein asked, trying to keep his curiosity at aprofessond level. Zak had
aways liked Vierna better than the others, but she recently had been ordained a high priestess, and had
since become too eager for her own good.

Vierna dowed the pace of her gait-the door to the

chapd’ s antechamber wasin sight now. ” It ishard to say”

sheadmitted. " Drizzt isasintdligent asany maechild |

have ever known; he could levitate by the age of five. Y e, &f.

ter he became the page prince, it took weeks of punishment

to teach him the duty of keeping his gazeto thefloor, asif

such asmple act ran unnaturally counter to his congtitu-

tion”

Zaknafein paused and let Viernamove ahead of him. ”Un-natura?’ he whispered under his bregth,
congdering the implications of Vierna s observations. Unusua, perhaps, for adrow, but exactly what

Zaknafein would expect-and hope for-from a child of hisloins.

He moved behind Viernainto the lightless anteroom. Mal-ice, asaways, sat in her throne at the head of

the spider idal, but dl the other chairsin the room had been moved to the walls, even though the entire
family was present. Thiswasto be aforma meeting, Zak redlized, for only the ma-tronmother was
accorded the comfort of a seat.

"Matron Mdice’ Viernabegan in her most reverent voice,
”| present to you Zaknafein, as you requested”

Zak moved up beside Vierna and exchanged nods with Malice, but he was more intent on the youngest
Do’ Urden, standing naked to the waist at the matron mother’ sside.

Malice held up one hand to silence the others, then mo-tioned for Briza, holding a house piwafwi, to
continue.

An expression of dation brightened Drizzt’ s childish face as Briza, chanting through the gppropriate
Incantations, placed the magical cloak, black and shot with streaks of pur-ple and red, over his
shoulders.

" Greetings, Zaknafein Do’ Urden” Drizzt sad heartily, drawing stunned looks from dl in the room.
Matron Malice had not granted him privilege to speak; he hadn’t even asked her permission!

”| am Drizzt, secondboy of House Do’ Urden, no more the page prince. 1 can look at you now-1 mean
at your eyes and not your boots. Mother told me so” Drizzt's smile disap-peared when he looked up at
the burning scowl of Matron Malice.




Viernastood asif turned to stone, her jaw hanging open and her eyeswide in disbelief.

Zak, too, was amazed, but in adifferent manner. He brought a hand up to pinch hislipstogether, to
prevent them from spreading into asmile that would have inevita-bly erupted into belly-shaking laughter.
Zak couldn’t remember the last time he had seen the matron mother’ sface so very bright!

Briza, in her customary position behind Malice, fumbled with her whip, too confounded by her young
brother’ s actions to even know what in the Nine Hells she should do. That was afirst, Zak knew, for
Malice seldest daughter rarely hesitated when punishment wasin order.

At the matron’ s side, but now prudently a step farther away, Drizzt quieted and stood perfectly ill,
biting down on his bottom lip. Zak could see, though, that the smile re-mained in the young drow’ s eyes.
Drizzt’ sinformdity and disrespect of station had been more than an unconscious dip of the tongue and
more than the innocence of inexperi-ence.

The weapon master took along step forward to deflect
the matron mother’ s attention from Drizzt. ” Secondboy?’
he asked, sounding impressed, both for the sake of Drizzt's
swelling pride and to placate and distract Mdice. " Thenitis
timefor youto tran”

Malice let her anger dip away, arare event. " Only the ba-
gcsat your hand, Zaknafein. If Drizzt isto replace Nafein,
his place at the Academy will bein Sorcere. Thusthe bulk of
his preparation will fall upon Rizzen and his knowledge,
limited though it may be, of the magica arts’

” Areyou so certain that wizardry ishislot, Matron?’ Zak was quick to ask.

"He appearsintelligent” Malice replied. She shot an angry

glareat Drizzt. ” At least, some of thetime. Viernareported
great progress with his command of the innate powers. Our
house needs anew wizard” Mdice snarled reflexivey, re-
minded of Matron Baenre s pride in her wizard son, the
Archmage of the city. It had been sixteen years snce M-

Ice’s meeting with the First Matron Mother of Menzober-




ranzan, but she had never forgotten even thetiniest detall
of that encounter. ” Sorcere seemsthe natural course”

Zak took aflat coin from his neck-purse, flipped it into aspin, and snatched it out of the air. ”Might we
see?’ he asked.

"Asyouwill” Malice agreed, not surprised at Zak’ s desire to prove her wrong. Zak placed little valuein
wizardry, pre-ferring the hilt of ablade to the crystal rod component of alightning bolt.

Zak moved to stand before Drizzt and handed him the
coin."Hipit”

Drizzt shrugged, wondering what this vague conversa-tion between his mother and the wespon master
wasdl about. Until now, he had heard nothing of any future pro-fession being planned for him, or of this
place called Sor-cere. With a consenting shrug of his shoulders, he did the coin onto his curled index
finger and sngpped it into the air with histhumb, easily catching it. He then held it back out to Zak and
gave the weapon master a confused ook, asif to ask what was so important about such an easy task.

Instead of taking the coin, the weapon master pulled an-other from his neck-purse. ” 1ry both hands’ he
sad to Drizzt, handing it to him.

Drizzt shrugged again, and in one easy motion, put the coins up and caught them.

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

Four coinswent up. Four coinswere caught. The only parts of Drizzt’s body that had even flinched
werehisarms.

"Two-hands’ Zak said to Mdlice. " Thisoneisafighter. He
belongsin Mdee-Magthere’

"1 have seen wizards perform such feats’ Madlice retorted, not pleased by the look of satisfaction on the
troublesome weapon master’ s face. Zak once had been Malice' s pro-claimed husband, and quite often
sncethat distant time shetook him as her lover. His skillsand agility were not con-fined to the use of
wegpons. But dong with the pleasuresthat Zaknafein gave to Mdice, sensud skillsthat had prompted
Maliceto spare Zak’ slife on more than a dozen occasions, came amultitude of headaches. He wasthe
finest wegpon master in Menzoberranzan, another fact that Md-ice could not ignore, but hisdisdain,
even contempt, for the Spider Queen had often landed House Do’ Urden into trou- ble.

Zak handed two more coinsto Drizzt. Now enjoying the game, Drizzt put them into motion. Six went
up. Six came down, the correct three landing in each hand. " Two-hands’ Zak said more emphaticaly.
Matron Mdice motioned for him to continue, unable to deny the grace of her youngest son’sdisplay.

"Couldyou doit again?’ Zak asked Drizzt.

With each hand working independently, Drizzt soon had the coins stacked atop hisindex fingers, ready




to flip. Zak stopped him there and pulled out four more coins, building each of the pilesfive high. Zak
paused a moment to study the concentration of the young drow (and aso to keep hishands over the
coins and ensure that they were brightened enough by the warmth of hisbody hegt for Drizzt to prop-erly
seethemintheir flight).

" Catch them al, Secondboy” he said in al seriousness. ” Catch them all, or you will land in Sorcere, the
school of magic. That isnot wher~ you belong!”

Drizzt «ill had only avague idea of what Zak was talking about, but he could tell from the weapon
master’ sintendty that it must be important. He took a deep bregath to steady himsdlf, then snapped the
coins up. He sorted their glow quickly, discerning each individud item. Thefirst two fell easily into his
hands, but Drizzt saw that the scattering pat-tern of the rest would not drop them so readily inline.

Drizzt exploded into action, spinning acomplete circle, his hands an undecipherable blur of motion. Then
he straightened suddenly and stood before Zak. Hishandswerein fistsat hissidesand agrim look lay on
hisface.

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

Drizzt held hisfigts out to Zak and dowly opened them, aconfident smile widening across his childish
face. Five coinsin each hand.

Zak blew aslent whigtle. It had taken him, the wegpon master of the house, a dozen triesto complete
that maneu-ver with ten coins. He walked over to Matron Mdlice.

"Two-hands’ hesaid athird time. "Heisafighter, and | am

out of coins’

"How many could he do?” Mdlice breathed, obvioudy im-pressed in spite of hersdlf.
"How many could we stack?’ Zaknafein shot back with atriumphant smile.

Matron Malice chuckled out loud and shook her head. She

had wanted Drizzt to replace Nafein asthe house wizard,

but her stubborn weapon master had, as always, deflected

her course. "Very wel, Zaknafein” she said, admitting her

defeat. " The secondboy isafighter”

Zak nodded and started back to Drizzt.

" Perhaps one day soon to be the weapon master of House Do’ Urden” Matron Malice added to Zak’s
back. Her sarcasm stopped Zak short, and he eyed her over his shoulder.

"With thisone” Matron Malice continued wryly, wrench-ing back the upper hand with her usua lack of
shame, ” could we expect anything less?”’




Rizzen, the present patron of the family shifted uncom-fortably. He knew, and so did everyone-even the
daves of House Do’ Urden-that Drizzt was not his child.

"Threerooms?’ Drizzt asked when he and Zak entered the large training hal at the southernmost end of
the Do’ Ur-den complex. Balls of multicolored magical light had been spaced dong the length of the
high-ceilinged stone room, basking the entirety in acomfortably dim glow. The hal had only three doors:
oneto the east, which led to an outer chamber that opened onto the balcony of the house; one di-rectly
acrossfrom Drizzt, on the south wall, leading into the last room in the house; and the one from the main
hallway that they had just passed through. Drizzt knew from the many locks Zak was now fastening
behind them that he wouldn’t often be going back that way.

"Oneroom” Zak corrected.

”But two more doors’ Drizzt reasoned, looking out across
the room. "With no locks’

"Ah” Zak corrected, "their locks are made of common sense” Drizzt was beginning to get the picture.
"That door” Zak continued, pointing to the south, ” opensinto my private chambers. Y ou do not ever
want meto find you in there.

The other one leads to the tactics room, reserved for times

of war. When-if-you ever prove yoursdlf to my satisfac-

tion, | might invite you to join methere. That day isyears

away, S0 condder this sngle magnificent hal-" he swept

hisarm out in awide arc-"your home”

Drizzt looked around, not overly thrilled. He had dared to hope that he had left thiskind of treatment
behind him with his page prince days. This setup, though, brought him back even to before hissix years
of servitude in the house, back to that decade when he had been locked away in the family chapd with
Vierna. Thisroom wasn't even aslarge as the chapel, and was too tight for the likings of the spirited
young drow. His next question came out asagrowl.

"Wheredo | deep?

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

"Where do | take meals?’

"Y our home’

Drizzt’ seyes narrowed to ditsand hisface flushed in glowing heat. "Wheredo | . . * he began
stubbornly, deter-mined to foil the weapon master’ slogic.

Y our home” Zak replied in the same measured and weighted timbre before Drizzt could finish the
thought. Drizzt planted hisfeet firmly and crossed hisarms over hischest. "It sounds messy” he growled.




"It had better not be” Zak growled back.
" Then what isthe purpose?’ Drizzt began. ”Y ou pull me
away from my mother-"
Y ou will address her as Matron Malice’ Zak warned. "Y ou
will aways address her as Matron Malice”

" From my mother-"
Zak’ s next interruption came not with words but with the swing of acurled fist.
Drizzt awoke about twenty minutes | ater.
"Firgt lesson” Zak explained, casudly leaning againgt the
wall afew feet away. " For your own good. Y ou will dways
address her as Matron Malice’

Drizzt rolled to hissde and tried to prop himsdf up on his elbow but found his head reding as soon asiit
left the black-rugged floor. Zak grabbed him and hoisted him up.

"Not as easy as catching coins’ the weagpon master re-marked.
"What?’

" Parrying ablow”

"What blow?’

" Just agree, you stubborn child”

" Secondboy!” Drizzt corrected, hisvoice again agrowl, and hisarms defiantly back over his chest.

Zak' sfigt curled at his side, anot-tao-subtle point that Drizzt did not miss. ” Do you need another nap?’
the weagpon master asked calmly.

" Secondboys can be children” Drizzt wisely conceded.

Zak shook hishead in disbelief. Thiswas going to beinter-esting. Y ou may find your time here
enjoyable’ he said, leading Drizzt over to along, thick, and colorfully (though most of the colorswere
somber) decorated curtain. ”But only if you can learn some control over that wagging tongue of yours’ A
sharp tug sent the curtain floating down, re-vealing the most magnificent weapons rack the young drow
(and many older drow aswell) had ever seen. Polearms of many sorts, swords, axes, hammers, and
every other kind of wegpon Drizzt could imagine-and awhole bunch he' d never imagine-sat in an
elaborate array.

" Examinethem” Zak told him. ”lake your time and your




pleasure. Learn which ones St best in your hands, follow

most obediently the commands of your will. By thetimewe

have finished, you will know everyone of them asatrusted

companion”

Wide-eyed, Drizzt wandered along the rack, viewing the whole place and the potentia of thewhole
experiencein acompletdy different light. For hisentire young life, Sixteen years, his greatest enemy had

been boredom. Now, it ap-peared, Drizzt had found wesponsto fight that enemy.

Zak headed for the daor to his private chamber, thinking it better that Dmzt be donein those first
awkward mo-ments of handling new weapons.

The weapon master stopped, though, when he reached his door and looked back to the young

Do’ Urden. Drizzt swung along and heavy haberd, a polearm more than twice hisheight, inadow arc.
For al of Drizzt’ s attempts to keep the weapon under control, its momentum spun histiny frameright to
the ground.

Zak heard hims~If chuckle, but his laughter only re-minded him of the grim redlity of his duty. Hewould
train Drizzt, as he had trained a thousand young dark eves be-fore him, to be awarrior, preparing him
for thetrids of the Academy and lifein dangerous Menzoberranzan. He would train Drizzt to be akiller.

How againgt this one' s nature that mantle seemed! thought Zak. Smiles cametoo easly to Drizzt; the

thought of him running asword through the heart of another living be-ing revolted Zaknafein. That was
theway of the drow, though, away that Zak had been unableto resst for al of hisfour centuries of life.
Pulling his stare from the spectacle of Drizzt at play, Zak moved into his chamber and shut the door.

"Arethey dl likethat?' he asked into his nearly empty room. ”Do al drow children possess such
innocence, such smple, untainted smilesthat cannot survive the ugliness of our world?’ Zak started for
the smdl desk to the side of the room, meaning to lift the darkening shade off the contin-ually glowing
ceramic globe that served asthe chamber’ slight source. He changed his mind as that image of Drizzt’'s
delight with the weapons refused to diminish, and he headed instead for the large bed across from the
door.

”Or are you unique, Drizzt Do’ Urden?’ he continued ashe fell onto the cushioned bed. ”And if you are
so different, what, then, isthe cause? The blood, my blood, that courses through your veins? Or the
years you spent with your wean-mother?’

Zak threw an arm across his eyes and consdered the many questions. Drizzt was different from the
norm, he de-cided at length, but he didn’t know whether he should thank Vierna-or himself.

After awhile, degp took him. But it brought the wegpon magter little comfort. A familiar dream visited
him} avivid memory that would never fade,

Zaknafein heard again the screams of the children of House DeVir asthe Do’ Urden soldiers-soldiers he
himself had trained-dashed & them.

"Thisoneisdifferent!” Zak cried, legping up from his bed.




He wiped the cold sweat from hisface.

"Thisoneisdifferent” He had to beieve that.

Chapter 7

Dark Secrets

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

Alton turned his hideous glare on the student.

" Direct your anger elsewhere, Faceless One” Masoj said,

averting his gaze from hismentor’ s scarred visage. | am not

the cause of your frustration. The question wasvaid”

" For more than a decade, you have been astudent of the

magica arts’ Alton replied. ” Still you fear to explore the

nether world at the side of amaster of Sorcere”

”| would have no fear beside atrue master” Masoj dared to whisper.

Alton ignored the comment, as he had with so many oth-ers he had accepted from the gpprenticing

Hun’ ett over the last Sixteen years. Masoj was Alton’ sonly tie to the outside world, and while Masoj had
apowerful family, Alton had only Masoj.

They moved through the door into the uppermost cham-ber of Alton’sfour-room complex. A single
candle burned there, itslight diminished by an abundance of dark-colored tapestries and the black hue of
the room'’ s stone and rugs. Alton did onto his stool at the back of the smal, circular ta-ble, and placed a
heavy book down before him.

"Itisaspell better |€eft for clerics’ Masoj protested, Sitting

down across from the faceless master. " Wizards command

the lower planes; the dead are for the clericsdone”

Alton looked around curioudly, then turned afrown up at Masoj, the master’ s grotesque features

enhanced by the dancing candllight. "It sesemsthat | have no cleric at my call” the Faceless One
explained sarcadtically. ”Would you rather | try for another denizen of the Nine Hells?’




Masoj rocked back in hischair and shook his head help-lessy and emphaticaly. Alton had apoint. A
year before, the Facel ess One had sought answersto his questions by en-listing the aid of anice devil.
The volatile thing froze the room until it shone black in the infrared spectrum and smashed amatron
mother’ s treasure horde worth of a-chemica equipment. If Masoj hadn’t summoned hismagica cat to
distract theice devil, neither he nor Alton would have gotten out of theroom dlive.

"Very well, then” Masoj said unconvincingly, crossing his
armsin front of him on the table. ” Conjure your spirit and
find your answvers’

Alton did not missthe involuntary shudder belied by theripplein Masoj’ srobes. He glared at the
student for amo-ment, then went back to his preparations.

AsAlton neared the time of casting/ Masoj’ s hand ingtinc-tively went into his pocket, to the onyx figurine
of the hunt-ing cat he had acquired on the day Alton had assumed the Faceless One' sidentity. Thelittle
statue was enchanted with a powerful dweomer that enabled its possessor to summon amighty panther
to hisside. Masoj had used the cat spar-ingly, not yet fully understanding the dweomer’ slimitations and
potentid dangers. ”Only intimes of need” Masoj re-minded himsdlf quietly when hefdt theitemin his
hand. Why wasiit that those times kept occurring when he was with Alton?? the apprentice wondered.

Despite his bravado, thistime Alton privately shared Ma-soj’ strepidation. Spirits of the dead were not
as destructive as denizens of the lower planes, but they could be equaly cruel and subtler in their
torments.

Alton needed his answer, though. For more than a decade and ahalf he had sought hisinformation
through conven-tiona channds, enquiring of masters and sudents-in a roundabout manner, of course-of
the details concerning thefal of House DeVir. Many knew the rumors of that eventful night; some even
detailed the battle methods used by the victorious house.

None, though, would name that perpetrating house. In Menzoberranzan, one did not utter anything
resembling an accusation, even if the belief was commonly shared, with-out enough undeniable proof to
spur the ruling council into aunified action againgt the accused. If ahouse botched araid and was
discovered, the wrath of al Menzoberranzan would descend upon it until the family name had been
ex-tinguished. But in the case of a successfully executed attack, such asthe onethat felled House DeVir,
an accuser was the one most likely to wind up at the wrong end of a snake-headed whip.

Public embarrassment, perhaps more than any guiddines of honor, turned the wheds of justice in the city
of drow.

Alton now sought other meansfor the solution to his quest. First he had tried the lower planes, theice
devil, to di-sastrous effect. Now Alton had in his possession an item that could end hisfrugtrations: a
tome penned by awizard of the surface world. In the drow hierarchy, only the clerics of Lloth dealt with
the realm of the dead, but in other societies, wizards a so dabbled into the spirit world. Alton had found
the book in the library of Sorcere and had managed to trand ate enough of it, he believed, to makea
Spiritua con-tact.

He wrung his hands together, gingerly opened the book to the marked page, and scanned the incantation
onefind time. ” Areyou ready?’ he asked Maso;.




” NOH

Alton ignored the student’ s unending sarcasm and placed his hands flat on the table. He dowly sunk into
his deepest meditative trance.

" Feyinnad . . “ He paused and cleared histhroat at the dip. Masoj, though he hadn’t closaly examined
the spell, rec-ognized the mistake.

"Fey innunad de-min. . “ Another pause.
" Lloth bewith us’ Masoj groaned under his bresth.

Alton’ s eyes popped wide, and he glared at the student. ” A trandation” he growled. ” From the strange
language of ahuman wizard!”

" Gibberish” Masoj retorted.
"I havein front of methe private spellbook of awizard from the surface world” Alton said evenly. ” An
archmage, according to the scribbling of the orcan thief who stoleit and sold it to our agents’ He

composed himsdlf again and shook his hairless head, trying to return to the depths of histrance.

”A smple, stupid orc managed to sted a spellbook from an archmage” Masoj whispered rhetorically,
|etting the ab-surdity of the statement speeak for itself.

"The wizard was dead!” Alton roared. " The book is au-thentic! ”

"Who trandated it?” Masoj replied camly. Alton refused to listen to any more arguments. Ignoring the
smug look on Masoj’ sface, he began again.

" Fey mnunad de-mill de-sul de-kef”

Masoj faded out and tried to rehearse alesson from one of his classes, hoping that his sobs of laughter
wouldn't disturb Alton. He didn't believe for amoment that Alton’ s attempt would prove successful, but
he didn’t want to screw up thefool’ s line of babbling again and have to suffer through theridiculous
incantation al the way from the beginning il another time,

A short time later, when Masoj heard Alton’ s excited whis-per, " Matron Ginafae?’ he quickly focused
his attention back on the events at hand.

Sure enough, an unusua ball of green-hued smoke ap-peared over the candl€ sflame and gradually
took amore definite shape.

"Matron Ginafae!” Alton gasped again when the summons was complete. Hovering before him wasthe
unmistakable image of his dead mother’ sface.

The spirit scanned the room, confused. "Who are you?’ it asked at length.

"I am Alton. Alton DeVir, your son”




"Son?’ the spirit asked.

"Your child’

”| remember no child so very ugly”

"A disguise” Alton replied quickly, looking back at Masoi and expecting asnicker. If Masoi had chided
and doubted Alton before, he now showed only sincere respect. Smiling, Alton continued, " Just a
disguise, that | might move about in the city and exact revenge upon our ene-mies!”

"Wht city?”

" Menzoberranzan, of course”

Still the spirit seemed not to understand.

"You are Ginafae?’ Alton pressed. "Matron Ginafae DeVir?’

The spirit’ sfeatures contorted into atwisted scowl asit

considered the question. "I was. . . | think”

”"Matron Mother of House DeVir, Fourth House of Menzo-

berranzan” Alton prompted, growing more excited. "High

priestess of Lloth”

The mention of the Spider Queen sent a spark through the spirit.. ”Dh, no!” it baked. Ginafae
remembered now.

"Y ou should not have donethis, my ugly son!”

"Itisiugt adisguiss’ Alton interrupted.

"I must leaveyou’ Ginafag' s spirit continued, glancing around nervoudy. ”Y ou must release me!”
"But | need some information from you, Matron Ginafag’

"Do not call methat!” the spirit shrieked. Y ou do not un-

derstand! | amnotin Lloth'sfavor. . . “

"I’ ouble” whispered Masoi offhandedly, hardly sur-prised.

" Just one answer!” Alton demanded, refusing to let an-other opportunity to learn hisenemies’ identities
dip past him.

"Quickly!” the spirit shrieked.




”Name the house that destroyed DeVir”
"The house?” Ginafae pondered. " Y es, | remember that

evil night. It was House”

Thebdl of smoke puffed and bent out of shape, twisting Ginafag' simage and sending her next words
out as an unde-cipherable blurb.

Alton legped to hisfeet. "No!” he screamed. Y ou must tell me! Who are my enemies?’

"Would you count me asone?’ the spirit image said in avoice very different from the oneit had used
earlier, atone of sheer power that stole the blood from Alton’ sface. Theimage twisted and transformed,
became something ugly, uglier than Alton. Hideous beyond al experience on the Ma-terid Plane.

Alton was not acleric, of course, and he had never stud-ied the drow religion beyond the basic tenets
taught to maes of the race. He knew the cresture now hovering in the air before him, though, for it
gppeared as an oozing, dimy stick of melted wax: ayochlol, ahandmaiden of Lloth.

"Y ou dareto disturb the torment of Ginafae?’ the yochlol snarled.

"Damn!” whispered Masoj, diding dowly down under the black tablecloth. Even he, with al of his
doubts of Alton, had not expected his disfigured mentor to land them in trouble this serious.

"But. . “ Alton stuttered.
"Never again disturb this plane, feeble wizard!” the yoch-lol roared.
"1 did not try for the Abyss’ Alton protested meekly. ”1

only meant to speek with-"

"With Ginafael” the yochlol snarled. ” Fallen priestess of Uoth. Where would you expect to find her
spirit, foolish mae? Frolicking in Olympus, with the fase gods of the sur-face elves?’

"I did not think. . “
"Do you ever?’ the yochlol growled.
"Nope’” Maso] answered slently, careful to keep himself asfar out of the way as possible.

"Never again disturb thisplane’ the yochlol warned afi-nd time. ” The Spider Queen is not merciful and
has no tol-erance for meddling maes!” The creature’ s oozing face puffed and swelled, expanding beyond
the limits of the smoky bal. Alton heard gurgling, gagging noises, and he ssumbled back over hisstoal,
putting his back flat againgt thewal and bringing hisarms up defensively in front of hisface.

The yochlol’s mouth opened impossibly wide and spewed forth ahail of small objects. They ricocheted
off Alton and tapped againgt the wall dl around him. Stones? the facel ess wizard wondered in confusion.
One of the objects then an-swered his unspoken question. It caught hold of Alton’ s lay-ered black robes

and began crawling up toward his exposed neck. Spiders.




A wave of the eight-legged beasts rushed under thelittle table, sending Masoj tumbling out the other Sde
in adesper-ate roll. He scrambled to his feet and turned back, to see Al-ton dapping and ssomping
wildly, trying to get out of the main host of the crawling things.

"Do not kill them!” Masoj screamed. ” Th kill spidersisfor-
bidden by the-”

”"To the Nine Hellswith the clerics and their laws!” Alton shrieked back.

Masoj shrugged in hel pless agreement, reached around under the folds of his own robes, and produced
the same two-handed crossbow he had used to kill the Facel ess One those years ago. He considered the
powerful wegpon and the tiny spiders scrambling around the room.

"Overkill?” he asked doud. Hearing no answer, he shrugged again and fired.

The heavy bolt knifed across Alton’'s shoulder, cutting adeep line. Thewizard stared in disbdlief, then
turned an ugly grimace on Maso;.

Y ou had one on your shoulder” the student explained.
Alton’sscowl did not relent.
"Ungrateful ?” Masoj snarled. ”Foolish Alton, dl of the spi-ders are on your side of the room.

Remember?’ Masoj turned to leave and called, " Good hunting” over his shoul-der. He reached for the
handle to the door, but as hislong fingers closed around it, the portd’ s surface transformed into the

image of Matron Ginafae. She smiled widdly, too widely, and an impossibly long and wet tongue reached
out and licked Masoj acrossthe face.

" Alton!” he cried, spinning back against the wall out of the dimy member’ s reach. He noticed the wizard
inthe midst of spdllcagting, Alton fighting to hold his concentration as ahost of spiders continued their
hungry ascent up hisflow-ing robes.

Y ou are adead one€’ Maso] commented matter-of-factly, shaking his head.

Alton fought through the exacting ritua of the spdll, ig-nored his own revulsion of the crawling things, and
forced the evocation to completion. In dl of hisyears of sudy, Al-ton never would have believed he
could do such athing; he would have laughed a the mere mention of it. Now, how-ever, it seemed afar
preferable fate to the yochlol’ s creeping doom.

He dropped afirebdl at hisown feet.

Naked and hairless, Masoj stumbled through the door and out of the inferno. The flaming faceless
master came next, diving into aroll and stripping histattered and burning robe from his back as he went.

Ashe watched Alton patting out the last of the flames, a pleasant memory flashed in Masoi’ smind, and
he uttered the single lament that dominated his every thought at this disastrous momen.

| should havekilled him when | had him in the web”




A short time later, after Masoj had gone back to hisroom

and hisstudies, Alton dipped on the ornamenta metallic

bracersthat identified him asamagter of the Academy and

dipped outside the structure of Sorcere. He moved to the

wide and sweeping stairway leading down from Tier

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

Even with thisview, though, the city did little to distract Alton from thoughts of hislatest failure. For
sixteen years he had forsaken dl other dreams and ambitionsin his des-perate search to find the guilty
house. For sixteen years he had failed.

He wondered how long he could keep up the charade, and

his spirits. Masoj, hisonly friend-if Masoj could be called a
friend-was more than halfway through his studies at Sor-
cere. What would Alton do when Masoj graduated and reo

turned to House Hun' ett? |

" Perhaps | shal carryon my toilsfor centuriesto come” he said doud, ” only to be murdered by a
desperate student, as I-as Masoj-murdered the Faceless One. Might that stu-dent disfigure himself and
take my place?’ Alton couldn’t stop theironic chuckle that passed hislipless mouth at the notion of a
perpetual "faceless master” of Sorcere. At what point would the Matron Mistress of the Academy get
suspi-cious? A thousand years?’ 'en thousand? Or might the Face-less One outlive Menzoberranzan

itself? Life asamaster was not such abad lot, Alton supposed. Many drow would sacrifice much to be
given such an honor.

Alton dropped his face into the crook of hiselbow and forced away such ridiculous thoughts. He was
not ared magter, nor did the stolen position bring him any measure of satisfaction. Perhaps Masoj should
have shot him that day, sixteen years ago, when Alton was trapped in the Face-less One’ sweb.

Alton’sdespair only deegpened when he considered the ac-tual time frame involved. He had just passed
his seventieth birthday and was gill young by drow standards. The notion that only atenth of hislife was
behind him was not acom-forting one to Alton DeVir thisnight.

"How long will | survive?’ he asked himsdf. ”How long un-
til thismadnessthat is my existence consumes me?” Alton
looked back out over the city. " Better that the Faceless One

had killed me’ he whispered. ” For now | am Alton of No




House Worth Mentioning”

Masoj had dubbed him that on the first morning after House DeVir’ sfdl, but way back then, with hislife
teetering on the edge of acrossbow, Alton had not understood the ti-tle' simplications. Menzoberranzan
was nothing more than a collection of individua houses. A rogue commoner might latch on to one of them
to call hisown, but arogue noble wouldn’t likely be accepted by any house in the city. He was | eft with
Sorcere and nothing more. . . until histrue identity was discovered a last. What punishmentswould he
then face for the crime of killing amaster? Masoj may have com-mitted the crime, but Masoj had a
house to defend him. Al-ton was only arogue noble.

He sat back on his elbows and watched the rising heat-light of Narbonddl. As the minutes became
hours, Alton’s despair and salf-pity went through inevitable change. He turned his attention to the
individua drow houses now, not to the conglomeration that bound them as a city, and he wondered what
dark secrets each harbored. One of them, Alton reminded himsdlf, held the secret he most dearly wanted
to know. One of them had wiped out House DeVir.

Forgotten was the night’ s failure with Matron Ginafae and the yochlol, forgotten was the lament for an
early death. Sixteen years was not so long atime, Alton decided. He had perhaps seven centuries of life

left within hisdender frame. If he had to, Alton was prepared to spend every minute of thoselong years
searching for the perpetrating house.

"Vengeance” he growled doud, needing, feeding off, that audible reminder of his only reason for
continuing to draw breath.

Chapter 8

Kindred

Zak pressed in with aseries of low thrusts. Drizzt tried to back away quickly and return to even footing,
but the re-lentless assault followed his every step, and he was forced to keep his movements solely on
the defensive. More often than not, Drizzt found the hilts of hisweapons closer to Zak than the blades.

Zak then dropped into alow crouch and came up under Drizzt’ s defense.

Drizzt twirled his scimitarsin amagterful cross, but he had to straighten giffly to dodge the weapon
master’ s equaly deft assault. Drizzt knew that he had been set up, and he fully expected the next attack
as Zak shifted hisweight to hisback leg and dovein, both sword tips aimed for Drizzt’ sloins.

Drizzt spat aslent curse and spun his scimitarsinto adownward cross, meaning to usethe”V” of his
blades to catch his teacher’ s swords. On a sudden impulse, Drizzt hesitated as he intercepted Zak’ s
wegpons, and he jumped away instead, taking a painful dap on theinsde of onethigh. Disgusted, he
threw both of his scimitarsto thefloor.

Zak, too, leaped back. He held his swords out to his sides, alook of sincere confusion on hisface. ”You
should not have missed that move” he said bluntly.

"The parry iswrong” Drizzt replied.




Awaiting further explanation, Zak lowered one sword tip to the floor and leaned on the weapon. In past
years, Zak had wounded, even killed, students for such blatant defi-ance. hisbladesdownto Drizzt's
faceleve.

When Drizzt came clear of the other side of the darkened globe, he looked back and saw only the lower
haf of Zak’slegs. He didn't need to watch anything more to understand the weapon master’ s deadly
blind attacks. Zak would have cut him gpart if he had not dropped low in the blackness.

Anger replaced confusion. When Zak dropped from hismagica perch and came rushing back out the
front of the globe, Drizzt let hisrage lead him back into the fight. He spun a pirouette just before he
reached Zak, hislead scimi. tar cutting agracefully arcing line and his other following in adeceptively
sharp stab straight over that line.

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

Drizzt wasn't finished. He st histhrugting blade into ase. ries of short, wicked pokesthat kept Zak on
theretreat for a dozen steps and more, back into the conjured darkness. They now had to rely on their
incredibly keen sense of hear. ing and their ingincts. Zak finaly managed to regain afoot. hold, but Drizzt
immediately set his own feet into action, kicking avay whenever the balance of his swinging blades
alowed for it. Onefoot even dipped through Zak’ s de. fenses, blasting the breath from the wegpon
mester’ slungs.

They came back out the side of the globe, and Zak, too, glowed in the outline of faerie fire. The weapon
mester felt sickened by the hatred etched on his young student’ s face, but he realized that thistime,
neither he nor Drizzt had been given achoice in the matter. Thisfight had to be ugly, had to beredl.
Gradudly, Zak settled into an easy rhythm, soldly defensive, and let Drizzt, in his explosve fury, wear
himsdlf down.

Drizzt played on and on, relentless and tireless. Zak coaxed him by letting him see openings where there
were none, and Drizzt was dways quick to oblige, launching athrust, cut, or kick.

Matron Malice watched the spectacle slently. She couldn’t deny the measure of training Zak had given
her son; Drizzt was-phys caly-more than ready for battle. ~:

" The cross-down defests the attack, but to what gain?’
Drizzt continued. " When the move is completed, my sword
tips remain down too low for any effective attack routine,
and you are able to dip back and freg’

" But you have defeated my attack”

" Only to face another; Drizzt argued. " The best position |

can hope to obtain from the cross-down is an even stance”

"Yes. . “ Zak prompted, not understanding his sudent’ s problem with that scenario.




" Remember your own lesson!” Drizzt shouted. ”’ Every
move should bring an advantage: you preach to me, but |
See no advantage in using the cross-down”

"Y ou recite only one part of that lesson for your own pur-
pose’ Zak scolded, now growing equaly angry. ” Complete
the phrase, or useit not at dl! ' Every move should bring an
advantage or take away a disadvantage: The cross-down de-
feats the double thrust low, and your opponent obvioudy
has gained the advantage if he even attempts such adaring
offensive maneuver! Returning to an even stanceisfar pref-
erable at that moment”

"The parry iswrong!” Drizzt said stubbornly.

"Pick up your blades’ Zak growled a him, taking a threat-ening step forward. Drizzt hesitated and Zak
charged, his swordsleading.

Drizzt dropped to a crouch, snatched up the scimitars, and rose to meet the assault while wondering if it
was an-other lesson or atrue attack.

The weapon master pressed furioudy, snapping off cut after cut and backing Drizzt around in circles.
Drizzt de. fended well enough and began to notice an dl-too-familiar pattern as Zak’ s attacks came
consstently lower, again forc-ing the hilts of Drizzt' s weapons up and out over the scimi-tars blades.

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

"Doublethrust low” the weapon master growled, and hisswords dovein.

Drizzt wasready for him. He executed the cross-down, smiling smugly at the ring of metd ashis
scimitars crossed over the thrusting swords. Drizzt then followed through with only one of his blades,
thinking he could deflect both of Zak’ s swords well enough in that manner. Now with one blade free of
the parry, Drizzt spun it over in adevious counter.

As soon as Drizzt reversed the one hand, Zak saw the ploy-a ruse he had suspected Drizzt would try.
Zak dropped one of his own sword tips-the one nearest to the hilt of Drizzt’s Single parrying blade-to the
ground, and Drizzt, trying to maintain an even resistance and ba ance dong the length of the blocking
scimitar, lost hisbaance. Drizzt was quick enough to catch himsalf before he had ssumbled too far,
though hisknuckles pinched into the stone of the floor. He still believed that he had Zak caught in his




trap, and that he could finish hisbrilliant counter. He took a short step forward to regain hisfull balance.

The weapon master dropped straight down to the floor, under the arc of Drizzt’s swinging scimitar, and
spun asin-glecircuit, driving his booted hedl into the back of Drizzt’s exposed knee. Before Drizzt had
even redized the attack, he found himsdlf lying flat on his back.

Zak abruptly broke his own momentum and threw hisfeet back under him. Before Drizzt could begin to
under. stand the dizzying counter-counter, he found the wegpon master standing over him with thetip of
Zak’ s sword pain. fully and pointedly drawing atiny drop of blood from histhroat.

"Have you anything moreto say?’ Zak growled.
"The parry iswrong” Drizzt answered.

Zak’ slaughter erupted from hisbelly. He threw his sword jto the ground, reached down, and pulled the
stubborn young student to hisfeet. He cdmed quickly, hisgazefind. ing that of Drizzt’ slavender orbsas
he pushed the student out to arm’ slength. Zak marveled at the ease of Drizzt’ s stance, theway he held
thetwin scimitarsalmogt asif they were anaturd extenson of hisarms. Drizzt had beenin training only a
few months, but dready he had mastered the use of nearly every wegpon in the vast armory of House
Do’ Urden.

Those scimitars! Drizzt’ s chosen wegpons, with curving blades that enhanced the dizzying flow of the
young fight-er’ s sweeping battle style. With those scimitarsin hand, thisyoung drow, barely more than a
child, could outfight half the members of the Academy, and ashiver tingled through Zak’ s spine when he
pondered just how magnificent Drizzt would become after years of training.

It was not just the physical abilities and potential of Drizzt Do’ Urden that made Zaknafein pause and
take note, how-ever. Zak had cometo redize that Drizzt' s temperament wasindeed different from that
of the average drow; Drizzt possessed a spirit of innocence and lacked any malicious-ness. Zak couldn’t
help but fed proud when he looked upon Drizzt. In dl manners, the young drow held to the same
principles-moras so unusua in Menzoberranzan-as Zak.

Drizzt had recognized the connection as well, though he had no idea of how unique hisand Zak’ s shared
perceptions werein the evil drow world. He redlized that ” Uncle Zak” was different from any of the other
dark elves he had come to know, though that included only his own family and afew dozen of the house
soldiers. Certainly Zak was much different from Briza, Drizzt’s oldest Sster, with her zedlous, dmost
blind, ambitionsin the myseriousreigion of Lloth. Certainly Zak was different from Matron Mdlice,
Drizzt’ s mother, who seemed never to say anything at al to Drizzt unlessit was acommand for service.

Zak was ableto smile at Stuationsthat didn’t necessarily bring pain to anyone. He was the firstdrow
Drizzt had met who was apparently content with hisgtationin life. Zek wasthefirst drow Drizzt had ever
heard laugh.

" A good try” the wegpon master conceded of Drizzt’ sfailed counter.

"Inared battle, | would have been dead” Drizzt replied.

"Surely” sad Zak, " but that iswhy wetrain. Y our plan was masterful, your timing perfect. Only the
Stuation waswrong. Still, | will say it wasagood try!”

"Y ou expected it” said the student.




Zak smiled and nodded. " That is, perhaps, because | had seen the maneuver attempted by another
Sudent”

"Againg you?’ Drizzt asked, feding alittle less specid now that he knew his battle insghts were not so
unique.

"Hardly” Zak replied with awink. 1 watched the counter fail from the same angle asyou, to the same
result!” Drizzt’ sface brightened again. "Wethink aike’ he com-mented.

"Wedo” said Zak, "but my knowledge has been increased by four centuries of experience, while you
have not even lived through ascore of years. ’fi’ ust me, my eager sudent. The cross-down isthe correct

parry!’

" Perhaps’ Drizzt replied.

Zak hid asmile. ”When you find a better counter, we shal try it. But until then, trust my word. | have

trained more sol-diersthan | can count, al the army of House Do’ Urden and ten times that number when

| served asamaster in Meee-Magthere. | taught Rizzen, dl of your ssters, and both of your brothers!’
"Both?’

"I .. Zak paused and shot acurious glance at Drizzt. ’| se€’ he said after amoment. " They never
bothered to tell you!” Zak wondered if it was his placeto tell Drizzt the truth. He doubted that Matron
Malice would care either way; she probably hadn't told Drizzt smply because she hadn’t considered the
gory of Nafein'sdeath worth telling.

"Yes, both!” Zak decided to explain. ”Y ou had two brothers when you were born: Dinin, whom you
know, and an older one, Nafein, awizard of consderable power. Nafein waskilled in battle on the very
night you drew your first breath!”

” Againgt dwarves or vicious gnomes?’ Drizzt squeaked, as wide-eyed asa child begging for a
frightening bedtime story. ”Was he defending the city from evil conquerors or rogue monsters?’

Zak had a hard time reconciling the warped perceptions
of Drizzt’ sinnocent beliefs. ”Bury theyoung inlies’ hela

mented under his breath, but to Drizzt he answered, " No”

" Then againgt some opponent more foul ?” Drizzt pressed.

"Wicked evesfrom the surface?’

"He died at the hands of adrow!” Zak snapped in frustrartion, stedling the eagerness from Drizzt’ s
shining eyes. Drizzt dumped back to consider the possibilities, and Zak could hardly bear to watch the
confusion that twisted hisyoung face.

"War with another city?” Drizzt asked somberly. "1 did not

know.. “




Zak let it go at that. He turned and moved silently toward his private chamber. Let Mdice or one of her
lackeys de-gtroy Drizzt’ sinnocent logic. Behind him, Drizzt held his next line of questionsin check,
understanding that the con-versation, and the lesson, was at an end. Understanding, too, that something
important had just transpired.

The weapon master battled Drizzt through long hours as the days blended into weeks, and the weeks
into months. Time became unimportant; they fought until exhaustion overwhel med them, and went back
to thetraining floor again as soon asthey were able.

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

Zak enjoyed these days. For thefirst timein many years, he had met one with the potentia to become
hisfighting equa. For the first timethat Zak could ever remember, laughter often accompanied the clash
of adamantite wegp-onsin the training room.

Hewatched Drizzt grow tal and straight, attentive, eager, and intelligent. The masters of the Academy
would be hard put just to hold a stdemate againg Drizzt, even in hisfirst year!

That thought thrilled the wegpon master only aslong asit took him to remember the principles of the
Academy, the precepts of drow life, and what they would do to his won-derful student. How they would
ged that smilefrom Drizzt’ slavender eyes.

A pointed reminder of that drow world outside the prac-tice room visited them one day in the person of
Matron Mal-ice.

” Address her with proper respect” Zak warned Drizzt when Maya announced the matron mother’s
entrance. The weapon master prudently moved out afew stepsto greet the head of House Do’ Urden
privately.

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

Matron Mdlice laughed at him, seeing through hisfacade.

” S0 much time do you and my son spend in here” shesaid. |
came to witness the benefit to the boy”

"Heisafinefighter” Zak assured her.

"Hewill haveto be’ Mdice muttered. "He goesto the
Academy inonly ayear”

Zak narrowed hiseyes at her doubting words and

growled, " The Academy has never seen afiner swordsman’

The matron walked away from him to stand before Drizzt. | doubt not your prowess with the blade”
she said to Drizzt, though she shot ady gaze back at Zak as she spoke the words. Y ou have the proper




blood. There are other qualities that make up adrow warrior-qualities of the heart. The attitude of a
warrior!”

Drizzt didn’t know how to respond to her. He had seen her only afew timesin dl of thelast three years,
and they had exchanged no words.

Zak saw the confusion on Drizzt’ s face and feared that the boy would dip up-precisely what Matron
Mdice wanted. Then Mdice would have an excuseto pull Drizzt out of Zak’ s tutel age-dishonoring Zak
in the process-and give him over to Dinin or some other passionlesskiller. Zak may have been the finest
instructor with the blade, but now that Drizzt had learned the use of wegpons, Malice wanted him
emotiondly hardened.

Zak couldn't risk it; he vaued histime with young Drizzt too much. He pulled his swords from their
jeweled scab-bards and charged right by Matron Malice, yelling, ” Show her, young warrior!”

Drizzt' s eyes became burning flames at the gpproach of hiswild ingtructor. His scimitars cameinto his
hands as quickly asif he had willed them to appesr.

It was agood thing they had! Zak camein on Drizzt with afury that the young drow had never before
seen, more so even than the time Zak had shown Drizzt the value of the cross-down parry. Sparks flew
as sword rang againgt scimi-tar, and Drizzt found himsalf driven back, both of hisarms dready aching
from the thudding force of the heavy blows.

"What areyou. . “ Drizzt tried to ask.

" Show her” Zak growled, damming in again and again. Drizzt barely dodged one cut that surely would
havekilled him. Still, confusion kept his moves purely defensive. Zak dapped one of Drizzt’s scimitars,
then the other, out wide, and used an unexpected wespon, bringing his foot straight up in front of him and
damming hished into Drizzt’' snose.

Drizzt heard the crackle of cartilage and felt the warmth of his own blood running fredly down hisface.
He dove back into arall, trying to keep a safe distance from his crazed opponent until he could redign
his senses. From his knees he saw Zak;a short distance away and ap-proaching. ” Show her!” Zak
growled angrily with every de-termined step.

The purple flames of fagriefirelimned Drizzt' s skin, mak-ing him an eeser target. He responded the only
way he could; he dropped aglobe of darkness over himself and Zak. Sensing the weapon master’ s next
move, Drizzt dropped to his belly and scrambled out, keeping his head low-awise choice.

At hisfirg redization of the darkness, Zak had quickly levitated up about ten feet and rolled right over,
sweeping his blades down to Drizzt’ sfaceleve.

When Drizzt came clear of the other Side of the darkened globe, he looked back and saw only the lower
half of Zak’slegs. He didn't need to watch anything more to understand the weapon master’ s deadly
blind attacks. Zak would have cut him gpart if he had not dropped low in the blackness.

Anger replaced confusion. When Zak dropped from hismagica perch and came rushing back out the
front of the globe, Drizzt let hisrage lead him back into the fight. He spun a pirouette just before he
reached Zak, hislead scimi. tar cutting agracefully arcing line and his other following in adeceptively
sharp stab straight over that line.




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

Drizzt wasn't finished. He set histhrusting blade into ase. ries of short, wicked pokesthat kept Zak on
theretreat for a dozen steps and more, back into the conjured darkness. They now had to rely on their
incredibly keen sense of hear. ing and ther ingtincts. Zak findly managed to regain afoot. hold, but Drizzt
immediately set his own feet into action, kicking away whenever the balance of his swinging blades
alowed for it. Onefoot even dipped through Zak’ s de. fenses, blasting the breath from the wespon
medter’ slungs.

They came back out the side of the globe, and Zak, too, glowed in the outline of fagrie fire. The weapon
master felt sSckened by the hatred etched on hisyoung student’ sface, but he redlized that thistime,
neither he nor Drizzt had been given achoicein the matter. Thisfight had to be ugly, had to beredl.
Gradudly, Zak settled into an easy rhythm, soldly defensive, and let Drizzt, in his explosve fury, wear
himsdf down.

Drizzt played on and on, reentless and tireless. Zak coaxed him by |etting him see openings where there
were none, and Drizzt was dways quick to oblige, launching athrust, cut, or kick.

Matron Malice watched the spectacle slently. She couldn’t deny the measure of training Zak had given
her son; Drizzt was-physically-more than ready for battle. Zak knew that, to Matron Malice, sheer ill
with weap-ons might not be enough. Zak had to keep Malice from con-versing with Drizzt for any length
of time. Shewould not approve of her son’ s attitudes.

Drizzt wastiring now, Zak could see, though he recog-nized the wearinessin his student’ sarmsto be
partly decep-tion.

"Gowithit” he muttered slently, and he suddenly "twisted” hisankle, hisright arm flailing out wide and
low as he struggled for balance, opening aholein his defensesthat Drizzt could not resst.

The expected thrust camein aflash, and Zak’ sleft arm streaked in ashort cross-cut that dapped the
scimitar right out of Drizzt’ s hand.

"Hal” Drizzt cried, having expected the move and launch-ing his second ruse. Hisremaining scimitar
knifed over Zak’ sleft shoulder, inevitably dipping in the follow-through of the parry.

But by the time Drizzt even launched the second blow, Zak was aready down to hisknees. AsDrizzt's
blade cut harmlesdy high, Zak sprang to hisfeet and launched aright cross, hilt firdt, that caught Drizzt
squardly intheface. A stunned Drizzt legped back along step and stood perfectly still for along moment.
Hisremaining scimitar dropped to the ground, and his glossed eyes did not blink.

" A feint withinafeint within afeint!” Zak camly ex-plained.

Drizzt dumped to the floor, unconscious. Matron Malice nodded her approval as Zak waked back over
to her. "Heisready for the Academy” sheremarked.

Zak' sface turned sour and he did not answer.
"Viernaisthere dready” Mdice continued, "to teach asa

mistressin Arach- Tinilith, the School of Lloth. Itisahigh




honor”
A laure for House Do’ Urden, Zak knew, but he was smart enough to keep histhoughts silent.
"Dininwill leave soon” said the matron.

Zak was surprised. Two children serving as mastersin the Academy at the sametime?”Y ou must have
worked hard to get such accommodations’ he dared to remark.

Matron Mdice smiled. " Favors owed, favorscalled in”
"Towhat end?’ asked Zak. " Protection for Drizzt?’

Malice laughed aoud. " From what | have just witnessed, Drizzt would more likely protect the other
two!”

ZaK bit hislip at the comment. Dinin was gill twice the fighter and ten times the heartlesskiller as Drizzt.
Zak knew that Malice had other motives.

"Three of thefirst eight houseswill be represented by no
fewer than four children in the Academy over the next two
decades’ Matron Mdice admitted. "Matron Baenre’ sown

son will begininthe same dassas Drizzt”

" S0 you have aspirations’ Zak said. "How high, then, will House Do’ Urden climb under the guidance of
Matron Md-ice?’

