Mooshi€ s Grove

The dark ef sat on the barrenmountainside, watching anxioudly asthe line of red grew above the eastern
horizon. Thiswould be perhaps his hundredth dawn, and he knew well the sting the searing light would
bring to hislavender eyesthat had known only the darkness of the Under dark for more than four
decades.

The drow did not turn away, though, when the upper rim of the flaming sun crested the horizon. He
accepted the light as his purgatory, apain necessary if he wasto follow his chosen path, to becomea
cregture of the surface world.

Gray smoke wafted up before the drow’ s dark skinned face. He knew what it meant without even
looking down. His piwafwi, the magica drow made cloak that had so many timesin the Underdark
shieded him from probing enemy eyes, had finaly succumbed to the daylight. The magic in the cloak had
begun fading weeks before, and the fabric itsalf was smply melting away. Wide holes appeared as
patches of the garment dissolved, and the drow pulled hisarmsin tightly to salvage as much as he could.

It wouldn’t make any difference, he knew, the cloak was doomed to waste away in thisworld so
different from where it had been created. The drow clung to it desperately, somehow viewing it asan
andogy to hisown fate,

The sun climbed higher and tears rolled out of the drow’ s squinting lavender eyes. He could not seethe
smoke anymore, could see nothing beyond the blinding glare of that terrible bal of fire. Still he sat and
watched, right through the dawn.

To survive, he had to adapt.

He pushed histoe painfully down againgt ajag in the stone and focused his attention away from his eyes,
from the dizziness that threatened to overcome him. He thought of how thin hisfinely woven boots had
become and knew that they, too, would soon dissipate into nothingness.

Then his scimitars, perhaps? Would those magnificent drow weapons, which had sustained him through
S0 many trids, be no more? What fate awaited Guenhwyvar, hismagical panther companion?
Unconscioudy the drow dropped a hand into his pouch to fed the marvelous figurine, so perfect in every
detail, which he used to summon the cat. Its solidity reassured him in that moment of doubt, but if it, too,
had been crafted by the dark elves, imbued with the magic so particular to their domain, would
Guenhwyvar soon be lost?

“What apitiful creature | will become,” the drow lamented in his native tongue. He wondered, not for
thefirgt time and certainly not for the last, about the wisdom of his decision to leave the Underdark, to
forsake theworld of hisevil people.

His head pounded, swest rolled into his eyes, heightening the sting. The sun continued its ascent and the
drow could not endure. He rose and turned toward the small cave he had taken as hishome, and he
again put a hand absently on the panther figurine.

His piwafwi hung in tatters about him, serving as meager protection from the mountain winds' chill bite.
Therewas no wind in the Underdark except for dight currentsrising off pools of magma, and no chill




except for theicy touch of an undead mongter. This surface world, which the drow had known for
severad months, showed him many differences, many variables—too many, he often believed.

Drizzt Do’ Urden would not surrender. The Underdark was the world of hiskin, of hisfamily, and in that
darkness he would find no rest. Following the demands of his principles, he had struck out against Lloth,
the Spider Queen, the evil deity his people revered abovelifeitsdf. The dark elves, Drizzt’ sfamily,
would not forgive his blasphemy, and the Underdark had no holes deep enough to escape their long
reach.

Evenif Drizzt believed that the sun would burn him away, asit burned away his boots and his precious
piwafwi, even if he became no more than insubstantia, gray smoke blowing away in the chill mountain
breeze, he would retain his principles and dignity, those dements that made hislife worthwhile.

Drizzt pulled off hiscloak’ s