" Sarcasm will cost you your tongue’ the matron mother warned. ”We would befoolsto let dip by such
an opportu-nity to learn more of our rivasl”

"Thefirg eight houses’ Zak mused. " Be cautious, Matron
Malice. Do not forget to watch for rivals among the lesser
houses. There once was a house named DeVir that made
such amistake”’

"No attack will come from behind” Mdice sneered. "We
are the ninth house but boast more power than but a hand-
ful of others. None will strike at our backs; there are easier
targetshigher up theling’

"And al toour gan” Zak putin.




"That isthe point of it dl, isit not?” Malice asked, her evil smilewide on her face.

Zak didn’'t need to respond; the matron knew histruefed. ings. That precisdy was not the point.
" Speak lessand your jaw will hedl faster” Zak said later, when he again was done with Drizzt.
Drizzt cast him avile glance.

The weapon master shook his head. ”We have become

"Come quickly” Zak indructed Drizzt one evening after they had finished their sparring. By the urgency
of the wegpon master’ stone, and by the fact that Zak didn’'t even pause to wait for Drizzt, Drizzt knew
that something impor-tant was happening.

Hefindly caught up to Zak on the balcony of House Do’ Urden, where Maya and Briza already stood.

"What isit?’ Drizzt asked.

Zak pulled him close and pointed out acrossthe great ca-vern, to the northeastern reaches of the city.
Lightsflashed and faded in sudden bursts, apillar of fire roseinto the air, then disappeared.

"A rad” Brizasad offhandedly. "Minor houses, and of no concernto us’ Zak saw that Drizzt did not
understand.

” One house has attacked another” he explained. " Re-
venge, perhaps, but most likely an attempt to climbtoa
higher rank in the city”

" The battle has been long” Brizaremarked, "and till the
lightsflash”

Zak continued to clarify the event for the confused se-
condboy of the house. ” The attackers should have blocked

the battle within rings of darkness. Their inability to do so




might indicate that the defending house was ready for the

rad’

" All cannot be going well for the attackers’ Maya agreed. Drizzt could hardly believe what he was
hearing. Even more darming than the newsitself wastheway hisfamily taked about the event. They
were o calm in their descrip-tions, asif thiswas an expected occurrence.

"The attackers must leave no witnesses’ Zak explained to

Drizzt, " dsethey will face the .wrath of the ruling council”

"But we arewitnesses’ Drizzt reasoned.

"No” Zak replied. "We are onlookers; this battle is none of

our afair. Only the nobles of the defending house are

awarded theright to place accusations against their attack-

es’

"If any noblesare left dive’ Brizaadded, obvioudy enjoy-ing the drama.

At that moment, Drizzt wasn't sureif heliked this new revelation. However he might have felt, he found

that he could not tear his gaze from the continuing spectacle of drow battle. All the Do’ Urden compound
was astir now, sol-diers and daves running about in search of a better vantage point and shouting out
descriptions of the action and ru-mors of the perpetrators.

Thiswas drow society in dl its macabre play, and while it seemed ultimately wrong in the heart of the
youngest mem-ber of House Do’ Urden, Drizzt could not deny the excite-ment of the night. Nor could
Drizzt deny the expressions of obvious pleasure stamped upon the faces of the three who shared the
ba cony with him.

Alton made hisway through his private chambers one fi-nd time, to make certain that any artifactsor
tomes that might seem even the least bit sacrilegious were safely hid-den. He was expecting avidt from a
matron mother, arare occasion for amaster of the Academy not connected with Arach- Tinilith, the
Schooal of Lloth. Alton was more than alittle anxious about the motives of this particular visitor, Ma-tron
SiNafay Hun'ett, head of the city’ sfifth house and mother of Masoj, Alton’s partner in conspiracy.

A bang on the stone door of the outermaost chamber in his complex told Alton that his guest had arrived.
He straight-ened his robes and took yet another glance around the room. The door swung open before
Alton could get there, and Matron SINafay swept into the room. How easily she made the
transformation-walking from the absolute dark of the outside corridor into the candlelight of Alton’s
chamber-without o much asaflinch.

SiNafay was smdler than Alton had imagined, diminutive even by the standards of the drow. She stood
barely more than four feet high and weighed, by Alton’s estimation, no more than fifty pounds. Shewasa
meatron mother, though, and Alton reminded himself that she could strike him dead with asingle spdll.




Alton averted his gaze obediently and tried to convince himsdlf that there was nothing unusua about this
vigt. He grew less a ease, however, when Masoj trotted in and to his mother’ sSide, asmug smileon his
face.

" Greetings from House Hun' ett, Gelroos’ Matron SiNafay
said. ” Seventy-five years and moreit has been since we last
talked”

"Gelroos?” Alton mumbled under his bregth. He cleared histhroat to cover hissurprise. "My greetings
to you, Ma-tron SNafay” he managed to sammer. "Hasit been so very long?’

"Y ou should come to the house” the matron said. ”Vour

chambersremain empty”

My chambers? Alton began to fed very sick.

SiNafay did not missthe look. A scowl crossed her face and her eyes narrowed evilly.

Alton suspected that his secret was ouit. If the Faceless One had been a member of the Hun' ett family,
how could Al-ton hope to fool the matron mother of the house? He scanned for the best escape route, or

for someway he could at least kill the traitorous Masoj before SINafay struck him down.

When he looked back toward Matron SINafay, she had a-ready begun aquiet spell. Her eyes popped
wide at its com-pletion, her suspicions confirmed.

"Who are you?’ she asked, her voice sounding more curi-ous than concerned.

There was no escape, no way to get at Masoj, standing prudently close to his powerful mother’ s side.

"Who areyou?’ SiNafay asked again, taking athree-headed instrument from her belt, the dreaded
snake-headed whip that injected the most painful and incapacitating poison known to drow.

" Alton” he stuttered, having no choice but to answer. He

knew that since she now was on her guard, SNafay would

use smple magic to detect any lieshe might concoct. ”1 am

Alton DeVir”

"DeVir?’ Matron SiNafay appeared at least intrigued. ” Of the House DeVir that died some years ago?’
"I amthe only survivor” Alton admitted.

” And you killed Gelroos-Gelroos Hun' ett-and took his place as master in Sorcere’ the matron
reasoned, her voice asnarl. Doom closed in dl around Alton.

"I did not. . . 1 could not know hisname. . . He would have killed mel” Alton stuttered.




"I killed Gelroos’ came avoice from the sde. SNafay and Alton turned to Masoj, who once again held
his favorite two-handed crossbow.

"Withthis’ the young Hun' et explained. ” On the night House DeVir fell. 1 found my excusein Gelroos s
battle with that one” He pointed to Alton.

" Gelrooswas your brother” Matron SiNafay reminded Masoj.
"Damn hisbones!” Masoj pat. ” For four miserable years|
served him-served him asif he were amatron mother! He
would have kept me from Sorcere, would have forced me
into the Melee-Magthere instead”

The matron looked from Masoj to Alton and back to her
son.” And you let thisonelive’ shereasoned, asmile again

on her lips. " Y ou killed your enemy and forged an aliance
with anew magter in asingle move’

" Asl wastaught” Maso] said through clenched teeth, not knowing whether punishment or praise would
follow.

"Youwerejust achild” SiNafay remarked, suddenly red-izing the timetable involved.

Masoj accepted the compliment silently. Alton watched it dl anxioudy. ” Then what of me?’ hecried. ”’Is
my lifeforfat?’

SNafay turned aglareon him. ”Y our life as Alton DeVir
ended, so it would seem, on the night House DeVir fdl. Thus
you remain the Faceless One, Gelroos Hun' ett. | can use
your eyesin the Academy-to watch over my son and my

enemies’

Alton could hardly breathe. 1b so suddenly find himse)f alied with one of the most powerful housesin
Menzaober. ranzan! A jumble of possibilities and questions flooded his mind, onein particular, which had
haunted him for nearly two decades.

His adopted matron mother recognized his excitement.

” Speak your thoughts’ she commanded.




"You areahigh priestess of LIoth” Alton said boldly, that
one notion overpowering dl caution. ” It iswithin your

power to grant me my fondest desire’

"You dareto ask afavor?’ Matron SINafay balked, though
she saw the torment on Alton’ s face and was intrigued by
the gpparent importance of thismystery. "Very well”

"What house destroyed my family?’ Alton growled. ” Ask the nether world, | beg, Matron SiNafay”
SiNafay considered the question carefully, and the possi-hilities of Alton's apparent thirst for vengeance.
Another benefit of dlowing this oneinto the family? SINafay won-dered.

"Thisisknown to me aready” shereplied. " Perhgps when

you have proven your vaue, | will tell-”

"No!” Alton cried. He stopped short, redlizing that he had interrupted a matron mother, a crime that
could invoke a punishment of degath.

SiNafay held back her angry urges. ” This question must be very important for you to act so foolishly”
shesad.

"Meass’ Alton begged. I must know. Kill meif you will,

but tdl mefirs who it was’

SiNafay liked his courage, and his obsession could only prove of vaueto her. "House Do’ Urden” she
sad.

"Do’ Orden?” Alton echoed, hardly believing that ahouse so far back in the city hierarchy could have
defeated House DeVir.

"You will take no actions againg them” Matron SNafay warned. ” And 1 will forgive your insolence-this
time. Y ou are ason of House Hun' ett now; remember aways your placel” Shelet it Say at that,
knowing that one who had been clever enough to carry out such adeception for the better part of two
decades would not be foolish enough to disobey the matron mother of his house.

"ComeMaso]” SiINafay said to her son, ”let usleavethis

one aone so that he may consider his new identity”

"I must tell you, Matron SiNafay” Masoj dared to say ashe

and his mother made their way out of Sorcere, ” Alton DeVir

isabuffoon. He might bring harm to House Hun' tt”




"He survived thefal of hisown house” SiNafay replied,

" and has played through the ruse as the Faceless One for

nineteen years. A buffoon? Perhaps, but a resourceful buf-
foon at theleast”

Masoj unconscioudly rubbed the area of his eyebrow that had never grown back. ”1 have suffered the
antics of Alton DeVir for dl theseyears’ he said. ”He does have afair share of luck, 1 admit, and can get
himsalf out of trouble-though heisusudly the onewho puts himsdf into it!”

"Do not fear” SNafay laughed. ” Alton brings vaueto our
house”

"What can we hopeto gain?’

"Heisamaster of the Academy” SiNafay replied. "He gives

me eyes where 1 now need them” She stopped her son and

turned him to face her so that he might understand theim-

plications of her every word. ” Alton DeVir'sclam against

House Do’ Orden may work in our favor. He was anoble of
the house, with rights of accusation”

"Y ou mean to use Alton DeVir' s chargeto rdly the great housesinto punishing House Do’ Orden?’
Masoj asked.

"The great houses would hardly be willing to strike out

for an incident that occurred amost twenty years ago”
SiNafay replied. ”House Do’ Urden executed House DeVir's
destruction nearly to perfection-aclean kill. Th so much as
speak an open charge against the Do’ Urdens now would be
to invite the wrath of the great houses on oursalves’

"What good then is Alton DeVir?’ Masoj asked. "Hisclaim
iIsusdlessto us’

The matron replied, ”Y ou are only amale and cannot un-




derstand the complexities of the ruling hierarchy. With Al-
ton DeVir's charge whispered into the proper ears, the
ruling council might look the other way if asingle house

took revenge on Alton’ s behaf”

"Towhat end?” Masoj remarked, not understanding the importance. Y ou would risk the losses of such
abattle for the destruction of alesser house?”’

" So thought House DeVir of House Do’ Urden” explained
SiNafay. ”In our world, we must be as concerned with the
lower houses as with the higher ones. All of the great

houses would be wise now to watch closely the moves of
Daermon N’ & shezbaernon, the ninth house that is known as
Do’ Urden. It now has both amaster and amistress serving
in the Academy and three high priestesses, with afourth
nearingthegod”’

" Four high priestesses?’ Masoj pondered. ” In asingle house” Only three of the top eight houses could

clam morethan that. Normdly, ssters aspiring to such heightsinspired rivariesthat inevitably thinned the
ranks.

” And the legions of House Do’ Urden number more than
three hundred fifty” SiNafay continued, ”al of them trained
by perhaps the finest weapon master in dl the city”
"Zaknafein Do’ Urden, of coursel” Masoj recalled.

"Y ou have heard of him?’

"His name s often spoken at the Academy, even in Sor-

cee’

"Good” SiNafay purred. ” Then you will understand the fun weight of the mission | have chosen for you”
An eager light cameinto Masoj’ seyes.

” Another Do’ Urden is soon to begin there” SiNafay ex-

plained. "Not amaster, but a student. By the words of those




few who have seen thisboy, Drizzt, at training, hewill be as
fine afighter as Zaknafein. We should not alow this’
Y ou want meto kill the boy?’ Masoj asked eagerly.
"No” SiNafay replied, "not yet. | want you to learn of him,
to understand the motivations of hisevery move. If thetime
to strike does come, you must be ready”
Mas0j liked the devious assignment, but one thing till bothered him more than alittle. ”We still have
Altonto con-sder” he said. "Heisimpatient and daring. What are the consequences to House Hun' ett if
he strikes House Do’ Ur-den before the proper time? Might we invoke open war in the city, with House

Hun' ett viewed as the perpetrator?’

" Do not worry, my son” Matron SINafay replied. " If Alton DeVir makesagrievous error whilein the
guise of Geroos.

Hun' ett, we expose him as amurderous imposter and no

member of our family. Hewill be an unhoused rogue with

an executioner facing him from every direction”

Her casua explanation put Masoj at ease, but Matron SiNafay, so knowledgeable in the ways of drow
society, had understood the risk she was taking from the moment she had accepted Alton DeVir into her

house. Her plan seemed fool proof, and the possible gain-the imination of this growing House
Do’ Urden-was atempting piece of bait.

But the dangers, too, were very red. While it was per-fectly acceptable for one house to covertly
destroy another, the consequences of failure could not be ignored. Earlier that very night, alesser house
had struck out againgt ariva and, if the rumorsheld true, had failed. Theilluminations of the next day
would probably force the ruling council to en-act a pretense of justice, to make an example of the
unsuc-cessful attackers. In her long life, Matron SiNafay had witnessed this”jugtice” severa times.

Not asingle member of any of the aggressor houses-she was not even alowed to remember their
names-had ever survived.

Zak awakened Drizzt early the next morning. ”Come” he

said. "We are bid to go out of the house this day”

All thoughts of deep washed away from Drizzt at the news. " Outside the house?’ he echoed. Inal of his
nineteen years, Drizzt had never once waked beyond the adaman-tite fence of the po’ Urden complex.

He had only watched that outside world of Menzoberranzan from the balcony.

While Zak waited, Drizzt quickly collected his soft boots and his piwafwi. " Will there be no lesson this
day?’ Drizzt asked.




"We shdl s’ wasdl that Zak replied, but in histhoughts, the weapon master figured that Drizzt might
bein for one of the most startling revelations of hislife. A house had failed in araid, and the ruling council
had requested the presence of al the nobles of the city, to bear witnessto the weight of justice.

Briza appeared in the corridor outside the practice room’sdoor. ”Hurry” she scolded. ”"Matron Mdice
does not wish our house to be among the last groups joining the gather-ing!”

The matron mother hersdlf, floating atop a blue-glowing disk-for matron mothersrarely walked through
the city-led the procession out of House Do’ Urden’ s grand gate. Brizawalked at her mother’ sside, with
Mayaand Rizzen in the second rank and Drizzt and Zak taking up therear. Viernaand Dinin, attending
to the duties of their positionsin the Academy, had gone to the ruling council’ s summons with adifferent

group.

All the city was agtir thismorning, rumbling in theru. mors of thefaled raid. Drizzt waked through the
bustle wide-eyed, staring in wonderment at the close-up view of the decorated drow houses. Saves of
every inferior race-goblins, orcs, even giants-scrambled out of the way, recog-nizing Mdlice, riding her
enchanted carriage, as amatron mother. Drow commoners halted conversations and re-mained
respectfully slent asthe noble family passed.

Asthey made their way toward the northwestern section, the location of the guilty house, they cameinto
alane blocked by asquabbling caravan of duergar, gray dwarves. A dozen carts had been overturned or
locked together-apparently, two groups of duergar had come into the nar-row lane together, neither
relinquishing the right-of-way.

Briza pulled the snake-headed whip from her belt and chased off afew of the creatures, clearing the way
for Ma-iceto float up to the apparent leaders of the two groups. The dwarvesturned on her angrily-until
they redized her Sation.

"Beggin’ yer pardon, Madam” one of them stammered.

"Unfortunate accident isdl”

Malice eyed the contents of one of the nearest carts, crates of giant crab legs and other ddlicacies.

Y ou have dowed my journey” Maicesad camly.

"We have cometo your city in hopes of trade’ the other duergar explained. He cast an angry glare at his
counter-part, and Malice understood that the two were rivals, probably bartering the same goods to the
same drow house.

"I will forgive your insolence. . “ she offered gracioudy, sill eyeing the crates.

The two duergar suspected what was forthcoming. So did

Zak."We ezt well tonight” he whispered to Drizzt withady

wink. "Matron Maice would not let such an opportunity

dip by without gain”




”...if you can see your way to deliver half of these cartsto the gate of House Do’ Urden this night”

Mdicefinished. The duergar started to protest but quickly dismissed the foolish notion. How they hated
dedling with drow eves

"You will be compensated gppropriately” Madlice contin-

ued. "House Do’ Urden is not a poor house. Between both of
your caravans, you will still have enough goodsto satisty
the house you cameto see”’

Neither of the duergar could refute the smplelogic, but under these trading circumstances, where they
had of-fended a matron mother, they knew the compensation for their valuable foods would hardly be
appropriate. Stll, the gray dwarves could only accept it al asarisk of doing busi-nessin
Menzoberranzan. They bowed politely and set their troops to clearing the way for the drow procession.

House Thken' duis, the unsuccessful raiders of the pre-vious night, had barricaded themsa ves within their
two-stdlagmite structure, fully expecting what wasto come.

Outsdether gates, dl of the nobles of Menzoberranzan,

more than athousand drow, had gathered, with Matron

Baenre and the other seven matron mothers of the ruling council at their head. More disastrous for the
guilty house, the entirety of the three schools of the Academy, students and instructors, had surrounded
the Thken' duis compound. Matron Maliceled her group to the front line behind the ruling matrons. As
shewas matron of the ninth house, only one step from the council, other drow nobles readily stepped out

of her way.

"House Thken' duis has angered the Spider Queen!” Ma. tron Baenre proclaimed in avoice amplified by
magicd spdls.

"Only becausethey failed” Zak whispered to Drizzt.

Briza cast both maesan angry glare.

Matron B~enre bade three young drow, two femalesand amale, to her side’. " These are dl that remain
of House Freth” she explained. ” Can you tell us, orphans of House Freth” she asked of them, "who it
wasthat attacked your home?’

"House Thken' duis!” they shouted together.

"Rehearsed” Zak commented.

Brizaturned around again. ” Silencel” she whispered harshly.

Zak dapped Drizzt on the back of the head. ”Yes’ he agreed. " Do be quiet!”

Drizzt started to protest, but Briza had dready turned away and Zak’ s smile wastoo wideto argue
agang.




"Thenitisthewill of the ruling council” Matron Baenre was saying, ”that House Thken' duis suffer the
consequences of their actiong!”

"What of the orphans of House Freth?’ came acal from the crowd.

Matron Baenre stroked the head of the oldest femae, acleric recently finished in her sudiesat the
Academy. " No-blesthey were born, and nobles they remain” Bagnre said.

" House Baenre accepts them into its protection; they bear

the name of Baenre now”

Disgruntled whispersfiltered through the gathering.

Three young nobles, two of them femae, was quite aprize.

Any housein the city gladly would have taken themiin.

"Baenre’ Brizawhispered to Mdice. " Just what the first house needs, more clerics!”

” Sixteen high priestessesis not enough, it seems’ Mdice | answered. ;

” And no doubt, Baenre will take any surviving soldiers of House Freth” Brizareasoned.

Malice was not so certain. Matron Baenre was walking athin line by taking even the surviving nobles. If
House Baenre got too powerful, Lloth surely would take exception.

In Stuations such asthis, where a house had been dmost eradicated, surviving common soldierswere
normally pooled out to bidding houses. Malice would have to watch for such an auction. Soldiersdid not
come cheaply, but at thistime, Malice would wel come the opportunity to add to her forces, particularly if
there were any magic-usersto be had.

Matron Baenre addressed the guilty house. ”House Thken-duisl” she cadled. ”Y ou have broken our laws
and have been rightfully caught. Fight if you will, but know that you have brought this doom upon
yoursdlfl” With awave of her hand, she set the Academy, the dispatcher of justice, into motion.

Grest braziers had been placed in eight positions around House Thken' duis, attended by mistresses of
Arach- Tinilith and the highest-ranking clerical students. Flamesroared to life and shot into the air asthe
high priestesses opened gatesto the lower planes. Drizzt watched closdy, mesmerized ¢. and hoping to
catich aglimpse of either Dinin or Vierna. Denizens of the lower planes, huge, many-armed mon-gters,
dime covered and spitting fire, stepped through the flames. Even the nearest high priestesses backed
away from the grotesque horde. The creatures gladly accepted such servitude. When the signal from
Matron Baenre came, they eagerly descended upon House Teken' duis.

Glyphs and wards exploded at every corner of the house' sfeeble gate, but these were mere
Inconveniences to the summoned cregtures.

The wizards and students of Sorcere then went into action, damming at the top of House Teken' duis
with con-jured lightning bolts, bals of acid, and firebdls. Students and masters of Meee-Magthere, the
school of fighters, rushed about with heavy crossbows, firing into windows where the doomed family




might try to escape.
The horde of mongters bashed through the doors. Light-ning flashed and thunder boomed.

Zak looked at Drizzt, and afrown replaced the master’ s smile. Caught up in the excitement-and it
certainly was exciting-Drizzt bore an expression of awe.

Thefirgt screams of the doomed family rolled out from the house, screams o terrible and agonized that
they stole any macabre pleasure that Drizzt might have been experi-encing. He grabbed Zak’ s shoulder,
spinning the wegpon master to him, begging for an explanation.

One of the sons of House Teken' duis, fleeing a ten-armed giant monster, stepped out onto the bal cony
of ahighwin-dow. A dozen crossbow quarrds struck him smultane-oudy, and before he even fell dead,
three separate lightning bolts dternately lifted him from the ba cony, then dropped him back onto it.

Scorched and mutilated, the drow corpse started to tum-ble from its high perch, but the grotesque
monster reached out a huge, clawed hand from the window and pulled it back in to devour it.

"Drow justice’” Zak said coldly. He didn't offer Drizzt any consolation; he wanted the brutality of this
moment to stick in the young drow’s mind for therest of hislife. The siege went on for more than an
hour, and when it was finished, when the denizens of the lower planes were dis-missed through the
braziers gates and the students and in-structors of the Academy started their march back to Tier Breche,
House Teken' duis was no more than aglowing lump of lifeless, molten stone.

Drizzt watched it dl, horrified, but too afraid of the con-sequencesto run away. He did not notice the
artistry of Menzoberranzan on the return trip to House Do’ Urden.

Chapter 10

The Stain of Blood

" Zaknafeinisout of the house?’ Malice asked.

"I sent him and Rizzen to the Academy to deliver af!les-

sageto Viernd’ Brizaexplained. "He shan't return for many

hours, not before the light of Narbondel beginsits descent”

"That isgood” said Madlice. ”Y ou both understand your du-tiesin thisfarce?’

Brizaand Mayanodded. "I have never heard of such ade-ception” Mayaremarked. ”Isit necessary?’

"1t was planned for another of the house” Brizaan-




swered, looking to Matron Mdice for confirmation. " Nearly
four centuriesago”

"Yes' agreed Malice. " The same was to be done to Zakna-
fein, but the unexpected death of Matron Vartha, my

mother, disrupted the plans’

" That was when you became the matron mother” Maya said.
"Yes’ replied Mdice, "though | had not passed my first
century of lifeand was il training in Arach. Tinilith. 1t was
not a pleasant time in the history of House Do’ Urden”

"But we survived” said Briza. " With the death of Matron
Vartha, Nalfein and | became nobles of the house”

"Thetest on Zaknafein was never attempted” Maya rea-soned.
”Too many other duties preceded it” Mdice answered.

"Wewill try it on Drizzt, though” said Maya.

" The punishment of House Thken' duis convinced me that this action had to be taken” said Mdice.

"Yes’ Brizaagreed. ” Did you notice Drizzt’ s expression throughout the execution?’
”| did” answered Maya. "He was revolted”

"Unfitting for adrow warrior” said Mdlice, "and so this

duty isupon us. Drizzt will leave for the Academy in ashort

time, we must stain his hands with drow blood and stedl his

innocence’

"It seemsalot of trouble for amde child” Brizagrumbled.

”If Drizzt cannot adhere to our ways, then why do we not Smply give himto Lloth?’

"I will bear no more children!” Mdice growled in re-gponse. ” Every member of thisfamily isimportant if
we areto gain prominencein the city!” Secretly Malice hoped for another gain in converting Drizzt to the

evil ways of the drow. She hated Zaknafein as much as she desired him, and turning Drizzt into adrow
warrior, atrue heartless drow warrior, would distress the wegpon master grestly.




"On with it, then” Malice proclaimed. She clapped her hands, and alarge chest walked in, supported by
eight ani-mated spider legs. Behind it came anervous goblin dave.

”Come, Byuchyuch” Mdice said in acomforting tone. Anxiousto please, the dave bounded up before

Mdlice sthrone and held perfectly il asthe matron mother went through the incantation of along and
complicated spell.

Brizaand Mayawatched in admiration at their mother’ s kills; thelittle goblin’ s features bulged and
twisted, and its skin darkened. A few minutes | ater, the dave had assumed the appearance of amale
drow. Byuchyuch looked at its fea-tures happily, not understanding that the transformation was merely a
prelude to death.

"You areadrow soldier now” Mayasaidtoit, ”and my champion. Y ou must kill only asingle, inferior
fighter to take your place as afree commoner of House Do’ Urden!” After ten years as an indentured
servant to the wicked dark elves, the goblin was more than eager.

Malice rose and started out of the anteroom. " Come” she ordered, and her two daughters, the goblin,
and the ani-mated chest fell in line behind her.

They came upon Drizzt in the practice room, polishing the razor edge of his scimitars. He legped straight
up to S-lent attention at the Sght of the unexpected visitors.

" Greetings, my son” Mdlice said in atone more motherly
than Drizzt had ever heard. "We have atest for you this day,
asmpletask necessary for your acceptance into Melee-
Magthere’

Maya moved before her brother. ” | am the youngest, be-

sdeyoursdf” shedeclared. " Thus, | am granted the rights

of chdlenge, which | now execute”’

Drizzt stood confused. He had never heard of such athing. Maya called the chest to her sde and
reverently opened the cover.

Y ou have your weapons and your piwafwi” she ex-plained. ”Now it istimefor you to don the complete
outfit of anoble of House Do’ Urden” From the chest she pulled out apair of high black boots and
handed them to Drizzt.

Drizzt eagerly dipped out of hisnormal boots and put on the new ones. They were incredibly soft, and
they magicdly shifted and adjusted to a perfect fit on hisfeet. Drizzt knew the magic within them: they
would alow him to move in ab-solute silence. Before he had even finished admiring them, though, Maya
gave him the next gift, even more magnifi-cent.

Drizzt dropped his piwafwi to thefloor as hetook aset of slvery chain mail. In al the Realms, therewas
no armor as supple and finely crafted as drow chain mail. It welghed no more than aheavy shirt and
would bend as easily as silken cloth, yet could deflect the tip of a spear as surely as dwarven-crafted




plate mail.

Y ou fight with two wegpons’ Maya said, " and therefore need no shield. But put your scimitarsin this; it
iIsmorefit-ting to adrow noble” She handed Drizzt ablack leather blt, its clasp ahuge emerdd and its
two scabbards richly decorated in jewels and gemstones.

"Prepare yourself” Mdice said to Drizzt. ” The gifts must be earned” As Drizzt started to don the ouitfit,
Malice moved beside the dtered goblin, which stood nervoudy in the growing redization thet itsfight
would be no smpletask.

"When you kill him, theitemswill beyours’ Maice prom-ised. The goblin's smile returned tenfold; it
could not com-prehend that it had no chance againgt Drizzt.

When Drizzt again fastened his piwafwi around his neck,
Maya introduced the phony drow soldier. ” Thisis Byuchy-
uch” shesaid, ”my champion. Y ou must defeat him to earn
thegifts. . . and your proper place in the family”

Never doubting his ahilities, and thinking the contest to be asmple sparring maich, Drizzt readily agreed.
"Letit be-gin, then” he said, drawing his scimitarsfrom their lavish sheaths.

Malice gave Byuchyuch acomforting nod, and the goblin took up the sword and shield that Maya had
provided and moved right in at Drizzt.

Drizzt began dowly, trying to take ameasure of his oppo-nent before attempting any daring offensive
grikes. In only amoment, though, Drizzt redized how badly Byuchyuch handled the sword and shield.
Not knowing the truth of the creature sidentity, Drizzt could hardly believe that a drow would show such
Ineptitude with wegpons. He wondered if Byuchyuch was baiting him, and with that thought, contin-ued
his cautious approach.

After afew more moments of Byuchyuch'swild and off-baanced swings, however, Drizzt felt
compelled to take theinitiative. He dapped one scimitar against Byuchyuch' s shield. The goblin-drow
responded with alumbering thrust, and Drizzt dgpped its sword from its hand with his free blade and
executed asmpletwist that brought the scimitar’ stip to ahat againgt the hollow of Byuchyuch's chest.

"Too easy” Drizzt muttered under his bregth.

But the true test had only begun.

On cue, Brizacast amind-numbing spell on the goblin, freezing it in its hel pless position. Still aware of its
predica-ment, Byuchyuch tried to dive away, but Briza' sspdl held it ill.

"Finish the strike” Mdice said to Drizzt. Drizzt looked at his scimitar, then to Mdice, unableto bdieve
what he was hearing.

"Maya s champion must bekilled” Briza snarled.

”| cannot-" Drizzt began.




"Kill!” Mdiceroared, and thistime the word carried the weight of amagica command.

"Thrugt!” Brizalikewise commanded.

Drizzt felt their words compelling his hand to action.

Thoroughly disgusted with the thought of murdering ahelplessfoe, he concentrated with dl of hismenta
strength to resist. While he managed to deny the commands for afew seconds, Drizzt found that he could
not pull the weapon away.

"Kill!” Mdlice screamed.

" Strikel” yelled Briza

It went on for severa more agonizing seconds. Sweat beaded on Drizzt’ s brow. Then the young drow’s
willpower broke. His scimitar dipped quickly between Byuchyuch' sribs and found the unfortunate
creature s heart. Brizare-leased Byuchyuch from her holding spell then, to et Drizzt see the agony on the
phony drow’ sface and hear the gur-gles as the dying Byuchyuch dipped to the floor. Drizzt could not
find his breath as he stared at his blood-stained wespon.

It was Maya sturn to act. She clipped Drizzt on the shoul-der with her mace, knocking him to the floor.
"Y ou killed my champion!” she growled. ”Now you must fight me!”

Drizzt rolled back to hisfeet, awvay from the enraged fe-male. He had no intention of fighting, but before

he could even drop his wesapons, Mdice read his thoughts and warned, " If you do not fight, Mayawill
kill you!”

"Thisisnot theway” Drizzt protested, but hiswordswere lost in the ring of adamantite as he parried a
heavy blow with one scimitar.

Hewas now into it, whether he liked it or not. Mayawas a skilled fighter-all females spent many hours
training with wegpons-and she was stronger than Drizzt. But Drizzt was Zak’ s son, the prime student,
and when he admitted to him-sdf that he had no way out of this predicament, he camein at Maya s mace
and shidd with every cunning maneuver he had been taught.

Scimitars weaved and dipped in adance that awed Brizaand Maya Malice hardly noticed, caught in the
midst of yet another mighty spell. Malice never doubted that Drizzt could defeet his Sster, and she had
incorporated her expec-tationsinto the plan.

Drizzt' smoveswere dl defensve as he continued to hope for some semblance of sanity to come over
his mother, and that this whole thing would be stopped. He wanted to back Maya up, cause her to
stumble, and end the fight by putting her in ahe pless position. Drizzt had to believe that Brizaand Mdice
would not compe him to kill Maya as he had killed Byuchyuch.

Findly, Mayadid dip. She threw her shield out to deflect an arcing scimitar but became overbaanced in
the block, and her arm went wide. Drizzt’ s other blade knifed in, only to nick at Maya s breast and force
her back.

Malice's spdl caught the weapon in midthrust.




The blood-stained adamantite blade writhed to life and Drizzt found himsdf holding the tail of aserpent,
afanged viper that turned back againgt him!

The enchanted snake spat its venom in Drizzt’ s eyes, blinding him, then he fet the pain of Briza swhip.
All six snake heads of the awful wegpon bit into Drizzt’ s back, tear-ing through his new armor and jolting
him in excruciating pain. He crumbled down into a curled position, helpless as Briza snapped thewhipin,
agan and again.

"Never strike at adrow femalel” she screamed as she beat Drizzt into unconsci ousness.

An hour later, Drizzt opened hiseyes. Hewasin hisbed, Matron Malice stlanding over him. The high
priestess had tended to hiswounds, but the sting remained, avivid re-minder of the lesson. But it was not
nearly asvivid asthe blood thet still stained Drizzt’s scimitar.

"Thearmor will be replaced” Mdice said to him. ”Y ou are adrow warrior now. Y ou have earned it”
Sheturned and walked out of the room, leaving Drizzt to his pain and hisfallen innocence.

" Do not send him” Zak argued as emphatically as he dared. He stared up at Matron Mdice, the smug
queen on her high throne of stone and black velvet. Asadways, Brizaand Maya stood obediently by her
Sdes.

"Heisadrow fighter” Malice replied, her tone still con-

trolled. ”He must go to the Academy. It is our way”

Zak looked around helplesdy. He hated this place, the chapel anteroom, with its scul ptures of the Spider
Queen leering down at him from every angle, and with Mdice Stting-towering-above him from her seet
of power.

Zak shook the images away and regained his courage, re-minding himsdf that thistime he had something
worth ar-guing about.

"Do not send him!” he growled. " They will ruin him!” Matron Malice s hands clenched down on the
rock arms of her great chair.

” Already Drizzt ismore skilled than haf of thosein the Academy” Zak continued quickly, before the
matron’ s an-ger burst forth. ” Allow me two more years, and | will make him the finest swordsmanin al
of Menzoberranzan!”

Malice eased back on her seat. From what she had seen of
her son’ s progress, she could not deny the possibilities of
Zak'sclam. "He goes’ shesaid camly. " Thereismoreto the
meaking of adrow warrior than skill with wegpons. Drizzt

has other lessons he must learn”

" Lessons of treachery?’ Zak spat, too angry to care about




the consequences. Drizzt had told him what Malice and her
evil daughters had done that day, and Zak was wise enough
to understand their actions. Their ”lesson” had nearly bro-
ken the boy, and had, perhaps, forever stolen from Drizzt
the ideals he held so dear. Drizzt would find his moras and
principles harder to cling to now that the pedestal of purity
had been knocked out from under him”

"Watch your tongue, Zaknafein” Matron Maice warned.

"1 fight with passon!” the wegpon master sngpped. ” That iswhy | win. Y our son, too, fightswith
passion-do not let the conforming ways of the Academy take that from him!”

"Leaveus’ Madliceinstructed her daughters. Maya bowed and rushed out through the door. Briza
followed more dowly, pausing to cast asuspicious eye upon Zak. Zak didn't return the glare, but he
entertained afantasy concerning his sword and Brizal ssmug smile.

" Zaknafein” Malice began, again coming forward in her chair. "I have tolerated your blasphemous beliefs
through these many years because of your skill with weapons. Y ou have taught my soldierswell, and
your love of killing drow, particularly clerics of the Spider Queen, has aided the as-cent of House
Do Urden. | am not, and have not been, un-grateful.

"But | warn you now, onefind time, that Drizzt ismy son,

not hissire’'st Hewill go to the Academy and learn what he
must to take his place as a prince of House Do’ Urden. If you
interfere with what must be, Zaknafein, | will no longer
turn my eyesfrom your actions! Y our heart will be given to

Lloth”

Zak stamped his heels on the floor and snapped a short bow of his head, then spun about and departed,
trying to find some option in this dark and hopeless picture. Ashe made hisway through the main
corridor, he again heard in hismind the screams of the dying children of House DeVir, children who
never got the chance to witnessthe evils of the drow Academy. Perhaps they were better off dead.

Chapter 11

Grim Preference




Zak did one of his swords from its scabbard and admired the weapon’ s wondrous detail. This sword, as
with most of the drow weapons, had been forged by the gray dwarves, then traded to Menzoberranzan.
The duergar workman-ship was exquisite, but it was the work done on the wegpon after the dark elves
had acquired it that made it so very spe-cia. None of the races of the surface or Underdark could outdo
the dark elvesin the art of enchanting weapons. Im-bued with the strange emanations of the Underdark,
the magical power unique to the lightless world, and blessed by the unholy clerics of Lloth, no blade ever
sat in awielder’ s hand more ready to kill.

Other races, mostly dwarves and surface elves, aso took

pridein their crafted weapons. Fine swords and mighty

hammers hung over mantles as showpieces, dwayswith a

bard nearby to spout the accompanying legend that most

often began, ”In the days of yore. . *

Drow weapons were different, never showpieces. They werelocked in the necessities of the present,
never in remi-niscences, and their purpose remained unchanged for aslong asthey held an edgefine

enough for battle-fine enough to kill.

Zak brought the blade up before his eyes. In his hands, the sword had become more than an instrument
of battle. It was an extenson of hisrage, hisanswer to an existence he could not accept.

It was his answer, too, perhaps, to another problem that seemed to have no resolution.

Hewaked into the training hall, wherePrizzt was hard at work spinning attack routines againgt a practice
dummy.

Zak paused to watch the young drow at practice, wonder-ing if Drizzt would ever again consider the
dance of wegp-onsaform of play. How the scimitarsflowed in Drizzt’ shands! Interweaving with
uncanny precision, each blade seemed to anticipate the other’ s moves and whirred about in perfect
complemen.

Thisyoung drow might soon be an unrivaled fighter, amaster beyond Zaknafein himsdif.

”Canyou survive?’ Zak whispered. ”Have you the heart of adrow warrior?’ Zak hoped that the answer
would be an emphatic "no” but either way, Drizzt was surely doomed.

Zak looked down at his sword again and knew what he must do. He did its Sister blade from its sheath
and started a determined walk toward Drizzt.

Drizzt saw him coming and turned at the ready. " A find fight before | leave for the Academy?’ He
laughed. Zak paused to take note of Drizzt’ ssmile. A facade? Or had the young drow redlly forgiven
himsdlf for his actions against Maya s champion. It did not matter, Zak reminded himsdlf. Evenif Drizzt




had recovered from his mother’ s tor-ments, the Academy would destroy him. The weapon mas-ter said
nothing; hejust came onin aflurry of cuts and stabsthat put Drizzt immediately on the defensive. Drizzt
took it in stride, not yet redizing that thisfinal encounter with his mentor was much more than their

customary sparring.

"I will remember everything you taught me’ Drizzt prom-

ised, dodging acut and launching afierce counter of his

own. "I will carve my namein the hdlsof Mdee-Magthere

and make you proud”

The scowl on Zak’ sface surprised Drizzt, and the young drow grew even more confused when the
wegpon master’ s next attack sent a sword knifing straight at his heart. Drizzt |eaped aside, dapping at the
blade in sheer desperation, and narrowly avoided impa ement.

" Areyou so very sure of yoursef?” Zak growled, stub-bornly pursuing Drizzt.

Drizzt st himsdlf astheir bladesmet in ringing fury. I am afighter” he declared. ” A drow warrior!”

"You areadancer!” Zak shot back in aderisive tone. He dammed his sword onto Drizzt’ s blocking
scimitar so sav-agely that the young drow’ sarm tingled.

" Animpogter!” Zak cried.” A pretender to atitle you can. not begin to understand!”
Drizzt went on the offensive. Fires burned in hislavender eyes and new strength guided his scimitars
sure cuts. But Zak was relentless. He fended the attacks and contin-ued hislesson. ” Do you know the

emotions of murder?’ he spat. ”Have you reconciled yoursdlf to the act you commit-ted?’

Drizzt’ sonly answers were afrustrated growl and are-newed attack.

" Ah, the pleasure of plunging your sword into the bosom of ahigh priestess” Zak taunted. " Th see the
light of warmth leave her body while her lips utter slent cursesin your face! Or have you ever heard the
screams of dying chil. dren?’

Drizzt let up hisattack, but Zak would not alow abreak.

The weapon master came back on the offensive, each thrust aimed for avital area.
"How loud, those screams’ Zak continued. " They echo

over the centuriesin your mind; they chase you down the

paths of your entirelife’

Zak halted the action so that Drizzt might weigh hisevery word. ”Y ou have never heard them, have you,
dancer?’ The wegpon master stretched hisarms out wide, an invitation.

" Come, then, and claim your second kill” he said, tapping




his somach. ”In the belly, where the pain is greatest, so that
my screams may echo in your mind. Prove to me that you
are the drow warrior you clam to be’

Thetipsof Drizzt’s scimitars dowly made their way to the sone floor. He wore no smile now.

"You hesitate’ Zak laughed at him. " Thisisyour chance to make your name. A single thrust, and you will
send arepu-tation into the Academy before you. Other students, even masters, will whisper your name
asyou pass. ' Drizzt Do’ Ur-den; they will say. ' The boy who dew the most honored weapon master in dl
of Menzoberranzan!’ Isthis not what you desire?’

"Damn you” Drizzt spat back, but till he made no moveto attack.

"Drow warrior?’” Zak chided him. " Do not be so quick to claim atitle you cannot begin to understand!”

Drizzt came on then, in afury he had never before known. His purpose was not to kill, but to defeet his
teacher, to stedl the taunts from Zak’ s mouth with afighting display too impressive to be derided.

Drizzt was brilliant. He followed every move with three others' and worked Zak low and high, insde
and out wide.

Zak found his hed's under him more often than the bals of hisfeet, too involved was hein staying awvay
fromhisstu. dent’srelentlessthrusts to even think of taking the offen-sive. He dlowed Drizzt to continue
theinitiative for many minutes, dreading its conclusion, the outcome he had d-ready decided to be the

most preferable.
Zak then found that he could stand the delay no longer.

He sent one sword out in alazy thrust and Drizzt promptly dapped the weapon out of his hand.

Even as the young drow came on in anticipation of vic-tory, Zak dipped his empty hand into a pouch
and grabbed amagicd little ceramic ball-one of those that so often had aided him in battle.

"Not thistime, Zaknafein!” Drizzt proclaimed, keeping his attacks under control, remembering well the
many occa-sSonsthat Zak reversed feigned disadvantage into clear ad-vantage.

Zak fingered the ball, unable to come to terms with what he must do.

Drizzt walked him through an attack sequence, then an-other, measuring the advantage he had gained in
steding aweapon. Confident of his pogition, Drizzt camein low and hard with asingle thrust.

Though Zak was distracted at the time, he still managed to block the attack with his remaining sword.
Drizzt' s other scimitar dashed down on top of the sword, pinning itstip to thefloor. In the same lightning

movement, Drizzt dipped hisfirst blade free of Zak’ s parry and brought it up and around, stopping the
thrust bardly an inch from Zak’ sthroat.

"I haveyou!” the young drow cried.

Zak' sanswer camein an explosion of light beyond any-thing Drizzt had ever imagined.




Zak had prudently closed his eyes, but Drizzt, surprised, could not accept the sudden change. His head
burned in ag-ony, and he reeled backwards, trying to get away from the light, away from the wesapon
master.

Keeping hiseyestightly shut, Zak had aready divor.ced himsdf from the need of vison. Helet hiskeen
ears guide him now, and Drizzt, shuffling and ssumbling, was an easy target to discern. Inasingle motion,
thewhip came off Zak’ sbdt and he lashed out, catching Drizzt around the ankles and dropping him to
thefloor.

Methodically, the weapon master came on, dreading every step but knowing his chosen course of action
to be correct.

Drizzt redlized that he was being stalked, but he could not understand the motive. The light had stunned
him, but he was more surprised by Zak’ s continuation of the battle.

Drizzt set himself, unable to escape the trgp, and tried to think hisway around hisloss of sght. He had to
fed theflow of battle, to hear the sounds of his attacker and antici-pate each coming strike.

He brought his scimitars up just in timeto block asword chop that would have split his skull.
Zak hadn't expected the parry. He recoiled and came in from adifferent angle. Again he wasfoiled.

Now more curious than wanting to kill Drizzt, the weapon master went through a series of attacks,
sending his sword into motions that would have diced through the defenses of many who could see him.

Blinded, Drizzt fought him off, putting ascimitar in line with each new thrust.
Treechery!” Drizzt yelled, panful resdud explosonsfrom the bright light il bursting insde hisheed. He

blocked another attack and tried to regain hisfooting, real-izing that he had little chance of continuing to
fend off the weapon master from a prone position.

The pain of the stinging light was too greet, though, and Drizzt, barely holding the edge of consciousness,
stumbled back to the stone, losing one scimitar in the process. He spun over wildly, knowing that Zak
wasclosngin.

The other scimitar was knocked from his hand. treachery” Drizzt growled again. ” Do you so hate to
lose?’

"Do you not understand?’ Zak yelled back at him. ”1bloseisto die! Y ou may win athousand fights, but
you can only lose one!” He put hissword in line with Drizzt’ sthroat. 1t would be asingle clean blow. He
knew that he should do it, mercifully, before the masters of the Academy got hold of hischarge.

Zak sent his sword spinning across the room, and he reached out with his empty hands, grabbed Drizzt
by thefront of hisshirt, and hoisted him to hisfet.

They stood face-to-face, neither seeing the other very well in the blinding glare, and neither able to break
the tense s-lence. After along and breathless moment, the dweomer of the enchanted pebble faded and
the room became more comfortable. Iruly, the two dark elves|ooked upon each other in adifferent light.

" A trick of Lloth’sclerics’ Zak explained. ” Alwaysthey




keep such aspdll of light at theready” A strained smile
crossed hisface as hetried to ease Drizzt’ sanger. ” Although
| daresay that | have turned such light against clerics, even
high priestesses, more than afew times’
"Treachery” Drizzt Spat athird time.

"Itisour way” Zak replied. ”Y ou will learn”

"Itisyour way” snarled Drizzt. Y ou grin when you speak of murdering clerics of the Spider Queen. Do
you so enjoy killing' ?Killing drow?’

Zak could not find an answer to the accusing question. Drizzt’ swords hurt him profoundly because they
rang of truth, and because Zak had cometo view his penchant for killing clerics of Lloth asacowardly
response to his own un-answerable frustrations.

Y ouwould havekilled me’ Drizzt said bluntly.

"But | did not” Zak retorted. ” And now you live to go to the Academy-to take adagger in the back
because you are blind to the redities of our world, because you refuse to ac-knowledge what your
people are.

”Or you will become one of them” Zak growled. ” Either way, the Drizzt Do’ Urden | have known will
aurely die’ Drizzt' sface twisted, and he couldn’t even find the words to dispute the possibilities Zak was
spitting at him. He felt the blood drain from hisface, though his heart raged. He walked away, letting his
glarelinger on Zak for many steps.

" G0, then, Drizzt Do’ Urden!” Zak cried after him. ” Go to the Academy and bask in the glory of your
prowess. Re-member, though, the consequences of such skills. Alway& there are consequences!’.’

Zak retreated to the security of his private chamber. The door to the room closed behind the weapon
master with such asound of findity that it spun Zak back to face its empty stone.

" Go, then, Drizzt Do’ Urden” he whispered in quiet la
ment. ” Go to the Academy and learn who you redly are”’

Dinin camefor hisbrother early the next morning. Drizzt dowly left the training room, looking back over
his shoul-der every few stepsto seeif Zak would come out and attack him again or bid him farewell.

He knew in his heart that Zak would not.
Drizzt had thought them friends, had believed that the bond he and Zaknafein had sown went far beyond
the am-ple lessons and swordplay. The young drow had no answers to the many questions spinning in his

mind, and the person who had been histeacher for the last five years had nothing I eft to offer him.

" The heat growsin Narbondd” Dinin remarked when




they stepped out onto the balcony. ”We must not be late for
your first day in the Academy”

Drizzt looked out into the myriad colors and shapes that composed Menzoberranzan. ”What isthis
place?’ hewhis-pered, realizing how little he knew of hishomeland beyond the walls of his own house.
Zak’ swords-Zak’ s rage-pressed in on Drizzt as he stood there, reminding him of hisignorance and
hinting at adark path ahead.

"Thisistheworld” Dinin replied, though Drizzt’ squestion

had been rhetorica. " Do not worry, Secondboy” he

laughed, moving up onto therailing. Y ou will learn of Men-
zoberranzan in the Academy. Y ou will learn who you are

and who your people are”’

The declaration unsettled Drizzt. Perhgps-remembering hislast bitter encounter with the drow he had
most trusted-that knowledge was exactly what he was afraid of. He shrugged in resignation and followed
Dinin over the bacony in amagica descent to the compound floor: the first steps down that dark path.

Another sat of eyes watched intently as Dinin and Drizzt started out from House Do’ Urden.

Alton DeVir sat quietly againgt the side of agigantic mush-room, as he had every day for the last week,
garing at the Do’ Urden complex.

Daermon N’ & shezbaernon, Ninth House of Menzoberran-zan. The house that had murdered his
matron, his ssters and brothers, and all there ever was of House DeVir . . . ex-cept for Alton.

Alton thought back to the days of House DeVir, when Ma-tron Ginafae had gathered the family
members together so that they might discusstheir aspirations. Alton, just a stu-dent when House DeVir
fell, now had a greater insght to those times. 1Wenty years had brought awedlth of experi-ence.

Ginafae had been the youngest matron among the ruling families, and her potential had seemed unlimited.
Then she had aided agnomish patrol, had used her Lloth-given powersto hinder the drow elvesthat
ambushed the little people in the caverns outside Menzoberranzan-all because Ginafae desired the deeth
of asingle member of that attack-ing drow party, awizard son of the city’ sthird house, the house labeled
asHouse DeVir' snext victim.

The Spider Queen took exception to Ginafae' s choice of weapons; deep gnomes were the dark elves
worst enemy in the whole of the Underdark. With Ginafae falen out of Lloth’sfavor, House DeVir had
been doomed.

Alton had spent twenty yearstrying to learn of his ene-mies, trying to discover which drow family had
taken ad. vantage of his mother’ s mistake and had daughtered hiskin. Threnty long years, and then his
adopted matron, SiNafay Hun'’ ett, had ended his quest as abruptly asit had begun. Now, as Alton sat
watching the guilty house, he knew only onething for certain: twenty years had done nothing to di-minish
hisrage.




Part 3

The Academy

The Academy.

It isthe propagation of the liesthat bind drow society to-gethel; the ultimate perpetration of falsehoods
repeated SO many times that they ring true against any contrary evi-dence. The lessons young drow are
taught of truth and jus-tice are so blatantly refuted by everyday life in wicked Menzoberranzan that it is
hard to understand how any could believe them. Still they do.

Even now, decades removed, the thought of the place frightens me, not for any physica pain or the
ever-present sense of possible death-1 have trod down many roads equally dangerousin that way. The
Academy of Menzober-ranzan frightens me when | think of the survivors, the grad-uates,
exiging-reveing-within the evil fabricationsthat shape their world.

They livewith t~e belief that anything is acceptable if you can get away with it, that self-gratification is
the most im-portant aspect of existence, and that power comes only to she or he who is strong enough
and cunning enough to snatch it from the failing hands of those who no longer de-serveit. Compassion
has no place in Menzoberranzan, and yet it is compassion, not feal ; that brings harmony to most races. It
Is harmony, working toward shared godls, that pre-cedes greatness.

Liesengulf the drow in fear and mistrugt, refute friend-ship at thetip of aLloth-blessed sword. The
hatred and am-bition fostered by these amoral tenets are the doom of my people, aweakness that they
perceive as srength. Theresult isapardyzing, paranoid existence that the drow call the edge of
readiness.

| do not know how | survived the Academy; how | discov-ered the fal sehoods early enough to use them
In contrast, and thus strengthen, those ideals | most cherish.

It was-Zaknafein, | must believe, my teached: Through the experiences of Zak’slong years, which
embittered him and cost him so much, | cameto hear the screams. the screams of protest against
murderous treachery; the screams of rage from the leaders of drow society; the high priestesses of the
Spider Queen, echoing down the paths of my mind, ever to hold a place within my mind. The screams of
dying children.

-Drizzt Do’ Urden

Chapter 12




ThisEnemy,” They”

Wearing the outfit of anoble son, and with adagger con-cealed in one boot-a suggestion from
Dinin-Drizzt as-cended the wide stone stairway that led to Tier Breche, the Academy of the drow. Drizzt
reached the top and moved between the giant pillars, under the impassive gazes of two guards, last-year
students of Melee-Magthere.

Thro dozen other young drow milled about the Academy compound, but Drizzt hardly noticed them.
Three struc-tures dominated his vision and histhoughts. 1b hisleft ood the pointed stalagmite tower of
Sorcere, the school of wiz-ardry. Drizzt would spend the first sixth months of histenth and last year of
sudy inthere.

Before him, at the back of the leve, loomed the most im-pressive structure, Arach. Tinilith, the school of
Lloth, carved from the sone into the likeness of agiant spider. By drow reckoning, thiswasthe
Academy’ smost important building and thus was normally reserved for females. Mae studentswere
housed within Arach- Tinilith only during their last sx months of study.

While Sorcere and Arach. Tinilith were the more graceful structures, the most important building for
Drizzt a that tentative moment lined thewall to hisright. The pyramida structure of Melee-Magthere, the
schoal of fighters. This building would be Drizzt' s home for the next nine years. His companions, he now
redized, were those other dark dvesin the compound-fighters, like himsdlf, about to begin their formal
training. The dass, a twenty-five, was unusu-dly largefor the schoal of fighters.

Even more unusud, severd of the novice sudents were nobles. Drizzt wondered how his skillswould
measure up againgt theirs, how his sessonswith Zaknafein compared to the battles these others had no
doubt fought with the weapon masters of their respective families.

Those thoughtsinevitably led Drizzt back to his last encounter with his mentor. He quickly dismissed the
memo-ries of that unpleasant dud, and, more pointedly, the dis-turbing questions Zak’ s observations had
forced him to consider. There was no place for such doubts on this occa-sion. Melee-Magthere loomed
before him, the greatest test and the greatest lesson of hisyoung life.

"My greetings’ came avoice behind him. Drizzt turned to face afellow novice, who wore asword and
dirk uncom-fortably on his belt and who appeared even more nervous than Drizzt-a comforting Sight.

"Kdnozz of House Kendfin, fifteenth house” the novice said.

"Drizzt Do’ Urden of Daermon N’ a shezbaernon, House Do’ Urden, Ninth House of Menzoberranzan™
Drizzt replied automatically, exactly as Matron Malice had ingtructed him.

”A noble’” remarked Kelnozz, understanding the signifi-cance of Drizzt bearing the same surname ashis
house.

Kelnozz dropped into alow bow. "I am honored by your
presence’

Drizzt was arting to like this place dready. With the treetment he normaly received a home, he hardly
thought of himself asanoble. Any sdf-important notions that might have occurred to him at Kelnozz's




gracious greeting were dispelled amoment later, though, when the masters came out.

Drizzt saw his brother, Dinin, among them but pretended-as Dinin had warned him to-not ”to notice, nor
to expect any specid treatment. Drizzt rushed inside Melee-Magthere dong with the rest of the students
when the whips began to snap and the masters started shouting of the dire consequencesif they tarried.
They were herded down afew side corridors and into an oval room.

"Sit or stand asyou will!” one of the masters growled. No-ticing two of the students whispering off to
the side, the master took hiswhip out and-crack/-took one of the of-fenders off hisfeet.

Drizzt couldn’t believe how quickly the room then cameto order.
”| am Hatch' net” the master began in aresounding voice,

"the master of Lore. Thisroom will be your hall of instruc-tion for fifty cycles of Narbondd” He looked
around at the adorned belts on every figure. ”'Y ou will bring no wegponsto this place!”

Hatch' net paced the perimeter of the room, making cer-tain that every eye followed his movements
atentively. Y ou are drow” he snapped suddenly. ” Do you understand what that means? Do you know
where you come from, and the history of our people? Menzoberranzan was not aways our home, nor
was any other cavern of the Underdark. Once we walked the surface of the world” He spun suddenly
and cameupright in Drizzt’ sface.

” Do you know of the surface?” Master Hatch' net snarled.
Drizzt recoiled and shook his head.

" An awful place’ Hatch' net continued, turning back to the whole of the group. ” Each day, asthe glow
beginsitsrisein Narbondd, agreat bal of fire risesinto the open sky above, bringing hours of alight
greater than the punishing spells of the priestesses of Lloth!” He held his arms outstretched, with his eyes
turned upward, and an unbelievable grimace spread across hisface.

Students gaspsrose up al about him.

" Even in the night, when the ball of fire has gone below the far rim of the world” Hatch’ net continued,
weaving hiswords asif heweretelling ahorror tale, ” one cannot escape the uncounted terrors of the
surface. Reminders of what the next day will bring, dots of light-and sometimes alesser bdl of silvery
fire-mar the sky’ s blessed darkness.

” Once our people waked the surface of the world” he re-peated/ histone now one of lament, ”in ages
long past, even longer than the lines of the great houses. In that distant age, we walked beside the
pae-skinned elves, the faeried”

"It cannot be truel” one student cried from the side.

Hatch' net looked at him earnestly, considering whether more would be gained by besting the student for
his unasked. for interruption or by alowing the group to partic-ipate. " It is)” hereplied, choosing the
latter course. " We thought the faeries our friends; we cdled them kin! We could not know, in our
innocence, that they were the em-bodiments of deceit and evil. We could not know that they would turn
on us suddenly and drive us from them, daugh-tering our children and the eldest of our race!




"Without mercy the evil faeries pursued us acrossthe sur. face world. Always we asked for peace, and
awayswe were answered by swords and killing arrows!”

He paused, hisface twisting into awidening, maicious smile. " Then we found the goddess!”

"Praise LIoth!” came one anonymous cry. Again Hatch' net | et the dip of tongue go by unpunished,
knowing that every accenting comment only drew his audience deeper into hisweb of rhetoric.

"Indeed” the master replied. ” All praise to the Spider

Queen. It was she who took our orphaned raceto her side

and helped usfight off our enemies. It was she who guided

the forematrons of our race to the paradise of the Under-

dark. Itisshe’ heroared, aclenched fist risng into the air,

"who now gives usthe strength and the magic to pay back our enemies.

"We arethe drow!” Hatch’' net cried. Y ou are the drow, never again to be downtrodden, rulers of dl
you desire, conquerors of lands you choose to inhabit!”

"The surface?’ came aquestion.

"The surface?’ echoed Hatch' net with alaugh. ”Who would want to return to that vile place? Let the
faerieshaveit! Let them burn under the fires of the open sky! We claim the Underdark, where we can
fed the core of the world thrumming under our feet, and where the stones of the walls show the hesat of
theworld’ s power!”

Drizzt sat slent, absorbing every word of-the talented or-

ator’ s often-rehearsed speech. Drizzt was caught, as were all the new students, in Hatch’ net’ s hypnotic
variaions of in-flection and ralying cries. Hatch' net had been the master of Lore a the Academy for
more than two centuries, owning more prestige in Menzoberranzan than nearly any other male drow, and
many of the femaes. The matrons of the ruling families understood well the value of his practiced tongue.

So it went every day, an endless stream of hate rhetoric di-rected against an enemy that none of the
students had ever seen. The surface e veswere not the only target of Hatch’ net’ s sniping. Dwarves,
gnomes, humans, haflings, and al of the surface races-and even subterranean races such asthe duergar
dwarves, which the drow often traded with and fought bes de-each found an unpleasant spot in the
megter’ sranting.

Drizzt came to understand why no weapons were permit-ted in the oval chamber. When heléeft his
lesson each day, he found his hands clenched by hissidesin rage, uncon-scioudy grasping for ascimitar
hilt. It was obvious from the commonpl ace fights among the students that othersfelt the same way.
Always, though, the overriding factor that kept some measure of control was the master’slie of the
horrors of the outside world and the comforting bond of the stu. dents' common heritage-a heritage, the
students would soon come to believe, that gave them enough enemies to battle beyond each other.

Thelong, draining hoursin the ova chamber left little timefor the Sudentsto mingle. They shared




common bar-racks, but their extensive duties outside of Hatch' net’ slessons-serving the older students
and magters, preparing medls, and cleaning the building-gave them barely enough time for rest. By the
end of the first week, they walked on the edge of exhaustion, a condition, Drizzt redized, that only
increased the ftirring effect of Master Hatch' net’sles sons.

Drizzt accepted the existence stoically, considering it far better than the Six years he had served his
mother and Ssters as page prince. Still, there was one great disappoint-ment to Dnzzt in hisfirst weeks
a Mdee-Magthere. He found himsdf longing for his practice sessons.

He sat on the edge of hisbedroll late one night, holding ascimitar up before his shining eyes,
remembering those many hours engaged in battle-play with Zaknafein.

"We go to thelesson in two hours’ Kelnozz, in the next

bunk, reminded him. ” Get some rest”

”| fed the edge leaving my hands’ Drizzt replied quietly.

" The blade feels heavier, unba anced”

"The grand meleeisbardly ten cycles of Narbondd away” Kelnozz said. ”Y ou will get dl the practice
you desirethere! Fear not, whatever edge has been dulled by the days with the master of Lore will soon
be regained. For the next nine years, that fine blade of yourswill rardly leave your hands!”

Drizzt did the scimitar back into its scabbard and reclined on hisbunk. Aswith so many aspects of his
life so far-and, he was beginning to fear, with so many aspects of hisfuture in Menzoberranzan-he had no
choice but to accept the cir-cumstances of his existence.

" This segment of your training isat an end” Master Hatch’ net announced on the morning of thefiftieth

day. An-other magter, Dinin, entered the room, leading amagically suspended iron box filled with
meagerly padded wooden poles of every length and design comparable to drow wegp-ons.

" Choose the sparring pole that most resembles your own weapon of choice’ Hatch' net explained as
Dinin made hisway around the room. He cameto his brother, and Drizzt’ s eyes settled at once on his
choice: two dightly curving poles about three-and-a-hdf feet long. Drizzt lifted them out and put them
through asimple cut. Their weight and balance closely resembled the scimitars that had become so
familiar to hishands.

" For the pride of Daermon N’ & shezbaernon” Dinin whis-pered, then moved aong.
Drizzt twirled the mock weapons again. It was time to measure the value of his sessonswith Zak.

"Your classmust have an order” Hatch’ net was saying as Drizzt turned his attention beyond the scope of
his new weapons. ” Thus the grand melee. Remember, there can be only one victor!”

Hatch' net and Dinin herded the students out of the oval chamber and out of Meee-Magthere altogether,
down the tunnel between the two guardian spider statues at the back of Tier Breche. For dl of the
students, thiswas thefirst time they had ever been out of Menzoberranzan.

"What aretherules?’ Drizzt asked Kelnozz, inline at hisside.




”If amagter callsyou out, then you are out” Kelnozz re-plied.

"Therules of engagement?’ asked Drizzt. Kelnozz cast him an incredulous glance. "Win" hesaid smply,
as though there could be no other answer.

A short time later they cameinto afairly large cavern, the arenafor the grand melee. Pointed stalactites
leered down at them from the ceiling and stalagmite mounds broke the floor into atwisting mazefilled
with ambush holes and blind corners.

" Choose your dtrategies and find your starting point” Master Hatch’ net said to them. ” The grand melee
beginsin acount of one hundred!”

The twenty-five students set off into action, some pausing to consider the landscape laid out before
them, others sprinting off into the gloom of the maze.

Drizzt decided to find anarrow corridor, to ensure that he would fight off one-against-one, and hejust
dtarted off in his search when he was grabbed from behind.

"A team?’ Kelnozz offered.

Drizzt did not respond, unsure of the other’ s fighting worth and the accepted practices of thistraditional
encoun-ter.

" Othersare forming into teams’ Kelnozz pressed. ” Some

in threes. Thgether we might have a chance”

"The master said there could be only one victor” Drizzt reasoned.
"Who better than you, if not me’ Kelnozz replied with a

dy wink. " Let us defedt the others, then we can decide the

issue between oursalves’

The reasoning seemed prudent, and with Hatch’ net’ s count aready approaching seventy-five, Drizzt had
little time to ponder the possibilities. He clapped Kelnozz on the shoulder and led hisnew aly into the
meze.

Catwa ks had been constructed al around the room’ s pe-rimeter, even crossing through the center of
the chamber, to give the judging masters agood view of dl the action be-low. A dozen of them were up
there now, dl eagerly await-ing the first battles so that they might measure the taent of thisyoung class.

"One hundred!” cried Hatch' net from his high perch. Kelnozz began to move, but Drizzt stopped him,
keeping him back in the narrow corridor between two long stalag-mite mounds.

"Let them cometo us’ Drizzt Sgnded in the sllent hand and facid expression code. He crouched in
battle readiness.

" Let them fight each other to weariness. Patienceisour dly!”




Kelnozz relaxed, thinking he had made agood choicein Drizzt.

Their patience was not tested severely, though, for amo-ment later, atal and aggressive student burst
into their de-fensve position, wielding along spear-shaped pole. He cameright in on Drizzt, dapping
with the butt of hiswegpon, then spinning it over full in abrutal thrust de-signed for aquick kill, astrong
move perfectly executed.

Drizzt, though, it ssemed the most basic of attack routines-too basic, dmost, for Drizzt hardly believed
that atrained student would attack another skilled fighter in such astraightforward manner. Drizzt
convinced himsdlf in time that thiswas indeed the chosen method of attack, and no feint, and he launched
the proper parry. His scimitar poles spun counterclockwise in front of him, striking the thrusting spear in
successon and driving the wegpon’ stip harmlesdy above the striking line of itswidlder’ s shoulder.

The aggressive attacker, stunned by the advanced parry, found himsalf open and off balance. Barely a
split second later, before the attacker could even begin to recover, Drizzt’ s counter poked one, then the
other scimitar poleinto his chest.

A soft blue light appeared on the stunned student’ sface, and he and Drizzt followed itslineup to seea
wand-wielding master looking down at them from the catwalk.

"You are defeated” the master said to the tall student. ”Fall where you stand!”

The student shot an angry glare at Drizzt and obediently dropped to the stone.

"Come’ Drizzt said to Kelnozz, casting aglance up at the

master’ sreveding light. ” Any othersin the areawill know

of our position now. We must seek anew defensible areg’

Kehozz paused amoment to watch the graceful hunting strides of his comrade. He had indeed made a
good choice in sdlecting Drizzt, but he knew aready, after only asingle quick encounter, that if he and

this skilled swordsman were the last two standing-a distinct possibility-he would have no chance at dl of
cdamingvictory.

Together they rushed around a blind corner, right into two opponents. Kelnozz chased after one, who
fled infright, and Drizzt faced off againgt the other, who wielded sword and dirk poles.

A wide smile of growing confidence crossed Drizzt’ s face as his opponent took the offensive, launching
routines smi-larly basic to those of the spear wielder that Drizzt had eas-ily dispatched.

A few deft twists and turns of his scimitars, afew daps on the inside edges of his opponent’ s wegpons,
had the sword and dirk flying wide. Drizzt’ s attack came right up the mid-dle, where he executed another
double-poke into his oppo-nent’s chest.

The expected blue light appeared. " Y ou are defeated”

camethe master’scal. " Fal where you stand”

Outraged, the stubborn student chopped vicioudly at Drizzt. Drizzt blocked with one weapon and
snapped the other againgt his attacker’ swrist, sending the sword pole flying to the floor.




The attacker clenched his bruised wrigt, but that was the least of histroubles. A blinding flash of lightning
exploded from the observing master’ swand, catching him full in the chest and hurtling him ten feet
backward to crash into a stalagmite mound. He crumpled to the floor, groaning in ag-ony, and aline of
glowing heat rose from his scorched body, which lay against the cool gray stone.

"You are defeated!” the master said again. Drizzt started to the fallen drow’ sad, but the master is-sued
an emphatic, "No!”

Then Kelnozz was back at Drizzt’ sside. "He got away” Kelnozz began, but he broke into alaugh when
he saw the downed student. " If a master calls you out, then you are out!” Kelnozz repeated into Drizzt’s
blank stare.

"Come’ Kelnozz continued. " The battleisin full now. Let usfind somefun! ”

Drizzt thought his companion quite cocky for one who had yet to lift hisweapons. He only shrugged and
followed. Their next encounter was not so easy. They came into a double passage turning in and out of
severa rock formartions and found themselves faced off against agroup of three-nobles from leading
houses, both Drizzt and Kelnozz redlized.

Drizzt rushed the two on hisleft, both of whom wielded single swords, while Kelnozz worked to fend off
thethird. Drizzt had little experience against multiple opponents, but Zak had taught him the techniques of
such abattle quite well. His movements were solely defensve at firgt, then he settled into a comfortable
rhythm and allowed his oppo-nents to tire themselves out, and to make the critical mis-takes.

These were cunning foes, though, and familiar with each other’ smovements. Their attacks
complemented each other, dicing in at Drizzt from widely opposing angles.

"Thro-hands’ Zak had once cdled Drizzt, and now helived up to thetitle. His scimitars worked
independently, yet in perfect harmony, foiling every attack.

From a nearby perch on the catwalk, Masters Hatch’ net and Dinin looked on, Hatch’ net more than a
little impressed, and Dinin swelling with pride.

Drizzt saw the frustration mounting on his opponents’ faces, and he knew that his opportunity to strike
would soon be a hand. Then they crossed up, coming in together with identical thrusts, their sword poles
barely inches apart.

Drizzt spun to the sde and launched a blinding uppercut dice with hisleft scimitar, deflecting both
attacks. Then he reversed his body’ s momentum, dropped to one knee, back in line with his opponents,
and thrust in low with two sngps of hisfreeright arm. Hisjabbing scimitar pole caught thefirst, and then
the second, squardly in the groin.

They dropped their wegpons in unison, clutched their bruised parts, and dumped to their knees. Drizzt
leaped up before them, trying to find the words for an apology. Hatch' net nodded his approvd at Dinin
asthe two mas-ters set their lights on the two losers.

"Hepme!” Kenozz cried from beyond the dividing wal of stalagmites.

Drizzt doveinto aroll through a break in thewal, came up quickly, and downed a fourth opponent, who
was con-cealed for a back-stab surprise, with a backhand chop to the chest. Drizzt stopped to consider




his latest victim. He hadn’t even conscioudy known that the drow was there, but hisaim had been
perfect!

Hatch' net blew alow whistle as he shifted hislight to the most recent loser’ sface. ”Heisgood!” the
master breathed.

Drizzt saw Kelnozz a short distance away, practically forced down to his back by his opponent’ s skilled
maneu-vers. Drizzt |egped between the two and deflected an attack that surely would have finished
Kelnozz.

This newest opponent, wiglding two sword poles, proved Drizzt’ stoughest challenge yet. He came at
Drizzt with com-plicated feints and twists, forcing him on his hedls more than once.

"Berg'inyon of House Baenre®” Hatch' net whispered to Dinin. Dinin understood the significance and
hoped that his young brother was up to the test.

Berg'inyon was not a disappointment to his distinguished kin. His moves came skilled and measured,
and he and Drizzt danced about for many minutes with neither finding any advantage. The daring
Berg inyon then came in with the attack routine perhaps most familiar to Drizzt: the double-thrust [ow.

Drizzt executed the cross-down to perfection, the appro-priate parry as Zaknafein had so pointedly
proved to him. Never satisfied, though, Drizzt then reacted on an impulse, agilely snapping afoot up
between the hilts of his crossed blades and into his opponent’ s face. The stunned son of House Baenre
fell back againgt thewall.

"1 knew the parry waswrong!” Drizzt cried, dready sa-voring the next time he would get the
opportunity to foil the double-thrust low in asesson against Zak.

"Heisgood’ Hatch’ net gasped again to his glowing com-panion.

Dazed, Berg' inyon could not fight hisway out of the disad-vantage. He put aglobe of darkness around
himsdlf, but Drizzt waded right in, more than willing to fight blindly.

Drizzt put the son of House Baenre through aquick series of attacks, ending with one of Drizzt’ s scimitar
poles againgt Berg'inyon’ s exposed neck.

"1 am defeated” the young Baenre conceded, fedling the pole. Hearing the call, Master Hatch’' net
dispelled the dark-ness. Berg'inyon set both his weapons on the stone and dumped down, and the blue
light appeared on hisface. Drizzt couldn’t hold back the widening grin. Were there any here that he could
not defeat? he wondered.

Drizzt then felt an explosion on the back of his head that dropped him to his knees. He managed to look
back intimeto see Kelnozz walking away.

” A fool” Hatch' net chuckled, putting hislight on Drizzt,

then turning his gaze upon Dinin.” A good fool”

Dinin crossed hisarmsin front of his chest, hisface glow-ing brightly now in aflush of embarrassment
and anger.




Drizzt felt the cool stone againgt his cheek, but his only thoughts at that moment were rooted in the past,
locked onto Zaknafein' s sarcastic, but painfully accurate, state-ment: ” It is our way!”

Chapter 13

ThePrice of Winning

"Y ou decelved me’ Drizzt said to Kelnozz that night in the barracks. The room was black around them
and no other Stu-dents stirred in their cots, exhausted from the day’ sfighting and from their endless
duties serving the older sudents.

Kelnozz fully expected this encounter. He had guessed Drizzt' s naivete early on, when Drizzt had
actudly queried him about the rules of engagement. An experienced drow warrior, particularly anoble,
should have known better, should have understood that the only rule of his existence was the pursuit of
victory. Now, Kelnozz knew | thisfoolish young Do’ Urden would not strike at him for hiseerlier
actions-vengeance fueled by anger was not one of Drizzt’ straits.

"Why?" Drizzt pressed, finding no answer forthcoming from the smug commoner of House Kengfin.

The volume of Drizzt’ s voice caused Kelnozz to glance around nervoudly. They were supposed to be
deeping; if amaster heard them arguing. . .

"What isthe mystery?’ Kelnozz signaled back in the hand
code, thewarmth of hisfingersglowing clearly to Drizzt's
heat-sensing eyes. | acted as | had to act, though | now be-
lieve | should have held off abit longer. Perhaps, if you had
defeated afew more, | might have finished higher than
thirdintheclass’

" If we had worked together, as we had agreed, you might have won, or finished second at the least”
Drizzt Sgnaed back, the sharp movements of his hands reflecting hisanger.

"Mogt assuredly second” Kelnozz replied. ”1 knew from
the beginning that | would be no match for you. Y ou arethe
finest swordsman | have ever seen”

"Not by the masters standing” Drizzt grumbled aoud.
Eighthisnot solow” Kelnozz whispered back.

Berg'inyon isonly ranked tenth, and heisfrom the ruling




house of Menzoberranzan. Y ou should be glad that your
standing is not to be envied by your classmates’ A shuffle
outside the room’ s door sent Kelnozz back into the silent
mode. "Holding a higher rank means only that | have more
fighters eyeing my back as a convenient placeto rest their
daggers’

Drizzt et the implications of Kelnozz' s statement dip by; he refused to congder such treachery in the
Academy.

"Berg' inyon wasthefinest fighter | saw in the grand melee”’

he sgnded. ”He had you beaten until | interceded on your

behdf “

Kelnozz smiled the thought away. ” Let Berg'inyon serve as cook in some lowly housefor dii care” he
whispered even more quietly than before-for the son of House Baenre' s bunk was only afew yards
away. "Heistenth, yet |, Kelnozz of Kenafin, am third!”

"I am eighth” said Drizzt, an uncharacteristic edge on his
voice, more anger than jealousy, ”but | could defeat you
with any wegpon”

Kenozz shrugged, astrangely blurring movement to on-

lookers seeing in the infrared spectrum. ” Y ou did not” he
sgnded. 1 won our encounter”

" Encounter?” Drizzt gasped. ”Y ou deceived me, that isdl!”

"Who was left sanding?” Kelnozz pointedly reminded him. ”Who wore the blue light of amaster’s
wand?’

"Honor demands that there be rules of engagement” growled Drizzt.

"Thereisarule’ Kelnozz snapped back a him. Y ou may do whatever you can get away with. | won
our encounter, Drizzt Do’ Urden, and | hold the higher rank! That isall that matters!”

In the heat of the argument, their voices had grown too loud. The door to the room swung wide, and a
master stepped onto the threshold, hisform vividly outlined by the hdlway’ s blue lights. Both students
promptly rolled over and closed their eyes-and their mouths.




Thefindity of Kelnozz slast statement rocked Drizzt to some prudent observations. He redlized then

that his friendship with Kelnozz had come to an end-and, perhaps, that he and Kelnozz had never been
friendsat dl.

Y ou have seen him?’ Alton asked, hisfingerstapping anx-ioudy on the smal tablein the highest
chamber of his pri-vate quarters. Alton had set the younger students of Sorcere to work repairing the
blasted place, but the scorch marks on the stone walls remained, alegacy of Alton’sfire-ball.

"I have’ replied Masoj. | have heard of hisskill with
wespons’

"Eighth in hisclass after the grand meleg” said Alton, "a
fine achievement”

"By al accounts, he has the prowessto befirs” said Ma-

50]. "Oneday hewill clam that title. 1 shal be careful

around that on¢e’

"Hewill never liveto clamiit!” Alton promised. ”House Do’ Urden puts greet pridein this purple-eyed
youth, and thus 1 have decided upon Drizzt as my first target for re-venge. His death will bring painto
that treacherous Matron Malice!”

Masoj saw a problem here and decided to put it to rest once and for dl. ”'Y ou will not harm him” he
warned Alton.

Y ouwill not even go near him”
Alton’ stone became no lessgrim. "1 have waited two decades-” he began.
"Y ou can wait afew more’” Masoj snapped back. ”| remind
you that you accepted Matron SNafay’ sinvitation into
House Hun' dl. Such an dliance requires obedience. Matron
SiNafay-our matron mother-has placed upon my shoul-
dersthetask of handling Drizzt Do’ Urden, and | will exe-

cute her will”

Alton rested back in his seet across the table and put what was | eft of his acid-torn chininto adender
pam, carefully weighing the words of his secret partner.

"Matron SiNafay has plansthat will bring you al the re-venge you could possibly desire” Masoj
continued. ” | warn you now, Alton DeVir” he snarled, emphasizing the sur-name that was not Hun' ett,
"that if you begin awar with House Do’ Urden, or even put them on the defensive with any act of




violence unsanctioned by Matron SiNafay, you will incur the wrath of House Hun' ett. Matron SINafay
will expose you asamurderousimposter and will exact every punishment alowable by the ruling council
upon your piti-ful bones!”

Alton had no way to refute the threat. He was arogue,
without family beyond the adopted Hun' etts. If SiNafay
turned againgt him, he would find no dlies. ”What plan does
SiNafay . . . Matron SINafay . . . have for House Do’ Urden?’
he asked camly. " Tdl me of my revenge so that | may sur-
vive thesetorturous years of waiting”

Masoj knew that he had to act carefully at this point. His mother had not forbidden him to tell Alton of
the future course of action, but if she had wanted the volatile DeVir to know, Masoj redlized, shewould
havetold him hersdlf.

"Let usjust say that House Do’ Urden’ s power has grown, and continues to grow, to the point whereiit
has become avery red threat to dl the great houses” Masoj purred, lov-ing the intrigue of positioning
before awar. "Witnessthefal of House DeVir, perfectly executed with no obvioustrall. Many of
Menzoberranzan’ s nobleswould rest easier if ...~

Helet it go at that, deciding that he probably had said too much aready.

By the hot glimmer in Alton’ seyes, Masoj could tell that the lure had been strong enough to buy Alton’s
patience.

The Academy held many disappointments for young Drizzt, particularly in that first year, when so many
of the dark redlities of drow society, redlitiesthat Zaknafein had barely hinted at, remained on the edges
of Drizzt’ s cogni-zance with stubborn resilience. He weighed the masters’ lectures of hatred and mistrust
in both hands, one side hold-ing the masters' viewsin the context of the lectures, the other bending those
same words into the very different logic assumed by his old mentor. The truth seemed so am-biguous, so
hard to define. Through all of the examination, Drizzt found that he could not escape one pervading fact:
In hisentire young life, the only treachery he had ever witnessed-and so often!-was at the hands of drow
eves. The physicd training of the Academy, hours on end of du-eling exercises and stedlth techniques,
was moreto Drizzt’ sliking. Here, with hiswegpons so readily in his hands, he freed himsdf of the
disturbing questions of truth and per-ceived truth.

Here he excedlled. If Drizzt had come into the Academy with ahigher leve of training and expertise than
that of his classmates, the gap grew only wider asthe grueling months passed. He learned to look beyond
the accepted defense and attack routines put forth by the masters and create his own methods,
innovationsthat dmost dways at least equaled-and usudly outdid-the standard techniques.

At firg, Dinin listened with increasing pride as his peers exadted in his younger brother’ sfighting prowess.
So glow-ing came the compliments that the eldest son of Matron Malice soon took on anervous
wariness. Dinin was the e derboy of House Do’ Urden, atitle he had gained by elimi-nating Nafein.
Drizzt, showing the potentia to become one of the finest swordsmen in al of Menzoberranzan, was now
the secondboy of the house, eyeing, perhaps, Dinin’ stitle.




Smilarly, Drizzt’ sfellow students did not miss the grow-

ing brilliance of hisfighting dance. Often they viewed it too

closefor therr liking! They looked upon Drizzt with seeth-

ing jealousy, wondering if they could ever measure up

agang hiswhirling scimitars. Pragmatisn wasever a

strong trait in drow elves. These young students had spent

the bulk of their years observing the elders of their families

twisting every dtuation into afavorable light. Everyone of

them recognized the vaue of Drizzt Do’ Urden asan dly,

and thus, when the grand melee came around the next yesr,

Drizzt wasinundated with offers of partnership.

The mogt surprising query came from Kelnozz of House Kenafin, who had downed Drizzt through deceit
the pre-vious year. Do we join again, thistime to the very top of the class?’ the haughty young fighter
asked as he moved beside Drizzt down the tunnel to the prepared cavern. He moved around and stood
before Drizzt easily, asif they werethe best of friends, hisforearms resting across the hilts of his belted

wespons and an overly friendly smile spread across hisface.

Dnzzt could not even answer. He turned and walked away, pointedly keeping his eye over one shoulder
asheleft.

"Why are you so amazed?’ Kelnozz pressed, stepping quickly to keep up.

Drizzt spun on him. ”How could | join again with one who so deceived me?’ he snarled. "1 have not
forgotten your trick!”

"That isthe point” Kelnozz argued. Y ou are more wary thisyear; certainly | would be afool to attempt
suchamove agan!”

"How ese could youwin?’ said Drizzt. Y ou cannot defeat mein open battle’ Hiswords were not a
boadt, just afact that Kelnozz accepted as readily as Drizzt.

" Second rank is highly honored” Kelnozz reasoned. Drizzt glared a him. He knew that Kelnozz would
not set-tle for anything lessthan ultimate victory. ” If we meet inthe meleg’ he said with cold findlity, ”it
will be as opponents’ He walked off again, and thistime Kelnozz did not follow.

Luck bestowed ameasure of justice upon Drizzt that day, for hisfirst opponent, and first victim, inthe
grand melee was none other than hisformer partner. Dnzzt found Kelnozz in the same corridor they had
used as adefensible starting point the previous year and took him down with hisvery first attack
combination. Drizzt somehow managed to hold back on hiswinning thrust, though he truly wanted to jab




hisscimitar poleinto Kelnozz' sribswith dl his strength.

Then Drizzt was off into the shadows, picking hisway carefully until the numbers of surviving students
began to dwindle. With hisreputation, Drizzt had to be extrawary, for his classmates recognized a
common advantage in dimi-nating one of his prowess early in the competition. Working alone, Drizzt had
to fully scope out every battle before he engaged, to ensure that each opponent had no secret
com-panions lurking nearby.

Thiswas Drizzt’ s arena, the place where he felt most comfortable, and he was up to the chalenge. In
two hours, only five competitors remained, and after another two hours of cat and mouse, it came down
to only two: Drizzt and Berg'inyon Baenre.

Drizzt moved out into an open stretch of the cavern.

”Come out, then, student Baenre!” he cdled. " Let us settle this challenge openly and with honor!”

Watching from the catwalk, Dinin shook hishead in disbe-lief.

"He hasrdinquished dl advantage’ said Master Hat-

ch’ net, stlanding beside the elderboy of House Do’ Urden. ” As

the better swordsman, he had Berg’inyon worried and un-

sure of hismoves. Now your brother stands out in the open,

showing hisposition”

" Still afool” Dinin muttered.

Hatch' net spotted Berg'inyon dipping behind astdagmite

mound afew yards behind Drizzt. ” It should be settled

soon”

"Areyou afrad?’ Drizzt yelled into the gloom. ” If you truly deserve the top rank, as you fredly boast,
then come out and face me openly. Prove your words, Berg'inyon Baenre, or never speak them again!”

The expected rush of motion from behind sent Drizzt into asdeong roll.

"Fighting ismore than swordplay!” the son of House Baenre cried as he came on, hiseyes gleaming at
the advan-tage he now seemed to hold.

Berg' inyon ssumbled then, tripped up by awire Drizzt had set out, and fell flat to hisface. Drizzt wason
him in aflash, scimitar poletipin a Berg'inyon’ sthroat.

"So | havelearned” Drizzt replied grimly.

"Thus a Do’ Urden becomes the champion” Hatch’' net ob-




served, putting his blue light on the face of House Baenre's
defeated son. Hatch' net then stole Dinin’ swidening smile
with aprudent reminder: ” Elderboys should beware se-
condboys with such skills’

While Drizzt took little pride in hisvictory that second year, hetook grest satisfaction in the continued
growth of hisfighting skills. He practiced every waking hour when he was not busy in the many serving
duties of ayoung student. Those duties were reduced as the years passed-the young-est students were
worked the hardest-and Drizzt found more and moretime in private training. He reveled in the dance of
his blades and the harmony of his movements. His scimitars became his only friends, the only things he
dared to trust.

He won the grand melee again the third year, and the year after that, despite the conspiracies of many
others againgt him. 1b the magters, it became obviousthat nonein Drizzt’s classwould ever defeat him,
and the next year they placed him into the grand melee of students three years his senior.

He won that one, too.

The Academy, above anything €l sein Menzoberranzan, was astructured place, and though Drizzt's
advanced skill defied that structure in terms of battle prowess, his tenure as a student would not be
lessened. Asafighter, he would spend ten yearsin the Academy, not such along time con-sidering the
thirty years of study awizard endured in 50r-cere, or thefifty years abudding priestess would spend in

Arach- Tinilith. While fighters began their training at the young age of twenty, wizards could not start until
their twenty-fifth birthday, and clerics had to wait until the age of forty.

Thefird four yearsin Meee-Magthere were devoted to singular combat, the handling of weapons. In
this, the mas-ters could teach Drizzt little that Zaknafein had not aready shown him.

After that, though, the lessons became more involved.

The young drow warriors spent two full yearslearning group fighting tactics with other warriors, and the
subse-quent three years incorporated those tactics into warfare techniques beside, and againgt, wizards
and clerics.

Thefina year of the Academy rounded out the fighters' education. Thefirst Sx months were spentin
Sorcere, learning the basics of magic use, and the last S, the prelude to graduation, saw the fightersin
tutelage under the priest-esses of Arach- Tinilith.

All the while there remained the rhetoric, the hammering in of those precepts that the Spider Queen held
S0 dear, those lies of hatred that held the drow in astate of controlla-ble chaos.

Drizzt, the Academy became apersond challenge, a private classroom within the impenetrable womb of
hiswhirling scimitars. Insde the adamantite walls he formed with those blades, Drizzt found he could
ignore the many injustices he observed dl around him, and could somewhat insulate himsdlf against words
that would have poisoned his heart. The Academy was a place of constant ambition and deceit, a
breeding ground for the ravenous, consuming hunger for power that marked thelife of al the drow. Drizzt
would survive it unscathed, he promised himsdlf.




Asthe years passed, though, as the battles began to take on the edge of brutd redlity, Drizzt found
himself caught up time and again in the heated throes of situations he could not so easily brush away.

Chapter 14

Proper Respect

They moved through the winding tunnels as quietly as awhispering breeze, each step measured in sedth
and end-ing in an dert posture. They were ninth-year studentsworking on their last year in
Meee-Magthere, and they op-erated as often outside the cavern of Menzoberranzan aswithin. No
longer did padded poles adorn their belts; ada-mantite weapons hung there now, finely forged and cruelly
edged.

At times, the tunnels closed in around them, barely wide enough for one dark ef to squeeze through.
Other times, the students found themselves in huge caverns with wals and cellings beyond ther sight.
They were drow warriors, trained to operate in any type of Underdark landscape and learned in the

ways of any foe they might encounter.

" Practice patrols’ Master Hatch' net had called these drills, though he had warned the students that
"practice patrols’ often met mongters quite red and unfriendly. Drizzt, dill rated in thetop of hisclass
and in the point po. gtion, led this group, with Master Hatch’ net and ten other studentsfollowingin
formation behind. Only twenty-two of the origina twenty-fivein Drizzt’ s class remained. One had been
dismissed-and subsequently executed-for afoiled nation attempt on a higher-ranking student, a
second had been killed in the practice arena, and athird had died in his bunk of natural causes-for a
dagger in the heart quite naturaly ends one' slife.

In another tunnel a short distance away, Berg'inyon

Baenre, holding the class' s second rank, led Master Dinin

and the other half O

Theclassinasmilar exercise.

Day after day, Driz t and the others had struggled to keep the fine edge of reainess. In tJree months of
these mock patrols, the group had encountered only one monster, a cave fisher, anasty crablike denizen

of the Underdark. Even that conflict had provided only brief excitement, and no practica experience, for
the cavefisher had dipped out dong the high ledges before the drow patrol could even get astrike at it.

Thisday, Drizzt sensed something different. Perhapsit was an unusua edge on Master Hatch' net’ svoice
or atin. gling in the stones of the cavern, asubtle vibration that hinted to Drizzt’ s subconscious of other
creaturesin the maze of tunnels. Whatever the reason, Drizzt knew enough to follow hisingtincts, and he
was not surprised when the telltale glow of a heat source flitted down a side passage on the periphery of
hisvison. He sgnaed for therest of the patrol to hat, then quickly climbed to a perch on atiny ledge
above the side passage’ s exit.




When theintruder emerged into the main tunnel, he found himsdf lying back.down on the floor with two
smi. tar blades crossed over his neck. Drizzt backed away imme. diately when he recognized hisvictim
as another drow student.

"What are you doing down here?” Master Hatch' net de. manded of the intruder. ”Y ou know that the
tunnels outside M enzoberranzan are not to be traveled by any but the pa. trolgl”

"Y our pardon, Master” the student pleaded. "I bring news
of andert”

All in the patrol crowded around, but Hatch’ net backed them off with aglare and ordered Drizzt to set
them out in defensve positions.

”A childismissng” the student went on, ”a princess of House Baenre! Monsters have been spotted in
thetunndd”

"What sort of monsters?” Hatch’ net asked. A loud clacking noise, like the sound of two stones being
clapped together, answered his question.

"Hook horrorsl” Hatch' net signaled to Drizzt at hisside.

Drizzt had never seen such beasts, but he had learned enough about them to understand why Master
Hatch’' net had suddenly reverted to the silent hand code. Hook hor-rors hunted through a sense of
hearing more acute than that of any other creaturein al the Underdark. Drizzt im-mediately relayed the
signd around to the others, and they held absolutely quiet for ingtructions from the master. Thiswasthe
Stuation they had trained to handle for the last nine years of their lives, and only the sweat on their palms
belied the cAm readiness of these young drow warriors.

" Spells of darknesswill not foil hook horrors’ Hatch' net signaled to histroops. ” Nor will these” He
indicated the pis-tol crossbow in his hand and the poison-tipped dart it held, acommon first-strike
weapon of the dark elves. Hatch’ net put the crossbow away and drew his dender sword.

"Y ou must find agap in the creature’ sbone armor” he re-minded the others, ”and dip your weapon
through to the flesh” He tapped Drizzt on the shoulder, and they started off together, the other students
fdlinginto line behind them.

The clacking resounded clearly, but, echoing off the stone walls of the tunnels, it provided a confusing
beacon for the hunting drbw. Hatch' net let Drizzt steer their course and was impressed by the way the
student soon discerned the pattern of the echo riddle. Drizzt’ s step came in confidence, though many of
the othersin the patrol glanced about anx-ioudy unsure of the peril’ sdirection or distance.

Then asingular sound froze them dl where they stood, cutting through the din of the clacking monsters
and re-sounding again and again, surrounding the patrol in the echoing madness of aterrifying wall. It was
the scream of achild.

" Princess of House Baenre!” Hatch' net signded to Drizzt.

The master started to order histroopsinto a battle forma-tion, but Drizzt didn’t wait to watch the
commands. The scream had sent ashudder of revulsion through his spine, and when it sounded again, it




lighted angry firesin hislav-ender eyes.
Drizzt sprinted off down the tunndl, the cold metal of his scimitars|eading the way.

Hatch' net organized the patrol into quick pursuit. He hated the thought of losing a student as killed as
Drizzt, but he considered, too, the benefits of Drizzt’ srash actions. If the others watched the finest of
their classdiein an act of stupidity, it would be alesson they would not soon forget.

Drizzt cut around a sharp corner and down a straight ex-panse of narrow, broken walls. He heard no
echoes now, just the ravenous clacking of the waiting monsters and the muffled cries of the child.

His keen ears caught the dight sounds of his patrol at his back, and he knew that if he was able to hear
them, the hook horrors surely could. Drizzt would not relinquish the passion or theimmediacy of his
quest. He climbed to aledge ten feet above the floor, hoping it would run the length of the corridor-
When he dipped around afina bend, he could barely distinguish the heat of the mongters' formsthrough
the blurring coolness of their bony exoske etons, shells nearly equal in temperature to the surrounding
stone.

He made out five of the giant beasts, two pressed against the stone and guarding the corridor and three
othersfar-ther back, in alittle cul-de-sac, toying with some-crying-object.

Drizzt mustered his nerve and continued adong the ledge, using al the stealth he had ever learned to
creep by the sen-tries. Then he saw the child princess, lying in abroken hegp at the foot of one of the
mongtrous bipeds. The motion of her sobstold Drizzt that she was dive. Drizzt had no inten-tion of
engaging the mongersif he could help it, hoping that he might perhaps dip in and stedl the child away.

Then the patrol came headlong around the bend in the corridor, forcing Drizzt to action.

" Sentries” he screamed in warning, probably saving the lives of the first four of the group. Drizzt’s
attention abruptly returned to the wounded child as one of the hook horrors raised its heavy, clawed foot
to crush her.

The beast $ood nearly twice Drizzt’ s height and out-weighed him more than fivetimes over. It wasfully
ar-mored in the hard shell of its exoskeleton and adorned with gigantic clawed hands and along and
powerful beak. Three of the monsters stood between Drizzt and the child.

Drizzt couldn’t care about any of those details at that hor-rible, critical moment. Hisfearsfor the child
outweighed any concern for the danger looming before him. He was adrow warrior, afighter trained and
outfitted for battle, while the child was hel pless and defensdess.

Two of the hook horrors rushed at the ledge, just the break Drizzt needed. He rose up to hisfeet and
legped out over them, coming down in afighting blur onto the sde of the remaining hook horror. The
mongter lost dl thoughts of the child as Drizzt’ s scimitars sngpped in &t its beak relent-lessly, cracking
into itsfacia armor in adesperate search for an opening.

The hook horror fell back, overwhelmed by its oppo-nent’ s fury and unable to catch up to the blades
blinding, ginging movements.

Drizzt knew that he had the advantage on this one, but he knew, aswell, that two others would soon be
a hisback. He did not relent. He did down from his perch on the monster’ s side and rolled around to
block its retreat, dropping be-tween its stalagmitelike legs and tripping it to the stone.




Then hewason top of it, poking furioudy asit floundered onitsbely.

The hook horror desperately tried to respond, but its ar-mored shell was too encumbering for it to twist
out from under the assaullt.

Drizzt knew his own Situation was even more desperate. Battle had been joined in the corridor, but
Hatch' net and the others couldn’t possibly get through the sentriesin time to stop the two hook horrors
undoubtedly charging his back.

Prudence dictated that Drizzt relinquish his position over this one and spin away into a defensve posture.

The child’ s agonized scream, however, overruled pru-dence. Rage burned in Drizzt’ s eyes so blatantly
that even the stupid hook horror knew itslife was soon to end. Drizzt put the tips of his scimitars together
ina”V” and plunged them down onto the back of the mongter’ sskull with al hismight. Seeing adight
crack in the creature’ s shell, Drizzt crossed the hilts of hisweagpons, reversed the points, and split a clear
opening in the monster’ s defense. He then snapped the hilts together and plunged the blades straight
down, through the soft flesh and into the mongter’ sbrain. A heavy claw diced adeep line across Drizzt's
shoulders, tearing his piwafwi and drawing blood. He dove forward into aroll and came up with his
wounded back to the far wall. Only one hook horror moved in a him; the other picked up the child.

"No!” Drizzt screamed in protest. He started forward, only to be dapped back by the attacking
monster. Then, par-alyzed, he watched in horror as the other hook horror put an end to the child's
screams.

Rage replaced determination in Drizzt’ s eyes. The closest hook horror rushed a him, meaning to crush

him againgt the stone. Drizzt recognized itsintentions and didn’t even try to dodge out of the way.
Instead, he reversed his grip on hisweapons and locked them against the wall, above his shoulders.

With the momentum of the mongter’ s eight-hundred-pound bulk carrying it on, even the armor of its shell
could not protect the hook horror from the adamantite scimitars.

It dammed Drizzt up againgt thewall, but in doing so im-paled itsdf through the belly.

The creature jumped back, trying to wriggle free, but it could not escape the fury of Drizzt Do’ Urden.
Savagely the young drow twisted the impa ed blades. He then shoved off from the wall with the strength
of anger, tumbling the giant monster backward.

Two of Drizzt' s enemies were dead, and one of the hook horror sentriesin the hallway was down, but
Drizzt found no relief in those facts. The third hook horror towered over him as he desperately tried to
get hisbladesfree from hislatest victim. Drizzt had no escape from thisone. The second patrol arrived
then, and Dinin and Berg' inyon Baenre rushed into the cul-de-sac, dong the same ledge Drizzt had
taken. The hook horror turned away from Drizzt just asthe two skilled fighters came at it.

Drizzt ignored the painful gash in hisback and the cracks he had no doubt suffered in his dender ribs.
Breathing cameto him in labored gasps, but this, too, was of no conse-quence. He finally managed to
free one of hisblades, and he charged at the monster’ s back. Caught in the middle of the three skilled
drow, the hook horror went down in seconds.

The corridor wasfindly cleared, and the dark elves rushed in dl around the cul-de-sac. They had lost
only one student in their battle against the monster sentries.




" A princess of House Barrison’ del’armgo” remarked one of the studentsin Dinin’s patrol, looking at the

child’sbody.

"House Baenre, we weretold” said another student, one from Hatch' net’ s group. Drizzt did not missthe
discrepancy. Berg'inyon Baenre rushed over to seeif the victim wasin-deed hisyoungest Sster.

"Not of my house” he said with obviousrelief after aquick ingpection. He then laughed as further
examination re-vealed afew other details about the corpse. ”Not even aprincess!” he declared.

Drizzt watched it dl curioudy, noting the impassive, cd-lous attitude of his companions most of al.
Another student confirmed Berg'inyon’s observation. ” A boy child!” he spouted. ” But of what house?’

Master Hatch’ net moved over to thetiny body and reached down to take the purse from around the
child’sneck. He emptied its contentsinto his hand, revealing the emblem of alesser house.

" A logt walf” he laughed to his students, tossing the empty

purse back to the ground and pocketing its contents, ” of no

consequence’

" A finefight” Dinin was quick to add, "with only oneloss.

Go back to Menzoberranzan proud of the work you have ac-

complished this day”

Drizzt dapped the blades of his scimitars together in are-sounding ring of protest.

Master Hatch' net ignored him. ” Form up and head back” hetold the others. Y ou dl performed well
thisday” Hethen glared at Drizzt, Sopping the angry student in histracks.

" Except for you!” Hatch’ net snarled. 1 cannot ignore the fact that you downed two of the beasts and
hel ped with athird” Hatch' net scolded, ” but you endangered the rest of us with your foolish bravado!”

"| warned of the sentries-” Drizzt tuttered.

" Damn your warningl” shouted the master. Y ou went off without command! Y ou ignored the accepted
methods of battle! Youled usin hereblindly! Look at the corpse of your fallen companion!” Hatch’' net
raged, pointing to the dead student in the corridor. ”His blood is on your hands!

”| meant to save the child” Drizzt argued.

"We dl meant to save the child!” retorted Hatch’ net. Drizzt was not so certain. What would a child be
doing out in these corridors al alone? How convenient that agroup of hook horrors, ararely seen beast
in the region of Menzoberranzan, just happened by to provide training for this” practice patrol” Tho
convenient, Drizzt knew, consd-ering that the passages farther from the city teemed with the true patrols
of seasoned warriors, wizards, and even clerics.




Y ou knew what was around the bend in the tunnel” Drizzt said evenly, his eyes narrowing at the master.
The dap of ablade across the wound on hisback made Drizzt lurch in pain, and he nearly lost his
footing. Heturned to find Dinin glaring down & him.

" Keep your foolish words unspoken” Dininwarned ina

harsh whisper, ”or 1 will cut out your tongue”’

"The child wasaplant” Drizzt ins sted when he was alone with his brother in Dinin’ sroom.

Dinin’s response was a stinging smack acrossthe face.

" They sacrificed him for the purpose of the drill” growled the unrelenting younger Do’ Urden.

Dinin launched a second punch, but Drizzt caught it in midswing. Y ou know the truth of my words’
Drizzt said.

"You knew about it dl dong”

" Learn your place, Secondboy” Dinin replied in open threet, ”in the Academy and in the family” He
pulled away from his brother.

”Th the Nine Hdlswith the Academy!” Drizzt Spat at Dinin’sface. ”If thefamily holdssmilar. . * He
noticed that Dinin’s hands now held sword and dirk.

Drizzt jumped back, his own scimitars coming out at the ready. "1 have no desireto fight you, my
brother” he said.

"Know well thet if you attack, | will defend. Only one of us

will wak out of here’

Dinin considered hisnext move carefully. If he attacked and won, the thregt to his position in the family
would be at an end. Certainly no one, not even Matron Malice, would question the punishment he levied
againg hisimpertinent younger brother. Dinin had seen Drizzt in battle, though.

Two hook horrors! Even Zaknafein would be hard pressed to attain such avictory. Still, Dinin knew that
if hedid not carry through with histhrest, if helet Drizzt face him down, he might give Drizzt confidence
in their future strug-gles, possibly inciting the treachery he had always expected from the secondboy.

"What isthis, then?’ came avoice from the room’ s door-way. The brothers turned to seetheir sster
Vierna, amistress of Arach- Tinilith. ” Put your weapons avay” she scolded. ”House Do’ Urden cannot
afford such infighting now!”

Redlizing that he had been let off the hook, Dinin readily complied with the demands, and Drizzt did
likewise.

" Condder yoursdvesfortunate” said Vierna, "for I'll not

tell Matron Mdice of this supidity. She would not be merci-




ful, | promiseyou”

"Why have you come unannounced to Meee-Magthere?’ asked the elderboy, perturbed by hissgter’s
atitude. He, too, was amaster of the Academy, even if he was only amale, and deserved some respect.

Viernaglanced up and down the halway, then closed the
door behind her. " Th warn my brothers’” she explained qui-
etly. " There are rumors of vengeance against our house’

"By what family?’ Dinin pressed. Drizzt just stood back in confused silence and et the two continue.
" For what deed?’

" For the dimination of House DeVir, | would presume’ re-

plied Vierna " Little is known; the rumors are vague. |

wanted to warn you both, though, so that you might keep

your guard especidly high in the coming months’

"House DeVir fdl many yearsago” said Dinin. ”What pen-dty could sill be enacted?’
Viernashrugged. " They arejust rumors’ she said. ” Ru-morsto be listened to!”

"We have been accused of awrongful deed?’ Drizzt asked. ” Surely our family must cdlout thisfase
accus” Viernaand Dinin exchanged smiles. ”Wrongful 7’ Viernalaughed.

Drizzt' sexpresson revealed his confusion.
”On the very night you were born” Dinin explained,
"House DeVir ceased to exist. An excellent attack, thank

you

"House Do’ Urden?” gasped Drizzt, unable to come to terms with the sartling news. Of course, Drizzt
knew of such battles, but he had held out hope that his own family was above that sort of murderous
action.

”"One of thefinest diminaions ever carried out” Vierna
boasted. " Not awitness|eft alive’

"You. .. our family. . . murdered another family?’
"Watch your words, Secondboy” Dinin warned. " The

deed was perfectly executed. In the eyes of Menzoberran-




zan, therefore, it never happened’
"But House DeVir ceased to exist” said Drizzt.
"The child” said Dininwith alaugh.

A thousand possibilities assaulted Drizzt at that avful mo-ment, athousand pressing questionsthat he
needed an-swered. Onein particular stood out vividly, welling like alump of bilein histhroat.

"Where was Zaknafein that night?’ he asked.
"In the chapel of House DeVir'sclerics, of course”’ replied Vierna.”
Knafein plays his part in such business so very well”
Drizzt rocked back on his hedls, hardly able to believe what he was hearing. He knew that Zak had
killed drow be-fore, had killed clerics of LIoth before, but Drizzt had d. ways assumed that the weapon

master had acted out of necessity, in self.defense.

Y ou should show more respect to your brother” Vierna scolded him. ” Th draw weapons againgt Dinin!
Y ou owe himyour lifel”

"Y ou know?’ Dinin chuckled, casting Viernaa curious glance.
"You and | were melded that night” Viernareminded him.
" Of course| know”
"What are you talking about?’ asked Drizzt, dmost afraid to hear thereply.
"Y ou wereto be the third.born maein thefamily” Vierna
explained, "thethird living son”

"I have heard of my brother Nal-” The name stuck in Drizzt’ sthroat as he began to understand. All he
had ever been ableto learn of Nalfein was that he had been killed by another drow.

"Youwill learninyour studiesat Arach. Tinilith that third living sons are customarily sacrificed to Lloth”
Viernacon. tinued. ” So were you promised. On the night that you were born, the night that House

Do’ Urden battled House DeVir, Dinin made his ascent to the position of elderboy” She cast ady glance
at her brother, standing with hisarms proudly crossed over his chest.

”| can gpeek of it now” Viernasmiled at Dinin, who nod-

ded hishead in accord. ” It happened too long ago for any

punishment to be brought againg Dinin”

"What are you talking about?’ Drizzt demanded. Panic hovered al about him. ”What did Dinin do?’

"He put hissword into Nafein'sback” Viernasaid camly.




Drizzt svam on the edge of nausea. Sacrifice? Murder?
Theannihilation of afamily, even the children? What were his sblingstaking about?

” Show respect to your brother!” Viernademanded. Y ou owe him your life.

”| warn the both of you” she purred, her ominous glare shaking Drizzt and knocking Dinin from his
confident ped-estal._"House Do’ Urden may be on acourse of war. If either of you strike out againgt the
other, you will bring the wrath of alU your Ssters and Matron Malice-four high priestesses-down upon
your worthless soul!” Confident that her threet carried sufficient weight, she turned and |eft the room.

"1 will go” Drizzt whispered, wanting only to skulk away to adark corner.
"Y ouwill go when you are dismissed!” Dinin scolded. " Re-
member your place, Drizzt Do’ Urden, in the Academy and
inthefamily”
” Asyou remembered yourswith Nafein?’
" The battle againgt DeVir waswon” Dinin replied, taking
no offense. ” The act brought no peril to the family”

Another wave of disgust svept over Drizzt. Hefdt asif the floor were climbing up to swalow him, and
he amost hoped that it would.

"Itisadifficult world weinhabit” Dinin said.

"We makeit s0” Drizzt retorted. He wanted to continue further, to implicate the Spider Queen and the
whole amora rdigion that would sanction such destructive and treacherous actions. Drizzt wisely held his
tongue, though. Dininwanted him dead; he understood that now. Drizzt un-derstood aswell that if he

gave his scheming brother the op-portunity to turn the femaes of the family againg him, Dinin surely
would.

"You must learn” Dinin said, againin acontrolled tone, "to

accept the redlities of your surroundings. You must learnto

recognize your enemies and defeat them”

"By whatever means are available’ Drizzt concluded.

"The mark of atruewarrior!” Dinin replied with awicked laugh.
" Are our enemiesdrow eves?’

"We aredrow warriors!” Dinin declared sternly. ”We do what we must to survive.”




" Asyou did, on the night of my birth” Drizzt reasoned,

though at this point, there was no remaining trace of out-

ragein hisresgned tone. Y ou were cunning enough to get

away cleanly with the deed”

Dinin’sreply, though expected, stung the younger drow profoundly.

"It never happened”

Chapter 15

On The DarkSide

"l am Drizzt-"

"1 know who you are’ replied the student mage, Drizzt’ s gppointed tutor in Sorcere. Y our reputation
precedes youl.

Most in dl the Academy have heard of you and of your

prowess with wegpons’
Drizzt bowed low, abit embarrassed.

"That skill will be of little useto you here’ the mage went on. ”| am to tutor you in the wizardly arts, the
dark sde of magic, we cdl them. Thisisatest of your mind and your heart; meager metal wegpons will
play no part. Magic isthe true power of our people!”

Drizzt accepted the berating without reply. He knew that the traits this young mage was boasting of were
aso neces-sary qualities of atruefighter. Physical attributes played only aminor rolein Drizzt’ s syle of
battle. Strong will and ca culated maneuvers, everything the mage apparently be-lieved only wizards
could handle, won the duelsthat Drizzt fought.

"I will show you many marvelsin the next few months’ the mage went on, ” artifacts beyond your belief
and spells of a power beyond your experience!”

"May | know your name?’ Drizzt asked, trying to sound somewhat impressed by the student’s
continued stream of salf-glorification. Drizzt had dready learned quite alot about wizardry from
Zaknafein, mostly of the weaknessesinherent in the class. Because of magic’ s usefulnessin stuations
other than battle; drow wizards were accorded a high position in the society, second to the clerics of




Lloth. It wasawizard, after dl, who lighted the glowing Narbondel, time clock of the city, and wizards
who lighted faerie fires on the scul ptures of the decorated houses.

Zaknafein had little respect for wizards. They could kill quickly and from adistance, he had warned
Drizzt, but if one could get in closeto them, they had little defense againgt asword.

"Maso]” replied the mage. ”Maso] Hun' ett of House

Hun' ett, beginning my thirtieth and find year of study. Soon
| will be recognized asafull wizard of Menzoberranzan,
with dl of the privileges accorded my sation”

" Greetings, then, Masoj Hun' ett” Drizzt replied. "1, too,
have but ayear remaining in my training at the Academy,
for afighter soends only ten years’

" A lesser tdlent” Masoj was quick to remark. " Wizards
study thirty years before they are even considered prac-
ticed enough to go out and perform their craft”

Again Drizzt accepted the insult gracioudy. He wanted to get this phase of hisingtruction over with, then
finish out the year and berid of the Academy atogether.

Drizzt found his sx months under Masoj’ s tutel age actu-ally the best of his stay at the Academy. Not
that he cameto care for Masoj; the budding wizard congtantly sought waysto remind Drizzt of fighters
inferiority. Drizzt sensed acompetition between himsdf and Masoj, dmost asif the mage were setting
him up for some future conflict. The young fighter shrugged hisway through it, as he dways had, and
tried to get as much out of the lessons as he could.

Drizzt found that he was quite proficient in the ways of magic. Every drow, the fightersincluded,
possessed a de-gree of magica taent and certain innate abilities. Even drow children could conjure a
globe of darkness or edge their opponentsin aglowing outline pf harmless colored flames. Drizzt handled
thesetasks eadlly, and in afew weeks, he could manage severa cantrips and afew lesser spells.

With theinnate magical talents of the dark elves aso came aresistance to magicd attacks, and that is
where Zaknafein had recognized thewizards greatest weakness. A wizard could cast his most powerful
spell to perfection, but if hisin-tended victim wasadrow df, the wizard may well have found no results
for hisefforts. The surety of awell-aimed sword thrust dways impressed Zaknafein, and Drizzt, after
witnessing the drawbacks of drow magic during those first weeks with Masoj, began to appreciate the
course of train-ing he had been given.

Hedtill found great enjoyment in many of the things Masoj showed him, particularly the enchanted items
housed in the tower of Sorcere. Drizzt held wands and staves of incredi-ble power and went through
severd attack routineswith a sword so heavily enchanted that his handstingled from its touch.




Mas0j, too, watched Drizzt carefully throughit al, study-ing the young warrior’ s every move, searching
for some weakness that he might exploit if House Hun' ett and House Do’ Urden ever did fal into the
expected conflict. Severd times, Masoj saw an opportunity to eiminate Drizzt, and he felt in his heart that
it would be a prudent move. Matron SNafay’ sinstructions to him, though, had been explicit and
unbending.

Masoj’ s mother had secretly arranged for him to be Drizzt' s tutor. Thiswas not an unusual Stuation;
ingtruction for fighters during their sx monthsin Sorcere was aways handled one-on-one by higher-level
Sorcere sudents. When she had told Masoj of the setup, SINafay quickly reminded him that his sessions
with the young Do’ Urden remained no more than a scouting misson. He was not to do anything that
might even hint of the planned conflict between the two houses. Masoj was not fool enough to disobey.

Still, there was one other wizard lurking in the shadows, who was so desperate that even the warnings of
the matron mother did little to deter him.

"My student, Masoj, hasinformed me of your fine prog-ress’ Alton DeVir said to Drizzt one day.

"Thank you, Master FacelessOne’ Drizzt replied hesi-tantly, more than alittle intimidated that a master
of Sor-cere had invited him to a private audience.

"How do you perceive magic, young warrior?’ Alton asked. " Has Maso] impressed you?’
Drizzt didn’t know how to respond. 1ruly, magic had not

impressed him as aprofession, but he did not want to insult

amaster of the craft. "1 find the art beyond my abilities” he

said tactfully. " For others, it seems a powerful course, but i

believe my taents are more closaly linked to the sword”

" Could your wegpons defeat one of magica power?” Al. ton snarled. He quickly bit back the sneer,
trying not to tip off hisintent.

Drizzt shrugged. "Each hasits placein battle’ hereplied.
"Who could say which isthe mightier? Aswith every com-
bat, it would depend upon the individua s engaged”

"Well, what of yoursdf?” Alton teased. ”First in your class,
| have heard, year after year. ' The masters of Melee-
Magthere speak highly of your talents’

Agan Drizzt found himsdf flushed with embarrassment. More than that, though, he was curious asto
why amaster and student of Sorcere seemed to know so much about him.

" Could you stand againgt one of magica powers?’ asked Alton. ” Againgt amaster of Sorcere,




perhaps?’
”| do not-" Drizzt began, but Alton was too enmeshed in his own ranting to hear him.

"Let uslearn!” the Faceless One cried. He drew out athin wand and promptly loosed a balt of lightning
a Drizzt. Drizzt was down into a dive before the wand even dis-charged. The lightning bolt sundered the
door to Alton’ s highest chamber and bounced about the adjoining room, breaking items and scorching
thewalls.

Drizzt camerolling back to hisfeet at the sde of the room, his scimitars drawn and ready. He still was
unsure of this master’ sintent.

"How many can you dodge?’ Alton teased, waving the wand in athreatening circle. ”What of the other
spdls| have at my disposa-those that attack the mind, not the body?’

Drizzt tried to understand the purpose of thislesson and the part he was meant to play init. Washe
supposed to at-tack this master?

" These are not practice blades’ he warned, holding his weapons out toward Alton.
Another bolt roared in, forcing Drizzt to dodge back to hisorigina postion. " Doesthis seem like

practice to you, fool-ish Do’ Urden?” Alton growled. " Do you know who | am?’ Alton’ stime of revenge
had come-damn the orders of Matron SiNafay!

Just as Alton was about to reved the truth to Drizzt, adark form dammed into the master’ s back,
knocking him to the floor. He tried to squirm away but found himsdf help-lesdy pinned by a huge black

panther.

Drizzt lowered thetips of his blades; he was at alossto understand any of this.

" Enough, Guenhwyvar!” cameacal from behind Alton. Looking past the fallen master and the cat,
Drizzt saw Masoj enter the room.

The panther sprang away from Alton obediently and moved to rgjoin its master. It paused on itsway, to
congder Drizzt, who stood ready in the middle of the room. So enchanted was Drizzt with the beast, the
graceful flow of itsrippling muscles and the intelligencein its saucer eyes, that he paid little attention to the
master who had just at-tacked him, though Alton, unhurt, was back to hisfeet and obvioudy upset.

"My pet” Maso] explained. Drizzt watched in amazement as Maso] dismissed the cat back to itsown
plane of existence by sending its corporea form back into the magical onyx statuette he held in his hand.

"Where did you get such acompanion?’ Drizzt asked.

"Never underestimate the powers of magic’” Masoj re-plied, dropping the figurine into a deep pocket.
His beaming smile became a scowl as he looked to Alton.

Drizzt, too, glanced at the faceless master. That a stu-dent had dared to attack a master seemed
impaossibly odd to the young fighter. This Situation grew more puzzling each minute.

Alton knew that he had overstepped his bounds, and that he would have to pay ahigh pricefor his
foolishnessif he could not find some way out of this predicament.




"Have you learned your lesson thisday?’ Masoj asked Drizzt, though Alton redlized that the question
was aso di-rected hisway.

Drizzt shook hishead. 1 am not certain of the point of al this’ he answered honestly.

" A display of the weakness of magic” Maso] explained, try-

ing to disguise the truth of the encounter, ”to show you the

disadvantage caused by the necessary intendity of a casting

wizard; to show you the vulnerability of amage obsessed-”

he eyed Alton directly at this point-"with spellcasting. The

complete vulnerability when awizard' sintended prey be-

comes hisoverriding concern”

Drizzt recognized the liefor what it was, but he could not understand the motives behind thisday’s
events. Why would amaster of Sorcere attack him so? Why would Ma-soj, ill just a student, risk so
much to cometo his defense?

" Let us bother the master no more” Masoj said, hoping to
deflect Drizzt’ s curiogity further. ” Come with me now to our

practice hal. 1 will show you more of Guenhwyvar, my mag-

icd pet”

Drizzt looked to Alton, wondering what the unpredicta-ble master would do next.

"Do go” Alton said camly, knowing the facade Masoj had begun would be his only w~y around the
wrath of his adopted matron mother. ” | am confident that this day’ s les-son was learned” he said, his

eyeson Maso;.

Drizzt glanced back to Masoj, then back to Alton again. Helet it go at that. He wanted to learn more of
Guen-hwyvar.

When Masoj had Drizzt back in the privacy of the tutor’s own room, he took out the polished onyx
figurinein theform of apanther and called Guenhwyvar back to hisside. The mage bresthed easier after
he had introduced Drizzt to the cat, for Drizzt spoke no more about the incident with Alton.

Never before had Drizzt encountered such awonderful
magical item. He sensed a strength in Guenhwyvar, adig-

nity, that belied the beast’ s enchanted nature. Iruly, the




cat’ sdeek muscles and graceful moves epitomized the hunt-
ing qualities drow eves so dearly desired. Just by watching
Guenhwyvar' s movements, Drizzt believed, he could im-prove his own techniques.

Masoj let them play together and spar together for hours, grateful that Guenhwyvar could help him
smooth over any damage that foolish Alton had done.

Drizzt had dready put his meeting with the faceless mon-ter far behind him.
"Matron SiNafay would not understand” Masoj warned Alton when they were aone later that day.

"You will tdl her” Alton reasoned matter-of-factly. So frus-trated was he with hisfalureto kill Drizzt
that he hardly cared.

Masoj shook his head. ” She need not know”

A suspicious smilefound itsway across Alton’ s disfigured face. ”What do you want?’ he asked coyly.
"Y our tenure hereisamost &t its end. What more might amaster do for Masoj?’

"Nothing” Masoj replied. ”1 want nothing from you”
"Thenwhy?’ Alton demanded. ”| desire no debtsfollow.

ing my paths. Thisincident isto be done with hereand

nowl”
"Itisdone’” Masoj replied. Alton didn’t seem convinced.
"What could I gain from telling Matron SiNafay of your
foolish actions?’ Masoj reasoned. " Likdy, shewould kill you,
and then the coming war with House Do’ Urden would have
no basis. You are the link we need to justify the attack. | de-
grethisbattle; I'll not risk it for thelittle pleasure | might
find in your tortured demise’
" wasfoolish” Alton admitted, more somberly. "I had not planned to kill Drizzt when | summoned him

here, just to watch him and learn of him, so that | might savor more when thetimeto kill him findly

arrived. Seeing him before me, though, seeing a cursed Do’ Urden standing unpro-tected beforeme. . .
P

”| understand” said Masoj sincerely. "1 have had those

same fedlings when looking upon that one”




Y ou have no grudge against House Do’ Urden”

”Not the house” Masoj explained, "that one! | have
watched him for nearly adecade, studied his movements
and his attitudes’

"Y ou like not what you see?” Alton asked, a hopeful tonein hisvoice.
"He doesnot belong” Masoj replied grimly. ” After Sx
months by hisside, | fed | know him lessnow than | ever
did. He displays no ambition, yet has emerged victorious
from hisclass sgrand melee nineyearsin arow. It'sunprec-
edented! His grasp of magic is strong; he could have been a
wizard, avery powerful wizard, if he had chosen that

course of study”

Masoj clenched hisfist, searching for the wordsto convey
his true emotions about Drizzt. It isdl too easy for him” he
snarled. " Thereis no sacrificein Drizzt’ s actions, no scars
for the great gains he makesin his chosen professon”
"Heisgifted” Alton remarked, ”but hetrainsas hard as

any | have ever seen, by dl accounts’

" That is not the problem” Masoj groaned in frustration.

There was something less tangible about Drizzt Do’ Urden’ s character that truly irked the young Hun' ett.
He couldn’t recognize it now, because he had never witnessed it in any dark ef before, and because it
was s0 very foreign to his own makeup. What bothered Masoj-and many other stu-dents and
mesters-was the fact that Drizzt excelled in dl the fighting skills the drow eves most treasured but hadn’t
given up hispassion in return. Drizzt had not paid the price that the rest of the drow children were made
to sacrifice long before they had even entered the Academy.

"It isnot important” Maso] said after severd fruitlessmin-
utes of contemplation. "1 will learn more of the young

Do Urdenintime’




"Histutelage under you wasfinished, | had thought” said
Alton. "He goesto Arach- Tinilith for the find six months of
histraining-quite inaccessible to you”

”We both graduate after those sx months’ Masoj ex-
plained. "Wewill share our indenture time in the patrol
forces together”

"Many will sharethat time” Alton reminded him. ” Dozens
of groups patrol the corridors of the region. Y ou may never
even see Drizzt in dl the years of your term”

”| dready have arranged for usto servein the same group” replied Masoj. He reached into his pocket
and pro-duced the onyx figurine of the magica panther.

” A mutual agreement between yoursdf and the young Do’ Urden” Alton reasoned with a complimentary
amile

"1t appears that Drizzt has become quite fond of my pet” Masoj chuckled.
"Tho fond?" Altonwarned. Y ou should watch your back

for scimitars’

Masoj laughed aloud. ” Perhaps our friend, Do’ Urden, should watch his back for panther claws!”

Chapter 16

Sacrilege

"Last day” Drizzt breathed in relief as he donned his cer-emonid robes. If thefirst sx months of thisfina
year, learn-ing the subtleties of magic in Sorcere, had been the most enjoyable, these last six in the school
of Lloth had been the least. Every day, Drizzt and his classmates had been sub-jected to endless eulogies
to the Spider Queen, tales and prophecies of her power and of the rewards she bestowed upon loyal




servants.

"Saves’ would have been abetter word, Drizzt had cometo redlize, for nowherein al this grand school
to the drow deity had he heard anything synonymouswith, or even hinting at, the word love. His people
worshiped LIothj the femaes of Menzoberranzan gave over their entire exist-encein her servitude. Ther
giving was wholly wrought of selfishness, though; acleric of the Spider Queen aspired to the position of
high priestess solely for the persona power that accompanied thetitle.

It al seemed so very wrong in Drizzt’ s heart.

Drizzt hed drifted through the Six months of Arach-Tinilith with his cusomary stoicism, keeping hiseyes
low and his mouth shut. Now, findly, he had cometo the last day, the Ceremony of Graduation, an event
most holy to the drow, and wherein, Vierna had promised him, he would come to understand the true
glory of Lloth.

With tentative steps, Drizzt moved out from the shelter of histiny, unadorned room. He worried that this
ceremony had become his persond trial. Up to now, very little about the society around Drizzt had made
any senseto him, and he wondered, despite his Sster’ s assurances, whether the events of this day would
alow him to seetheworld ashiskin saw it. Drizzt’ sfears had taken aspird twist, onerolling out from
the other to surround him in a predicament he could not escape.

Perhaps, he worried, hetruly feared that the day’ s events would fulfill Vierna s promise.
Drizzt shidlded his eyes as he entered the circular cer-emonid hal of Arach- Tinilith. A fireburnedin the

center of theroom, in an eight-legged brazier that resembled, as everything in this place seemed to
resemble, aspider. The headmistress of dl the Academy, the matron mistress, and the other twelve high

priestesses serving asingructors of Arach- Tinilith, including Drizzt’ sSster, sat cross-legged inacircle
around the brazier. Drizzt and his classmates from the school of fighters stood aong the wall behind them.

"Maku!” the matron mistress commanded, and al was s-lent save the crackle of the brazier’ sflames.
The door to the room opened again, and ayoung cleric entered. She wasto be thefirst graduate of
Arach- Tinilith thisyear, Drizzt had been told, the finest student in the school of LIoth. Thus, she had been
awarded the highest honorsin this ceremony. She shrugged off her robes and walked naked through the
ring of Sitting priestesses to stand before the flames, her back to the matron mistress.

Drizzt bit hislip, embarrassed and alittle excited. He had never seen afemaein such alight before, and
he suspected that the sweat on his brow was from more than the bra-zier’ s heat. A quick glance around
the room told him that his classmates entertained smilar idess.

"Rae-go 9'n’ee caamay” the matron mistress whispered, and red smoke poured from the brazier,
colpring theroom in ahazy glow. It carried an aromawith it, rich and sickly sweet. As Drizzt bresthed
the scented air, hefdt himsdlf grow lighter and wondered if he soon would be floating off the floor!

The flamesin the brazier suddenly roared higher, causing Drizzt to squint againgt the brightness and turn
away. The dlerics began aritud chant, though the words were unfa-miliar to Drizzt. He hardly paid them
any heed, though, for he was too intent on holding his own thoughts in the over-powering swoon of the
inebriating haze.

" Glabrezu” the matron mistress moaned, and Drizzt rec-ognized the tone as asummons, the name of a
denizen of the lower planes. He looked back to the events at hand and saw the matron mistress holding a
single-tongued snake whip.




"Where did she get that?’ Drizzt mumbled, then hered. ized that he had spoken aoud and hoped he
hadn’t dis-turbed the ceremony. He was comforted when he glanced around, for many of his classmates
were mumbling to them-salves, and some seemed hardly ableto hold their balance.

"Cdl toit” the matron mistress instructed the naked stu-dent.

Tentatively, the young cleric spread her arms out wide

and whispered, ” Glabrezu”

The flames danced about the rim of the brazier. The smoke wafted into Drizzt’ sface, compelling him to
inhdeit. Hislegstingled on the edge of numbness, yet they somehow felt more sengitive, more dive, than
they ever had before.

"Glabrezu” he heard the student say again louder, and Drizzt heard, too, the roar of the flames.
Brightness as-saulted him, but somehow he didn’t seem to care. His gaze roamed about the room, unable
to find afocus, unable to place the strange, dancing sightsin accord with the ritual’ s sounds.

He heard the high priestesses gasping and coaxing the stu-

dent on, knowing the conjuring to be at hand. He heard the

snap of the snake whip-another incentive?-and cries of

"Glabrezu!” from the student. So primal, so powerful, were these screams that they cut through Drizzt
and the other maesin the room with an intensity they never would have believed possible.

The flames heard the call. They roared higher and higher and began to take shape. One sight caught the
vison of dl in the room now-caught it and held it fully. A giant head, a goat-horned dog, appeared within
the flames, gpparently studying this aluring young drow student who had dared to utter its name.

Somewhere beyond the otherplanar form, the snake whip cracked again, and the female student
repeated her call, her cry beckoning, praying.

The giant denizen of the lower planes stepped through the flames. The sheer unholy power of the
creature sunned Drizzt. Glabrezu towered nine feet and seemed much more, with muscled aamsending in
giant pincersin-stead of hands and a second set of smaller arms, normal arms, protruding from the front
of itschest.

Drizzt’ singtinctstold him to attack the monster and res-cue the femal e student, but when he looked
around for sup-port, he found the matron mistress and the other teachers of the school back in their
ritudigtic chanting, thistime with an excited edge permesating their every word.

Through dl the haze and the daze, the tal Jaizing, dizzy-ing aroma of the smoky red incense continued its

assault on redlity. Drizzt trembled, teetered on anarrow ledge of con-trol, his gathering rage fighting the
scented smoke' s confus-ing dlure. Ingtinctively, his hands went to the hilts of the scimitars on his belt.

Then ahand brushed againgt hisleg.

Helooked down to see amigtress, reclined and asking him to join her-a scene that had suddenly




become genera around the chamber.
The smoke continued its assault on him. ;
The mistress beckoned to him, her fingernailslightly scraping the skin of hisleg.

Drizzt ran hisfingersthrough histhick hair, trying to find somefoca point in the dizziness. He did not like
thisloss of contral, this mental numbness that stole the fine edge of hisreflexes and dertness.

Heliked even less the scene unfolding before him. The sheer wrongness of it assaulted hissoul. He
pulled away from the mistress s hopeful grasp and stumbled across the room, tripping over numerous
entwined forms too engaged to take note of him. He made the exit as quickly as hiswob-bly legs could
carry him, and he rushed out of the room, pointedly closing the door behind him.

Only the screams of the fema e student followed him. No stone or mental barricade could block them
out.

Drizzt leaned heavily againgt the cool sonewall, grasping at his ssomach. He hadn’t even paused to
consder theimpli-cations of hisactions; he knew only that he had to get out of that foul room.

Viernathen was beside him, her robe opened casudly in the front. Drizzt, his head clearing, began to
wonder about the price of hisactions. Thelook on hissster’ sface, he noted with still more confusion,
was not one of scorn.

"You prefer privacy” she said, her hand resting easily on Drizzt’ s shoulder. Viernamade no moveto
close her robe. ”1 understand” she said.

Drizzt grabbed her arm and pulled her away. "What in-sanity isthis?’ he demanded.
Viernd s face twisted as she came to understand her
brother’ strue intentionsin leaving the ceremony. " Y ou
refused ahigh priestess!” she snarled a him. ” By the laws,
she could kill you for your insolence’
”| do not even know her” Drizzt shot back. "1 am expected
to-"
"Y ou are expected to do asyou areinstructed!”

"| care nothing for her” Drizzt sammered. He found he could not hold his hands steady.

"Do you think Zaknafein cared for Matron Maice?’ Viernareplied, knowing that the reference to
Drizzt’ shero would surdly sting him. Seeing that she had indeed wounded her brother, Vierna softened
her expression and took hisarm. ” Come back” she purred, ”into the room.

Thereisill timeg”’




Drizzt’ s cold glare stopped her as surely asthe point of ascimitar.
"The Spider Queen isthe deity of our people’ Vierna

gernly reminded him. "I am one of those who speaks her

will”

”| would not be so proud of that” Drizzt retorted, clinging to his anger against the wave of very red fear
that threat-ened to defeat his principled stand.

Viernadapped him hard across the face. " Go back to the ceremony!” she demanded.

"Go kissaspider” Drizzt replied. ” And may its pincerstear your cursed tongue from your mouth” It was
Viernanow who could not hold her hands steadly.

"Y ou should take care when you speak to ahigh priestess’ she warned.

" Damn your Spider Queen!” Drizzt spat. ” Though | am certain Lloth found damnation eons ago!”

" She brings us power!” Viernashrieked.

" She stedl's everything that makes us worth more than the stone we walk upon!” Drizzt screamed back.

" Sacrilege” Viernasneered, the word rolling off her tongue like the whistle of the matron mistress's
snakewhip. A climactic, anguished scream erupted from insde the room.

"Evil union” Drizzt muttered, looking away .
"Thereisagan” Viernareplied, quickly back in control of her temper.
Drizzt cast an accusing glance her way. " Have you had asmilar experience?’

"l amahigh priestess’ was her amplereply. Darkness hovered al about Drizzt, outrage so intense that
he nearly swooned. " Did it please you?’ he spat.

"1t brought me power” Viernagrowled back. Y ou cannot
understand the value’

"What did it cost you?’
Vierna sdap nearly knocked Drizzt from hisfeet. ”Come
with me’ she said, grabbing the front of hisrobe. " Thereisa

place | want to show to you’

They moved out from Arach. Tinilith and across the Acad-emy’ s courtyard. Drizzt hesitated when they
reached the pillars that marked the entrance to Tier Breche.




”| cannot pass between these” hereminded hissigter. 7|

am not yet graduated from Melee-Magthere’

A formdity” Viernareplied, not dowing her paceat dl. |
am amigtressof Arach- Tinilith; 1 have the power to gradu-
aeyou’

Drizzt wasn't certain of thetruth of Vierna s claim, but shewasindeed amistress of Arach- Tinilith. As
much as Drizzt feared the edicts of the Academy, he didn’t want to anger Viernaagain.

He followed her down the wide stone stairs and out into the meandering roadways of the city proper.

"Home?’ he dared to ask after ashort while.

"Not yet” camethe curt reply. Drizzt didn't pressthe point any further.

They veered off to the eastern end of the great cavern, across from thewall that held House Do’ Orden,
and came to the entrances of three smdl tunnels, al guarded by glowing statues of giant scorpions.
Vierna paused for just amoment to consider which was the correct course, then led on again, down the
gmalles of thetunnds

The minutes became an hour, and still they walked. The passage widened and soon led theminto a
twisting cata-comb of crisscrossing corridors. Drizzt quickly lost track of the path behind them asthey
made their way through, but Viernafollowed a predetermined course that she knew well.

Then, beyond alow archway, the floor suddenly dropped away and they found themselves on a narrow
ledge over-looking awide chasm. Drizzt looked at hissister curioudly but held his question when he saw
that she was deep in the concentration. She uttered afew ssimple commands, then tapped herself and
Drizzt on the forehead.

"Come’ sheingtructed, and she and Drizzt stepped off the ledge and levitated down to the chasm floor.

A thin migt, from some unseen hot pool or tar pit, hugged the stone. Drizzt could sense the danger here,
andtheevil.

A brooding wickedness hung in the air astangibly asthe migt.
"Do not fear” Viernasgnded to him. 1 have put aspdll of

masking upon us. They cannot seeus’

"They?’ Drizzt’s hands asked, but even as he motioned in the code, he heard a scuttling off to the side.
Hefollowed Viernd s gaze down to a distant boulder and the wretched thing perched uponiit.

At firgt, Drizzt thought it was adrow df, and from the waist up, it was indeed, though bloated and pale.
Itslower body, though, resembled aspider, with eight arachnid legsto support itsframe. The cresture
held abow ready inits hands but seemed confused, asthough it could not discern what had entered its
lair.




Viernawas pleased by the disgust on her brother’ sface as

he viewed the thing. ” Look upon it well, younger brother”

shesignaed. ”Behold the fate of those who anger the Spider

Queen”

"What isit?’ Drizzt Sgnded back quickly.

" A drider” Viernawhigpered in hisear. Then, back in the

dlent code, she added, ”Lloth isnot amerciful deity”

Drizzt watched, mesmerized, asthe drider shifted its po-sition on the boulder, searching for theintruders.
Drizzt couldn’t tdll if it wasamale or female, so bloated wasitstorso, but he knew that it didn’t matter.
The creature was not anatural creation and would leave no descendants be-hind, whatever its gender. It

was atormented body, nothing more, hating itsdlf, in al probability, more than everything ese around it.

"I am merciful” Viernacontinued slently, though she knew her brother’ s attention was fully on the drider.
She rested back flat againgt the stone wall.

Drizzt soun on her, suddenly redlizing her intent.
Then Viernasank into the sone. ” Goodbye, little brother”
came her find call. " Thisis abetter fate than you deserve”’

"No!” Drizzt growled, and he clawed at the empty wall un-til an arrow diced into hisleg. The scimitars
flashed out in his hands as he spun back to face the danger. The drider took aim for a second shot.

Drizzt meant to dive to the Side, to the protection of an-other boulder, but hiswounded leg immediately
fell numb and usaless. Poison.

Drizzt just got one blade up in time to deflect the second arrow, and he dropped to one kneeto clutch at
hiswound.

He could fed the cold poison making its way through hislimb, but he stubbornly snapped off the arrow
shaft and turned his attention back to the attacker. He would have to worry about the wound later, would
have to hope that he could tend to it in time. Right now, hisonly concern wasto get out of the chasm.

Heturned to flee, to seek a sheltered spot where he could levitate back up to the ledge, but he found
himsdlf face-to-face with another drider.

An axediced by hisshoulder, barely missing its mark.

Drizzt blocked the return blow and launched his second scimitar into athrust, which the drider stopped
with asec-ond axe,

Drizzt was compaosed now, and was confident that he could defest thisfoe, even with oneleg limiting his




mobility-until an arrow cracked into his back.

Drizzt lurched forward under the weight of the blow, but managed to parry another attack from the
drider before him. Drizzt dropped to his knees and fell face-down.

When the axe-widlding drider, thinking Drizzt dead, started toward him, Drizzt kicked into aroll that put
him squardly under the cregture’ s bulbous belly. He plunged his scimitar up with al his strength, then
curled back under the deluge of spidery fluids.

The wounded drider tried to scurry away but fell to the Side, itsinsdes draining out onto the stone floor.
Still, Drizzt had no hope. Hisarms, too, were numb now, and when the other wretched creature
descended upon him, he could not hopeto fight it off. He struggled to cling to consciousness, searching
for some way out, battling to the bitter end. His eyelids became heavy. . . .

Then Drizzt felt ahand grab hisrobe, and he was roughly lifted to hisfeet and dammed againgt the stone
wal.

He opened hiseyesto see hissgter’ sface.

"Helives’ Drizzt heard her say. "We must get him back
quickly and tend to hiswounds’

Another figure moved in front of him.

”| thought thisthe best way” Viernaapologized.

"We cannot afford to lose him” came an unemotiond re-ply. Drizzt recognized the voice from his past.
He fought through the blur and forced hiseyesto focus.

"Mdice’ hewhispered. " Mother”
Her enraged punch brought him into a clearer mind-set.

"MatrQn Malice!” she growled, her angry scowl only an inch from Drizzt’ sface. " Do not ever forget
that!”

To Drizzt, her coldnessrivaed the poison’'s, and hisrelief at seeing her faded away as quickly asit had
flooded through him.

Y ou must learn your placel” Malice roared, reiterating the command that had haunted Drizzt dl of his
young life,

"Hear my words’ she demanded, and Drizzt heard them keenly. " Viernabrought you to this place to
have you killed. She showed you mercy” Mdlice cast adisgppointed glance a her daughter.

"1 understand the will of the Spider Queen better than she” the matron continued, her spittle spraying
Drizzt with every word. " If ever you speak ill of Lloth, our goddess, again, | will take you back to this
place mysdlf! But not to kill you; that would be too easy” She jerked Drizzt’ s head to the Sde so that he
could look upon the grotesque remains of the drider he had killed.




"Y ou will come back here’” Malice assured him, ”to be-come adrider!”

What eyes are these that see

Thepan | know in my innermost soul?
What eyes are these that see
Thetwisted strides of my kindred,

Led on in the wake of toys unbridied:

Arrow, bolt, and sword tip?

Yours. . . aye, yours,

Straight run and muscled spring,

Soft on padded paws, sheathed claws,
Weapons rested for their need,
Stained not by frivolous blood

Or murderous deceit.

Faceto face, my mirror,
Reflectioninadtill pool by light.
Would that | might keep that image

Upon thisface mine own.

Would that | might keep that heart

Within my breast untainted.




Hold tight to the proud honor of yo
Mighty Guenhwyvar,
And hold tight to my sde,

My dearest friend.

-Drizzt Do’ Urden

Chapter 17
Homecoming

Drizzt was graduated-formally-on schedule and with the highest honorsin his class. Perhaps Matron
Madlice had whispered into the right ears, smoothing over her son’ sin-discretions, but Drizzt suspected
that more likely none of those present at the Ceremony of Graduation even remem-bered that he had | eft.

He moved through the decorated gate of House Do’ Urden, drawing stares from the common soldiery,
and over to the cavern floor below the balcony. ”So | am home’ he re-marked under his breath, "for
whatever that means’ After what had happened in the drider lair, Drizzt wondered if he would ever view
House Do’ Urden as his home again. Ma-tron Mdice was expecting him. He didn't dare arrivp,.late.

"It isgood that you are home” Brizasaid to him when she saw him rise up over the balcony’ srailing.

Drizzt stepped tentatively through the entryway beside his oldest sster, trying to get afirm grasp on his
surround. ings. Home, Brizacdled it, but to Drizzt, House Do’ Urden seemed as unfamiliar asthe
Academy had on hisfirst day asastudent. Thn yearswas not such along timein the centu-ries of lifea
drow ef might know, but to Drizzt, more than the decade of absence now separated him from this place.

Mayajoined them in the grest corridor leading to the chape anteroom. ” Greetings, Prince Drizzt” she
said, and Drizzt couldn’'t tell if shewas being sarcastic or not. ”We have heard of the honorsyou
achieved at Mdee-Magthere.

Y our skill did House Do’ Urden proud” In spite of her words,




Maya could not hide a derisive chuckle as shefinished the
thought. " Glad, | am, that you did not become drider food”
Drizzt’ sglare stole the smile from her face.

Maya and Briza exchanged concerned glances. They knew of the punishment Vierna had put upon their
younger brother, and of the vicious scolding he had received at the hands of Matron Mdice. They each
cautioudy rested a hand on their snake whips, not knowing how foolish their dan-gerous young brother
might have become.

It was not Matron Malice or Drizzt’ s sstersthat now had Drizzt measuring every step before he took it.
He knew where he stood with his mother and knew what he had to do to keep her appeased. There was
another member of the family, though, that evoked both confusion and anger in Drizzt. Of dl hiskin, only
Zaknafein pretended to be what he was not. As Drizzt made hisway to the chapel, he glanced anxioudy
down every side passage, wondering when Zak would make his appearance.

"How long before you leave for patrol?” Maya asked, pull-ing Drizzt from his contemplations.

"Thro days’ Drizzt replied absently, hiseyes still darting from shadow to shadow. Then he was at the
anteroom door, with no sign of Zak. Perhaps the weapon master was within, standing beside Malice.

"We know of your indiscretions; Briza snapped, suddenly cold, as she placed her hand on thelatch to
the anteroom’ s door. Drizzt was not surprised by her outburst. He was be-ginning to expect such
explosions from the high priestesses of the Spider Queen.

"Why could you not just enjoy the pleasures of the cere-mony?’ Mayaadded. ”We are fortunate that
the mistresses and the matron of the Academy were too involved in their own excitement to note your
movements. Y ou would have brought shame upon our entire house!”

"Y ou might have placed Matron Mdicein LIoth' sdisfavor;
Brizawas quick to add.

The best thing | could ever do for her, Drizzt thought. He quickly dismissed the notion, remembering
Briza suncanny proficiency at reading minds.

"Let ushopehedid not” Mayasaid grimly to her sster.

"Thetides of war hang thick inthe air?

"1 have learned my place’ Drizzt assured them. He bowed low. ” Forgive me, my sisters, and know that
the truth of the drow world isfast opening before my young eyes. Never will 1 disappoint House
Do’ Urden in such away again? So pleased were hisssters at the proclamation that the ambiguity of
Drizzt’ swords dipped right past them. Then Drizzt, not wanting to push hisluck too far, aso dipped past
them, making hisway through the door, noting with relief that Zaknafein was not in attendance.

" All praisesto the Spider Queen!” Brizayelled after him.

Drizzt paused and turned to meet her gaze. He bowed low asecond time. ” Asit should be” he muttered.
Creeping behind the small group, Zak had studied Drizzt' s every move, trying to measurethetoll a




decade at the Acad-emy had exacted on the young fighter.
Gone now was the customary smilethat lit Drizzt’ sface.

Gone, too, Zak supposed, was the innocence that had kept this one apart from the rest of
Menzoberranzan.

Zak leaned back heavily againg the wal in aside passage. He had caught only portions of the
conversation at the ante-room door. Most clearly he had heard Drizzt' s heartfelt ac-cord with Briza's
honoring of Lloth.

"What have | done?’ the wespon master asked himself. He looked back around the bend in the main
corridor, but the door to the anteroom had aready closed.

" Truly, when | look upon the drow-the drow warrior!-that was my most treasured, | shame for my
cowardice” Zak lamented. "What has Drizzt lost that 1 might have saved?’

He drew his smooth sword from its scabbard, his sengtive fingers running the length of the razor edge.

" A finer blade you would be had you tasted the blood of Drizzt Do’ Urden, to deny thisworld, our world,
another soul for itstaking, to free that one from the unending torments of lifel” He low-ered the wegpon's
tip to thefloor.

"But | anacoward” hesaid.”| havefailed in the one act that could have brought meaning to my pitiful
exigence. The secondboy of House Do’ Urden lives, it would appear, but Drizzt Do’ Urden, my
'Two-hands, islong dead” Zak looked back to the emptiness where Drizzt had been stand-ing, the
wegpon master’ s expression suddenly agrimace.

"Vet this pretender lives.
" A drow warrior”

Zak’ swegpon clanged to the stone floor and his head dumped down to be caught by the embrace of his
open pams, the only shield Zaknafein Do’ Urden had ever found. Drizzt spent the next day at rest, mostly
In hisroom, try-ing to keep out of the way of the other members of hisim-mediate family. Malice had
dismissed him without aword in ther initid meeting, but Drizzt did not want to confront her again.
Likewise, he had little to say to Brizaand Maya, fear-ing that sooner or later they would begin to
understand the true connotations of his continuing stream of blasphemous responses. Most of dl, though,
Drizzt did not want to see Zaknafein, the mentor he had once thought of as his savation against the
redlities around him, the one glowing light in the darkness that was Menzoberranzan.

That, too, Drizzt believed, had been only alie.

On his second day home, when Narbondd, the time clock of the city, had just begun its cycle of light,
the door to Drizzfs smal chamber swung open and Brizawalked in.

” An audience with Matron Maice’ shesad grimly.

A thousand thoughts rushed through Drizzfs mind as he grabbed his boots and followed his oldest Sster
down the passageways to the house chapel. Had Mdice and the others discovered histrue fedings
toward their evil deity? What punishments did they now have waiting for him? Uncon-scioudy, Drizzt
eyed the spider carvings on the chapd’ s arched entrance.




"Y ou should be more familiar and more at ease with this
place’ Briza scolded, noting his discomfort. ” It isthe place
of our people shighest glories’

Drizzt lowered his gaze and did not respond-and was't careful not to even think of the many stinging
retortshefet in hisheart.

His confusion doubled when they entered the chapd, for Rizzen, Maya, and Zaknafein stood before the
matron mother, as expected. Beside them, though, stood Dinin and Vierna

"Wearedl present” Brizasaid, taking her place at her Imother’ sside.
"Kned” Malice commanded, and the wholefamily fell to its knees. The matron mother paced dowly
around them all, each pointedly dropping hisor her eyesin reverence, or just in common sense, asthe

great lady walked by.

Malice stopped beside Drizzt. " Y ou are confused by the.! presence of Dininand Vierna’ she said.
Drizzt looked up @ : her. ” Do you not yet understand the subtle methods of our’ surviva?’

"1 had thought that my brother and sister were to con-tinue on at the Academy” Drizzt explained.
" That would not be to our advantage” Malice replied.

"Doesit not bring ahouse strength to have mistresses and masters seated at the Academy?’ Drizzt
dared to ask. !

" [t does’ repli~d Mdlice, " but it separates the power. Y ou have heard tidings of war?’

"I have heard hinting of troubl€’ said Drizzt, |looking over
a Vierna, "though nothing more tangible”’

"Hinting?’ Mdice huffed, angered that her son could not understand the importance. " They are more
than most houses ever hear before the blade falsl” She spun away from Drizzt and addressed the whole
group. " The rumors hold truth” she declared.

"Who?" asked Briza. ”What house conspires against House Do’ Urden?’

”None behind usin rank” Dinin replied, though the ques- tion had not been asked to him and it was not
his place to speak unbidden.

"How do you know this?” Malice asked, |etting the over-sght pass. Mdice understood Dinin’svalue
and knew that his contributionsto this discussion would be important.

"We are the ninth house of the city” Dinin reasoned, ” but among our rankswe claim four high
priestesses, two of them former mistresses of Arach- Tinilith” Helooked at Zak.

"We have, aswell, two former masters of Melee-Magthere,




and Drizzt was awarded the highest laurels from the school

of fighters. Our soldiers number nearly four hundred, all

skilled and battle-tested. Only afew houses clam more”

"What isyour point?’ Brizaasked sharply.

"We are the ninth house” Dinin laughed, ” but few above

uscould defeat us. . . “

" And none behind” Matron Mdicefinished for him. ”Vou

show good judgment, Elderboy. | have come to the same

conclusons’

"One of the great houses fears House Do’ Urden” Vierna

concluded. "It needs us gone to protect its own position”

"That ismy belief” Mdice answvered. ” An uncommon

practice, for family warsusualy areinitiated by the lower-

ranking house, desiring a better position within the city hi-

erarchy”

" Then we must teke greet care” Brizasad.

Drizzt listened carefully to their words, trying to make sense of it dl. Hiseyes never |eft Zaknafein,
though, who knelt impassively at the sde. What did the callous wegpon master think of dl this? Drizzt

wondered. Did the thought of such awar thrill him, that he might be ableto kill more dark elves?

Whatever hisfedlings, Zak gave no outward clue. He sat quietly and by all appearanceswas not even
listening to the conversation.

"It would not be Baenre’ Brizasaid, her words sounding like apleafor confirmation. ” Certainly we have
not yet be-come a threat to them!”

"We must hope you are correct” Mdicereplied grimly, re-
membering vividly her tour of theruling house. "Likdly, itis
one of the weaker houses above us, fearing its own un-

steady position. | have not yet been ableto learn any incrim-




inating information againgt any in particular, so we must
prepare for thewors. Thus, | have called Viernaand Dinin
back to my sde’

"If welearn of our enemies, . . “ Drizzt began impulsvely.

All eyes snapped upon him. It was bad enough for the elder-boy to speak without being addressed, but
for the second-boy, just graduated from the Academy, the act could be considered blasphemous.

Wanting al perspectives, Matron Mdice again let the oversight pass. ” Continue” she prompted.

" If we discover which house plotsagainst us’ Drizzt said quietly, ” could we not expose it?’

"Towhat end?’ Brizasnarled a him. ” Conspiracy without
actionisno crime’

" Then might we use reason?’ Drizzt pressed, continuing
againg the barrage of incredulous glaresthat came a him
from every face in the room-except from Zak’s. " If we are
the stronger, then et them submit without battle. Rank

House Do’ Urden asit should be and |et the assumed threat
to the weaker house be ended”

Madlice grabbed Drizzt by the front of his cloak and heaved him to hisfeet. | forgive your foolish
thoughts’ she growled, "thistime!” She dropped him back to the floor, and the silent reprimands of his
sblings descended upon him. Again, though, Zak’ s expression did not match the othersin the room.
Indeed, Zak put ahand up over his mouth to hide his amusement. Perhaps there remained a bit of the
Drizzt Do’ Urden he had known, he dared to hope. Perhaps the Academy had not fully tainted the young
fighter’ sspirit. Mdice whirled on the rest of the family, sSmmering fury and lust glowing in her eyes. " This
isnot thetimetofear! This’ she cried, adender finger pointing out from in front of her face, ”isthetime
to dream! We are House Do’ Urden, Daermon N’ a shezbaernon, of power beyond the under-standing
of the great houses. We are the unknown entity of thiswar. We hold every advantage!

"Ninth house?’ shelaughed. ” In short time, only seven houseswill remain ahead of us!”

"What of the patrol?’ Brizacut in. ” Areweto alow the se-condboy to go off alone, exposed?’

"The patrol will begin our advantage’ the conniving ma:

tron explained. " Drizzt will go, and included in hisgroup

will be amember of at least four of the houses above us’




”One may drikeat him” Brizareasoned.

"No” Mdice assured her. ” Our enemiesin the coming war
would not reveal themselves so clearly-not yet. The ap-
pointed nwould haveto defeat two Do’ Urdensin
such aconfrontation”

"Two?’ asked Vierna.

" Again, Lloth has shown us her favor” explained Mdlice.
"Dininwill lead Drizzt’ s patrol group”

Theelderboy’ seyeslit up at the news. ” Then Drizzt and | might become the assassinsin this conflict” he
purred.

The smile disgppeared from the matron mother’ sface.

Y ou will not strike without my consent” shewarned ina
tone s0 cold that Dinin fully understood the consequences
of disobedience, ” asyou have donein the past”

Drizzt did not miss the reference to Nafein, his murdered bfother. His mother knew! Malice had done
nothing to pun-ish her murderous son. Now Drizzt’ s hand went up to hisface, to hide an expression of
horror that only could have brought him troublein this setting.

"You arethereto learn” Matron Malice said to Dinin, ”to protect your brother, as Drizzt isthere to

protect you. Do not destroy our advantage for the gain of asinglekill” An evil smile found itsway back
onto her bone-hued face. "But, if you learn of our enemy, . . “ shesad.

"If the proper opportunity presentsitsdf, . . “ Brizafin-ished, guessng her mother’ swicked thoughts and
throwing an equdly vile smile the matron’ sway.

Malice looked upon her eldest daughter with approval.
Brizawould prove afine successor for the house!

Dinin’s smile became wide and lascivious. Nothing pleased the ederboy of House Do’ Urden more than
the opportunity for an nation.

" Go, then, my family” Mdice said. ” Remember that un-
friendly eyes are upon us, watching our every move, wait-

ing for thetimeto srike”’




Zak wasthefirgt out of the chapel, asdways, thistime with an added spring in his step. It wasn't the
prospect of fighting another war that guided his moves, though the thought of killing more clerics of the
Spider Queen certainly pleased him. Rather, Drizzt’ sdisplay of naivete, his contin-ued misconceptions of
the common wedl of drow existence, brought Zak hope.

Drizzt watched him go, thinking Zak’ s strides reflected his desireto kill. Drizzt didn’t know whether to

follow and confront the weapon master here and now or to let it pass, to shrug it away asreadily ashe
had dismissed most of the crud world around him. The decision was made for him when Matron Mdice

stepped in front of him and kept him in the chapdl.

"Toyou, | say this” she began when they were done. ”Y ou have heard the mission | placed upon your
shoulders. | will not tolerate failure!”

Drizzt shrank back from the power of her voice.
" Protect your brother” came the grimwarning, ”or | shal
giveyou to Lloth for judgment”
Drizzt understood the implications, but the matron took the pleasure to spdl them out anyway.
"Y ou would not enjoy your life asadrider”
A lightning blast cut acrossthe still black waters of the un-derground lake, searing the heads of the

approaching water trolls. Sounds of battle echoed through the cavern. Drizzt had one monster-scrags,
they were caled-cornered on asmal peninsula, blocking the wretched thing' s path back to the water.

Normally, asingle drow faced off evenly against awater troll would not have the advan-tage, but asthe
othersof hispatrol group had come to seein the past few weeks, Drizzt was no ordinary young drow.

The scrag came on, obliviousto its peril. A single, blinding movement from Drizzt |opped off the
creature sreaching arms. Drizzt moved in quickly for thekill, knowing too well the regenerative powers

of tralls.
Then another scrag dipped out of the water at his back.

Drizzt had expected this, but he gave no outward indica-tion that he saw the second scrag coming. He
kept his con-centration ahead of him, driving deep dashesinto the maimed and al but defensdesstroll’s

torso.

Just asthe monster behind him was about to latch its claws onto him, Drizzt fell to his kneesand cried,
” NGN!”

The concedled panther, crouched in the shadows at the peninsula s base, did not hesitate. One great
gride brought Guenhwyvar into position, and it sprang, crashing heavily onto the unsuspecting scrag,
tearing the life from the thing before it could respond to the attack.

Drizzt finished off histroll and turned to admire the pan-ther’ swork. He extended his hand, and the
great cat nuz-zled it. How well the two fighters had come to know each other! thought Drizzt.

Another blast of lightning thundered in, this one close enough to stedl Drizzt’ ssight.




”Guenhwyvar!” Maso] Hun' ett, the bolt’ s cagter, cried. ” 1b my side!”

The panther managed to brush against Drizzt’ sleg as it moved to obey. When hisvison returned, Drizzt
walked off in the other direction, not wanting to view the scolding that Guenhwyvar aways seemed to
receive when he and the cat worked together.

Masoj watched Drizzt’ s back as he went, wanting to put athird bolt right between the young
Do’ Urden’ s shoulder blades. Thewizard of House Hun' ett did not miss the spec-ter of Dinin Do’ Urden,
off to the Sde, watching with more than casua glances.

”Learn your loydties” Masoj snarled at Guenhwyvar.1bo often, the panther left thewizard’ ssideto join
in combat with Drizzt. Masoj knew that the cat was better comple-mented by the moves of afighter, but
he knew, too, the vul-nerability of awizard involved in spdlcasting. Masoj wanted Guenhwyvar & his
Sde, protecting him from enemies-he shot another glance at Dinin-and "friends’ dike.

He threw the statuette to the ground at hisfeet. "Begone!” he commanded.

In the distance, Drizzt had engaged another scrag and made short work of it aswell. Masoj shook his
head as he watched the display of swordsmanship. Every day, Drizzt grew stronger.

"Givethe order to kill him soon, Matron SNafay” Maso] whispered. The young wizard did not know
how much longer he would be able to carry out the task. Masoj] won-dered whether he could win the
fight even now. Drizzt shielded his eyes as he struck atorch to sed adead troll’ swounds. Only fire
ensured that trolls would not recu-perate, even from the grave.

The other battles had died away aswell, Drizzt noted, and he saw the flames of torches springing up al
across the bank of thelake. He wondered if dl of histwelve drow com-panions had survived, though he
also wondered if hetruly cared. Others were more than ready to take their places. Drizzt knew that the
only companion who redly mattered-Guenhwyvar-was safely back in itshome on the Astral Plane.

"Formaguard!” came Dinin’s echoing command as the daves, goblins, and orcs moved in to search for
troll trea-sure, and to salvage whatever they might of the scrags.

When the fires had consumed the scrag he' d set ablaze,
Drizzt dipped historch in the black water, then paused for @’
moment to let his eyesreadjust to the darkness. ” Another
day” he said softly, " another enemy defeated”

Heliked the excitement of patrolling, thethrill of the edge of danger, and the knowledge that he was now
putting hisweaponsto use againg vile mongters.

Even here, though, Drizzt could not escape the lethargy that had come to pervade hislife, the generill.
resignation that marked his every step. For, though his battles these days were fought against the horrors
of the Underdark, mongterskilled of necessity, Drizzt had not forgotten the meeting in the chapel of
House Do’ Urden.

He knew that his scimitars soon would be put to use against the flesh of drow elves.




Zaknafein looked out over Menzoberranzan, as he so of-ten did when Drizzt’ s patrol group was out of
the city. Zak was torn between wanting to sneak out of the houseto fight at Drizzt's Side, and hoping that
the patrol would return with the newsthat Drizzt had been dain.

Would Zak ever find the answer to the dilemma of the youngest Do’ Urden? he wondered. Zak knew
that he could not leave the house; Matron Malice was keeping avery close eye on him. She sensed his
anguish over Drizzt, Zak knew, and she most definitely did not approve. Zak was often her lover, but
they shared little other than that.

Zak thought back to the battles he and Malice had fought over Vierna, another child of common
concern, centuries before. Viernawas afemae, her fate sealed from the mo-ment of her birth, and Zak
could do nothing to halt the as-sault of the Spider Queen’ s overwhelming religion.

Did Mdicefear that he might have better luck influencing the actions of amae child? Apparently the
matron did, but even Zak was not so certain if her fears were justified; even he couldn’t measure his
influence over Drizzt.

He peered out over the city now, silently watching for the patrol group’ s return-waiting, as always, for

Drizzt’ s safe return, but secretly hoping, that his dilemmawould be ended by the claws and fangs of a
lurking mondter.

Chapter 18

The Black Room

"My greetings, Facdless One’ the high priestess said, pushing past Alton into his private chambersin
Sorcere.

" And mineto you, Migtress Vierna’ Alton replied, trying to keep the fear out of hisvoice. Vierna
Do’ Urden coming to see him at thistime had to be more than coincidence. ”What act has brought me the
honor of avist fromamigtressoL Arach- Tinilith?’

"No longer amidtress’ said Vierna. ” | have returned to my

home’

Alton paused to consider the news. He knew that Dinin Do’ Urden had also resigned his position at the
Academy.

"Matron Maice has brought her family back together” Vierna continued. " There are stirrings of war.
Y ou have heard them, no doubt?’

”Just rumors’ Alton stuttered, now beginning to under-stand why Viernahad cometo call on him. House
Do’ Urden had used the Faceless One beforein its plotting-in its at-tempt to nate Alton! Now,
with rumors of war whis-pered throughout Menzoberranzan, Matron Malice was re-establishing her




network of spiesand ns.
Y ou know of them?’ Viernaasked sharply.
"1 have heard little” Alton breathed, careful now not to anger the powerful femae. ”Not enough to report

to your house. | did not even suspect that House Do’ Urden was in-volved until now, when you informed
me’ Alton could only hope that Viernahad no detection spell amed at hiswords. Viernardaxed,

apparently appeased by the explanation.

" Listen more carefully to the rumors, FacelessOne’ she

said. "My brother and | have left the Academy; you areto be
the eyes and ears of House Do’ Urden in this place”

"But. . * Alton stuttered.

Viernahdd up ahand to stop him. ”We know of our fail-
urein our last transaction” she said. She bowed low, some-
thing ahigh priestessrarely did to amae. "Matron Mdice
sends her deepest apologies that the unguent you received
for the nation of Alton DeVirdid not restore the fea-

turesto your face’

Alton nearly choked on the words, now understanding why an unknown messenger had delivered the jar
of hed-ing salve somethirty years before. The cloaked figure was an agent of House Do’ Urden, cometo
repay the Faceless Onefor his nation of Alton! Of course, Alton had never even tried the unguent.
With hisluck, it would have worked, and would have restored the features of Alton DeVir.

"Thistime, your payment cannot fail” Viernawent on,

though Alton, too caught up intheirony of it dl, hardly lis-

tened. "House Do’ Urden possesses awizard' s staff but no

wizard worthy towidd it. It belonged to Nafein, my

brother, who died in the victory over DeVir”

Alton wanted to strike out at her. Even he wasn't that stu-pid, though.
"If you can discern which house plots against House

Do'Urden” Viernapromised, "the staff will beyours A trea-

sureindeed for such asmal act”




"1 will dowhat | can” Alton replied, having no other re-sponse to theincredible offer.

"That isal Matron Mdice asks of you” said Vierna, and she left the wizard, quite certain that House
Do’ Urden had secured a capable agent within the Academy.

"Dinin and ViernaDo' Urden have resgned their posi-tions’ said Alton excitedly asthe diminutive
meatron mother cameto him later that same evening.

"Thisisdready known to me’ replied SNafay Hun' et.

Shelooked around disdainfully at the littered and scorched room, then took a seet at the small table.

"Thereismore’ Alton said quickly, not wanting SiNafay to

get upset about being disturbed over old news. ”} havehad a
vigtor thisday, MidressViernaDo' Urden'™

” She suspects?’ Matron SiNafay growled.

"No, no!” Alton replied. ” Quite the opposite. House Do’ Ur-
den wishesto employ me asaspy, asit once employed the
Faceless Oneto nate me'”

SiNafay paused for amoment, stunned, then issued alaugh straight from her belly. ” Ah, the ironies of
our lives!” sheroared.

"had heard that Dinin and Viernawere sent to the Acad-emy only to oversee the education of their
younger brother” remarked Alton.

" An excellent cover” SNafay replied. ”Viernaand Dinin

were sent as spies for the ambitious Matron Mdice. My

complimentsto her”

”Now they suspect trouble’” Alton stated, Sitting opposite his matron mother.
"They do” agreed SNafay. ”Masoj patrolswith Drizzt, but

House Do’ Urden has also managed to plant Dininin the

group’

"Then Masoj isin danger” reasoned Alton.

"No” said SNafay. "House Do’ Urden does not know that




House Hun' dl perpetrates the threat againg it, else it would
not have cometo you for information. Matron Malice
knows your identity”

A look of terror crossed Alton’'sface.

"Not your trueidentity” SiNafay laughed a him. ” She
knows the Faceless One as Gelroos Hun' ell, and she would
not have cometo aHun' dl if she suspected our house”

" Then we have an excedllent opportunity to throw House Do’ Urden into chaos!” Alton cried. ”If |
implicate another house, even Baenre, perhaps, our position will be strength-ened” He chuckled at the
possibilities. "Malice will reward me with astaff of great power-awegpon | will turn againgt her & the
proper moment!”

"Matron Malice!” SiNafay corrected sternly. Even though she and Malice were soon to be open
enemies, SiNafay would not permit amale to show such disrespect to a ma-tron mother. ” Do you redly
believe that you could carry out such a deception?’

"When Midress Viernareturns. . “

"Y ouwill not ded with alesser priestesswith such vaued information, foolish DeVir. Y ou will face
Matron Madlice her-sdlf, aformidable foe. If she seesthrough your lies, do you know what she will do to

your body?’

Alton gulped audibly. "1 am willing to take therisk” he said, crossing hisarms resolutely on the table.

"What of House Hun' ett when the biggest lieisreveded?” SINafay asked. " What advantage will we
enjoy when Ma-tron Malice knows the Faceless One' strue identity?”’

"1 undergland” Alton answered, crestfallen but unable to refute SNafay’ slogic. ” Then what are weto
do?What am | to do?’

Matron SiNafay was dready considering their next

moves. " Y ou will resgn your tenure’ shesaid at length. ”Re-

turn to House Hun' ett, within my protection”

" Such an act might aso implicate House Hun' ett to Matron Mdice” Alton reasoned.

"It may” replied SNafay, ”but it isthe safest route. | will go to Matron Malicein feigned anger, telling
her to leave House Hun' ett out of her troubles. If she wishesto make an inform-ant of amember of my

family, then she should cometo me for permission-though I'll not grant it thistime!”

SiNafay amiled at the possibilities of such an encounter.




"My anger, my fear, alone could implicate a greater house against House Do’ Urden, even a conspiracy
between more than one house” she said, obvioudy enjoying the added ben-efits. ”Matron Mdice will
certainly have much to think about, and much to worry about!”

Alton hadn’t even heard SNafay’ slast comments. The words about granting her permission "thistime”
had brought a disturbing notion into hismind. ” And did she?’ he dared to ask, though hiswordswere
barely audible.

"What do you mean?’ asked SiNafay, not following histhoughts.

"Did Matron Mdice cometo you?’ Alton continued, frightened but needing an answer. ” Thirty years
ago. Did Matron SiNafay grant her permission for Gelroos Hun' ett to becom~ an agent, an nto
complete House DeVir' selimination?’

A wide smile spread across SiNafay’ sface, but it vanished in the blink of an eye as shethrew thetable
acrossthe room, grabbed Alton by the front of hisrobes, and pulled him roughly to within an inch of her
scowling visage.

”Never confuse persond fedingswith politicd” thetiny but obvioudy strong matron growled, her tone
carrying the unmistakable weight of an open threat. t, And never ask me such aquestion again!”

Shethrew Alton to thefloor but didn’t release him from her penetrating glare.

Alton had known all dong that he was merdly apawn in the intrigue between House Hun' ett and House
Do’ Urden, anecessary link for Matron SiNafay to carry out her treach-erous plans. Every now and
then, though, Alton’s persona grudge against House Do’ Urden caused him to forget hislowly placein
this conflict. Looking up now at SiNafay’ s bared power, he redlized that he had overstepped the bounds
of hispogtion.

At the back end of the mushroom grove, the southern wall of the cavern that housed Menzoberranzan,
was asmal, heavily guarded cave. Beyond the ironbound doors stood a single room, used only for
gatherings of the city’ seight ruling matron mothers.

The smoke of a hundred sweet-smelling candles perme-ated the air; the matron mothersliked it that
way. After a-most half acentury of studying scrollsin the candldight of Sorcere, Alton did not mind the
light, but he was indeed un-comfortablein the chamber. He sat at the back end of a spider-shaped table,
inasmal, unadorned chair reserved for guests of the council. Between the table' seight hairy legswere
the ruling matron mothers' thrones, al jeweled and dazzling in the candldlight.

The matronsfiled in, pompous and wicked, casting blit-tling glares at the male. SiNafay, at Alton's
sde, put ahand on his knee and gave him areassuring wink. She would not have dared to request a
gathering of the ruling council if shewas not certain of the worthiness of her news. The ruling matron
mothers viewed their seats as honorary in nature and did not appreciate being brought together except in
timesof crigs

At the head of the spider table sat Matron Baenre, the most powerful figurein al of Menzoberranzan, an
ancient and withered femade with malicious eyes and a mouth unac-customed to smiles.

"We are gathered, SNafay” Baenre said when al eight members had found their appointed chairs. ” For
what rea-son have you summoned the council?’




"To discussapunishment” SINafay replied.

" Punishment?’ Matron Baenre echoed, confused. The re-cent years had been unusually quiet in the
drow city, with-out an incident since the Thken' duis-Freth conflict. To the First Matron’s knowledge, no
acts had been committed that might require a punishment, certainly none so blatant asto force theruling
council to action. "What individua deservesthis?’

"Not anindividud” explained Matron SiNafay. She glanced around at her peers, measuring thelr
interest. ” A house” she said bluntly. ” Daerrnon N’ & shezbaernon, House Do’ Urden” Severa gasps of
disbelief camein reply, as SiNa-fay had expected.

"House Do’ Urden?’” Matron Baenre questioned, surprised that any would implicate Matron Mdice. By
al of Baenre’ sknowledge, Malice remained in high regard with the Spider Queen, and House Do’ Urden
had recently placed two in-structorsin the Academy.

" For what crime do you dare to charge House Do’ Urden?’ asked one of the other matrons.

Arethese words of fear, SNafay?’ Matron Baenre had to ask. Severd of the ruling matrons had
expressed concern about House Do’ Urden. 1t was well known that Matron Mal-ice desired a seat on
the ruling council, and, by al measures of the power of her house, she seemed destined to get it.

”| have appropriate cause’ SiNafay indsted.

" The others seem to doubt you” replied Matron Baenre.

"Y ou should explain your accusation-quickly, if you vaue

your reputation”

SiNafay knew that more than her reputation was at stake;

in Menzoberranzan, a fa se accusation was a crime on par
with murder. "Weall remember thefal of House DeVir”
SiNafay began. ” Seven of us now gathered sat upon therul.
ing council beside Matron Ginafae DeVir”

"House DeVir isno more” Matron Baenre reminded her.

" Because of House Do’ Urden” SINafay said bluntly.
Thistime the gasps came out as open anger.

"How dare you speak such words?’ came onereply.

"Thirty yeard” came another. ” The issue has been forgotten!”

Matron Baenre quieted them all before the clamor rose




into violent action-anot uncommon occurrencein the
council chamber. ”SNafay” she said through the dry sneer
on her lips. ”One cannot make such an accusation; one can-
not discuss such bdiefs openly so long after the event! You
know our ways. If House Do’ Urden did indeed commit this
act, asyou inggt, it deserves our compliments, not our pun-
ishment, for it carried it through to perfection. House DeVir
iIsno more, | say. It doesnot exist”

Alton shifted uneasily, caught somewhere between rage and despair. SiNafay was far from dismayed,
though; thiswas going exactly as she had envisioned and hoped.

"Oh, but it does!” she responded, rising to her feet. She pulled the hood from Alton’shead. " In this
person!”

"Geroos?’ asked Matron Baenre, not understanding.

"Not Gdroos” SiNafay replied. " Gelroos Hun' ett died the night House DeVir died. Thismale, Alton
DeVir, assumed Gelroos sidentity and position, hiding from further attacks by House Do’ Urden!”

Baenre whispered some ingtructions to the matron at her right side, then waited as she went through the
semantics of aspell. Baenre motioned for Sinafay to return to her seet, then faced Alton.

" Speak your name’ Baenre commanded.

"l am Alton DeVir” Alton said, gaining strength from the
identity he had waited so very long to proclaim, ” son of Ma-
tron Ginafae and a student of Sorcere on the night House
Do’ Urden attacked”

Baenre looked to the matron at her side.

"He speaks the truth” the matron assured her. Whispers sprang up all around the spider table, of
amusement more than anything e,

"That iswhy 1 summoned the ruling council” SiNafay quickly explained.

"Very well, SNafay” said Matron Baenre. "My compli-

mentsto you, Alton DeVir, on your resourcefulness anc;i




ability to survive. For amale, you have shown great courage
and wisdom. Surely you both know that the council cannot
exact punishment upon ahouse for adeed committed so
long ago. Why would we so desire? Matron Malice Do’ Ur-
den dtsin the favor of the Spider Queen; her house shows
great promise. Y ou must reved to us greater need if you

wish any punishment againgt House Do’ Urden”

”| do not wish such athing” SiNafay quickly replied. ” This matter, thirty years removed, isno longer in
the realm of the ruling council. House Do’ Urden does indeed show promise, my peers, with four high
priestesses and a host o other wegpons, not the least of which being their second boy, Drizzt, first
graduate of hisclass’ She had purposd) mentioned Drizzt, knowing that the name would strike. wound in

Matron Baenre. Baenre' sown prized son, Berg'i nyon, had spent the last nine years ranked behind the
won derful young Do’ Urden.

" Then why have you bothered us?” Matron Baenre de manded, an unmistakable edgein her voice.

"To ask you to close your eyes’ SNafay purred. ”Altonisl
Hun' ett now, under my protection. He demands vengeance
for the act committed againg hisfamily, and, asasurviving
member of the attacked family, he hastheright of accusa.
tion”
"House Hun' ett will stand beside him?” Matron Baenre asked, turning curious and amused.
"Indeed” replied SINafay. ” Thusis House Hun' et bound!”
"V engeance?’ another matron quipped, aso now more amused than angered. ” Or fear? It would seem

to my earsthat the matron of House Hun' ett usesthis pitiful DeVir creature for her own gain. House

Do’ Urden aspiresto higher ranking, and Matron Malice desiresto St upon the ruling council, athresat to
House Hun' ett, perhaps?’

"Beit vengeance or prudence, my clam-Alton DeVir's
clam-must be deemed aslegitimate’ replied SNafay, "to
our mutua gain” She smiled wickedly and looked straight
to the First Matron. ”1b the gain of our sons, perhaps, in

their quest for recognition”




”Indeed” replied Matron Baenrein a chuckle that sounded more like acough. A war between Hun' ett
and Do’ Urden might be to everyone sgain, but not, Baenre sus-pected, as SNafay believed. Mdlice
was a powerful matron, and her family truly deserved aranking higher than ninth. If the fight did come,
Madlice probably would get her seat on the council, replacing SiNafay.

Matron Baenre looked around at the other matrons, and guessed from their hopeful expressions that
they shared her thoughts. Let Hun' ett and Do’ Urden fight it out; what-ever the outcome, the threat of
Matron Malice would be ended. Perhaps, Baenre hoped, a certain young Do’ Urden male would fall in
battle, propelling her own son into the pO-sition he deserved.

Then the First Matron spoke the words SiNafay had come to hear, the sllent permission of
Menzoberranzan' s ruling council.

"Thismatter is settled, my Ssters’ Matron Baenre de-
clared, to the accepting nods of al at thetable. "It isgood

that we never met thisday”

Chapter 19

Promises of Glory

"Have you found thetrail?’ Drizzt whispered, moving up beside the greet panther. He gave Guenhwyvar
apat on the side and knew from the dackness of the cat’s muscles that no danger was nearby.

"Gone, then” Drizzt said, staring off into the emptiness of the corridor in front of them. " Wicked
gnomes. my brother called them when we found the tracks by the poal.

Wicked and stupid” He sheathed his scimitar and knelt be-
side the panther, his arm comfortable draped across
Guenhwyvar’ sback. " They’ re smart enough to elude our pa-

trol”

The cat looked up asif it had understood his every word, and Drizzt rubbed a hand roughly over
Guenhwyvar’s, hisfinest friend’s, head. Drizzt remembered clearly his eation on the day, aweek before,
when Dinin had announced-to Masoj Hun' ett’ s outrage-that Guenhwyvar would be de-ployed at the
patrol’ s point position beside Drizzt.

"Thecat ismine!” Masoj had reminded Dinin.

"You aremine!” Dinin, the patrol leader, had replied, end-ing any further debate. Whenever the
figurin€ s magic would permit, Maso] summoned Guenhwyvar from the As-tral Plane and bid the cat to




run up in front, bringing Drizzt an added degree of safety and avalued companion.

Drizzt knew from the unfamiliar heet patterns on thewal that they had gonethelimit of their patrol route.
He had purposely put alot of ground, more than was advised, between himsdlf and the rest of the patrol.
Drizzt had confi-dence that he and Guenhwyvar could take care of them-selves, and with the othersfar
behind, he could rdlax and enjoy the wait. The minutes Drizzt spent in solitude gave him thetime he
needed in hisendless effort to sort through his confused emotions. Guenhwyvar, seemingly non- .
judgmental and aways approving, offered Drizzt aperfect audience for his audible contemplations.

”| begin to wonder the worth of it dl” Drizzt whispered to
thecat. ”1 do not doubt the value of these

Patrols-this week,

Alone, we have defeated a dozen monsters that might have brought great harm to the city-but to what
end?

He looked deeply into the panther’ s saucer eyes and found sympathy there, and Drizzt knew that
Guenhwyvar somehow understood his dilemma.

" Perhaps| ill do not know who | am” Drizzt mused, " or
who my people are. Every time 1 find aclueto thetruth, it
leads me down a path that 1 dare not continue upon, to con- :

clusons| cannot accept”

"You aredrow” came areply behind them. Drizzt turned abruptly to see DiDin afew feet away, alook
of grave con-cern on hisface.’

" The gnomes have fled beyond our reach” Drizzt said, trying to deflect his brother’ s concerns.’

"Have you not learned what it meansto be adrow?’ DiDin asked. ”Have you not come to understand
the course of our history and the promise of our future?’

"I know of our history asit was taught at the Academy”
Drizzt replied. " They were the very first lessonswere-
ceived. Of our future, and more so of the place we now re-
side, though, | do not understand”

Y ou know of our enemies’ Dinin prompted.

” Countlessenemies’ replied Drizzt with aheavy sgh.

" They fill the holes of the Underdark, awayswaiting for us




to let down our guard. Wewill not, and our enemieswill fall i

to our power”

" Ah, but our true enemies do not reside in the lightless ca-verns of our world” said Dininwithady
amile. " Theirsisaworld strange and evil” Drizzt knew who Dinin was refer-ring to, but he suspected that

his brother was hiding some-thing.

"Thefaeries’ Drizzt whispered, and the word prompted ajumble of emotionswithin him. All of hislife,
he had been told of hisevil cousins, of how they had forced the drow into the bowels of the world. Busily
engaged in the duties of hiseveryday life, Drizzt did not think of them often, but whenever they cameto
mind, he used their name asalitany against everything he hated in hislife. If Drizzt could some-how
blame the surface elves-as every other drow seemed to blame them-for the injustices of drow society, he
could find hope for the future of his people. Rationdly, Drizzt had to dismissthe stirring legends of the
elven war as another of the endless stream of lies, but in his heart and hopes, Drizzt clung desperately to
those words.

Helooked back to Dinin. " Thefaeries’ he said again,

"whatever they may be”’

Dinin chuckled &t his brother’ srelentless sarcasm; it had

become so commonplace. " They are asyou have learned”

he assured Drizzt. " Without worth and vile beyond your

Imagination, the tormentors of our people, who banished us

in eons past; who forced-”

"1 know thetades’ Drizzt interrupted, darmed at the in-creasing volume of his excited brother’ svoice.

Drizzt glanced over hisshoulder. ”If the patrol isended, let us meet the others closer to the city. This
place istoo dangerous for such discussons’ Heroseto hisfeet and sarted back, Guenhwyvar a his

Sde.

”Not as dangerous as the place | soon will lead you™ Dinin replied with that same dy smile.

Drizzt stopped and looked at him curioudy.
”| suppose you should know” Dinin teased. "We were se-
lected because we are the finest of the patrol groups, and
you have certainly played an important role in our attaining
that honor”

" Chosen for what?’

" In afortnight, wewill leave Menzoberranzan” explained




Dinin.” Our trail will take us many daysand many miles
fromthecity”

"How long' 7" Qrizzt asked, suddenly very curious.

Two weeks, maybethree’ replied Dinin, ”but well worth the time. We shdl be the ones, my young
brother, who enact ameasure of revenge upon our most hated foes, who strike a glorious blow for the
Spider Queen!”

Drizzt thought that he understood, but the notion was too outrageous for him to be certain.
"Theelves” Dinin beamed. "We have been chosen for surfaceraid!”

Drizzt was not as openly excited as his brother, unsure of theimplications of such amisson. At last he
would get to view the surface elves and face the truth of his heart and hopes. Something more red to
Drizzt, the disgppointment he had known for so many years, tempered his elation, re-minded him that
whilethetruth of the elves might bring an excuse to the dark world of hiskin, it might instead take away
something more important. He was unsure how to fed.

"Thesurfaceg’” Alton mused. "My sister went there once-

onarad. A most marvelous experience, so shesad” He

looked at Masoj, not knowing how to figure the forlorn ex-

pression on the young Hun' ett’ sface. " Now your patrol

makesthe journey. | envy you”

"l amnot going” Masoj declared.

"Why?" Alton gasped. " Thisisarare opportunity indeed.

Menzoberranzan-to the anger of Lloth, | am certain-has

not staged a surface raid in two decades. It may be twenty

more years before the next, and by then you will no longer

be among the patrols’

Masoj looked out from the small window of Alton’s room in House Hun' ett, surveying the compound.

"Begdes’ Alton continued quietly, " up there, so far from prying eyes, you might find the chance to
dispose of two Do’ Urden’s. Why would you not go?’

"Have you forgotten aruling that you played apart in?’ Masoj asked, whirling on Alton accusingly. Two
decades ago, the masters of Sorcere decided that no wizards areto travel anywhere near the surface!”




" Of course’ Alton replied, remembering the meeting. Sor-

cere seemed so distant to him now | though he had been,

within the Hun' ett house for only afew weeks. ”We con-

cluded that drow magic may work differently-

unexpectedly-under the open sky” he explained. " On that

raid twenty years ago-"

"1 know the story” Masoj growled, and he finished the sen-tence for Alton. ” A wizard' sfirebdl
expanded beyond its normal dimensions, killing several drow. Dangerous side- effects, you masters
cdledit, though I've abelief that the wizard conveniently disposed of some enemies under the guise of an
accident!”

"Yes' Alton agreed. ” So said the rumors. In the absence of evidence. . “ Helet the thought go, seeing
that he was doing little to comfort Masoj. ” That was so long ago” he said, try- ing to offer some hope.

"Have you no recourse?’

"None’ Masoj replied. " Things move so very dowly in Menzoberranzan; | doubt that the masters have
even begun. ther invedtigation into the matter.

" A pity” Alton said. ” It would have been the perfect oppor-
tunity”

"No more of that!” Masoj scolded. ”Matron SiNafay has not
given me her command to diminate Drizzt Do’ Urden or his
brother. Y ou have already been warned to keep your per-
sond desiresto yoursdf. When the matron bids meto

drike, | will not fail her. Opportunities can be created

"Y ou spesk asif you dready know how Drizzt Do’ Urden will die” Alton said.

An smile spread over Masoj’ s face as he reached into the . pocket of hisrobe and produced the onyx
figurine, hisun. thinking magica dave, which thefoolish Drizzt had cometo trust so dearly. ”Oh, | do” he
replied, giving the statuette of Guenhwyvar an easy toss, then catching it and holding it out on display.

"| do.

The members of the chosen raiding party quickly cameto redlize that thiswould be no ordinary misson.
They did not go out on patrol from Menzoberranzan at al during the next week. Rather, they remained,
day and night, seques-teredwithin abarrack of Melee-Magthere. Through nearly every waking hour, the
raiders huddled around an ova ta-blein a conference room, hearing the detailed plans of their pending
adventure, and, over and over again, Master Hat-ch’ net, the master of Lore, spinning histaes of thevile




dves.

Drizzt lisened intently to the stories, dlowing himself, forcing himsdlf, to fall within Hatch’ net’ s hypnotic
web. Thetales had to be true; Drizzt did not know what he would hold onto to preserve his principlesif
they werenot. Dinin presided over theraid’ stactica preparations, dis- playing maps of the long tunnels
the group would trave, grilling them over and over until they had memorized the route perfectly.

Tothis, aswedl, the eager raiders-except for Drizzt-listened intently, al the while fighting to keep their
excite-ment from bursting out in awild cheer. Asthe week of preparations neared its end, Drizzt took
note that one mem-ber of the patrol group had not been attending. At first, Drizzt had reasoned that
Masoj was learning hisdutiesin the raid in Sorcere, with his old masters. With the depar-ture time fast
approaching and the battle plans clearly tak-ing shape, though, Drizzt began to understand that Masoj
would not bejoining them.

"Whereisour wizard?’ Drizzt dared to ask in the late | hours of one session.

Dinin, not appreciating 1heinterruption, glared at his brother. " Masoj will not bejoining us’ he
answered, know-ing that others might now share Drizzt’ s concern, adistrac-tion they could not afford at
such acriticd time.

” Sorcere has decreed that no wizards may travel to the surface, Master Hatch' net explained. ” Maso
Hun' ett will await your returnin the city. It isagreat lossto you indeed, for Masoj has proven hisworth
many times over. Fear not, though, for acleric of Arach- Tinilith shal accompany you.

"What of . . Drizzt began above the gpproving whispers of the other raiders.

Dinin cut his brother’ s thoughts short, easily guessing the question. ” The cat belongsto Masoj” he said
flatly. " The cat stays behind.

”| could talk to Masoj” Drizzt pleaded.

Dinin’s stern glance answered the question without the
need for words. ” Our tacticswill be different on the sur-
face’ hesad to dl the group, slencing their whispers. " The
surfaceisaworld of distance, not the blind enclosures of
bending tunnels. Once our enemies are spotted, our task
will be to surround them, to close off the distances’ He
looked straight at hisyoung brother. "We will have no need
of apoint guard, and in such a conflict, aspirited cat could
well prove more trouble than aid”

Drizzt had to be satisfied with the answer. Arguing would not help, even jf he could get Masoj to let him
take the panther-which he knew in his heart he could not. He shook the brooding desires out of his head




and forced him-self to hear his brother’ swords. Thiswasto be the greatest challenge of Drizzt’ s young
life, and the greatest danger.

Over thefind two days, asthe battle plan becamein-grained into every thought, Drizzt found himself
growing more and more agitated. Nervous energy kept his pams moist with swest, and his eyes darted
about, too alert. Despite his disgppointment over Guenhwyvar, Drizzt could not deny the excitement that
bubbled within him. Thiswas the adventure he had dways wanted, the answer to his questions of the
truth of his people. Up there, in the vast strangeness of that foreign world, lurked the surface elves, the
unseen nightmare that had become the common enemy, and thus the common bond, of dl the drow.
Drizzt would discover the glory of battle, exacting proper revenge upon his people s most hated foes.
Always before, Drizzt had fought out of necessity, in training gyms or againgt the stupid mongters that
ventured too near hishome.

Drizzt knew that this encounter would be different. Thistime histhrusts and cuts would be carried by the
strength of deeper emotions, guided by the honor of his people and their common courage and resolve to
strike back against their oppressors. He had to believe that.

Drizzt lay back in his cot the night before the raiding par-ty’ s departure and brought his scimitars through
some dow-motion maneuvers above him.

"Thistime” hewhispered doud to the blades while mar-veling at their intricate dance even a such adow
Speed.

"Thistime your ring will sound out in the song of justice!” He placed the scimitars down at the Sde of his
cot and rolled over to find some needed deep. " Thistime” he said again, teeth clenched and eyes shining
with determination. Were his proclamations his belief or his hope? Drizzt had dismissed the disturbing
question the very firg timeit had entered his thoughts, having T1;0 more room for doubts than he had for
brooding. He no longer considered the possibility of disappointment; it had no placein the heart of a
drow warrior.

To Dinin, though, studying Drizzt curioudy from the shadows of the doorway, it sounded asif his
younger brother wastrying to convince himsdf of the truth of hisown words.

Chapter 20

That Foreign World

The fourteen members of the patrol group made their way through twisting tunnels and giant caverns that
sud-denly opened wide before them. Silent on magica boots and nearly invisble behind their piwafwis,
they communicated only in their hand code. For the most part, the ground’ s dope was barely
perceptible, though at times the group climbed straight up rocky chimneys, every step and every
handhold drawing them nearer their goal. They crossed through the boundaries of claimed territories, of
monsters and the other races, but the hated gnomes and even the duergar dwarves wisely kept their
heads hidden. Few in dl the Underdark would purposdly intercept adrow raiding party.

By the end of aweek, dl of the drow could sense the dif-ference in their surroundings. The depth il
would have seemed stifling to a surface dweller, but the dark elves were accustomed to the constant




oppression of athousand thou-sand tons of rock hanging over their heads. They turned every corner
expecting the stone celling to flyaway into the vast openness of the surface world.

Breezes wafted past them-not the sulfur-smelling hot windsrising off the magmaof deep earth, but moist
air, scented with ahundred aromas unknown to the drow. It was springtime above, though the dark
elves, in their sea-sonless environs, knew nothing of that, and the air wasfull of the scents of
new-blossomed flowers and budding trees.

In the seductive dlure of those tantalizing aromas, Drizzt had to remind himself again and again that the
place they approached waswholly evil and dangerous. Perhaps, he thought, the scents were merely a
diabolica lure, abait to an unsuspecting creature to bring it into the surface world’ s murderous grip.

Thederic of Arach. Tinilith who wastraveling with the raiding party waked near to onewal and
pressed her face againgt every crack she encountered. " Thisone will suffice” she said a short time later.
She cast agpdl of seeing and looked into the tiny crack, no more than afinger’ swidth, asecond time.

"How are weto get through that?” one of the patrol memo bers signaled to another. Dinin caught the
gestures and ended the silent conversation with a scowl.

"It isdaylight above’ the cleric announced. "We shdl have
towait here’

”For how long?’ Dinin asked, knowing his patrol to be on the edge of readiness with their long-awaited
goal sovery near.

"I cannot know” the cleric replied. ”No more than half a
cycle of Narbondel. Let us remove our packs and rest while
wemay”

Dinin would have preferred to continue, just to keep his troops busy, but he did not dare speak againgt
the priestess.

The break did not prove along one, though, for acouple of hours later, the cleric checked through the
crack once more and announced that the time had come.

"Youfirg” Dinin saidto Drizzt. Drizzt |ooked at his brother increduloudly, having no idea of how he
could pass through such atiny crack.

"Come’ ingructed the cleric, who now held amany-holed

orb. "Walk past me and continue through”

As Drizzt passed the cleric, she spoke the orb’s command word and held it over Drizzt’ s head. Black
flakes, bl& cker than Drizzt’ s ebony skin, drifted over him, and he felt atre-mendous shudder ripple
acrosshisspine.

The otherslooked on in amazement as Drizzt’ s body nar-rowed to the width of ahair and he becamea
two-dimengiond image, ashadow of hisformer sdlf. Drizzt did not understand what was happening, but




the crack suddenly widened before him. He dipped into it, found movement in his present form merely an
enactment of will, and, drifted through the twists, turns, and bends of the tiny channel like a shadow on
the broken face of arocky cliff. He then wasin along cave, standing across from its sin-gle exit.

A moonless night had fallen, but even this seemed bright to the deep-dwelling drow. Drizzt felt himself
pulled to-ward the exit, toward the surface world’ s openness. The other raiders began dipping through
the crack and into the cavern then, one by one with the cleric coming in last. Drizzt wasthefirg to fed
the shudder as hisbody resumed its naturd state. In afew moments, they al were eagerly checking thelr

weapons.
"1 will remain here’ thecleric told Dinin. "Hunt wel. The

Spider Queen iswatching”

Dinin warned histroops once again of the dangers of the surface, then he moved to the front of the cave,
asmdl hole onthe side of arocky spur of atal mountain. ” For the Spi-der Queen” Dinin proclaimed. He
took a steadying breath and led them through the exit, under the open sky.

Under the stars! While the others seemed nervous under those revedling lights, Drizzt found his gaze
pulled heaven-ward to the countless points of mystical twinkling. Bathed in the starlight, he felt hisheart
lift and didn’t even notice the joyful Snging that rode on the night wind, sofitting it seemed.

Dinin heard the song, and he was experienced enough to recognizeit asthe ddritch calling of the surface
elves. He crouched and surveyed the horizon, picking out the light of asingle fire down in the distant
expanse of awooded valey. He nudged histroops to action-and pointedly nudged the wonderment from
his brother’ s eyes-and started them off.

Drizzt could see the anxiety on hiscompanions faces, so contrasted by his own inexplicable sense of
serenity. He sus-pected at once that something was very wrong with the whole situation. In his heart
Drizzt had known from the minute he had stepped out of the tunnd that thiswas not the vileworld the
masters at the Academy had taken such painsto describe. He did feel unusua with no stone celling
above him, but not uncomfortable. If the stars, calling to his heartstrings, were indeed reminders of what
the next day might bring, as Master Hatch’ net had said, then surely the next day would not be so terrible.

Only confusion dampened the fedling of freedom that Drizzt fdlt, for either he had somehow fdleninto a
trap of perception, or hiscompanions, his brother included, viewed their surroundings through tainted

eyes.

It fell on Drizzt as another unanswered burden: were hisfedings of comfort here weakness or truth of
heart?

" They are akin to the mushroom groves of our home”’
Dinin assured the others asthey tentatively moved under
the perimeter boughs of asmall forest, " neither sentient nor
harmful”

Stll, the younger dark evesflinched and brought their weapons to the ready whenever asquirrel
skipped across a branch overheard or an unseen bird called out to the night. The dark elves wasasilent




world, far different from the chattering life of aspringtime forest, and in the Underdark, nearly every living
thing could, and most certainly would, try to harm anything invading itslair. Even acricket’ schirp
sounded ominousto the aert ears of the drow.

Dinin’s course was true, and soon the faerie song drowned out every other sound and the light of afire
be-came vis ble through the boughs. Surface elves were the most dert of the races, and a human-or even
asneaky hdfling-would have had little chance of catching them un-awares.

Theraidersthis night were drow, more skilled in stedlth than the most proficient aley thief. Their footfalls
went un-heard, even across beds of dry, fallen leaves, and their crafted armor, shaped perfectly to the
contours of their dender bodies, bent with their movements without arustle. Unnoticed, they lined the
perimeter of the small glade, where a score of fagries danced and sang.

Transfixed by the sheer joy of the eves play, Drizzt hardly noticed the commands his brother issued
then in the dlent code. Severd children danced among the gathering, marked only by the size of their
bodies, and were no freer in spirit than the adults they accompanied. So innocent they al seemed, so full
of life and wistfulness, and obvioudy bonded to each other by friendship more profound than Drizzt had
ever known in Menzoberranzan. So unlike the stories Hatch' net had spun of them, tales of vile, hating
wretches.

Drizzt sensed more than saw that his group was on the move, fanning out to gain agreater advantage.
Still he did not take his eyes from the spectacle before him. Dinin tapped him on the shoulder and pointed
to the small cross-bow that hung from his bdlt, then dipped off into position in the brush off to the sde.

Drizzt wanted to stop his brother and the others, wanted to make them wait and observe the surface
elvesthat they were so quick to name enemies. Drizzt found hisfeet rooted to the earth and histongue
weighted heavily in the sudden drynessthat had come into his mouth. He looked to Dinin and could only
hope that his brother mistakenly thought hislabored bresths the exultations of battle-lust. .

Then Drizzt’ s keen ears heard the soft thrum of a dozen tiny bowstrings. The elven song carried on a
moment longer, until severa of the group dropped to the earth.

"Not” Drizzt screamed in protest, the words torn from his body by a profound rage even he did not
understand. The denial sounded like just another war cry to the drow raid-ers, and before the surface
elves could even begin to react, Dinin and the others were upon them.

Drizzt, too, legped into the glade’ s lighted ring, hisweap-onsin hand, though he had given no thought to
his next move. He wanted only to stop the battle, to put an end to the scene unfolding before him.

Quite at ease in their woodland home, the surface elves weren’t even armed. The drow warriors diced
through their ranks mercilesdy, cutting them down and hacking &t their bodieslong after the light of life
had flown from their eyes.

Oneterrified femae, dodging thisway and that, came be-fore Drizzt. He dipped the tips of hisweapons
to the earth, searching for some way to give ameasure of comfort. The femaethen jerked straight asa
sword doveinto her back, itstip thrusting right through her dender form. Drizzt watched, mesmerized
and horrified, asthe drow warrior behind her grasped the wegpon hilt in both hands and twisted it
savagdy. Thefemde f looked Straight a Drizzt in the last fleeting seconds of her life, her eyescrying for
mercy. Her voice was no more than the sickening gurgle of blood.

Hisface the exultation of ecstacy, the drow warrior tore his sword free and diced it across, taking the




head from the dven fema € s shoulders.

"Vengeance!” he cried a Drizzt, hisface contorted in furi-ous glee, his eyes burning with alight that
shone demonic to the stunned Drizzt. Thewarrior hacked &t the lifeless body one more time, then spun
away in search of another kill.

Only amoment later, another €f, thisone ayoung girl, broke free of the massacre and rushed in Drizzt’s
direction, screaming asingle word over and over. Her cry wasin the tongue of the surface elves, adiaect
foreign to Drizzt, but when he looked upon her fair face, streaked with tears, he understood what she
was saying. Her eyes were on the mu-tilated corpse at hisfeet; her anguish outweighed even the terror of
her own impending doom. She could only be cry-ing, ”Mother!”

Rage, horror, anguish, and adozen other emotions racked Drizzt at that horrible moment. He wanted to
escape hisfedlings, to lose himsdlf in the blind frenzy of hiskin and ac-cept the ugly redity. How easy it
would have been to throw away the conscience that pained him so.

The even child rushed up before Drizzt but hardly saw him, her gaze locked upon her dead mother, the
back of the child's neck open to asingle, clean blow. Drizzt raised his scimitar, unable to distinguish
between mercy and murder.

"Y es, my brother!” Dinin cried out to him, acall that cut through his comrades screams and whoops
and echoed in Drizzt’ s ears like an accusation. Drizzt |looked up to see Dinin, covered from head to foot
in blood and standing amid a hacked cluster of dead elves.

"Today you know the glory it isto beadrow!” Dinin cried, and he punched avictoriousfist into the air.
"today we ap-pease the Spider Queen!”

Drizzt responded in kind, then snarled and reared back for akilling blow.

Heamost did it. In hisunfocused outrage, Drizzt Do’ Ur-den dmost became as hiskin. Heamost stole
thelifefrom that beautiful child's sparkling eyes.

At thelast moment, she looked up at him, her eyes shining asadark mirror into Drizzt’ s blackening
heart. In that re-flection, that reverse image of the rage that guided his hand, Drizzt Do’ Urden found
himsdf.

He brought the scimitar down in amighty sweep, watch-ing Dinin out of the corner of hiseyeasit
whisked harm-lesdy past the child- In the same moation, Drizzt followed with his other hand, catching the
girl by thefront of her tu-nic and pulling her face-down to the ground.

She screamed, unharmed but terrified, and Drizzt saw Dinin thrust hisfist into the air again and spin
avay.

Drizzt had to work quickly; the battle was dmogt at its gruesome end. He diced his scimitars expertly
above the huddled child' s back, cutting her clothing but not so much as scratching her tender skin. Then
he used the blood of the headless corpse to mask the trick, taking grim satisfaction that the elven mother
would be pleased to know that, in dying, she had saved thelife of her daughter.

" Stay down” he whispered in the child’ s ear. Drizzt knew that she could not understand his language, but
he tried to keep his tone comforting enough for her to guess at the de-ception. He could only hope he
had done an adequate job amoment later, when Dinin and severd others came over to him.




"Well done!” Dinin said exuberantly, trembling with sheer excitement. ” A score of the orc-bait dead and
not aone of useven injured! The matrons of Menzoberranzan will be pleased indeed, though we'll get no

plunder from this pitiful lot!” Helooked down at the pile at Drizzt’ s feet, then clapped his brother on the
shoulder.

Did they think they could get away?’ Dinin roared.

Drizzt fought hard to sublimate his disgust, but Dinin was so entranced by the bloodbath that he wouldn't
have no-ticed anyway.

"Not with you here!” Dinin continued. " IWo killsfor Drizzt!
"Onekill!” protested another, stepping beside Dinin.

Drizzt set his hands firmly on the hilts of hiswegpons and gathered up his courage. If this gpproaching
drow had guessed the deception, Drizzt would fight to save the even child. Hewould kill his
companions, even hisbrother, to savethelittle girl with the sparkling eyes-until he himsdf wasdain. At
least then Drizzt would not have to witnesstheir daughter of the child.

Luckily, the problem never came up. " Drizzt got the child” the drow said to Dinin, ”but | got the elder
femde. | put my sword right through her back before your brother ever brought his scimitarsto bear!”

It came asareflex, an unconscious strike againgt the evil dl about him. Drizzt didn’'t even redize the act
asit hap-pened, but amoment later, he saw the boasting drow lying on his back, clutching at hisface and
groaning in agony. Only then did Drizzt notice the burning pain in his hand, and he looked down to see his
knuckles, and the scimitar hilt they clutched, spattered with blood.

"What are you about?’ Dinin demanded.
Thinking quickly, Drizzt did not even reply to his brother.
He looked past Dinin, to the squirming form on the ground, and transferred dll theragein hisheart into a

curse that the others would accept and respect. " If ever you sted akill from meagain” he spat, Sncerity
dripping from hisfalsewords, "I will replace the head lost from its shoulders with your own!”

Drizzt knew that the elven child at hisfeet, though doing her best, had begun a dight shudder of sobbing,
and he de-cided not to press hisluck. ”Come, then” he growled. " Let usleave this place. The stench of
the surface world fills my mouth with bilel”

He stormed away, and the others, laughing, picked up their dazed comrade and followed.

"Finaly” Dinin whispered as he watched his brother’ stense strides. ” Findly you have learned what it is
to be adrow warrior!”

Dinin, in hisblindness, would never understand theirony of hiswords.
"We have one more duty before we return home” the

cleric explained to the group when it reached the cave' sen-




trance. She aone knew of theraid’ s second purpose. " The
matrons of Menzoberranzan have bid usto witness the ulti-
mate horror of the surface world, that we might warn our

kindred”

Our kindred? Drizzt mused, his thoughts black with sar-casm. Asfar as he could see, theraiders had
aready wit-nessed the horror of the surface world: themselves!

"Therel” Dinin cried, pointing to the eastern horizon.

Thetiniest shading of light limned the dark outline of dis-tant mountains. A surface dweller would not
even have no-ticed it, but the dark elves saw it clearly, and al of them, even Drizzt, recoiled ingtinctively.

"It isbeautiful” Drizzt dared to remark after taking amo-ment to consider the spectacle.

Dinin'sglare camea himicy cold, but no colder than the ook the cleric cast Drizzt’ sway. " Remove
your cloaks and equipment, even your armor” she instructed .the group.

" Quickly. Place them within the shadows of the cave so that
they will not be affected by thelight”

When the task was completed, the cleric led them out into the growing light. " Watch” was her grim
command.

The eastern sky assumed a hue of purplish pink, then pink atogether, its brightening causing the dark
elvesto squint uncomfortably. Drizzt wanted to deny the event, to put it into the same pile of anger that
denied the master of Lore' swords concerning the surface elves.

Then it happened; the top rim of the sun crested the east-ern horizon. The surface world awakened to its
warmth, itslife-giving energy. Those same rays assaullted the drow eves eyeswith the fury of fire,
tearing into orbs unaccus-tomed to such sights.

"Watch!” the cleric cried at them. ”Witness the depth of the horror!”

One by one, theraiderscried out in pain and fell into the cave' s darkness, until Drizzt stood aone beside
the clericin the growing daylight. Iruly thelight assaulted Drizzt as keenly asit had hiskin, but he basked
init, accepting it as his purgatory, exposing him for al to view whileits stinging fires cleansed his soul.
"Come’ the cleric said to him at length, not understanding
his actions. ”We have borne witness. WWe may now return to
our homdand”’

"Homeland?’ Drizzt replied, subdued.

"Menzoberranzan!” the cleric cried, thinking the male confused beyond reason. ” Come, before the




inferno burnsthe skin from your bones. Let our surface cousins suffer the flames, afitting punishment for
their evil hearts” Drizzt chuckled hopdesdy. A fitting punishment? He wished that he could pluck a
thousand such sunsfrom the sky and set them in every chapel in Menzoberranzan, to shine eterndly.

Then Drizzt could take the light no more. He scrambled dizzily back into the cave and donned his outfit.
The cleric had the orb in hand, and Drizzt again wasthe first through the tiny crack. When al the group
rgoined in the tunnel be-yond, Drizzt took his position at the point and led them back into the descending
path’ s degpening gloom-back down into the darkness of their existence.

Chapter 21

May It Please The Goddess

" Did you please the goddess?” Matron Malice asked, her question as much athreat asan inquiry. At her
sde, the other femaes of House Do’ Urden, Briza, Vierna, and Maya, looked on impassively, hiding their

jedousy.

"Not asingle drow wasdan” Dinin replied, hisvoice thick with the sweetness of drow evil. "We cut
them and dashed them!” He drooled as his recounting of the el ven daughter brought back the lust of the

moment. ” Bit them and ripped them!”

"What of you?’ the matron mother interrupted, more concerned with the consequencesto her own
family’ s standing than with theraid’ s general success.

"Fve’ Dinin answered proudly. "I killed five, al of them females!”

The matron’s smilethrilled Dinin. Then Mdice scowled as she turned her gaze on Drizzt. ” And him?’ she
inquired, not expecting to be pleased with the answer. Malice did not doubt her youngest son’s prowess
with weapons, but she had come to suspect that Drizzt had too much of Zaknafein’ s emotiona makeup

to ever be an attribute in such Stuations.

Dinin’s smile confused her. Hewalked over to Drizzt and draped an arm comfortably across his
brother’ s shoulders.

" Drizzt got only onekill” Dinin began, "but it wasafemde
child’
"Only one?” Madice growled.

From the shadows off to the Sde, Zaknafein listened in dismay. He wanted to shut out the €lderboy
Do’ Urden’ sdamning words, but they held Zak in their grip. Of dl the evils Zak had ever encountered in
Menzoberranzan, this surely had to be the most disgppointing. Drizzt had killed a child.

"But theway hedidit!” Dinin exclaimed. ”"He hacked her gpart; sent dl of Lioth’sfury dicing into her
twitching body!

The Spider Queen must have treasured that kill above dl




the others’

"Only one” Matron Malice said again, her scowl hardly softening.
"He would have had two” Dinin continued. ” Shar Nadal of

House Maevret stole one from his blade-another female”

"Then Lloth will look with favor on House Maevret” Brizareasoned.
"No” Dininreplied. " Drizzt punished Shar Nadd for his

actions. The son of House Maevret would not respond to the
chdlenge’

The memory stuck in Drizzt’ s thoughts. He wished that Shar Nadal had come back at him, so he could
have vented hisrage morefully. Even that wish sent pangs of guilt cours-ing through Drizzt.

"Wl done, my children” Malice beamed, now satisfied

that both of them had acted properly in theraid. " The Spi-

der Queen will look upon House Do’ Urden with favor for

thisevent. Shewill guide usto victory over thisunknown

house that seeksto destroy us’

Zaknafein |eft the audience hall with his eyes down and one hand nervoudy rubbing his sword' s hilt. Zak
remem-bered the time he had decelved Drizzt with the light bomb, when he had Drizzt defenseless and
beaten. He could have spared the young innocent from his horrid fate. He could have killed Drizzt then

and there, mercifully, and released him from the inevitable circumstances of lifein Menzober-ranzan.

Zak paused in the long corridor and turned back to watch the chamber. Drizzt and Dinin came out then,
Drizzt casting Zak asingle, accusatory look and pointedly turning away down a side passage.

The gaze cut through the wegpon master. ” So it has come
tothis’ Zak murmured to himsdf. ” The youngest warrior
of House Do’ Urden, so full of the hate that embodies our

race, has learned to despise mefor what | am”

Zak thought again of that moment in the training gym, that fateful second when Drizzt’ slife teetered on
the edge of apoised sword. It indeed would have been amerciful act to kill Drizzt at that time.

With the sting of the young drow warrior’ s gaze il cut-ting so keenly into hisheart, Zak couldn’t
decide whether the deed would have been more merciful to Drizzt or to himsdlf.




"Leaveus’ Matron SiNafay commanded as she swept into the small room lighted by acandl€ s glow.
Alton gawked at the request; it was, after all, his persond room! Alton pru-dently reminded himself that
SiNafay was the matron mother of the family, the absolute ruler of House Hun' ett. With afew awkward
bows and apologies for his hesitation, he backed out of the room.

Masoj watched his mother cautioudy as she waited for Al-ton to move away. From SiNafay’ s agitated
tone, Masoj un-derstood the significance of her vist. Had he done something to anger his mother? Or,
more likely, had Alton? When SiNafay spun back on him, her face twisted in evil glee, Masoj redized
that her agitation wasredly excite-ment.

"House Do’ Urden has erred!” she snarled. "It has lost the Spider Queen’sfavor!”

"How?’ Masoj replied. He knew that Dinin and Drizzt had returned from a successful raid, an assault
that al of the city wastaking about in tones of high praise.

”| do not know the details’ Matron SiNafay replied, find-ing ameasure of calmnessin her voice. ”One
of them, per-haps one of the sons, did something to displease Lioth. Thiswastold to meby a
handmaiden of the Spider Queen. It must be true!”

"Matron Malice will work quickly to correct the Situation” Masoj reasoned. ”How long do we have?’

"Lloth’ sdispleasure will not be revealed to Matron Md-ice” SiNafay replied. ” Not soon. The Spider
Queen knows dl. She knows that we plan to attack House Do’ Urden, and only an unfortunate accident
will inform Matron Mdice of her desperate Situation before her houseis crushed!

"We must move quickly” Matron SiNafay went on. ”Within
ten cyclesof Narbondd, thefirgt strike must fall! Thefull

battle will begin soon after, before House Do’ Urden can link

itslossto our wrongdoing”

"What isto bethelr sudden loss?” Masoj prompted, think-ing, hoping, he had aready guessed the
answe.

His mother’ swords were like sweet music to hisears.

"Drizzt Do’ Urden” she purred, " the favored son. Kill him Masoj rested back and clasped his dender
fingers behind his head, considering the command.

"Youwill not fall me” SNafay warned.
"1 will not” Masoj assured her. ” Drizzt, though young, is d-ready apowerful foe. His brother, aformer

master of Meee-Magthere, is never far from hisside” He looked up at his matron mother, hiseyes
gleaming. "May | kill the brother, too?

"Be cautious, my son” SiNafay replied. " Drizzt Do’ Urden isyour target. Concentrate your efforts
toward his desth.

" Asyou command” Masoj replied, bowing low. SiNafay liked the way her young son heeded to her




de-sireswithout question. She started out of the room, confi-dent in Masoj’ s ability to perform the task.

”If Dinin Do’ Urden somehow getsintheway” she said,

turning back to throw Masoj a gift for his obedience, ”you

may kill him, too”

Masoj’ s expression reveal ed too much eagerness for the second task.

"Youwill not fail me!” SiNafay said again, thistime in an open threst that stole some of the wind out of
Masoj’ sfilling sails. " Drizzt Do’ Urden must die within ten daydl”

Masoj forced any digtracting thoughts of Dinin out of hismind. " Drizzt must di€’ he whispered over and
over, long after his mother had gone. He already knew how he wanted to do it. He only had to hope that
the opportunity would come soon.

The awful memory of the surface raid followed Drizzt, haunted him, as he wandered the halls of
Daermon N’ a shezbaernon. He had rushed from the audience cham-ber as soon as Matron Malice had
dismissed him, and had dipped away from his brother at the first opportunity, wanting only to be done.

The images remained: the broken sparkle in the young d-ven girl’ s eyes as she knelt over her murdered
mother’ s corpse; the elven woman' s horrified expression, twisting in agony as ghar Nadd ripped thelife
from her body. The sur-face elves were there in Drizzt’ sthoughts; he could not dis. missthem. They
walked beside Drizzt as he wandered, asreal asthey had been when Drizzt’ sraiding group had de.
scended upon their joyful song.

Drizzt wondered if hewould ever be done again. Eyes down, consumed by his empty sense of |oss,
Drizzt ¢ did not mark the path before him. He jumped back, startled, when he turned a corner and
bumped into somebody. He stood facing Zaknafein.

"You arehome’ the wegpon master said absently, hisblank face reveding none of the tumultuous
emotions swirl-ing through hismind.

Drizzt wondered if he could properly hide hisown grim-ace. " For aday” hereplied, equaly nonchalant,
though hisrage with Zaknafein was no lessintense. Now that Drizzt had witnessed the wrath of drow
elvesfirsthand, Zak’ s re-puted deeds rang out to Drizzt as even more evil. ” My patrol group goes back
out at Narbondd’ sfirgt light.

”So soon?” asked Zak, genuingly surprised.

"We are summoned.

Drizzt replied, starting past. zat

caught him by thearm.

" Generd patrol?’ he asked.




"Focused” Drizzt replied.” Activity in the esstern tunndls’

" S0 the heroes are summoned” chuckled Zak.

Drizzt did not immediately respond. Wasthere sarcasm in Zak’ s voice? Jedl ousy, perhaps, that Drizzt
and Dinin were alowed to go out to fight, while Zak had to remain within the House Do’ Urden’s

confinesto fulfill hisrole asthe fami-ly’ sfighting instructor? Was Zak’ s hunger for blood so grest that he
could not accept the duties thrust upon them al?

Zak had trained Drizzt and Dinin, had he not? And hun-dreds of others; he' d transformed them into
living wegpons, into murderers.

"How long will you be out?” Zak pressed, more interested in Drizzt’ s whereabouts.
Drizzt shrugged. ” A week at thelongest”
”And then?’

"Horne”’

"Thatisgood” said Zak. "1 will be pleased to see you back within the walls of House Do’ Orden” Drizzt
didn’'t believe aword of it.

Zak then dapped him on the shoulder in a sudden, unex-pected movement designed to test Drizzt’s
reflexes. More surprised than threatened, Drizzt accepted the pat without response, not sure of his
uncle sintent.

"The gym, perhaps?’ asked Zak. "You and |, asit once was.

Impossible! Drizzt wanted to shout. Never again would it be asit once was. Drizzt held those thoughts
to himself and nodded hisassent. ”| would enjoy that” he replied, secretly wondering how much
satisfaction hewould gain by cutting Zaknafein down. Drizzt knew the truth of his people now, and knew
that he was powerless to change anything. Maybe he could make achangein his private life, though.
Maybe by destroying Zaknafein, his greatest disappointment, Drizzt could remove himself from the
wrongness around him.

"Aswould |, Zak sad, thefriendliness of histone hiding his private thoughts-thoughts identica to
Drizzt’s.

"Inaweek, then” Drizzt said, and he pulled away, unable to continue the encounter with the drow who
once had been his dearest friend, and who, Drizzt had cometo learn, wastruly as devious and evil asthe
rest of hiskin.

"Mease, my matron” Alton whimpered, "itismy right. | beg of you!”

"Rest easy, foolish DeVir® SiNafay replied, and there was pity in her voice, an emotion seldom felt and
amost never reveded.

"] have waited-"

"Thetimeisamost upon you” SiNafay countered, her tone growing more threstening. ” Y ou have tried




for this one before?
Alton’ s grotesque gawk brought asmileto SiNafay’ sface.

Yes, shesad, ”| know of your bungled attempt on Drizzt Do’ Urden’slife. If Masoj had not arrived, the
young warrior would probably have dain you?

”| would have destroyed him!” Alton growled. SiNafay did not argue the point. ” Perhaps you would
havewon” she said, ” only to be exposed as a murderous impos-ter, with the wrath of al of
Menzoberranzan hanging over your head!”

| did not care?

Y ou would have cared, | promiseyou!” Matron SiNafay sneered. ”Y ou would have forfeited your
chanceto clam agreater revenge. 1rust in me, Alton DeVir. Y our-our-victory isat hand?

"Masoj will kill Drizzt, and maybe Dinin” Alton grumbled.

"There are other Do’ Urdens awaiting the fell hand of Al-ton DeVir” Matron SINafay promised. ”High
priestesses? Alton could not dismiss the disagppointment he felt at not being alowed to go after Drizzt.
He badly wanted to kill that one. Drizzt had brought him embarrassment that day in his chambers at
Sorcere; the young draw should have died quickly and quietly. Alton wanted to make up for that
mis-take.

Alton aso could not ignore the promise that Matron SiNa-fay had just made to him. The thought of
killing one or more of the high priestesses of House Do’ Urden did not displeasehim at all.

The pillowy softness of the plush bed, so different from the rest of the hard stone world of
Menzoberranzan, of. fered Drizzt no rdlief from the pain. Another ghost had reared up to overwhelm
even theimages of carnage on the surface: the specter of Zaknafein.

Dinin and Viernahad told Drizzt the truth of the weapon master, of Zak’ srolein thefdl of House DeVir,
and of how Zak so enjoyed daughtering other drow-other drow who had done nothing to wrong him or
deserve hiswrath.

So Zaknafein, too, took part in thisevil game of drow life, the endless quest to please the Spider Queer.

" As| s0 pleased her on the surface?’ Drizzt couldn’t help but mumble, the sarcasm of the spoken
words bringing him some smadl measure of comfort.

The comfort Drizzt felt in saving thelife of the elven child seemed such aminor act againg the
overwheming wrongs hisraiding group had exacted on her people. Matron Mdl. ice, his mother, had so
enjoyed hearing the bloody recount. ing. Drizzt remembered the elven child’ s horror at the Sight of her
dead mother. Would he, or any dark elf, be so devas. tated if they looked upon such asight. Unlikely, he
thought.

Drizzt hardly shared aloving bond with Malice, and most draw would be too engaged in measuring the
conseguences of their mother’ s death to their own station to fed any sense of loss.

Would Mdice have cared if either Drizzt or Dinin had fdlen in the raid? Again Drizzt knew the answer.
All that Malice cared about was how the raid affected her own base of power. She had reveled in the




notion that her children had pleased her evil goddess.

Wheat favor would Uoth show to House Do’ Urden if she knew the truth of Drizzt’ s actions? Drizzt had
no way to measure how much, if any, interest the Spider Queen had taken in theraid. Lloth remained a
mystery to him, one he had no desire to explore. Would she be enraged if she knew the truth of theraid?
Or if sheknew thetruth of Drizzt’ sthoughts a this moment?

Drizzt shuddered to think of the punishments he might be bringing upon himsdf, but he had dready firmly
de-cided upon his course of action, whatever the conse-quences. He would return to House Do’ Urden
in aweek. Hewould go then to the practice gym for areunion with his old teacher.

Hewould kill Zaknafein in aweek.

Caught up in the emotions of adangerous and heartfelt decision, Zaknafein hardly heard the biting
scrape as he ran the whetstone dong his sword’ s gleaming edge.

The weapon had to be perfect, with no jags or burrs. This deed had to be executed without malice or
anger.

A clean blow, and Zak would rid himsdlf of the demons of his own falures, hide himsalf once again
within the sanctu-ary of his private chambers, his secret world. A clean blow, and he would do what he
should have done a decade before.

"If only | had found the strength then; he lamented. ” How much grief might | have spared Drizzt? How
much pain did his days at the Academy bring to him, that heis so very changed?’ The words rang hollow
in the empty room. They were just words, usaless now, for Zak had already decided that Drizzt was out
of reason’ sreach. Drizzt was adrow warrior, with al of the wicked connotations carried in such atitle,

The choice was goneto Zaknafein if he wished to hold any pretense of vaue to hiswretched existence.
Thistime, he could not stay his sword. He had to kill Drizzt.

Chapter 22

Gnomes,Wicked Gnomes

Among the twists and turns of the tunnel mazes of the Underdark, dipping about their sllent way, went
the svirfnebli, the deep gnomes. Neither kind nor evil, and so out of placein thisworld of pervading
wickedness, the degp gnomes survived and thrived. Haughty fighters, skilled in crafting wespons and
armor, and more in tune to the songs of the stone than even the evil gray dwarves, the svirfnebli continued
their business of plucking gems and precious metasin spite of the perils awaiting them at every turn.

When the news came back to Blingdenstone, the cluster of tunnels and caverns that composed the deep
gnomes city, that arich vein of gemstones had been discovered twenty milesto the east-asthe
rockworm, the thogqua, burrowed-Burrow-warden Belwar Dissengulp had to climb over a dozen others
of hisrank to be awarded the privilege of leading the mining expedition. Belwar and al of the others
knew well that forty miles east-as the rock-worm burrowed-would put the expedition dangeroudly close
to Menzoberranzan, and that even getting there would mean aweek of hiking, probably through the




territo-ries of ahundred other enemies. Fear was no measure againgt the love svirfnebli had for gems,
though, and every day in the Underdark was arisk.

When Belwar and hisforty minersarrived in the small ca-vern described by the advance scouts and
inscribed with the gnomes mark of treasure, they found that the claims had not been exaggerated. The
burrow-warden took care not to get overly excited, though. He knew that twenty thousand drow elves,
the svirfnebli’ smost hated and feared enemy, lived fewer than five miles away.

Escape tunnels became the first order of business, wind-ing constructions high enough for athree-foot
gnome but not for ataler pursuer. All dong the course of these the gnomes placed bresker walls,
designed to deflect alight-ning bolt or offer some protection from the expanding flames of afirebal.
Then, when the true mining at last began, Belwar kept fully athird of his crew on guard a al timesand
walked the area of the work with one hand always clutching the magi-cal emerad, the summoning stone,
he kept on achain around his neck.

"Threefull patrol groups’ Drizzt remarked to Dinin when they arrived at the open "field” on the eastern
sde of Menzoberranzan. Few stalagmites lined this region of the city, but it did not ssem so open now,
with dozens of anxious drow milling abot.

"Gnomes are not to be taken lightly” Dininreplied. " They

are wicked and powerful-”

" Aswicked as surface elves?’ Drizzt had to interrupt, cov-ering his sarcasm with fal se exuberance.

" Almost” his brother warned grimly, missing the connote-

tions of Drizzt’s question. Dinin pointed off to the Sde,

where a contingent of femae drow was coming intojoin

the group. " Clerics’ he said, ” and one of them ahigh priest-

ess. Therumors of activity must have been confirmed”

A shudder coursed through Drizzt, atingle of prebattle excitement. That excitement was atered and

lessened, though, by fear, not of physical harm, or even of the gnomes. Drizzt feared that this encounter
might be arepesat of the surface tragedy.

He shook the black thoughts away and reminded himself that thistime, unlike the surface expedition, his
home was being invaded. The gnomes had crossed the boundaries of the draw redm. If they were as evil
as Dinin and dl the oth-ers claimed, M enzoberranzan had no choice but to respond with force. If.

Drizzt’ s patrol, the most celébrated group among the males, was selected to lead, and Drizzt, asdways,
took the point position. Still unsure, he wasn't thrilled with the as-sgnment, and asthey started out, Drizzt
even contem-plated leading the group astray. Or perhaps, Drizzt thought, he could contact the gnomes
privately before the othersar. rived and warn themto flee.

Drizzt redlized the absurdity of the notion. He couldn’t stop the whedls of Menzoberranzan from turning
along their designated course, and he couldn’t do anything to hin-der the two score drow warriors,




excited and impatient, at his back. Again he was trapped and on the edge of despair. Masoj Hun' ett
appeared then and made everything better.

" Guenhwyvar!” the young wizard called, and the great panther came bounding. Masoj Ieft the cat beside
Drizzt and headed back toward his placein theline.

Guenhwyvar could no more hide its dation at seeing Drizzt than Drizzt could contain hisown smile. With
thein-terruption of the surface raid, and then histime back home, he hadn’t seen Guenhwyvar in mere
than amonth.

Guenhwyvar thumped against Drizzt’ s Sde asit passed, nearly knocking the dender drow from hisfeet.
Drizzt re-sponded with aheavy pat, vigoroudy rubbing ahand over the cat’ s ear.

They both turned back together, suddenly conscious of the unhappy glare boring into them. There stood
Masoj, arms crossed over his chest and avisible scowl heating up hisface.

”| shan't usethe cat to kill Drizzt” the young wizard mut-tered to himsdlf. ” | want the pleasure for myself
Drizzt wondered if jedlousy prompted that scowl. Jed-ousy of Drizzt and the cat, or of everythingin
generd? Mas0j] had been |eft behind when Drizzt had gone to the surface. Masoj had been no more
than a spectator when the victorious raiding party returned in glory. Drizzt backed away from
Guenhwyvar, senditiveto thewizard' spain.

As soon as Maso] had moved away to take his position far-ther down the line, Drizzt dropped to one
knee and threw a headlock on Guenhwyvar.

Drizzt found himsdlf even gladder for Guenhwyvar’ s companionship when they passed beyond the
familiar tun-nels of the normd patrol routes. It was a saying in Menzo-berranzan that "no oneisasaone
asthe point of adraw patrol” and Drizzt had come to understand this keenly in the last few months. He
stopped at the far end of awide way and held perfectly ill, focusing his ears and eyesto thetrails
behind him. He knew that more than forty drow were gpproaching his position, fully arrayed for battle
and agi-tated. Still, not asound could Drizzt detect, and not amo. tion was discernable in the eerie
shadows of cool stone. Drizzt |looked down at Guenhwyvar, waiting patiently by his Sde, and started off

again.

He could sense the hot presence of the war party at his back. That intangible sensation was the only
thing that dis-proved Drizzt’ sfedingsthat he and Guenhwyvar were quite done.

Near the end of that day, Drizzt heard thefirst Sgns of trouble. As he neared an intersection in the
tunnel, cau-tioudy pressed closeto onewall, hefet asubtle vibration in the stone. It came again a
second later, and then again, and Drizzt recognized it as the rhythmic tapping of apick or hammer.

Hetook amagically heated sheet, asmall square that fit into the pam of his hand, out of his pack. One
sde of theitem was shielded in heavy lesther, but the other shone brightly to eyes seeing in theinfrared
gpectrum. Drizzt fladted it down the tunnel behind him, and afew seconds later, Dinin came up to his
gde

"Hammer” Drizzt dgnded in the slent code, pointing to thewal. Dinin pressed againgt the sone and
nodded in con-firmation.

"Fifty yards?” Dinin’s hand motions asked.,




"Lessthan one hundred” Drizzt confirmed.

With hisown prepared sheet, Dinin flashed the get-ready signd into the gloom behind him, then moved
with Drizzt and Guenhwyvar around the intersection toward the tap-ping.

Only amoment later, Drizzt looked upon svirfnebli gnomesfor the very first time. 1V'\10 guards stood
barely twenty feet away, chest-high to adrow and hairless, with skin strangdly akin to the stonein both
texture and heet ra-diations. The gnomes' eyes glowed brightly in thetelltae red of infravison. One
glance at those eyesreminded Drizzt and Dinin that degp gnomes were as much a home in the darkness
aswere the drow, and they both prudently ducked behind arocky outcropping in the tunndl.

Dinin promptly sgnaled to the next drow in line, and so on, until the entire party was derted. Then he
crouched low and peeked out around the bottom of the outcropping. Thetunnd continued another thirty
feet beyond the gnome guards and around adight bend, ending in some larger chamber. Dinin couldn’t
clearly seethisarea, but the glow of it, from the heet of the work and acluster of bodies, spilled out into
the corridor.

Again Dinin sgnaded back to his hidden comrades, and then he turned to Drizzt. ” Stay here with the cat”
he in-structed, and he darted back down around the intersection to formulate plans with the other
leaders.

Masoj afew places back in the line, noted Dinin’s move-ment and wondered if the opportunity to dedl
with Drizzt had suddenly come upon him. If the patrol was discovered with Drizzt al done up in front,
was there some way Masoj could secretly blast the young Do’ Urden? The opportunity, if ever it was
truly there, passed quickly, though, as other drow soldiers came up beside the plotting wizard. Dinin soon

returned from the back of the line and headed back to join his brother.

" The chamber has many exits’ Dinin Sgnaed to Drizzt

when they were together. ” The other patrols are moving

into Dogition around the !'nome!;”

"Might we parley with the gnomes?’ Drizzt’ s hands asked in reply, dmost subconscioudy. He
recognized the expres-sion spreading across Dinin’ sface, but knew that he had al-ready plung~d in.
" Send them away without conflict?” Dinin grabbed Drizzt by the front of his piwafwi and pulled him
close, too closg, to that terrible scowl. ” | will for-get that you asked that question” he whispered, and he
dropped Drizzt back to the stone, considering the issue closed.

"Y ou gart thefight” Dinin sgnaed. ”When you seethe

sign from behind, darken the corridor and rush past the

guards. Get to the gnome leader; heisthe key to their

grength with the stone”

Drizzt didn’t fully understand what gnomish power his brother hinted at, but the ingtructions seemed
smple enough, if somewhat suiciddl.

"Takethecat if the cat will go” Dinin continued. " The en-tire patrol will be by your sdein moments. The




remaining groupswill cornein from the other passages’ Guenhwyvar nuzzled up to Drizzt, more than
reedy to follow himinto battle. Drizzt took comfort in that when Dinin departed, leaving him alone again
at the front. Only afew seconds later carne the command to attack. Drizzt shook hishead in disbelief
when he saw the sgnal; how fast drow warriors found their postions!

He peeked around at the gnomish guards, still holding their silent vigil, completely unaware. Drizzt drew
his blades and patted Guenhwyvar for luck, then called upon the innate magic of hisrace and dropped a
globe of dark-nessin the corridor.

Squeds of darm sounded throughout the tunnedls, and Drizzt charged in, diving right into the darkness
between the unseen guards and rolling back to hisfeet on the other sde of his spell, only two running
gridesfrom the small chamber. He saw a dozen gnomes scrambling about, trying to prepare their
defenses. Few of them paid Drizzt any at-tention, though, as the sounds of battle erupted from vari-ous
sde corridors.

One gnome chopped a heavy pick at Drizzt’ s shoulder.

Drizzt got ablade up to block the blow but was amazed at the strength in the diminutive gnome sarms.
Stll, Drizzt could then have killed his attacker with the other scimitar.

Too many doubts, and too many memories, though, haunted his actions. He brought aleg up into the
gnome' sbelly, sending thelittle cresture sorawling.

Belwar Dissengulp, next in linefor Drizzt, noted how eas-ily the young drow had dispatched one of his
finest fighters and knew that the time had aready come to use hismost powerful magic. He pulled the

emerad summoning stone from his neck and threw it to the ground at Drizzt’ sfeet.

Drizzt jumped back, sensing the emanations of magic. Be-hind him, Drizzt heard the approach of his
companions, overpowering the shocked gnome guards and rushing to join him in the chamber. Then
Drizzt' s atentions went squarely to the heat patterns of the stone floor in front of him. The grayish lines
wavered and swvam, asif the sone was somehow coming dive.

The other drow fightersroared in past Drizzt, bearing down on the gnome leader and his charges. Drizzt
didn’t follow, guessing that the event unfolding at hisfeet was more critica than the generd battle now
echoing through-out the complex.

Fifteen feet tdl and seven wide, an angry, towering hu-manoid monster of living stone rose before Drizzt.

"Elementa” came a scream to the Sde. Drizzt glanced over to see Masoj, Guenhwyvar at hissde,
fumbling through a spellbook, apparently in search of some dweomer to battle this unexpected mongter.
Th Drizzt’ sdis-may, the frightened wizard mumbled a couple of words and vanished.

Drizzt set hisfeet under him, and took ameasure of the monster, ready to spring aside in an ingant. He
could sensethething' s power, the raw strength of the earth embodied in living arms and legs.

A lumbering arm swung out in awide arc, whooshing above Drizzt’ s ducking head and damming into the
cavernwall, crushing rocksinto dust.

"Donot let it hit me’ Drizzt ingtructed himsdf in awhis-per that came out as adisbdieving gasp. Asthe
elemental recoiled itsarm, Drizzt poked ascimitar at it, chipping avay asmal chunk, barely a scratch.
The dementa grimaced in pain-gpparently Drizzt could indeed hurt it with his en-chanted weapons.




Stll standing in the same spot off to the Sde, the invisble Masoj held his next spdll in check, watching
the spectacle and waiting for the combatants to weaken each other. Per-haps the eementa would
destroy Drizzt dtogether. Invis-ble shoulders gave aresgned shrug. Masoj decided to let the gnomish
power do hisdirty work for him. The monster launched another blow, and another, and Drizzt dove
forward and scrambled through the thing' s stone pillar legs. The elementd reacted quickly and stcomped
heavily with onefoot, barely missng the agile drow, and sending branching cracksin the floor for many
feet in ether direction.

Drizzt was up in aflash, dicing and thrusting with both his bladesinto the dementa’ s backside, then
springing back out of reach as the monster siwvung about, leading with an-other ferocious blow.

The sounds of battle grew more distant. The gnomes had taken flight-those that were ill dlive-but the
drow war. riorswerein full pursuit, leaving Drizzt to face the e emen-td.

The monsgter somped again, the thunder of itsfoot nearly knocking Drizzt from hisfeet, and then it came
in hard, fal-ing down at Drizzt, using the tonnage of its body as aweapon. If Drizzt had been even dightly
surprised, or if hisreflexes had not been honed to such perfection, he surely would have been crushed
flat. He managed to get to the Sde of the monster’ s bulk, whiletaking only aglancing blow froma
svinging am.

Dust rushed up from the terrific impact; cavern walls and celling cracked and dropped flecks and stones
to thefloor.

Asthe demental regained itsfeet, Drizzt backed away, overwhelmed by such unconquerable strength.

Hewasdl doneagaing it, or so Drizzt thought. A sudden ball of hot fury enveloped the eementd’ s
head, claws rak-ing deep scratchesinto itsface.

" Guenhwyvart” Drizzt and Masoj shouted in unison, Drizzt in dation that an ally had been found, and
Masoj in rage. The wizard did not want Drizzt to survive this battle, and he dared not launch any magica
attacks, at Drizzt or the dementd, with his precious Guenhwyvar in the way.

" Do something, wizard!” Drizzt cried, recognizing the shout and understanding now that Masoj was il
around. The dementd belowed in pain, its cry sounding as the rumble of huge boulders crashing down a
rocky mountain. Even as Drizzt moved back in to help hisfeline friend, the monster spun, impossibly
quick, and dove headfirg to the floor.

"No!” Drizzt cried, redlizing that Guenhwyvar would be crushed. Then the cat and the eementa, instead
of dam-ming againgt the stone, sank down into it!

The purple flames of fagrie fire outlined the figures of the gnomes, showing the way for drow arrows and
swords. The gnomes countered with magic of their own, illusonary tricks mostly. " Down here!” one
drow soldier cried, only to dam facefirst into the stone of awall that had appeared as the entranceto a
corridor.

Even though the gnome magic managed to keep the dark elves somewhat confused, Belwar Dissengulp
grew fright-ened. His demental, his strongest magic and only hope, was taking too long with thesingle
drow warrior far back in the main chamber. The burrow-warden wanted the monster by his side when
the main combat began. He ordered hisforcesinto tight defensve formations, hoping that they could hold
Out.




Then the drow warriors, detained no more by gnomish tricks, were upon them, and fury stole Belwar’s
fear. He lashed out with his heavy pickaxe, smiling grimly as he fet the mighty wegpon biteinto draw
flesh.

All magic was aside now, al formations and carefully laid battle plans dissolved into the wild frenzy of
the brawl. Nothing mattered, except to hit the enemy, to fed the pick head or blade sinking into flesh.
Above dl others, degp gnomes hated the drow, and in al the Underdark there was nothing adark ef
enjoyed more than dicing asvirfnebli into littler pieces.

Drizzt rushed to the spot, but only the unbroken section of floor remained. "Masoj?” he gasped, looking
for some an. swersfrom the one schooled in such strange magic. Before the wizard could answer, the
floor erupted behind Drizzt. He spun, wegpons ready, to face the towering ele-mental.

Then Drizzt watched in hel pless agony asthe broken mist that was the great panther, his dearest
companion, rolled off the eementd’ s shoulders and broke apart as it neared the floor.

Drizzt ducked another blow, though his eyes never |eft the dissipating dust-and-mist cloud. Was
Guenhwyvar no more? Was his only friend gone from him forever? A new light grew in Drizzt lavender
eyes, aprima rage that sm-mered throughout his body. He looked back to the elemen-tal, unafraid.

"You are dead” he promised, and hewaked in.

The elementa seemed confused, though of courseit could not understand Drizzt’ swords. It dropped a
heavy arm straight down to squash its foolish opponent. Drizzt did not even raise hisbladesto parry,
knowing that every ounce of his strength could not possibly deflect such ablow. Just asthefaling am
was about to reach him, he dashed for-ward, within its range.

The quickness of his move surprised the dementd, and the ensuing flurry of swordplay took Masoj’s
bresth away. The wizard had never seen such gracein battle, such fluid-ity of motion. Drizzt climbed up
and down the dementd’ s body, hacking and dashing, digging the points of hiswesap-ons home and
flicking off pieces of the mongter’ s tone skin.

The eementa howled its avdanche howl and spunin cir-cles, trying to catch up to Drizzt and squash him
onceand for dl. Blind anger brought new levels of expertise to the magnificent young swordsman,
though, and the dementd caught nothing but air or its own stony body under its heavy daps.

" Impossible’ Masoj muttered when he found his bresth.

Could the young Do’ Urden actudly defeat an elementd? Masoj scanned the rest of the area. Severdl
drow and many gnomes lay dead or grievoudy wounded, but the main fight-ing was moving even farther
away asthe gnomes found their tiny escape tunnels and the drow, enraged beyond good sense, followed
them.

Guenhwyvar was gone. In this chamber, only Masoj, the eemental, and Drizzt remained as witnesses.
Theinvisblewizard felt hismouth draw up in asmile. Now wasthetimeto strike.

Drizzt had the e ementa lurching to one Side, nearly beaten, when the bolt roared in, ablast of lightning
that blinded the young drow and sent him flying into the cham-ber’ sback wall. Drizzt watched the twitch
of hishands, thewild dance of his stark white hair before his unmoving eyes. He felt nothing-no pain, no
reviving draw of air into hislungs-and heard nothing, asif hislife force had been some-how suspended.




The attack dispelled Masoj’ s dweomer of invisbility, and he came back in view, laughing wickedly. The
elemental, down in abroken, crumbled mass, dowly dipped back into the security of the sonefloor.

" Areyou dead?’ the wizard asked Drizzt, the voice break-ing the hush of Drizzt’ s deafnessin dramatic
booms. Drizzt could not answer, didn't realy know the answer anyway.

"Tho easy” he heard Masoj say, and he suspected that the wizard was referring to him and not the
elementd.

Then Drizzt felt atingling in hisfingers and bones and hislungs heaved suddenly, grabbing avolume of
air. He gasped in rapid succession, then found control of his body and real-ized that he would survive.

Masoj glanced around for returning witnesses and saw none. ” Good” he muttered as he watched Drizzt
regain his senses. Thewizard wastruly glad that Drizzt’ s death had not been so very painless. He thought
of another spdl that would make the moment more fun.

A hand-a gigantic stone hand-reached out of the floor just then and grasped Masoj’ s leg, pulling hisfeet
right into the stone.

Thewizard sfacetwisted in adlent scream.

Drizzt’ senemy saved hislife. Drizzt snatched up one of the scimitars from the ground and hacked at the
elementd’sarm. The wegpon diced in, and the mongter, its head reap-pearing between Drizzt and
Masoj, howled in rage and pain and pulled the trapped wizard deeper into the stone.

With both hands on the scimitar’ s hilt, Drizzt struck as hard as he could, splitting the dementd’ s head
rightin haf. Thistime the rubble did not sink back into its earthen plane; thistime the eementa was
destroyed.

”Get me out of herel” Maso] demanded. Drizzt looked at him, hardly believing that Masoi was still dive,
for hewaswalst deep in solid stone.

"How?’ Drizzt gasped. ”You. . “ He couldn’t even find the words to express his amazement.

"Just get me out!” thewizard cried.

Drizzt fumbled about, not knowing where to begin.

" Elementdstravel between planes’ Masoj explained, knowing that he had to cdm Drizzt down if he ever
wanted to get out of the floor. Masoj knew, too, that the conversa-tion could go along way in deflecting
Drizzt’ s obvious suspi-cions that the lightning bolt had been amed a him. ” The ground an earth elementa

traverses becomes a gate be-tween the Plane of Earth and our plane, the Materid Plane.

The stone parted around me as the monster pulled mein, but it is quite uncomfortable’ He twitched in
pain asthe stone tightened around onefoot. " The gateis closing fast!”

" Then Guenhwyvar might be. . “ Drizzt Started to reason.

He plucked the statuette right out of Masoj’ s front pocket and carefully inspected it for any flawsinits
perfect design.




”Give methat!” Masoj demanded, embarrassed and angry.
Reuctantly, Drizzt handed the figurine over. Masoj
glanced at it quickly and dropped it back into the pocket.
”|s Guenhwyvar unharmed?’ Drizzt had to ask. !
"It isnot your concern” Masoj snapped back. The wizard,
too, was worried about the cat, but at this moment,
Guenhwyvar wasthe least of histroubles. " The gateisclos. ing” he said again. ” Go get the clericg”

Before Drizzt could gart off, adab of stoneinthewal be. hind him did away, and the rock-hard fist of
Bewar Dis-sengulp dammed into the back of his head.

Chapter 23

A Single Clean Blow

" The gnomestook him” Masoj said to Dinin when the pa-trol leader returned to the cavern. The wizard
lifted hisarms over his head to give the high priestess and her ass s-ants a better view of his predicament.

"Where?’ Dinin demanded. "Why did they let you live?’
Masoj shrugged. ” A secret door” he explained, ” some-
where on thewall behind you. | suspect that they would
have taken me aswell, except. . “ Masoj looked down at the
floor, il holding him tightly up to the waist. ” The gnomes
would have killed me, but for your arrival”
"Y ou arefortunate, wizard” the high priestess said to Ma-s0j. | have memorized aspell this day that
will release the stone’ shold on you” She whispered some ingtructionsto her assistants and they took out
water skins and pouches of clay and began tracing aten foot square on the floor around the trapped

wizard. The high priestess moved over to the wall of the chamber and prepared for her prayers.

” Some have escaped”’ Dinin said to her.

The high priestess understood. She whispered aquick de-tection spdll and studied thewall. ” Right
there” she said. Dinin and another mae rushed over to the spot and soon found the dmost imperceptible

outline to the secret door.

Asthe high priestess began her incantation, one of her cleric assstants threw the end of aropeto Masoj.




"Hold on” the assistant teased, ”and hold your breath!”

"Wait -” Masoj began, but the stone floor all around him transformed into mud and the wizard dipped
under.

Theclerics, laughing, pulled Masoj out amoment later.
"Nice spell” the wizard remarked, spitting mud.

"It hasits purposes’ replied the high priestess. ” Especidly
when wefight against the gnomes and their tricks with the
stone. | carried it as asafeguard againgt earth elementas’
Shelooked at apiece of rubble at her feet, unmistakably one
eye and the nose of such acreature. ”| seethat my spell was
not needed in that manner”

”| destroyed that one” Masoj lied.

"Indeed” said the high priestess, unconvinced. She could tell by the cut of the rubble that a blade had
made the wound. She et the issue drop when the scrape of diding stone turned them dl to the wall.

" A maze’ moaned the fighter beside Dinin when he peered into the tunndl. ”How will wefind them?’
Dinin thought for amoment, then spun on Masoj. " They have my brother” he said, an idea.coming to
mind. "Whereisyour cat?’
" About” Masoj saled, guessing Dinin’s plan and not redly wanting Drizzt rescued.

"Bring it to me’ Dinin ordered. " The cat can smell Drizzt”

”| cannat. . . | mean” Masoj stuttered.

"Now, wizard!” Dinin commanded. ” Unless you wish meto tell the ruling council that some of the
gnomes escaped because you refused to help!”

Masoj tossed the figurine to the ground and called for Guenhwyvar, not redly knowing what would
happen next. Had the earth elemental redlly destroyed Guenhwyvar? The mist gppeared, in seconds
transforming into the panther’ s corporea body.

"WeI” Dinin prompted, indicating the tunndl.

"Go find Drizzt!” Masoj commanded the cat. Guenhwyvar sniffed around the areafor amoment, then
bounded off down the small tunnel, the drow patrol in slent pursuit.

"Where. . Drizzt garted when hefinally began thelong climb from the depths of unconsciousness. He
understood that he was Sitting, and knew, too, that his hands were bound in front of him.




A smdll but undeniably strong hand caught him by the back of the hair and pulled his head back roughly.

"Quiet!” Bewar whispered harshly, and Drizzt was sur-prised that the creature could speak his
language. Belwar let go of Drizzt and turned to join other svirfnebli.

From the chamber’ slow height and the gnomes nervous movements, Drizzt redized that this group had
takenflight.

The gnomes began a quiet conversation in their own tongue, which Drizzt could not begin to understand.
One of them asked the gnome who had ordered Drizzt to be quiet, apparently the leader, a heated
question. Another grunted his accord and spoke some harsh words, turning on Drizzt with a dangerous
look in hiseyes.

Theleader dapped the other gnome hard on the back and sent him off through one of the two low exits
in the cham-ber, then put the othersinto defensive positions. He waked over to Drizzt. ”'Y ou comewith
usto Blingdenstone’ he said in hesitant words.

"Then?’ Drizzt asked.

Belwar shrugged. " Theking' Il decide. If you cause me no
trouble, I'll tell himto let you go”

Drizzt laughed cynicdly.

"Weél, then” said Belwar, ”if the king saysto kill you, I’ [l make sureit comesin asingle clean blow”
Again Drizzt laughed. " Do you believe that | believe?” he asked. ” Thrture me now and have your fun.
That isyour evil way!”

Belwar started to dap him but held hishand in check.

" Svirfnebli don't torture!” he declared, louder than he
should have. " Drow dvestorturel” He turned away but
spun back, reiterating his promise.” A single clean blow”

Drizzt found that he believed the sincerity in the gnome' s voice, and he had to accept that promiseasa
measure of mercy far greater than the gnome would have received if Dinin’s patrol had captured him.
Belwar turned to wak away, but Drizzt, intrigued, had to learn more of the curi-ous cregture.

"How have you learned my language?’ he asked.

"Gnomes are not stupid” Belwar retorted, unsure of what Drizzt was leading to.

"Nor aredrow” Drizzt replied earnestly, "but | have never
heard the language of the svirfnebli spoken in my city”

"There once was adraw in Blingdenstone’” Belwar ex-plained, now nearly as curious about Drizzt as
Drizzt was about him.




"Save’ Drizzt reasoned.
"Guest!” Bewar snapped. ” Svirfnebli keegp no daves!”

Again Drizzt found that he could not refute the Sincerity in Belwar’ svoice. ”What isyour name?” he
asked.

The gnome laughed a him. “ Do you think me stupid?’
Belwar asked. ”Y ou desire my name that you might use its power in some dark magic against me!”
"No” Drizzt protested.

" | should kill you now for thinking me stupid!” Belwar growled, ominoudly lifting his heavy pick. Drizzt
shifted un-comfortably, not knowing what the gnome would do next.

"My offer remains’ Belwar said, lowering the pick. ”No
trouble, and 1 tell the king to let you go” Belwar didn’t be-
lieve that would happen any morethan did Drizzt, so the
svirfneblin, with ahelpless shrug, offered Drizzt the next
best thing. ” Or else, asingle clean blow”

A commotion from one of the tunnelsturned Belwar avay. ”Bewar” called one of the other gnomes,
rushing back into the smal chamber. The gnome leader turned awary eye on Drizzt to seeif the drow
had caught th~ men-tion of his name.

Drizzt wisdly kept his head turned away, pretending not to listen. He had indeed heard the name of the
gnome |leader who had shown him mercy. Belwar, the other svirfneblin had said. Belwar, aname that
Drizzt would never forget. Fighting from down the passageway caught everyonge' s at-tention, then, and
severd svirfnebli scrambled back into the chamber. Drizzt knew from their excitement that the drow
patrol was close behind.

Belwar started barking out commands, mostly organizing the retreat down the chamber’ s other tunndl.
Drizzt won. dered where he would fit into the gnome' sthinking. Cer. tainly Belwar couldn’t hopeto
outrun the drow patrol dragging aong a prisoner.

Then the gnome leader suddenly stopped talking and stopped moving. Tho suddenly.

The drow clerics had led the way in with their inddious, pardyzing spells. Belwar and another gnome
were held fast by thedweomer, and the rest of the gnomes, redlizing this, broke into awild scramblefor

the rear exit.

The drow warriors, Guenhwyvar leading the way, charged into the room. Any relief Drizzt might have
fdt at seeing hisfdine friend unharmed was buried under the en. suing daughter. Dinin and histroops cut
into the disorgan-ized gnomes with typica drow savagery.




In seconds-horrible seconds that seemed like hoursto Drizzt-only Belwar and the other gnome caught in
the clerica spell remained divein the chamber. Severd of the svirfnebli had managed to flee down the
back corridor, but most of the drow patrol was off in pursuit.

Masoj came into the chamber last, looking thorougWy wretched in his mud.covered clothing. He
remained at the tunnd exit and did not even look Drizzt’ sway, except to note that his panther was
standing protectively beside the secondboy of House Do’ Urden.

” Again you have found your measure of luck, and more’ Dinin said to Drizzt ashe cut hisbrother’s
bonds. Looking around at the carnage in the chamber, Drizzt wasn't so sure.

Dinin handed him back his scimitars, then turned to the drow standing watch over the two parayzed
gnomes. ”Fin-ish them” Dinin ingructed.

A wide smile spread over the other drow’ sface, and he pulled ajagged knife from hisbdt. Heheld it up
infront of agnome' sface, teasing the helpless creature. ” Can they seeit?’ he asked the high priestess.

"That isthefun of the spl” the high priestessreplied.

" The svirfneblin understands what is about to happen. Even
now heis struggling to bresk out of the hold”

" Prisoners!” Drizzt blurted.

Dillin and the others turned to him, the draw with the dagger wearing a scowl both angry and
disappointed.

”For House Do’ Urden?’ Drizzt asked Dinin hopefully. ”We
could benefit fram-”

" Svirfnebli do not make good daves’ Dinin replied.

"No; agreed the high priestess, moving beside the dagger-wielding fighter. She nodded to the warrior
and hissmilere-turned tenfold. He struck hard. Only Belwar remained.

Thewarrior waved his blood-stained dagger ominoudy and moved in front of the gnome leader.
”Not that one!” Drizzt protested, unable to bear anymore.

"Let himlivel” Drizzt wanted to say that Belwar could do them no harm, and that killing the defensdess

gnome would be acowardly and vile act. Drizzt knew that gpped-ing to hiskin for mercy would bea
wagte of time.

Dinin’s expresson was more alook of anger than curios-ity thistime.

" If you kill him, then no gnomeswill remain to return to their city and tell of our strength; Drizzt reasoned,
grasp-ing & the one dim hope he could find. ”We should send him back to his people, send him back to
tell them of ther folly in entering the domain of the draw!”




Dinin looked back to the high priestess for advice.

” |t seems proper reasoning; she said with anod.

Dinin was not o certain of his brother’ s motives. Not tak-

ing hiseyes off Drizzt, he said to thewarrior, ” Then cut off

the gnome shands’

Drizzt didn't flinch, redizing that if he did, Dinin would surely daughter Belwar.
The warrior replaced the dagger on his belt and took out his heavy sword.
"Wait; said Dinin, dill eyeing Drizzt. ” Release him from

the spell firgt; | want to hear his screams’

Several drow moved over to put the tips of their swords at Belwar’s neck asthe high priestess released
her magical hold. Belwar made no moves.

The appointed drow warrior grasped his sword in both hands, and Belwar, brave Belwar, held hisarms
draight out and motionlessin front of him.

Drizzt averted his gaze, unable to watch and awaiting, fearing, the gnome' s cry.
Belwar noted Drizzt’ s reaction. Wasit compasson?

The drow warrior then swung his sword. Belwar never took his stare off Drizzt asthe sword cut across
hiswrigs, lighting amillion firesof agony inhisarms.

Neither did Belwar scream. He wouldn’t give Dinin the satisfaction. The gnome leader looked back to
Drizzt onefi-nal time astwo drow fighters ushered him out of the cham-ber, and he recognized the true
anguish, and the gpology, behind the young drow’ sfelgned impassive facade.

Even as Belwar wasleaving, the dark e veswho had chased off after the fleeing gnomes returned from
the other tunnd. ”We could not catch them in these tiny passage-ways’ one of them complained.

"Damn!” Dinin growled. Sending a handless gnome victim back to Blingdenstone was one thing, but
letting healthy members of the gnome expedition escape was quite an-other. ” | want them caught!”

" Guenhwyvar can catch them” Masoj proclaimed, then he called the cat to hisside and eyed Drizzt all
thewhile. Drizzt’ s heart raced asthe wizard patted the great cat.

"Come, my pet” Masoj said. ” Thereis hunting left to be done!” The wizard watched Drizzt squirm at the
words, knowing that Drizzt did not approve of Guenhwyvar engag-ing in such tactics.

"They aregone?’ Drizzt asked Dinin, hisvoice on the edge of desperation.

”Running dl theway back to Blingdenstone’ Dinin replied




camly. ”If we et them”
" And will they return?”
Dinin’s sour scowl reflected the absurdity of hisbrother’ s question. ”Would you?’

”Our task iscomplete, then” Drizzt reasoned, trying vainly to find someway out of Maso)’ signoble
designsfor the panther.

"We have won the day” Dinin agreed, ”though our own losses have been great. We may find till more
fun, with the help of the wizard' s pet?

"Fun” Maso] echoed pointedly at Drizzt. ” Be gone, Guenhwyvar, into the tunnels. Let uslearn how fast
afrightened gnome may run!”

Only afew minuteslater, Guenhwyvar came back into the chamber, dragging a dead gnomein its mouth.

"Return!” Masoj commanded as Guenhwyvar dropped the body at hisfeet. " Bring me more!”

Drizzt’ s heart dropped at the sound of the corpse flopping to the stone floor. He looked into
Guenhwyvar's eyes and saw a sadness as profound as his own. The panther was a hunter, as honorable
initsown way aswas Drizzt. Th.the evil Masoj, though, Guenhwyvar was atoy and nothing more, an
instrument for his perverted pleasures, killing for no reason other than its master’ sjoy of killing.

In the hands of the wizard, Guenhwyvar was no more than amurderer.

Guenhwyvar paused at the entrance to the smal tunnel and looked to Drizzt dmost gpologeticaly.

”"Return!” Masoj screamed, and he kicked the cat in the rear. Then Masoj, too, turned an eye back on
Drizzt, avin-dictive eye. Masoj had missed his chance to kill the young Do’ Urden; he would haveto be
careful how he explained such amistake to his unforgiving mother. Masoj decided to worry about that
unpleasant encounter later. For now, at least, he had the satisfaction of watching Drizzt suffer.

Dinin and the others were oblivious to the unfolding drama between Masoj and Drizzt; too engaged in
their wait for Guenhwyvar’ s return; too engaged in their speculations of the expressions of terror the
gnomeswould cast back at such a perfect killer; too caught up in the macabre humor of the moment, that
perverted drow humor that brought laughter when tears were needed.

Part 5

Zaknafen

Zaknafein Do’ Urden: mentol; teachd; friend. 1, in the blind agony of my own frustrations, more than
once came to recognize Zaknafein as none of these. Did | ask of him more than he could give? Did |
expect perfection of ator-mented soul; hold Zaknafein up to standards beyond his ex-periences, or
standardsimpossible in the face of his experiences?




| might have been him. | might have lived, trapped within the helplessrage, buried under the daily assaullt
of the wick-ednessthat is Menzoberranzan and the pervading evil that ismy own family; never inlifeto
find escape.

It s;emsalogica assumption that we learn from the mis-takes of our elders. This, | believe, wasmy
salvation. With-out the example of Zaknafein, I, too, would have found no escape-not in life,

Isthis course | have chosen abetter way than the life Zaknafein knew? | think, yes, though | find despair
often enough sometimesto long for that other way. It would have been easie~ Jruth, though, isnothing in
the face of self-fasehood, and principles are of no vaueif theidedist can-not live up to hisown
standards.

This, then, isabetter way.

| live with many laments, for my people, for mysalf, but mostly for that wespon mastdl; lost to me now,
who showed me how-and why-to use a blade.

Thereisno pain greater than this; not the cut of ajagged-edged dagger nor the fire of adragon’s breeth.
Nothing burnsin your heart like the emptiness of 1osng something, someone, before you truly have
learned of its value. Often now | lift my cup in afutile toast, an gpology to earsthat cannot hear:

To Zak, the onewho inspired my courage.
Chapter 24

To Know Our Enemies

" Eight drow deed, and one acleric’ Brizasaid to Matron Malice on the bal cony of House Do’ Urden.
Briza had rushed back to the compound with the first reports of the encoun-ter, leaving her ssters at the
centrd plaza of Menzoberran-zan with the gathered throng, awaiting further information. ” But nearly two
score of the gnomes died, aclear victory?

"What of your brothers?” asked Malice. ”How did House Do’ Urden farein this encounter?’

" Aswith the surface eves, Dinin’shand dew five’ replied Briza. " They say that he led the main assault
fearlesdy, and hekilled the most gnomes?

Matron Madlice beamed with the news, though she sus-pected that Briza, standing patiently behind a
smug smile, was holding something dramatic back from her. ”What of Drizzt?’ the matron demanded,
having no patiencefor her daughter’ sgames. ” How many svirfnebli fell a hisfegt?’

"Non€e’ Brizareplied, but till the smile remained. ” Still the day belonged to Drizztl” she added quickly,
seeing an an-gry scowl spreading across her volatile mother’ sface. Mal-ice did not seem amused.

" Drizzt defested an earth dementd” Brizacried, "dl done, dmogt, with only minor help from awizard!
The high priestess of the patrol named thekill hisl” Matron Mdice gasped and turned away. Drizzt had
ever been an enigmato her, asfine with the blade as any but lack-ing the proper attitude and the proper
respect. Now this: an earth elementa! Mdlice hersaf had seen such amongter ravage an entire drow
raiding party, killing a dozen sea-soned warriors before wandering off on itsway. Y et her son, her




confusing son, had defeated one single-handedly!
"Uoth will favor usthisday” Brizacommented, not quite understanding her mother’ sreaction.
Briza swords struck anideain Mdice. ” Gather your Ss-
ters’ she commanded. ”We shall meset in the chapd. If
House Do’ Urden so fully won the day out in the tunnels,
perhaps the Spider Queen will grace us with some informa:
tion”
"Viernaand Mayaawait the forthcoming newsin the city
plaza’ Brizaexplained, mistakenly believing her mother to
be referring to information about the battle. ” Surely we will
know the entire story within an hour”
”| care nothing for abattle against gnomes!” Mdice
scolded. Y ou have told everything that isimportant to our
family; the rest does not matter. We must parlay your broth-
es heroicsintogan’

Tolearn of our enemies!” Brizablurted as sheredlized what her mother had in mind.

"Exactly” replied Mdice. ”’ b learn which house it isthat threatens House Do’ Urden. If the Spider
Queen truly finds favor with usthis day, she may grace us with the knowledge we need to defeat our
enemied”

A short whilelater, the four high priestesses of House Do’ Urden gathered around the spider idol in the
chapel an-teroom. Before them, in abowl of the degpest onyx, burned the sacred incense-swest,
deathlike, and favored by the yochlol, the handmaidens of Lloth.

The flame moved through avariety of colors, from orange to green to brilliant red. It then took shape,
heard the beckons of the four priestesses and the urgency in the voice of Matron Malice. Thetop of the
fire, no longer dancing, smoothed and rounded, assumed the form of a hairless head, then stretched
upward, growing. The flame disap-peared, consumed by the yochlol’ simage, ahaf.meted pile of wax
with grotesquely elongated eyes and a drooping mouth.

"Who has summoned me?’ the smdl figure demanded tdl. epathicaly. Theyochlol’ sthoughts, too
powerful for its di-minutive stature, boomed within the heads of the gathered drow.

"1 have, handmaiden” Mdlice replied doud, wanting her daughtersto hear. The matron bowed her head.
"l am Md-ice, loya servant of the Spider Queen” In apuff of smoke, the yochlol disappeared, leaving




only glowing incense embersin the onyx bowl. A moment later, the handmaiden regppeared, full size,
standing behind Ma-tron Madlice. Briza, Vierna, and Mayaheld their breath asthe being laid two sickly
tentacles on their mother’ s shoul-ders.

Matron Mdice accepted the tentacles without reply, con-fident in her cause for summoning the yochlol.

" Explain to mewhy you dareto disturb me’ came the yochlol’ singdious thoughts.

"To ask asmple question” Malicereplied slently, for no words were necessary to communicate with a
handmaiden.

”One whose answer you know”
" Doesthis question interest you so greetly?” the yochlol
asked. "Y ou risk such dire consequences’

"Itisimperativethat | learn the answer” replied Matron Mdice. Her three daughters watched curioudy,
hearing the yochlol’ s thoughts but only guessing at their mother’ s un-gpoken replies.

”If the answer is so important, and it is known to the handmaidens, and thus to the Spider Queen, do
you not be-lieve that L1oth would have given it to you if she so chose?’

" Perhaps, before this day, the Spider Queen did not deem
me worthy to know” Malice responded. ” Things have

changed”

The handmaiden paused and rolled its e ongated eyes back into its head asif communicating with some
digant plane.

" Greetings, Matron Mdice Do’ Urden” the yochlol said doud after afew tense moments. The creature' s
spoken voice was cam and overly smooth for the thing' s grotesque appearance.

"My greetings to you, and to your mistress, Queen of Spi. ders’ replied Malice. She shot awry smileat
her daughters and till didn’t turn to face the creature behind her. Appar. ently Malice sguessof Lloth's
favor had been correct.

”Daermon N’ d shezbaernon has pleased Lloth” the hand. maiden said. ” The maes of your house have
won the day, even above the females that journeyed with them. | must ac-cept Matron Madice
Do’ Urden’ssummons’ The tentacles did off Mdlice s shoulders, and the yochlol stood rigid be. hind her,
awaiting her commands.

"Glad | am to please the Spider Queen” Malice began. She
sought the proper way to phrase her question. ” For the

summons, as| have said, | beg only the answer to asmple

question”




" Ak it” prompted the yochlol, and the mocking tone told Malice and her daughters that the monster
aready knew the question.

"My houseisthreatened, say therumors’ said Mdice.

”Rumors?’ The yochlollaughed an evil, grating sound.

"| trust in my sources’ Malicereplied defensively.

would not have caled upon you if | did not believe tpe

threat”

" Continue’ said the yochlol, amused by the whole affair.

" They are more than rumors, Matron Maice Do’ Urden. An.

other house planswar upon you” ,

Maya simmature gasp brought scornful eyes upon her from her mother and her sgters.

"Namethis house to me’ Madlice pleaded. " If Daermon N’ a shezbaernon truly has pleased the Spider
Queenthisday, then | bid Lloth to reved our enemies, that we might destroy them!”

And if this other house aso has pleased the Spider Queen?’ the handmaiden mused. "Would Lioth then
betray it to you?’

”Our enemies hold every advantage’” Mdice protested.

" They know of House Do’ Urden. No doubt they watch us
every day, laying their plans. We ask Lloth Qnly to give us
knowledge equal to that of our enemies. Reveal them and let
us prove which house is more worthy of victory”

"What if your enemies are greater than you?’ asked the handmaiden. ”Would Matron Madice Do’ Urden
then call upon Lloth to intervene and save her pitiful house?’

"No!” cried Mdlice. "Wewould cdl upon those powersthat Uoth has given usto fight our foes. Even if

our enemies are the more powerful, let LIoth be assured that they will suffer great pain for their attack on
House Do’ Urden!”

Again the handmaiden sank back within itsdf, finding the link to its home plane, a place darker than
Menzoberran-zan. Mdice clenched tightly to Brizal s hand, to her right, and Vierna s, to her left. They in
turn passed aong the con-firmation of their bond to Maya, at the foot of the circle.

"The Spider Queen is pleased, Matron Mdice Do’ Urden” the handmaiden said at length. ™’ I’ Ust that
shewill favor House Do’ Urden more than your enemies when battle rings out-perhaps. . . ” Malice




flinched a the ambiguity of that final word, grudgingly accepting that LIoth never made any promises, at
any time.

"What of my question” Malice dared to protest, "therea-, ” son for the summons?’

There came abright flash that stole the four clerics vi-son. When their eyesight returned to them, they
saw theyochlal, tiny again, and glaring out at them from the flames of the onyx bowl.

" The Spider Queen does not give an answer that is aready known!” The handmaiden proclaimed, the
sheer power of its otherworldly voice cutting into the drow ears. Thefire erupted in another blinding
flash, and the yochlol disap-peared, leaving the precious bowl sundered into adozen pieces.

Matron Madlice grabbed alarge piece of the shattered onyx and threw it againgt awal. ” Already
known?’ shecried in rage. " Known to whom?Who in my family keepsthis secret from me?’

” Perhaps the one who knows does not know that she
knows’ Brizaput in, trying to cam her mother. ” Or perhaps
the information is newly found, and she has not yet had the
chanceto cometo you with it”

"She?’ growled Matron Mdice. "What *she’ do you speak of, Briza? We are dl here. Are any of my
daughters stupid enough to miss such an obvious threet to our family?’

"No, Matron!” Viernaand Maya cried together, terrified of Maice' s growing wrath, rising beyond
control.

"Never havel seenany sgn!” said Vierna

"Nor I added Maya. "By your side | have been these many weeks, and | have seen no more than
you!”

" Areyou implying that | have missed something?’ Malice growled, her knuckleswhite at her Sides.

"No, Matron!” Briza shouted above the commotion, loud enough to settle her mother for the moment
and turn Mal. ice sattention fully upon her €l dest daughter.

”Not she, then” Brizareasoned. ”He. One of your sons may
have the answer, or Zaknafein or Rizzen, perhaps’

"Yes' agreed Vierna. " They are only maes, too stupid to
understand the importance of minor details’

" Drizzt and Dinin have been out of the house’ added Briza, " out of the city. In their patrol group are
children of every powerful house, every house that would dare to thresten us!”

Thefiresin Mdice seyes glowed, but she relaxed at the reasoning. ” Bring them to me when they return




to Menzo-berranzan” sheindructed Viernaand Maya. " Y ou” she said to Briza, " bring Rizzen and
Zaknafein. All the family must be present, so that we may learn what we may learn!”

" The cousins, and the soldiers, too?’ asked Briza. ” Perhaps
one beyond theimmediate family knows the answver”

” Should we bring them together, aswell?’ offered Vierna, her voice edged with the rising excitement of
the moment.

" A gathering of the whole clan, agenerd war party of House Do’ Urden?’

"No” Mdicereplied, "not the soldiers or the cousins. | do not believe they areinvolved in this; the
handmaiden would have told us the answer if one of my direct family did not know it. It ismy
embarrassment to ask a question whose an. swer should be known to me, whose answer someone within
the circle of my family knows’™ She gritted her teeth as she spat out the rest of her thoughts.

”| do not enjoy being embarrassed!”

Drizzt and Dinin cameinto the house a short while later, exhausted and glad the adventure was over.
They had barely passed the entrance and turned down the wide cor-ridor that led to their roomswhen
they bumped into Zakna-fein, coming the other way.

" So the hero hasreturned” Zak remarked, eyeing Drizzt directly. Drizzt did not missthe sarccasmin his
voice.

"We ve completed our job-successfully” Dinin shot back,
more than alittle perturbed at being excluded from Zak’'s

gresting. | led-”

”| know of the battle” Zak assured him. ” It has been end-

lesdy recounted throughout the city. Now leave us, Elder-
boy. | have unfinished business with your brother”

"I leave when | chooseto leavel” DiDin growled.

Zak snapped aglare upon him. "I wish to speak to Drizzt,
only to Drizzt, so leave’

DiDin’s hand went to his sword hilt, not asmart move. Be-fore he even moved the weapon hilt aninch
from the scab-bard, Zak had dapped him twice in the face with one hand.

The other had somehow produced a dagger and put itstip at DiDin’ s throat.

Drizzt watched in amazement, certain that Zak would kill DiDin if this continued.




"Leave’ Zak said again, "onyour life’
DiDin threw his hands up and dowly backed away. " Ma-tron Madicewill hear of thisl” he warned.
" will tel her mysdf” Zak laughed a him. ” Do you think
shewill trouble herself on your behdf, fool? Asfar asMa
tron Malice cares, the family maes determine their own hi-
erarchy. Go away, Elderboy. Come back when you have
found the courage to chalenge me”’
" Come with me, brother” DiDin said to Drizzt.
"We have business’ Zak reminded Drizzt.
Drizzt looked to both of them, once and back again,
stunned by their open willingnessto kill each other. "I will
stay” he decided. "1 do indeed have unfinished business
with the weapon master”
" Asyou choose, hero” Dinin spat, and he turned on his hedl and stormed away.
Y ou have made an enemy” Drizzt remarked to Zak.
”| have made many” Zak laughed, "and | will make many
more before my day ends! But no mind. Y our actions have
inspired jealousy in your brother-your older brother. You
are the one who should be wary”

"He hates you openly” reasoned Drizzt.

" But would gain nothing from my death” Zak replied. | am no threet to Dinin, but you. . . ” Helet the
word hang intheair.

"Why would | threaten him?" Drizzt protested. ” Dinin has
nothing | desire’
"He has power” Zak explained. "He is the elderboy now

but was not dways’




"Hekilled Ndfein, the brother | never met”
"Y ou know of this?’ said Zak. ” Perhgps Dinin suspects that
another secondboy will follow the same course he took to
become the ederboy of House Do’ Urden”

" Enough” Drizzt growled, tired of the whole stupid sys-tem of ascenson. How well you know it,
Zaknafein, he thought. How many did you murder to attain your position?

"An earth dementd” Zak said, blowing alow whistlewith thewords. "It isa powerful foethat you
defeated thisday” He bowed low, showing Drizzt mockery beyond any doubt.

"What is next for the young hero? A daemon, perhaps? A
demigod? Surely thereis nothing that can-"

"Never have | heard such sensdesswords stream from your mouth” Drizzt retorted. Now it wastime
for some sar-casm of hisown. " Isit that | haveinspired jealousy in an-other besides my brother?’

"Jedlousy?’ Zak cried. "Wipe your nose, sniveling little boy! A dozen earth e ementas havefalento my
blade!

Daemons, too! Do not overestimate your deeds or your abili-ties. Y ou are one warrior among a race of
warriors. 1b for-get that surely will provefata” He ended the line with pointed emphasis, dmostina

sneer, and Drizzt began to consider again just how red their gppointed " practice’ in the gym would
become.

"1 know my abilities’ Drizzt replied, ”and my limitations. 1
have learned to survive’

"Ashavel” Zak shot back, "for so many centuries!”
"Thegymawaits’ Drizzt said camly.
"Y our mother awaits’ Zak corrected. " She bidsusall to
the chapd. Fear not, though. Therewill betimefor our
mesting”

Drizzt walked past Zak without another word, suspecting that hisand Zak’ s bladeswould finish the
conversation for them. What had become of Zaknafein? Drizzt wondered.

Was this the same teacher who had trained him those years before the Academy? Drizzt could not sort
through hisfed-ings. Was he seeing Zak differently because of the things he had learned of Zak’s
exploits, or was there truly something different, something harder, about the weapon master’ s de-meanor
since Drizzt had returned from the Academy?




The sound of awhip brought Drizzt from his contempla-tions.

”| am your patron!” he heard Rizzen say.

"That’ s of no consequence!” retorted afemae voice, the voice of Briza. Drizzt dipped to the corner of
the next inter-section and peeked around. Briza and Rizzen faced off, Rizzen unarmed, but Brizaholding

her snake-headed whip.
" Petron” Brizalaughed, "ameaninglesstitle. You area

male lending your seed to the matron and of no moreim-

portance”
"Four | havesred” Rizzen said indignantly.

"Three!” Briza corrected, sngpping the whip to accentu-ate the point. ”Viemais Zaknafein's, not yours!
Ndfeinisdead, leaving only two. One of thoseisfemale and above you. Only Dimnistruly under your

rank!”

Drizzt sank back against the wall and looked behind him to the empty corridor he had just walked. He
had always suspected that Rizzen was not histrue father. The male had never paid him any mind, had
never scolded him or praised him or offered to him any advice or training. 1b hear Briza say it, though, .
.. and Rizzen not deny it!

Rizzen fumbled about for some retort to Briza' s singing words. ” Does Matron Malice know of your
desires?’ he snarled. " Does she know that her eldest daughter seeks her title?”

" Every eldest daughter seeksthetitle of matron mother” Brizalaughed a him. ” Matron Maice would be
afool to sus-pect otherwise. | assure you that sheisnot, nor am 1. | will get thetitle from her when sheis
weak with age. She knows and acceptsthisas fact?

™Y ou admit thet you will kill her?”

"If not I, then Vierna. If not Vierna, then Maya. It isour way, supid male. It istheword of Lloth? Rage
burned in Drizzt as he heard the evil proclamations, but he remained sllent at the corner.

"Brizawill not wait for age to stedl her mother’ s power” Rizzen snarled, ” not when adagger will
expedite the trans-fer. Brizahungersfor the throne of the house!”

Rizzen' s next words came out as an indeci pherable scream as the six-headed whip went to work again
and again.

Drizzt wanted to intervene, to rush out and cut them both down, but, of course, he could not. Briza
acted now as she had been taught, followed the words of the Spider Queen in asserting her dominance
over Rizzen. Shewouldn’t kill him, Drizzt knew.

But what if Brizagot carried away in the frenzy? What if she did kill Rizzen? In the empty void that was
beginning to grow in his heart, Drizzt wondered if he even cared.

"You let him escape’” Matron SiNafay roared at her son.




"You will learn not to disgppoint me”

"No, my matron!” Masoi protested. | hit him squardly with alightning bolt. He never even suspected
the blow to beamed a him! 1 could not finish the deed; the monster had me caught in the gate to its own
planet”

SiNafay bit her lip, forced to accept her son’ s reasoning.

She knew that she had given Masoj adifficult misson.

Drizzt was a powerful foe, and to kill him without leaving an obvioustrail would not be easy.

"1 will get him” Masoj promised, determination showing

on hisface” | have the weapon readied; Drizzt will be dead

before the tenth cycle, as you commanded”

"Why should I grant you another chance?’ SiNafay asked him. ”Why should | believe that you will fare
better the next time you try?’

"Because | want him dead!” Masoj cried. ”More than even you, my matron. | want to tear the life from
Drizzt Do’ Ur-den! When heisdead, want to rip out his heart and display it asatrophy!”

SiNafay could not deny her son’ s obsession. ” Granted” she
sad. ” Get him, Masoj Hun'ett. On your life, strikethe first
blow against House Do’ Urden and kill its secondboy”

Masoj bowed, the grimace never leaving hisface, and swept out of the room.

"Y ou heard everything' ?” SiINafay signaled when the door had closed behind her son. She knew that
Masoj might well have his ear to the door, and she did not want him to know of this conversation.

"1 did” Alton replied in the silent code, stepping out from behind acurtain.
" Do you concur with my decison?’ SINafay’ s hands asked.

Altonwas at aloss. He had no choice but to abide by his matron mother’ s decisions, but he did not
think that SINafay had been wise in sending Masoj back out after Drizzt. His S-lence grew long.

"Y ou do not gpprove’ Matron SINafay bluntly motioned.
"Pease, Matron Mother” Alton replied quickly. "1 would not...”

"You areforgiven” SiNafay assured him. ”1 am not so cer-tain that | shoutd have alowed Masoj a
second opportunity.

Too much could go wrong”




"Then why?" Alton dared to ask. ”Y ou did not grant me a
second chance, though | desire Drizzt Do’ Urden’ s death 8S
fiercely asany”

SiNafay cast him ascornful glare, sending him back on his courageous hedls. ”'Y ou doubt my
judgment?”

"No!” Alton cried aoud. He dapped ahand over his mouth
and dropped to hiskneesin terror. " Never, my matron” he
sgnded glently. "I just do not understand the problem as
clearly asyou. Forgive me my ignorance’

SiNafay’ slaughter sounded like the hiss of a hundred an-
gry snakes. "We seetogether in this matter” she assured Al.
ton. "I would no more give Masoj a second chance than |
gaveyou’

"But-" Alton started to protest.

"Masoj will go back after Drizzt, but thistime hewill not
bedone’ SNafay explained. Y ou will follow him, Alton
DeVir. Keep him safe and finish the deed, on your life’

Alton beamed at the newsthat he would findly find some taste of vengeance. SiNafay’ sfind threet
didn’t even con. cem him. ”Could it ever be any other way?’ his hands asked casually.

"Think!” Malice growled, her face close, her bregth hot on Drizzt’ sface. Y ou know somethifig!”

Drizzt dumped back from the overpowering figure and glanced nervoudy around a his gathered family.
Dinin, smilarly grilled just amoment ago, kneeled with hischinin hand. Hetried vainly to come up with
an answer before Ma-tron Malice upped the leve of the interrogation techniques. Dinin did not miss
Brizal s motions toward her snake whip, and the unnerving sight did little to aid his memory.

Malice dapped Drizzt hard across the face and stepped
away. "One of you has learned the identity of our enemies’

she snapped at her sons. ” Out there, on patrol, one of you

has seen some hint, some sign”




" Perhaps we saw it but did not know it for what it was’ Dinin offered.
" Slence!” Malice screamed, her face bright with rage.

"When you know the answer to my question, you may speak! Only then!” Sheturned to Briza. "Help
Dininfind hismemory!”

Dinin dropped his head to hisarms, folded on the floor in front of him, and arched his back to accept the
torture. 1b do otherwise would only enrage Maice more.

Drizzt closed his eyes and recounted the events of his many patrols. He jerked involuntarily when he
heard the snake whip’s crack and his brother’ s soft groan.

"Masoj” Drizzt whispered, dmost unconscioudy. He looked up at his mother, who held her hand out to
hdt Bri. za s attacks-to Brizal sdismay.

"Maso] Hun' ett” Drizzt said more loudly. " In the fight againgt the gnomes, hetried to kill me” All the
family, particularly Malice and Dinin, leaned for-ward toward Drizzt, hanging on his every word.

"When | battled the dementad” Drizzt explained, spitting

out the last word as a curse upon Zaknafein. He cast an an-
gry glare at the wegpon master and continued, ”Masoj

Hun' et struck me down with abolt of lightning”

"He may have been shooting for the mongter” Viernain-
ssted. "Maso] ingsted that it was he who killed the eemen-
tal, but the high priestess of the patrol denied hisclaim”
"Masoj waited” Drizzt replied. "He did nothing until | be-
gan to gain the advantage over the monster. Then he loosed
hismagic, asmuch a me asa theelementd. | think he
hoped to destroy us both”

"House Hun' ett” Matron Malice whispered.

"Fifth House” Brizaremarked, " under Matron SNafay”

"So that isour enemy” said Malice.

" Perhgps not” said Dinin, wondering even as he spoke the words why he hadn’t Ieft well enough aone.
To disprove the theory only invited more whipping.




Matron Madlicp did not like his hesitation as he reconsid-ered the argument. " Explain!” she commanded.
"Maso] Hun' ett was angry at being excluded from the sur-

facerad’ sad DInin. ”Weleft him in the city, only to witness

our triumphant return” Dinin fixed hiseyes straight on his

brother. ”Masoj has ever been jedous of Drizzt and al the

gloriesthat my brother has found, rightly or wrongly. Many

arejedous of Drizzt and would see him dead”

Drizzt shifted uncomfortably in his seat, knowing the last words to be an open threat. He glanced over to
Zaknafein and marked the wegpon master’ s smug smile.

" Areyou certain of your words?” Mdice said to Drizzt, shaking him from his private thoughts.
"Thereisthecat” Dinininterrupted, ”Maso] Hun' ett’s

magical pet, though it holds closer to Drizzt' ssdethan to

thewizard's’

" Guenhwyvar walks the point besde me’ Drizzt pro- J

tested, ”a position that you ordered”

"Masoj doesnot likeit” Dinin retorted. Perhapsthat iswhy you put the cat there, Drizzt thought, but he
kept the words to himsalf. Was he seeing conspira-cies in coincidence? Or was hisworld so truly filled
with de-vious schemes and silent struggles for power?

” Areyou certain of your words?’ Malice asked Drizzt again, pulling him from his pondering.

"Masoj Hun'ett tried to kill me”’ he asserted. | do not know his reasons, but hisintent | do not doubt!”
"House Hun' ett, then” Brizaremarked, ”amighty foe’

"We must learn of them” Madlice said. ” Dispatch the

scouts! | will know the count of House Hun' ett’ s soldiers, its

wizards, and, particularly, itsclerics’

"If wearewrong” Dinin said. " If House Hun' et is not the

conspiring house-”

"We are not wrong!” Malice screamed at him.




"Theyochlol said that one of us knows the identity of our
enemy” reasoned Vierna. ” All we haveis Drizzt’ sta e of

M@jn

"Unlessyou are hiding something” Matron Malice growled at Dimn, athreat so cold and wicked that it
stole the blood from the elderboy’ s face.

Dinin shook his head emphaticaly and dumped back, having nothing more to add to the conversation.
" Prepare acommunion” Malicesaidto Briza ('Let uslearn

of Matron SNafay’ s standing with the Spider Queen”

Drizzt watched increduloudy as the preparations began at afrantic pace, each command from Matron

Malicefol-lowing apracticed defensve course. It wasn't the precison of Drizzt’ sfamily’ s battle planning
that amazed him-he would expect nothing lessfrom this group. It wasthe eager gleam in every eye.

Chapter 25

The Weapon Masters

" Impudent!” growled the yochlol. Thefirein the brazier puffed, and the cresture again stood behind
Mdlice, again draped dangerous tentacles over the matron mother. ”Y ou dare to summon me again?’

Madice and her daughters glanced around, on the edge of panic. They knew that the mighty being was
not toying with them; the handmai den truly was enraged thistime.

"House Do’ Urden pleased the Spider Queen, it istrue’ the yochlol answered their unspoken thoughts,
”but that one act does not dispel the displeasure your family brought upon Lioth in the recent past. Do
not think that dl isfor-given, Matron Mdice Do’ Urden!”

How smadl and vulnerable Matron Malice felt now! Her power paled in the face of the wrath of one of
Lloth's per-sond servants.

"Digpleasure?’ she dared to whisper. "How has my family brought displeasure to the Spider Queen? By
what act?’

The handmaiden’ s laughter erupted in aspout of flames and flying spiders, but the high priestessesheld
their posgi-tions. They accepted the heat and the crawling things as part of their penance.

"1 havetold you before, Matron Malice Do’ Urden” the
yochlol snarled with its droopy mouth, "and | shall tell you

onefind time. The Spider Queen does not reply to ques-




tionswhose answers are dready known!” Inablast’ of ex-
plosive energy that sent the four females of House
Do’ Urden tumbling to the floor, the handmaiden was gone.

Brizawasthe firg to recover. She prudently rushed over! to the brazier and smothered the remaining
flames, thus closing the gate to the Abyss, the yochlol’ s home plane.

"Who?" screamed Mdlice, the powerful matriarch once again. ”Who in my family hasinvoked the wrath
of Lloth?’

Malice appeared small again then, asthe implications of the yochlol’ swarning became dl too clesr.
House Do’ Urden was about to go to war with apowerful family. Without Lloth’sfavor, House
Do’ Urden likely would ceaseto exigt.

"We must find the perpetrator” Madlice instructed her daughters, certain that none of them wasinvolved.
They were high priestesses, one and all. If any of them had done some misdeed in the eyes of the Spider
Queen, the sum-moned yochlol surely would have exacted punishment on the spot. By itsdlf, the
handmaiden could have leveled House Do’ Urden.

Briza pulled the snake whip from her belt. "I will get theinformation we require!” she promised.

"No!” said Matron Malice. ”"We must not revea our search.

Beit asoldier or amember of House Do’ Urden, the guilty oneistrained and hardened against pain. We
cannot hope that torture will pull the confession from hislips, not when he knows the consequences of his
actions. We must dis-cover the cause of Lloth's displeasure immediately and properly punish the
crimind. The Spider Queen must stland behind usin our struggles!”

"How, then, are we to discern the perpetrator?’ the eldest daughter complained, reluctantly replacing the
snake whip on her belt.

"Viernaand Maya, leave us’ Matron Malice instructed.
" Say nothing of these revelations and do nothing to hint at

our purpose’

The two younger daughters bowed and scurried away, not happy with their secondary roles but unable
to do any-thing about them.

"Hrst wewill look” Mdicesaid to Briza. "Wewill seeif we
can learn of the guilty one from afar”

Brizaunderstood. ” The scrying bowl” she said. She rushed from the anteroom and into the chapel
proper. In the central dtar she found the vauable item, awide golden bowl laced throughout with black
pearls. Hands trembling, Briza placed the bowl atop the dtar and reached into the most sacred of the
many compartments. Thiswasthe hold-ing bin for the prized possession of House Do’ Urden, agreat




onyx chdice.

Malice then joined Brizain the chape proper and took the chalice from her. Moving to the large font at
the entrance to the great room, Malice dipped the chdiceinto asticky fluid, the unholy water of her
religion. She then chanted, ” Spide-rae aught icor ven” The ritua complete, Malice moved back to the
atar and poured the unholy water into the golden bowl.

She and Briza sat down to watch.

Drizzt stepped onto the floor of Zaknafein’ straining gym for thefirst time in more than a decade and felt
asif he had come home. He d spent the best years of hisyoung life here-amost wholly here. For dl the
disappointments he had encountered since-and no doubt would continue to experience throughout his
life-Drizzt would never forget that brief sparkle of innocence, that joy, he had known when hewasa
Sudent in Zaknafein'sgym.

Zaknafein entered and waked over to face hisformer stu-dent. Drizzt saw nothing familiar or comforting
in the weapon master’ sface. A perpetua scowl now replaced the once common smile. It was an angry
demeanor trat hated everything around it, perhaps Drizzt most of dl. Or had iZaknafein dwaysworn
such agrimace? Drizzt had to won-der. Had nostalgia glossed over Drizzt’s memories of those years of
early training? Was this mentor, who had so often warmed Drizzt’ s heart with alighthearted chuckle,
actudly. the cold, lurking monster that Drizzt now saw before him?

"Which has changed, Zaknafein” Drizzt asked doud,
"you, my memories, or my perceptions?’

Zak seemed not even to hear the whispered question.

" Ah, the young hero hasreturned” he said, "the warrior
with exploits beyond hisyears’

"Why do you mock me?’ Dnzzt protested.

"He .who killed the hook horrors” Zak continued. His swords were out in his hands now, and Drizzt
responded by drawing his scimitars. There was no need to ask the rules of engagement in this contest, or
the choice of weap-ons.

Drizzt knew, had known before he had ever come here, that there would be no rulesthistime. The
wegpons would be their weapons of preference, the blades that each of them had used to kill so many
foes.

"Hewho killed the earth dementd” Zak snarled deri-svely. He launched a measured attack, asmple
lunge with one blade. Drizzt batted it aside without even thinking of the parry.

Sudden fires erupted in Zak’ s eyes, asif the first contact had sundered al the emotional bonds that had
tempered histhrust. "He who killed the girl child of the surface elves!” he cried, an accusation and no
compliment. Now came the sec-ond attack, vicious and powerful, an arcing swipe descend-ing at
Drizzt’ shead. ”Who cut her apart to appease his own thirst for blood!”

Zak’ swords knocked Dnzzt off his guard emotiondly, wrapped his heart in confusion like some devious




mental whip. Drizzt was a seasoned warrior, though, and hisre-flexes did not register the emotiona
distraction. A scimitar came up to catch the descending sword and deflected it harmlessy aside.

"Murderer!” Zak snarled openly. " Did you enjoy the dying child’s screams?” Hecameat Drizzt ina
furiouswhirl, swords dipping and diving, dicing a every angle.

Drizzt, enraged by the hypocrite’ s accusations, matched the fury, screaming out for no better reason than
to hear the anger of hisown voice.

Any watching the battle would have found no bregath in the next few blurring moments. Never had the
Underdark witnessed such avicious fight as when these two masters of the blade each attacked the
demon possessing the other-and himself.

Adamantite sparked and nicked, droplets of blood spat. tered both the combatants, though neither felt
any pain, , and neither knew if he'd injured the other.

Drizzt came with atwo-blade sidelong swipe that drove Zak’ s swords out wide. Zak followed the
motion quickly, turned acomplete circle, and dammed back into Drizzt’ sthrusting scimitars with enough
force to knock the young warrior from hisfeet. Drizzt fell into aroll and came back up to meet his
charging adversary.

A thought came over him.

Drizzt came up high, too high, and Zak drove him back on his hedls. Drizzt knew what would soon be
coming; hein-vited it openly. Zak kept Drizzt' s weapons high through sev. eral combined maneuvers. He
then went with the move that had defeated Drizzt in the past, expecting that the best Drizzt could attain
would be equd footing: double-thrust low.

Drizzt executed the gppropriate cross-down parry, as he had to, and Zak tensed, waiting for his eager
opponent to try to improve the move. " Child killer!” he growled, goading on Drizzt.

Jedidn’t know that Drizzt had found the solution. With dl the anger he had ever known, al the
disappoint-ments of hisyoung life gathering within hisfoot, Drizzt fo-cused on Zak. That smug face,
feigning smiles and drooling for blood.

Between the hilts, between the eyes, Drizzt kicked, blow-ing out every ounce of ragein asingle blow.

Zak’' s nose crunched flat. His eyeslolled upward, and blood exploded over his hollow cheeks. Zak
knew that he wasfaling, that the devilish young warrior would be on himin aflash, gaining an advantage
that Zak could not hope to overcome.

"What of you, Zaknafein Do’ Urden?’ he heard Drizzt snarl, distantly, asthough he werefdling far away.
"1 have heard of the exploits of House Do’ Urden’ s wegpon master!

How he so enjoyskilling!” The voice was closer now, as
Drizzt gdked in, and as the rebounding rage of Zaknafein sent him spiraling back to the battle.
”| have heard how murder comes so very easily to Zakna-fein!” Drizzt spat derisvely. ” The murder of

clerics, of other drow! Do you so enjoy it dl?” He ended the question with a blow from each scimitar,
attacks meant to kill Zak, to kill the demon in them both.




But Zaknafein was now fully back to consciousness, hat-ing himself and Drizzt equdly. At the last
moment, his swords came up and crossed, lightning fast, throwing Drizzt’ sarmswide. Then Zak finished
with akick of hisown, not so strong from the prone position but accurate in its search for Drizzt’ sgroin.

Drizzt sucked in hisbreath and twirled away, forcing himsdlf back into composure when he saw
Zaknafein, il dazed, risng to hisfeet. "Do you so enjoy it dl?’ he managed to ask again.

"Enjoy?’ the wegpon master echoed.

”"Doesit bring you pleasure?’ Drizzt grimaced.
" Satisfaction!” Zak corrected. "I kill. Yes, | kill”
"Y ou teach othersto kill!”

"Tokill drow!” Zak roared, and he was back in Drizzt' sface, hiswegpons up but waiting for Drizzt to
make the next move.

Zak’ swords again entwined Drizzt in amesh of confu-son. Who wasthis drow standing before him?

" Do you think that your mother would let meliveif | did not serve her evil designs?’ Zak cried. Drizzt
did not understand.

" She hatesme” Zak said, morein control as he began to understand Drizzt’ s confusion, ” despises me for
what | know” Drizzt cocked his head.

" Areyou 0 blind to the evil around you?’ Zak ydled in hisface. ” Or hasit consumed you, asit
consumesdl of them, in thismurderous frenzy that we cdl life?’

"Thefrenzy that holdsyou?’ Drizzt retorted, but there waslittle conviction in hisvoice now. If he
understood Zak’ swords correctly-if Zak played the killing game smply be-cause of his hatred for the
perverted drow-the most Drizzt could blame him for was cowardice.

"No frenzy holdsme” Zak replied. ’1 liveasbest | can. survivein aworld that isnot my own, not my
heart” Thela-ment in hiswords, the droop of his head as he admitted his hel plessness, struck afamiliar
chordin Drizzt. "I kill, kill drow, to serve Matron Mdice-to placate the rage, the frus-tration, that | know
inmy soul. When | hear the children scream . . . ” His gaze snapped up on Drizzt and herushed in dl of a
sudden, hisfury returned tenfold.

Drizzt tried to get his scimitars up, but Zak knocked one of them across the room and drove the other
asde. Herushed in step with Drizzt’ s awkward retreat until he had Drizzt pinned against awall. Thetip
of Zak’ssword drew adroplet of blood from Drizzt’ sthroat.

"Thechild lives” Drizzt gasped. " | swear, | did not kill the ven child!”
Zak rdlaxed abit but ill held Drizzt, sword to throat.
Dininsad-”

"Dininwas mistaken” Drizzt replied franticaly. ” Fooled by me. | knocked the child down-only to spare




her-and covered her with the blood of her murdered mother to mask my own cowardice!”
Zak legped back, overwhelmed.

"I killed no elvesthat day” Drizzt said to him. " The only times | desired to kill were my own
companions”

”So now we know” said Briza, saring into the scrying

bowl, watching the conclusion of the battle between Drizzt

and Zaknafein and hearing their every word. "It was Drizzt

who angered the Spider Queen”

"Y ou suspected him al dong, asdid I” Matron Mdice re-plied, ”though we both hoped differently.

”So much promise!” Brizalamented. "How | wish that one - had learned his place, hisvaues. Perhaps. .

"Mercy?’ Matron Mdice snapped at her. ” Do you show mercy that would further invoke the Spider
Queen’ sdis-pleasure?’

"No, Matron” Brizareplied. 1 had only hoped that Drizzt
could be used in the future, as you have used Zaknafein all

these years. Zaknafein isgrowing older”

"We are about to fight awar, my daughter” Malicere-

minded her. ” LIoth must be appeased. Y our brother has
brought hisfate upon himsdf; his actions were hisown to
decide’

" He decided wrongly”
Thewords hit Zaknafein harder than Drizzt’ s boot had.

The wegpon master threw his swords to the ends of the room and rushed in on Drizzt. He buried himin
ahug soin-tensethat it took the young drow along moment to even re-alize what had happened.

"You have survived!” Zak said, hisvoice broken by muf. fled tears. ” Survived the Academy, wheredl
the others died!”

Drizzt returned the embrace, tentatively, still not guess-ing the depth of Zak’ selation.

"My son!”




Drizzt nearly fainted, overwhelmed by the admission of what he had always suspected, and even more
s0 by the knowledge that he was not the only one in his dark world angered by the ways of the drow. He
was not aone.

"Why?" Drizzt asked, pushing Zak out to arm’ slength.

"Why have you stayed?”’

Zak looked at him increduloudy. ”Wherewould 1 go? No

one, not even adrow weapon master would survive for long

out in the caverns of the Underdark. Tho many mongters,

and other races, hunger for the sweet blood of dark elves’

" Surely you had options’

"The surface?’ Zak replied. " Th face the painful inferno every day? No, my son, 1 am trapped, asyou
aretrapped’ Drizzt had feared that statement, had feared that he would find no solution from his
newfound father to the di-lemmathat was hislife. Perhgps there were no answers.

"You will dowell in Menzoberranzan” Zak said to comfort

him. ”Y ou are strong, and Matron Malice will find an appro-

priate place for your talents, whatever your heart may de-

are’

"Tolivealife of assassnations, asyou have?’ Drizzt asked, trying futilely to keep therage out of his
words.

"What choiceisbefore us?’ Zak answered, his eyes seek. :

ing the unjudging stone of thefloor.

"1 will not kill drow” Drizzt declared flatly.

Zak’ s eyes snapped back on him. ”You will” he assured his

son. " In Menzoberranzan, you will kill or bekilled”

Drizzt looked away, but Zak’ s words pursued him, could not be blocked out.
" Thereis no other way; the wegpon master continued

softly. ” Such isour world. Suchisour life. Y ou have escaped

thislong, but you will find that your luck soon will change’




He grabbed Drizzt’ s chin firmly and forced his son to look a him directly.

"I wish that it could be different; Zak said honestly, ”but it is not such abad life. | do not lament killing
dark elves. | per-ceive their deaths as their salvation from this wicked exist-ence. If they care so dearly
for their Spider Queen, then let them go and visit her!”

Zak’ sgrowing smile washed away suddenly. ” Except for
the children” he whispered. ” Often have | heard the cries of

dying children, though never, | promiseyou, have | caused
them. | have dwayswondered if they, too, are evil, born
evil. Or if theweight of our dark world bends them to fit our
foul ways’

" The ways of the demon Lloth; Drizzt agreed.

They both paused for many heartbesats, each privately weighing the redlities of his own persona
dilemma. Zak was next to speak, having long ago come to termswith the life that was offered to him.

" Lloth; he chuckled. ” Sheisavicious queen, that one. | would sacrifice everything for achance a her
ugly face!”

”| dmogt believe you would” Drizzt whispered, finding hisamile.
Zak jumped back from him. ”1 would indeed” he laughed heartily. ” So would you!”

Drizzt flipped hislone scimitar up into the air, letting it Soin over twice before catching it again by the hilt.
"True enough!” hecried. ” But no longer would 1 be done!”

Chapter 26

Angler Of The Underdark

Drizzt wandered done through the maze of Menzober-ranzan, drifting past the stalagmite mounds, under
the leer-ing points of the great stone spears that hung from the cavern’ s high celling. Matron Malice had
specifically or- dered dl of the family to remain within the house, fearing an assassnation attempt by
House Hun' ett. Tho much had happened to Drizzt thisday for him to obey. He had to think, and
contemplating such blasphemous thoughts, even silently, in ahouse full of nervous clerics might get him
into serioustrouble.

Thiswasthe quiet time of the city; the hegt-light of Nar-bondd was only adiver at the stone' s base, and
most of the drow comfortably dept within their sone houses. Soon af-ter he dipped through the
adamantite gate of the House Do’ Urden compound, Drizzt began to understand the wis-dom of Matron




Malice' scommand. The city’squiet now’ seemed to him like the crouched hush of a predator. It was
poised to drop upon him from behind everyone of the: many blind corners he faced on thistrek. ”

He would find no solace herein which he might truly con-
template the day’ s events, the revelations of Zaknafein, kin-
dred in more than blood. Drizzt decided to bresk dl the
rules-that was the way of the drow, after al-and head out
of the city, down the tunnels he knew so well from his
weeks of patrol. ~

An hour later, he was dtill walking, lost in thought and feding safe enough, for he was well within the
boundaries of the patrol region.’

He entered a high corridor, ten paces wide and with bro-ken walls lined in loose rubble and crossed by
many ledges.

It seemed as though the passage once had been much wider.

The calling wasfar beyond sight, but Drizzt had been through here a dozen times, up on the many
ledges, and he gave the place no thought.

He envisoned the future, the times that he and Zaknafein, hisfather, would share now that no secrets
Separated them.

Together they would be unbeatable, ateam of wegpon mas-ters, bonded by steel and emotions. Did
House Hun' et truly understand what it would be facing? The smile on Drizzt’ s face disappeared as soon
as he consdered the implications: he and Zak, together, cutting through House Hun' ett’ sranks with
deadly ease, through the ranks of drow eves-killing their own people.

Drizzt leaned against the wall for support, understanding firsthand the frustration that had racked his
father for many centuries. Drizzt did not want to be like Zaknafein, living only tokill, existing ina
protective sphere of violence, but what choiceslay before him? Leave the city?

Zak had balked when Drizzt asked him why he had not left. ”Where would | go?’ Drizzt whispered
now, echoing Zak’ swords. Hisfather had proclaimed them trapped, and so it seemed to Drizzt.

"Wherewould | go?’ he asked again. ” 1i’ avel the Under-dark, where our people are so despised and a
single drow would become atarget for everything he passed? Or to the surface, perhaps, and let that ball
of firein the sky burn out my eyes so that | may not witness my own death when the elven folk descend
upon me?’

Thelogic of the reasoning trapped Drizzt asit had trapped Zak. Where could adrow ef go? Nowhere
inal the Realmswould an ef of dark skin be accepted.

Wasthe choice then to kill? to kill drow?




Drizzt rolled over againg thewadll, his physical movement an unconscious act, for hismind whirled down
the maze of hisfuture. It took him amoment to readlize that his back was against something other than
stone.

Hetried to legp away, dert again now that his surround-ings were not as they should be. When he
pushed out, hisfeet came up from the ground and he landed back in hisorigind position. Frantically,
before he took the time to con-sider his predicament, Drizzt reached behind his neck with both hands.

They, too, stuck fast to the tranducent cord that held him. Drizzt knew hisfolly then, and dl thetugging
in the world would not free his hands from the line of the angler of the Underdark, acavefisher.

"Foo!!” he scolded himself as he felt himsdlf lifted from the ground. He should have suspected this,
should have been more careful donein the caverns. But to reach out bare- handed! He looked down at
the hilts of hisscimitars, usdessin ther sheaths.

The cavefisher reded himin, pulled him up the long wall toward its waiting maw.

Masoj Hun' ett smiled smugly to himsdlf as he watched Drizzt depart the city. Time was running short for
him, and Matron SiINafay would not be pleased if hefailed again in hismission to destroy the secondboy
of House Do’ Urden. Now;

Masoj’ s patience had apparently paid off, for Drizzt had come out alone, had |eft the city! There were
no witnesses. It wastoo easy.

Eagerly the wizard pulled the onyx figurine from his. pouch and dropped it to the ground.
"Guenhwyvar!” he called asloudly as he dared, glancing around at the nearest |tdlagmite house for Sgns
of activity.

The dark smoke appeared and transformed a moment later into Masoj’ s magica panther. Masoj rubbed
his hands together, thinking himself marvel ous for having concocted such adevious and ironic end to the
heroics of Drizzt Do’ Urden | have ajob for you” hetold the cat, " onethat you'll not enjoy!”

Guenhwyvar dumped casualy and yawned as though the wizard’ swords were hardly arevelation.

Y our point companion has gone out on patrol” Masoj ex-

plained as he pointed down the tunnel, ” by himself. It'stoo

dangerous’

Guenhwyvar stood back up, suddenly very interested.

" Drizzt should not be out there done’” Masoj continued.

"He could get killed”

Theevil inflections of hisvoice told the panther hisintent before he ever spoke the words.
”Go to him, my pet” Masoj purred. " Find him out there in the gloom and kill him!” He studied

Guenhwyvar’ s reaction, measured the horror he had laid on the cat. Guenhwyvar stood rigid, as
unmoving as the statue used to summonit.




"Go!” Masoj ordered. Y ou cannot resist your master’s commands! | am your master, unthinking beast!
Y ou seem to forget that fact too often!”

Guenhwyvar ressted for along moment, aheroic act init. sdlf, but the magic’ s urges, the incessant pull
of the master’ s command, outweighed any ingtinctive fedings the grest panther might have had.
Reluctantly at firgt, but then pulled by the primordia desires of the hunt, Guenhwyvar sped off between
the enchanted statues guarding the tun-nel and easily found Drizzt’ s scent.

Alton DeVir dumped back behind the largest of the stalag-mite mounds, disappointed at Masoj’s
tactics. Masoj would let the cat do hiswork for him; Alton would not even wit-ness Drizzt Do’ Urden’s
desth!

Alton fingered the powerful wand that Matron SiNafay had given to him when he set out after Masoj
that night. It seemed that the item would play no rolein Drizzt’ sdemise.

Alton took comfort in the item, knowing that he would have ample opportunity to put it to proper use
againg the remainder of House Do’ Urden.

Drizzt fought for the first haf of hisascent, kicking and spinning, ducking his shoulders under any outcrop
he passed in afutile effort to hold back the pull of the cave fisher. He knew from the outset, though,
againg thosewar. rior ingtincts that refused to surrender, that he had no chance to halt the incessant pull.

Hafway up, one shoulder bloodied, the other bruised, and with the floor nearly thirty feet below him,
Drizzt re-sgned himsdlf to hisfate. If hewould find a chance againgt the crablike monster that waited at
thetop of theline, it would be in the last instant of the ascent. For now, he could only watch and wait.

Perhaps desth was not so bad an dternative to the life he would find among the drow, trapped within the
evil frame-work of their dark society. Even Zaknafein, so strong and powerful and wise with age, had
never been able to cometo termswith his existence in Menzoberranzan; what chance did Drizzt have?

When Drizzt had passed through his smal bout with self-pity, when the angle of his ascent changed,
showing him thelip of thefind ledge, the fighting spirit within him took over once again. The cavefisher
might have him, he decided then, but he’' d put aboot or two into the thing' s eyes before it got its medl!

He could hear the clacking of the anxious mongter’ seight crablike legs. Drizzt had seen acave fisher
before, though it had scrambled away before he and his patrol could catch up to it. He had imagined it
then, and could imagineit now, in battle. Thro of itslegs ended in wicked claws, pincersthat snipped up
prey to fit into the maw.

Drizzt turned himsdlf face-in to the dliff, wanting to view the thing as soon as his head crested the ledge.
The anxious clacking grew louder, resounding aongsde the thumping of Drizzt’s heart. He reached the
ledge.

Drizzt peeked over, only afoot or two from the mongter’ slong proboscis, with the maw just inches
behind. Pincers reached out to grab him before he could get hisfooting; he would get no chance to kick
out at thething.

He closed his eyes, hoping again that death would be pref-erableto hislife in Menzoberranzan.

A familiar growl then brought him from histhoughts.




Slipping through the maze of ledges, Guenhwyvar camein sight of the cave fisher and Drizzt just before
Drizzt had reached the fina ledge. Thiswas amoment of salvation or death for the cat as surely asfor
Drizzt. Guenhwyvar had traveled here under Masoj’ s direct command, giving no con-sderation to its
duty and acting only on its own ingtinctsin accord with the compelling magic. Guenhwyvar could not go
againg that edict, that premisefor the cat’ svery exist-ence. .. until now.

The scene before the panther, with Drizzt only seconds from death, brought to Guenhwyvar a strength
unknown to the cat, and unforeseen to the creator of the magical figu-rine. That instant of terror gave a
lifeto Guenhwyvar be. yond the scope of the magic.

By thetime Drizzt had opened his eyes, the battle wasin full fury. Guenhwyvar |legped atop the cave
fisher but nearly went right over, for the mongter’ s Six remaining legs were rooted to the stone by the
same goo that held Drizzt fast to the long filament. Undaunted, the cat raked and bit, abal of frenzy
trying to find abreak in the fisher' sarmored shdll.

The mongter retdiated with its pincers, flipping them over its back with surprising agility and finding one
of Guenhwyvar’ sforelegs.

Drizzt was no longer being pulled in; the monster had other businessto attend to.

Pincers cut through Guenhwyvar' s soft flesh, but the cat’ s blood was not the only dark fluid staining the
cave fisher’ s back. Powerful feline clawstore up a section of the shell ar-mor, and great teeth plunged
beneath it. Asthe cave fisher’ sblood splattered to the stone, itslegs began to dip.

Watching the goo under the crablike legs dissolve as the blood of the monster struck it, Drizzt
understood what would happen as aline of that same blood made its way down the filament, toward him.
Hewould haveto strike fast if the opportunity came; he would have to be ready to help Guenhwyvar.

Thefisher sumbled to the side, rolling Guenhwyvar away and spinning Dmzt over in acomplete bumping
cir-cuit.

Still the blood oozed down the line, and Drizzt felt the filazment’ s hold loosen from histop hand asthe
liquid camein contact.

Guenhwyvar was up again, facing the fisher, looking for an attack route through the waiting pincers.

Drizzt’ s hand was free. He snapped up ascimitar and dove straight ahead, sinking thetip into thefisher’s
sde. The mongter reded about, the jolt and the continuing blood flow shaking Drizzt from the filament
atogether. The drow was agile enough to find a handhold before he had fadlen far, though hisdrawn
scimitar tumbled down to thefloor. Drizzt’ s diversion opened the fisher’ s defensesfor just amoment,
and Guenhwyvar did not hesitate. The cat bar-reled into its foe, teeth finding the same fleshy hold they
had aready ripped. They went deeper, under the skin, ” crushing organs as Guenhwyvar’ sraking claws
kept the pin- cersat bay.

By the time Drizzt climbed back to the level of the battle, the cave fisher shuddered in the throes of
death. Drizzt pulled himsdlf up and rushed to hisfriend’ ssde. Guenhwyvar retreated step for step, its
earsflattened and teeth bared.

At firgt, Drizzt thought that the pain of awound blinded the cat, but a quick survey dispelled that theory.
Guenhwy- var had only one injury, and that was not serious. Drizzt had seen the cat with worse.




Guenhwyvar continued to retreat, continued to growl, asthe incesant pounding of Masoi’s command,
back again af-ter the Instant of terror, hammered at its heart. The cat fought the urges, tried to see Drizzt
asandly, not asprey, but the urges.

"What iswrong, my friend?’ Drizzt asked softly, ressting the urge to draw hisremaining bladein
defense. He dropped to one knee. ” Do you not recognize me? How often we have fought together!”

Guenhwyvar crouched low and tamped down its hind legs, preparing, Drizzt knew, to spring. Still Drizzt
did not draw hisweapon, did nothing to threaten the cat. He had to trust that Guenhwyvar wastrueto his
perceptions, that the panther was everything he believed it to be. What now could be guiding these
unfamiliar reactions? What had brought Guenhwyvar out here at thislate hour?

Drizzt found his answers when he remembered Matron Malice' swarnings about leaving House
Do Urden.

"Masoj sent you to kill me!” he said bluntly. Histone con-fused the cat, and it relaxed abit, not yet
ready to spring.

"Y ou saved me, Guenhwyvar. Y ou resisted the command” Guenhwyvar’ s growl sounded in protest.

Y ou could have et the cave fisher do the deed for you™ Drizzt retorted, " but you did not! Y ou charged
inand saved my life! Fight the urges, Guenhwyvar! Remember me as your friend, abetter companion
than Masoj Hun' ett could ever be!”

Guenhwyvar backed away another step, caught in apull that it could not yet resolve. Drizzt watched the
cat’ s ears come up from its head and knew that he was winning the contest.

"Masoj clams ownership” he went on, confident that the cat, through some intelligence Drizzt could not
know, un-derstood the meaning of hiswords. "I claim friendship. | am your friend, Guenhwyvar, and I'll
not fight against you” He legped forward, arms unthreateningly wide, face and chest fully exposed. ”Even
a the cost of my own lifel”

Guenhwyvar did not strike. Emotions pulled at the cat stronger than any magical spell, those same
emotionsthat had put Guenhwyvar into action when it first saw Drizzt in the cave fisher’ s clutches.

Guenhwyvar reared up and legped out, crashing into Drizzt and knocking him to his back, then burying
himin arush of playful dapsand mock bites.

The two friends had won again; they had defeated two foesthis day.
When Drizzt paused from the greeting to consider al that had transpired, though, he redlized that one of
the victories was not yet complete. Guenhwyvar was hisin spirit now’ but till held by another, one who

did not deserve the cat, W70 endaved the cat in alife that Drizzt could no longer witness.

None of the confusion that had followed Drizzt Do’ Urden out of Menzoberranzan that night remained.
For thefirgt timein hislife, he saw the road he must follow, the path to his own freedom.

He remembered Zaknafein’ swarnings, and the same im- possible aternatives that he had contemplated,
to no resolu-tion.




Where, indeed, could adrow f go?
"Worse to be trapped within alie; he whispered absently.

The panther cocked its head to the Side, sensing again that Drizzt’ swords carried great importance.
Drizzt returned the curious stare with one that came suddenly grim.

"take meto your master” he demanded, ”your false mas-
ter”
Chapter 27

Untroubled Dreams

Zaknafein sank down into his bed in an easy deep, the most comfortable rest he had ever known.,
Dreamsdid cometo him this night, arush of dreams. Far from tumultu-ous, they only enhanced his
comfort. Zak was free now of his secret, of thelie that had dominated every day of hisadult life.

Drizzt had survived! Even the dreaded Academy of Men-zoberranzan could not daunt the youth's
indomitable spirit and sense of mordity. Zaknafein Do’ Urden was no longer done. The dreamsthat
played in his mind showed him the same wonderful possibilitiesthat had followed Drizzt out of the city.

Side by side they would stand, unbegatable, two as one against the perverted foundations of
Menzoberranzan.

A gtinging pain in hisfoot brought Zak from hisdumbers.

He saw Brizaimmediatdly, at the bottom of his bed, her snake whip in hand. Ingtinctively, Zak reached
over the sdeto fetch his sword.

The weapon was gone. Viernastood at the side of the room, holding it. On the opposite Sde, Maya
held Zak’ s other sword.

How had they come in so stedlthily? Zak wondered. Magi-ca slence, no doubt, but Zak was ill
surprised that he had not sensed their presence in time. Nothing had ever caught him unawares, awake or

adeep.

Never before had he dept so soundly, so peacefully. Per-haps, in Menzoberranzan, such pleasant
dreams were dan-gerous.

"Matron Maicewill seeyou” Briza announced.
" am not properly dressed” Zak replied casualy. "My belt
and wegpons, if you please’

"We do not please!” Briza snapped, more at her sstersthan at Zak. ”'Y ou will not need the wegpons’
Zak thought otherwise,




"Come, now” Briza commanded, and she raised the whip.

”| should be certain of Matron Malice sintentions before | acted so boldly, were 1 you” Zak warned.
Briza, reminded of the power of the male she now threatened, lowered her weapon.

Zak rolled out of bed, putting the sameintense glare dter. nately on Mayaand Vierna, watching their
reactions to bet. ter conclude Mdice sreasonsfor summoning him.

They surrounded him as he left hisroom, keegping acau. tious but ready distance from the deadly
weapon master.

"Must be serious’ Zak remarked quietly, so that only Briza, in front of the troupe, could hear. Briza
turned and flashed him awicked smilethat did nothing to dispel his suspicions. Neither did Matron
Madlice, who leaned forward in her thronein anticipation even before they entered the room.

"Matron” Zak offered, dipping into abow and pulling the sde of his nightshirt out wide to draw attention
to hisinap. propriate dress. He wanted to let Malice know hisfedings of being ridiculed at such alate
hour.

The matron offered no return greeting. She rested back in her throne. One dender hand rubbed her
sharp chin, while her eyes|ocked upon Zaknafein.

” Perhaps you could tel mewhy you’ ve summoned me’
Zak dared to say, hisvoice till holding an edge of sarcasm. ”|
would prefer to return to my dumbers. We should not give
House Hun' ett the advantage of atired weapon master”
"Drizzt hasgone’ growled Mdlice.
The news dapped Zak like awet rag. He straightened, and the teasing smile disappeared from hisface.

"Heleft the house againgt my commands’ Malice went on.

Zak relaxed visbly; when Malice announced that Drizzt was gone, Zak had first thought that she and ger
devious co-horts had driven him out or killed him.

" A soirited boy” Zak remarked. ” Surely he will return

soon”

" Spirited” Malice echoed, and her tone did not put the de-scription in apostive light.

"Hewill return” Zak said again. ” There€' s no need for our darm, for such extreme measures’ He glared
a Briza, though he knew well that the matron mother had caled him to audience to do more than tel him

of Drizzt’'s depar-ture.

" The secondboy disobeyed the matron mother” Briza snarled, arehearsed interruption.




" Spirited” Zak said again, trying not to chuckle. ” A minor
indiscretion”
"How often he seemsto have thosg” Malice commented.
" Like another spirited mae of House Do’ Urden”
Zak bowed again, taking her words as acompliment. Ma-ice dready had his punishment decided, if she
meant to punish him at al. Hisactions now, at thistrid-if that’ swhat it was-would be of little

consequence.

" The boy has displeased the Spider Queen!” Malice growled, openly enraged and tired of Zak's
sarcasm. ” Even you were not foolish enough to do that!”

A dark cloud passed across Zak' sface. This meeting was indeed serious; Drizzt’ slife could be at stake.

”But you know of hiscrime” Malice continued, easing back again. She liked that she had Zak concerned
and on the defensive. She had found his vulnerable spot. It was her turn to tease.

" Leaving the house?’ Zak protested. ” A minor error in

judgment. Lloth would not be concerned with such atrifle

isue’

" Do not feign ignorance, Zaknafein. Y ou know that the el-yen child lives!”
Zak logt his breath in asharp gasp. Mdice knew! Damnit al, Lloth knew!
"We are about to go to war” Mdice continued camly, ”we

arenot in LIoth’ sfavor, and we must correct the Stuation”

Sheeyed Zak directly. ”Y ou are aware of our ways and know:

that we must do this’

Zak nodded, trapped. Anything he did now to disagree would only make mattersworse for Drizzt-if
matters could be worse for Drizzt.

" The secondboy must be punished” Brizasaid. Another rehearsed interruption, Zak knew. He
wondered how many times Briza and Malice had practiced this encounter.

"Am| to punish him, then? Zak asked. "Il not whip the

boy; that isnot my place”

”His punishment is none of your concern” Maice said.




" Then why disturb my dumber?’ Zak asked, trying to de-tach himsalf from Drizzt’ s predicament, more
for Drizzt’ s sake than hisown.

" | thought that you would wish to know” Malice replied.
Y ou and Drizzt became so close thisday in the gym. Father

and son”

She saw! Zak redlized. Mdice, and probably that wretched Briza, had watched the whole encounter!
Zak’ s head drooped as he came to know that he had unwittingly played apart in Drizzt’ s predicament.

" An dven child lives’ Mdice began dowly, rolling out
each word in dramatic clarity, ”and ayoung drow must di€’

"No!” Theword came out of Zak before he redlized he was speaking. He tried to find some escape.
" Drizzt wasyoung. He did not understand. . .”

"He knew exactly what hewas doing!” Malice screamed back at him. ”He does not regret his actions!
Heissolikeyou, Zaknafein! Tho like you”

”"Then he can learn” Zak reasoned. | have not been abur- den to you, Mdi-Matron Mdice. Y ou have
profited by my presence. Drizzt isno less skilled than |; he can be valuableto us’

"Dangerousto us’ Matron Malice corrected. ”Y ou and he standing together? The thought does not
please me’

"His death will aild House Hun' ett” Zak warned, grabbing at anything he could find to defeet the
matron’ sintent.

"The Spider Queen demands his death” Mdice replied sternly. ” She must be appeased if Daermon
N’ & shezbaernon isto have any hopeinits struggles against House Hun' ett”

"1 beg you, do not kill the boy”

" Sympathy?” Malice mused. "It does not become adrow warrior, Zaknafein. Have you lost your
fighingwill?’

"l amold, Mdice’

"Matron Malicel” Brizaprotested, but Zak put alook on her so cold that she lowered her snake whip
before she had even begun to put it to use.

" Older il will | becomeif Drizzt is put to his death”




”| do not desire thiseither” Malice agreed, but Zak recog-nized her lie. She didn’t care about Drizzt, or
about any-thing €l se, beyond gaining the Spider Queen’ sfavor.

"Yet | seeno dternative. Drizzt has angered Lloth, and she

must be appeased before our war”

Zak began to understand. This meeting wasn't about Drizzt at dl. " Thke mein the boy’s steed” he said.

Madlice snarrow grin could not hide her feigned surprise.
Thiswaswhat she had desired from the very beginning.

"You areaproven fighter” the matron argued. " Y our vaue, as you yoursdlf have aready admitted,
cannot be un-derestimated. To sacrifice you to the Spider Queen would appease her, but what void will
be left in House Do’ Urden in the wake of your passing?’

" A void that Drizzt canfill” Zak replied. He secretly hoped that Drizzt, unlike he, would find some
escape fromit all, some way around Matron Malice' sevil plots.

Y ou are certain of this?’
"Heismy equd in battle’ Zak assured her. "He will grow
stronger, too, beyond what Zaknafein has ever atained”
"Y ou arewilling to do thisfor him?’ Malice sneered, eager drool edging her mouth.
"You know that | am” Zak replied.
"Ever thefool” Mdiceputin.
"To your dismay” Zak continued, undaunted, " you know
that Drizzt would do the samefor me”’
"Heisyoung” Mdice purred. "He will be taught better”
” Asyou taught me?’ snapped Zak.
Malice svictorious grin became agrimace. ” | warn you, Zaknafein; shegrowled in al her vilerage. " If
you do any. thing to disrupt the ceremony to appease the Spider Queen, if, in the end of your wasted life,
you choose to anger me onefind time, | will give Drizzt to Briza. She and her tortur. oustoyswill give

himto Llath!”

Unafraid, Zak held hishead high. "1 have offered mysdlf, Malice’ he pat. ”Have your fun while you
may. In the end, Zaknafein will be a peace; Matron Mdice Do’ Urden will ever be a war!”

Shaking in anger, the moment of triumph stolen by afew smplewords, Malice could only whisper, "1ake
him!”




Zak offered no resistance as Viernaand Mayatied him to the spider-shaped dtar in the chapdl. He
watched Viernamostly, seeing an edge of sympathy rimming her quiet eyes. She, too, might have been
like him, but whatever hope he had for that possibility had been buried long ago under the relentless
preaching of the Spider Queen.

"You aresad” Zak remarked to her.

Viernagraightened and tugged tightly on one of Zak’s
bonds, causing himto grimacein pain.” A pity” shereplied
ascoldly as she could. "House Do’ Urden must give much to
repay Drizzt’ sfoolish deed. | would have enjoyed watching
the two of you together in battle’

"House Hun' ett would not have enjoyed the sight” Zak re-plied with awink. ” Cry nat, . .. my daughter”
Viernadapped him acrossthe face. ”lake your liesto your grave! ”

"Deny it asyou choose, Vierna’ was al that Zak cared to reply.

Viernaand Maya backed away from the dtar. Viernafought to hold her scowl and Mayabit back an
amused chuckle, as Matron Malice and Briza entered the room. The matron mother wore her grestest
ceremonia robe, black and weblike, clinging and floating about her dl at once, and Brizacarried a
sacred coffer.

Zak paid them no heed asthey began their ritua, chant. ing for the Spider Queen, offering their hopes
for appease-ment. Zak had his own hopes at that moment.

" Besat them dl” he whispered under his breath. ” Do more
than survive, my son, as| have survived. Livel Betrueto the
cdlingsinyour heart”

Braziersroared to life; the room glowed. Zak felt the heat, knew that contact to that darker plane had
been achieved.

"Takethis...” heheard Matron Mdice chant, but he put the words out of his thoughts and continued
thefind pray-ersof hislife.

The spider-shaped dagger hovered over his chest. Mdice clenched the instrument in her bony hands, the
sheen of her sweat-soaked skin catching the orange reflection of the firesin asurredistic glow.

Surred, like thetrangtion from life to death.

Chapter 28




Rightful Owner

How long had it been? An hour? Thro? Masoj paced the length of the gap between the two stalagmite
mounds just afew feet from the entrance to the tunnel that Drizzt, and then Guenhwyvar, had taken. " The
cat should have re-turned by now” the wizard grumbled, at the end of hispa. tience.

Rdlief flooded through his face amoment later, when Guenhwyvar’ s great black head peered around the
edge of the tunnel, behind one of the displacer beast statue guard. ians. The fur around the cat’s maw
was conspicuoudy wet with fresh blood.

"It isdone?’ Maso] asked, bardly able to contain ashout of eation. " Drizzt Do’ Urden is dead?’

"Hardly” camethereply. Drizzt, for dl hisidedism, had to admit atinge of pleasure asacloud of dread
cooled the dated firesin the Sinister wizard' s cheeks.

"What isthis, Guenhwyvar?’ Maso] demanded. ”Do as| bid you! Kill him now!”

Guenhwyvar stared blankly at Masoj, then lay at Drizzt' sfeet.

Y ou admit your attempt on my life?’ Drizzt asked.

Masoj measured the distance to his adversary-ten feet. He might be able to get off one spell. Perhaps.
Masoj had seen Drizzt move, quick and sure, and had little desire to . chance the attack if he could find
another way out of this predicament. Drizzt had not yet drawn aweapon, though the young warrior’s
hands rested easily across the hilts of his deadly blades.

”| understand” Drizzt continued camly. ”House Hun' ett

and House Do’ Urden are to battle’

"How did you know?" Masoj blurted without thinking, too shocked by the revelation to consider that
Drizzt might merely be goading him into alarger admisson.

" know much but carelittle’” Drizzt replied. "House
Hun’ ett wishesto wage war against my family. For what rea-
son, | cannot guess’

" For the vengeance of House DeVir!” came areply from adifferent direction.

Alton, standing on the side of a stalagmite mound, looked down at Drizzt.

A smile spread over Masoj’ sface. The odds had so quickly changed.




"House Hun'ett cares not at al for House DeVir” Drizzt re-

plied, still composed in the face of this new development. ”|

have learned enough of the ways of our people to know that

the fate of one house is not the concern of another”

"But itismy concernl” Alton cried, and he threw back the

cowl of hishood, reveding the hideous face, scarred by acid

for the sake of adisguise. ”1 am Alton DeVir, lone survivor of
House DeVir! House Do’ Urden will diefor its crimes against

my family, Sarting with you’

”| was not even born when the battle took place’” Drizzt protested.

" Of little consequence!” Alton snarled. ”Vou areaDo Ur-den, afilthy Do’ Urden. That isall that
matters’ Masoj tossed the onyx figurine to the ground. ” Guenhwy-var!” he commanded. ” Be gone!”

The cat looked over its shoulder to Drizzt, who nodded his approval.
"Begone!” Masoj cried again. ”| am your master! VVou can-not disobey me!”
"Y ou do not own thecat” Drizzt said camly.

"Who does, then?” Maso] shapped. "Vou?’

" Guenhwyvar” Drizzt replied. ” Only Guenhwyvar. |
would think that awizard would have a better understand-

ing of the magic around him”

With alow growl that might have been amocking laugh, Guenhwyvar loped across the soneto the
figurine and dis-dpated into smoky nothingness.

The cat waked down the length of the planar tunnd, to-

ward itshomein the Astral Plane. Ever before had

Guenhwyvar been anxious to make this journey, to escape the foul commands of its drow masters. This
time, though, the cat hesitated with every stride, looking back over its shoulder to the dot of darkness
that was Menzoberranzan.

"Will you ded?’ Drizzt offered.




"You arein no position to bargain” Alton laughed, draw-ing out the dender wand that Matron SiNafay
had given him.

Masoj cut him short. "Wait” he said. ” Perhaps Drizzt will prove vauable to our struggle against House
Do’ Urden” He eyed the young warrior directly. ”Y ou will betray your fam-ily?’

"Hardly” Drizzt snickered. ” As| have dready said to you, |
carelittle for the coming conflict. Let House Hun' et and
House Do’ Urden both be damned, as surely they will! My
concerns are personal”

Y ou must have something to offer usin exchange for your gain” Masoj explained. ” Otherwise, what
bargain can you hope to make?’

”| do have something to giveto you in return” Drizzt re-plied, hisvoice calm, ”your lives’ Masoj and
Alton looked to each other and laughed aoud, but there was atrace of nervousnessin their chuckles.

" Give methefiguring, Masoj” Drizzt continued, un-

daunted. ” Guenhwyvar never belonged to you and will

serve you no more’

Masoj stopped laughing.

"Inreturn” Drizzt went on before the wizard could reply,

"1 will leave House Do’ Urden and not take part in the battle’

" Corpses do not fight” Alton sneered.

" | will take another Do’ Urden with me’ Drizzt spat a him.

" A weapon master. Surely House Hun' et will have gained an

advantage if both Drizzt and Zaknafein-”

" Slencel” Masoj screamed. " The cat ismine! | do not need any bargains from apitiful Do’ Urden! You
are dead, fool, and House Do’ Urden’ s wegpon master will follow you to your grave!”

" Guenhwyvar isfree!” Drizzt growled.

The scimitars came out in Drizzt’ s hands. He had never re-dlly fought awizard before, let done two, but
he remem. bered vividly from past encountersthe sting of their spells. Masoj had already begun to cast,
but of more concern was Alton, out of quick reach and pointing that dender wand.

Before Drizzt ever decided his course of action, the issue was settled for him. A cloud of smoke
engulfed Masoj and hefdl back, his spell disrupted with the shock. Guenhwyvar was back.




Alton was out of Drizzt’ sreach. Drizzt could not hope to get to the wizard before the wand went off, but
to Guenhwyvar’ s streamlined feline muscles, the distance was not so greet. Hind legs tamped afooting
and snapped, launching the hunting panther through the air.

Alton brought the wand to bear on this new nemesisin time and released a mighty bolt, scorching
Guenhwyvar’'s chest. Greater strength than a single bolt, though, would be needed to deter the ferocious
panther. Stunned but ill fighting, Guenhwyvar dammed into the face esswizard, dropping him off the
back side of the stalagmite mound. The lightning bolt’ s flash stunned Drizzt aswell, but he continued to
pursue Masoj and could only hope that Guenhwyvar had survived. He rushed around the base of the
other stalagmite mound and came face-to-face with Ma-soj, once again in the act of spellcasting. Drizzt
didn’t dow; he ducked his head and barreled into his opponent, his scimitarsleading the way.

He dipped right through his opponent-right through the image of his opponent!

Drizzt crashed heavily into the stone and rolled aside, try-ing to escape the magica attack he knew was
coming.

Thistime, Masoj, standing fully thirty feet behind the pro. jection of hisimage, was taking no chances
with amiss. Helaunched avolley of magica misslesof energy that veered unerringly to intercept the
dodging fighter. They dammed into Drizzt, jolting him, bruisng him under hisskin.

But Drizzt was able to shake away the numbing pain and regain hisfooting. He knew wherethe red
Masoj was stand-ing now and had no intention of letting the trickster out of sight again.

A dagger in his hand, Masoj watched Drizzt’ s st king ap-proach.

Drizzt didn’t understand. Why was't the wizard prepar-ing another spell? Thefall had reopened the
wound in Drizzt’ s shoulder, and the magica bolts had torn his Sde and aleg. The wounds were not
serious, though, and Masoj had no chance againgt him in physical combat.

The wizard stood before him, unconcerned, dagger drawn and awicked smile on hisface.

Face down on the hard stone, Alton felt the warmth of his own blood running freely between the melted

holesthat were his eyes. The cat was higher up the side of the mound, not yet fully recovered from the
lightning bolt.

Alton forced himself up and raised hiswand for a second strike. .. but the wand had snapped in half.

Frantically Alton recovered the other piece and held it up before his disbdieving eyes. Guenhwyvar was
coming again, but Alton didn’t notice.

The glowing ends of the wand, a power building within the magica stick, enthraled him. Y ou cannot do
that” Al-ton whigpered in protest.

Guenhwyvar leaped just as the broken wand exploded.

A bdl of fireroared up into Menzoberranzan' s night, chunks of rubble rocketed off the great cavern’s
eastern wall and celling, and both Drizzt and Masoj were knocked from their feet.

"Now Guenhwyvar belongsto no one}’ Masoj sneered, tossing the figurine to the ground.




"No DeVir remainsto clam vengeance on House Do’ Ur-den” Drizzt growled back, hisanger holding
off hisdespair. Masoj became the focus of that anger, and the wizard’ s mocking laughter led Drizzt
toward himin afuriousrush.

Just as Drizzt got in range, Masoj snapped hisfingers and was gone.

"Invisble’ Drizzt roared, dicing futilely at the empty air before him. His exertionstook the edge from his
blind rage and he redlized that Masoj was no longer in front of him.

How foolish he must seem to the wizard. How vulnerable!
Drizzt crouched to listen. He sensed adistant chanting from up above, on the cavern wall.

Drizzt' singinctstold him to dive to the Sde, but his new understanding of wizardstold him that Masoj
would antici-pate such amove. Drizzt feigned to the left and heard the climactic words of the building
spell. Asthelightning blast thundered harmlessly to the side, Drizzt sprinted straight ahead, hoping his
vison would returnin timefor himto get to the wizard.

"Damn you!” Masoj cried, understanding the feint as soon as he had errantly fired. Rage became terror
in the next in-stant, as Masoj caught sight of Drizzt, printing across the stone, legping the rubble, and
crossing the sdes of the mounds with &l the grace of a hunting cet.

Masoj fumbled in his pockets for the components to his next spell. He had to be quick. Hewasfully
twenty feet from the cavern floor, perched on anarrow ledge, but Drizzt was moving fast, impossibly
fedt!

The ground beneath him did not register in Drizzt’ s con-scious thoughts. The cavern wall would have
seemed un-climbable to him inamorerationd state, but now he gave it not a care. Guenhwyvar was lost
to him. Guenhwyvar was gone.

That wicked wizard on the ledge, that embodiment of de-monic evil, had caused it. Drizzt sprang to the
wall, found one hand free-he must have discarded one scimitar-and caught a tenuous hold. It wasn't
enough for arationa drow, but Drizzt's mind ignored the protests of the musclesin hisstraining fingers.
He had only ten feet to go.

Another volley of energy bolts thudded into Drizzt, ham-mering the top of hishead in rapid successon.

"How many spdlsremain, wizard?’ he heard himself defi-antly cry asheignored the pain.

Masoj fell back when Drizzt looked up at him, when the burning light of those lavender orbsfell upon
him like a pro-nouncement of doom. He had seen Drizzt in battle many times, and the sight of thefighting
young warrior had haunted him through dl the planning of this assassnation. But Masoj had never seen
Drizzt enraged before. If he had, he never would have agreed to try to kill Drizzt. If he had, he would
have told Matron 5iNafay to go Sit on astalag-mite.

What spell was next? What spell could dow the monster that was Drizzt Do’ Urden?

A hand, glowing with the hest of anger, grabbed thelip of the ledge. Masoj ssomped on it with the hedl
of hisboot. The fingers were broken-the wizard knew that the fingers were broken-but Drizzt,
impossibly, was up beside him and the blade of a scimitar was through the wizard' sribs.




"Thefingersare broken!” the dying mage gasped in pro-test.
Drizzt looked down at his hand and redized the pain for
thefirst time. ” Perhagps’ he said absently, " but they will

I,mu

Drizzt, limping, found his other scimitar and cautioudy picked hisway over the rubble of one of the
mounds. Fight-ing the fear within his broken heart, he forced himself to peer over the crest at the
destruction. The back side of the mound glowed eerily in the residua hest, abeacon for the awakening
city.

So much for edlth. .

Pieces of Alton DeVir lay scattered at the bottom, around the wizard' s smoldering robes. ” Have you
found peace, Faceless One?’ Drizzt whispered, exhaling the last of his an-ger. He remembered the
assault Alton had launched against him those years ago in the Academy. The faceless master and Masoj
had explained it away as atest for abudding war-rior.

"How long you have carried your hate” Drizzt muttered at the blasted bits of corpse.
But Alton DeVir was not his concern now. He scanned the rest of the rubble, looking for some clueto

GuenhwyY ar’ sfate, not certain how amagica creature would fare in such adisaster. Not asign of the
cat remained, nothing that would even hmt that GuenhwyY ar had ever been there.

Drizzt conscioudy reminded himsdlf that there was no hope, but the anxious spring in his steps mocked
his stern visage. He rushed back down the mound and around the other stalagmite, where Masoj and he
had been when the wand exploded. He spotted the onyx figurine immediately.

Helifted it gently in hishands. It was warm, as though it, too, had been caught in the blast, and Drizzt
could sense that its magic had diminished. Drizzt wanted to cdl the cat, then, but he didn’t dare, knowing
that the travel between the planes heavily taxed GuenhwyY ar. If the cat had been in-jured, Drizzt figured
that it would be better to give it some time to recuperate.

”Oh, Guenhwyvar” he moaned, " my friend, my brave friend” He dropped the figurine into his pocket.

He could only hope that GuenhwyY ar had survived.

Chapter 29

Alone

Drizzt walked back around the stalagmite, back to the body of Masoj Hun’ ett. He had had no choice




but to kill his adversary; Masoj had drawn the battle lines.

That fact did little to dispel the guilt in Drizzt as he looked upon the corpse. He had killed another drow,
had taken the life of one of his own people. Was he trapped, as Zaknafein had been trapped for so very
many years, in acycle of vio-lence that would know no end?

"Never again” Drizzt vowed to the corpse. " Never again
will 1 kill adrow ef”

He turned away, disgusted, and knew as soon as heiooked back to the silent, sinister mounds of the vast
draw city that he would not survive long in Menzoberranzan if he held to that promise,

A thousand possibilitieswhirled in Drizzt’smind as he made hisway through the winding way's of
Menzoberran-zan. He pushed the thoughts aside, stopped them from dull-ing his aertness. The light was
generd now in Narbondel; the drow day was beginning, and activity had started from every corner of the
city. Intheworld of the surface-dwellers, the day was the safer time, when light exposed as-sassins. In
Menzoberranzan' s eternd darkness, the daytime of the dark elves was even more dangerous than the
night. Drizzt picked hisway carefully, rolling wide from the mushroom fence of the noblest houses,
wherein lay House Hun' ett. He encountered no more adversaries and made the safety of the Do’ Urden
compound ashort time later. He rushed through the gate and by the surprised soldiers with-out aword of
explanation and shoved aside the guards be-low the bal cony.

The house was strangely quiet; Drizzt would have ex-pected them al to be up and about with battle
imminent. He gave the eerie gtillness no more thought, and he cut astraight lineto the training gym and
Zaknafein's private quarters.

Drizzt paused outside the gym'’ s stone door, his hand tightly clenched on the handle of the portal. What
would he propose to hisfather? That they leave? He and Zaknafein on the periloustrails of the
Underdark, fighting when they must and escaping the burdensome guilt of their existence under drow
rule? Drizzt liked the thought, but he wasn't so certain now, standing before the door, that he could
con-vince Zak to follow such acourse. Zak could have left be-fore, a any time during the centuries of his
life, but when Drizzt had asked him why he had remained, the heat had drained from the wegpon
master’ sface. Were they indeed trapped in the life offered to them by Matron Mdice and her evil
cohorts?

Drizzt grimaced away the worries; no sensein arguing to himself with Zak only afew stepsaway.

Thetraining gym was as quiet asthe rest of the house. Tho quiet. Drizzt hadn't expected Zak to be
there, but some-thing more than his father was absent. The father’ s pres-ence, too, was gone.

Drizzt knew that something was wrong, and each step he took toward Zak’ s private door quickened
until hewasin full flight. He burst in without.aknock, not surprised to find the bed empty.

"Malice must have sent him out in search of me’ Drizzt reasoned. ” Damn, | have caused him trouble!”
Heturned to leave, but something caught his eye and held him in the room-Zak’ s sword belt.

Never would the weapon master have left his room, not even for functions within the safety of House
Do’ Urden, without his swords. Y our weapon is your most trusted companion” Zak had told Drizzt a
thousand times. "Keep it ever a your Sde!”




"House Hun' ett?” Drizzt whispered, wondering if the rival house had magicaly attacked in the night,
while hewas out battling Alton and Masoj. The compound, though, was se. rene; surdly the soldiers
would have known if anything like that had occurred.

Drizzt picked up the bt for inspection. No blood, and the clasp neatly unbuckled. No enemy had torn
thisfrom Zak.

The weapon master’ s pouch lay besideit, dso intact.

"What, then?’ Drizzt asked aoud. He replaced the sword belt beside the bed, but dung the pouch
across his neck, and turned, not knowing where he should go next.

He had to see about the rest of the family, he realized be- | fore he had even stepped through the door.
Perhaps then this riddle about Zak would become more clear.

Dread grew out of that thought as Drizzt headed down the long and decorated corridor to the chapel
anteroom.

Had Mdlice, or any of them, brought Zak harm? For what, purpose? The notion seemed illogica to
Drizzt, but it i nagged him every step, asif some Sxth sense werewarning him.

There dill wasno sign of anyone.

The anteroom’ s ornate doors swung in, magicaly and s-lently, even as Drizzt raised his hand to knock
on them. He saw the matron mother firgt, sitting smugly on her throne at the rear of the room, her smile
inviting.

Drizzt’ sdiscomfort did not diminish when he entered.

Thewholefamily wasthere: Briza, Vierna, and Mayato the sides of their matron, Rizzen and Dinin
unobtrusively standing besdethe left wall. Thewhole family. Except for Zak.

Matron Mdice studied her son carefully, noting his many wounds. | ingtructed you not to leave the
house” she said to Drizzt, but she was not scolding him. ”Where did your trav-elstake you?’

"WhereisZaknafein?’ Drizzt asked in reply.
” Answer the matron mother!” Brizayelled at him, her snake whip prominently displayed on her belt.

Drizzt glared a her and she recoiled, feding the same bit-ter chill that Zaknafein had cast over her earlier
inthe night.

"I ingructed you not to leave the house’” Mdice said again, till holding cadm. ”Why did you disobey
me?’

”| had mattersto atend” Drizzt replied, " urgent matters. |
did not wish to bother you with them”

"War isupon us, my son” Matron Mdice explained. ”Y ou




are vulnerable out in the city by yourself. House Do’ Urden
cannot afford to lose you now”

"My business had to be handled done’ Drizzt answered.
"Isit completed?’

"Itis’

"Then | trust that you will not disobey me again” The words came cam and even, but Drizzt understood
at once the severity of the threat behind them.

" To other matters, then” Malice went on.

"Whereis Zaknafein?’ Drizzt dared to ask again.

Brizamumbled some curse under her breath and pulled the whip from her belt. Matron Mdice threw an
out-gtretched hand in her direction to stay her. They needed tact, not brutdity, to bring Drizzt under
control at thiscriti-cal time. There would be ample opportunities for punish-ment after House Hun'’ et
was properly defeated.

" Concern yourself not with the fate of the weapon mas-

ter” Malicereplied. "He worksfor the good of House Do’ Ur-

den even as we speak-on a persona mission”

Drizzt didn’t believe aword of it. Zak would never have left without hiswegpons. The truth hovered
about Drizzt’ sthoughts, but hewouldn't let it in.

"Our concern isHouse Hun' ett” Malice went on, address-
ing themdl.” Thewar’ sfirs strikes may fdl this day”

"Thefirat rikesaready havefdlen” Drizzt interrupted.

All eyes came back to him, to hiswounds. He wanted to con-tinue the discussion about Zak but knew
that hewould only get himself, and Zak, if Zak was till dive, into further trou-ble. Perhapsthe
conversation would bring him more clues.

"Y ou have seen battle?’ Malice asked.

"Y ou know of the Faceless One?’ Drizzt asked.
"Master of the Academy” Dinin answered, " of Sorcere.
have dedlt with him often” :,

"He has been of useto usin the past” said Malice, ” but no




more, | believe. HeisaHun' ett, Gelroos Hun' ett”
"NO0" Drizzt replied. " Once he may have been, but Alton
DeVirishisname. .. was hisname”’
"Thelink!” Dinin growled, suddenly comprehending.
" Gerooswasto kill Alton on the night of House DeVir’ sfal!
"It would seem that Alton DeVir proved the stronger” mused Mdice, and al became clear to her.
"Matron SiNafay Hun' ett accepted him, used him to her gain” she explained to her family. Shelooked
back to Drizzt. Y ou battled with him?’

"Heisdead” Drizzt answered. ~

Matron Malice cackled with delight.

"Onelesswizard to ded with” Brizaremarked, replacing the whip on her belt.
"Two” Drizzt corrected, but there was no boasting in his
voice. Hewas not proud of hisactions. "Masoj Hun'ett isno

more’

"My son!” Matron Malice cried. ”Y ou have brought us a great edge-in thiswar!” She glanced al about
her family, in. fecting them, except Drizzt, with her eation. " House Hun' et may not even chooseto strike
us now, knowing its disadvantage. Wewill not let them get away! Wewill destroy them this day and
become the Eighth House of Menzoberranzan! Woe to the enemies of Daermon N’ a shez. baernon!

"We must move at once, my family” Mdice reasoned, her hands rubbing over each other in excitement.
"We cannot wait for an attack. We mugt take the offensivel Alton DeVir isgone now; the link that
judtifiesthiswar isno more.

Surely the ruling council knew of Hun' ett’ sintentions, and

with both her wizards dead and the element of surprise

lost, Matron SiNafay will move quickly to stop the battle’

Drizzt’ s hand unconscioudy dipped into Zak’ s pouch the othersjoined Mdicein her plotting.
"Whereis Zak?’ Drizzt demanded again, above the cho-rus.

Silence dropped as quickly as the tumult had begun.

"Heisof no concern to you, my son” Maice said to him, still keeping to her tact despite Drizzt’s
impudence. ”Y ou are the weapon master of House Do’ Urden now. LIoth hasfor-given your insolence;




you have no crimesweighing againgt you. Y our career may begin anew, to glorious heights!”

Her words cut through Drizzt as surely as his own scimi-tar might. ”Y ou killed him” he whispered doud,
the truth too awful to be contained in slent thought.

The matron’ sface suddenly gleamed, hot with rage. ”Y ou killed him!” she shot back at Drizzt. ™Y our
Insolence de-manded repayment to the Spider Queen!”

Drizzt' stongue got al tangled up behind histeeth.
"But you live” Malice went on, relaxing againin her chair, " asthe elven child lives’
Dinin was not the only one in the room to gasp audibly.

"Y es, we know of your deception” Mdice sneered. ” The Spider Queen aways knew. She demanded
reditution!’

"Y ou sacrificed Zaknafein?’ Drizzt breathed, hardly able to get the words out of his mouth. ”Y ou gave
him to that damned Spider Queen?’

"1 would watch how | spoke of Queen Lloth” Mdicewarned. " Forget Zaknafein. He is not your
concern. Look to your own life, my warrior son. All glories are offered to you, astation of honor!’

Drizzt wasindeed looking to hisown life a that moment; at the proposed path that offered him alife of
battle, alife of killing drow.

"Y ou have no options” Mdlice said to him, seeing hisin-ward struggle. "1 offer to you now your life. In
exchange, you must do as 1 bid, as Zaknafein once did!’

™Y ou kept your bargain with him” Drizzt spat sarcasti-cally.

"1 did!” Matron Malice protested. ” Zaknafein went will-ingly to the dtar, for your sakel”

Her words stung Drizzt for only amoment. He would not accept the guilt for Zaknafein’ s death! He had
followed the only course he could, on the surface againgt the ves and herein the evil city.

"My offer isagood one’ Mdicesad.”| giveit here, before dl thefamily. Both of uswill benefit from
the agreement, . . . Wegpon Master?”’

A smile spread across Drizzt’ s face when he looked into Matron Mdice s cold eyes, agrin that Ma~ce
took as accept-ance.

"Wegpon master?’ Drizzt echoed. "Not likely”
Agan Mdice misunderstood. "I have seen you in battle’
sheargued. "1\410 wizards! Y ou underestimate yourself”
Drizzt nearly laughed aoud &t theirony of her words.

She thought he would fail where Zaknafein had failed, would fal into her trap asthe former wegpon




measter had falen, never to climb back out. ” It is you who underestimate me, Maice’ Drizzt said with
threatening calm.

"Matron!” Briza demanded, but she held back, seeing that Drizzt and everyone else wasignoring her as
the drama played oui.

"Y ou ask meto serveyour evil designs’ Drizzt continued.

Heknew but didn’'t carethat dl of them were nervoudy fin. gering weapons or preparing spells, were
waliting for the proper moment to strike the blasphemous fool dead. Those childhood memories of the
agony of snake whips reminded him of the punishment for hisactions. Drizzt’ sfingers closed around a
circular object, adding to his courage, though he would have contiilued in any case.

"They arealie, asour-no, your-people arealie!”

"Your kinisasdark asmine” Mdicereminded him. ”Y ou are adrow, though you have never learned
what that meand”

”Oh, | do know what it means’
"Then act by therules!” Matron Malice demanded.

"Your rules?’ Drizzt growled back. ”But your rules are adamned lieaswell, asgreat alie asthat filthy
spider you clam asadeity!”

" Insolent dug!” Brizacried, raisng her snake whip.

Drizzt struck first. He pulled the object, the tiny ceramic globe, from Zaknafein's pouch.

" A true god damn you dl!” he cried as he dammed the bal to the stone floor. He snapped his eyes shut
asthe pebble within the ball, enchanted by a powerful light-emanating dweomer, exploded into the room
and erupted into hiskin’s sengtive eyes. ” And damn that Spider Queen aswdl!”

Malice reded backward, taking her great throne right over in aheavy crash to the hard stone. Cries of
agony and rage came from every corner of the room as the sudden light bored into the stunned drow.
Findly Viernamanaged to launch a countering spell and returned the room to its customary gloom.

" Get him!” Mdice growled, il trying to sheke off the heavy fal. "I want him dead!”

The others had hardly recovered enough to heed to her commands, and Dmzt was aready out of the
house.

Carried on the sllent winds of the Astral Plane, the call came. The entity of the panther stood up, ignoring
its pains, and took note of the voice, afamiliar, comforting voice.

The cat was off, then, running with al its heart and strength to answer the summons of its new master.

A short while later, Drizzt crept out of alittle tunnel, Guenhwyvar at his sde, and moved through the
courtyard of the Academy to look down upon Menzoberranzan for the last time.

"What placeisthis’ Drizzt asked the cat quietly, "that | call home? These are my people, by skin and by




heritage, but | am no kin to them. They arelost and ever will be.

"How many othersarelike me, | wonder?’ Drizzt whis-pered, taking one final look. " Doomed souls, as
was Zakna-fein, poor Zak. 1 do thisfor him, Guenhwyvar; | leave as he could not. Hislife has been my
lesson, adark scroll etched by the heavy price exacted by Matron Malice s evil prom-ises.

" Good-bye, ZakJ' hecried, hisvoicerisgng in find defi. ance. "My father. ' Dike heart, asdo [, that
when we meet again, in alife after this, it will surely not bein the hdlfire our kin are doomed to endure!”

Drizzt motioned the cat back into the tunndl, the entrance to the untamed Underdark. Watching the cat’s
easy move-ments, Drizzt redlized again how fortunate he was to have found a companion of like spirit, a
true friend. Theway would not be easy for him and Guenhwyvar beyond the guarded borders of
Menzoberranzan. They would be un. protected and aone-though better off, by Drizzt’ s estimation-more
than they Bver could be amid the eVilness of the draw.

Drizzt stepped into the tunnel behind Guenhwyvar and left Menzoberranzan behind.
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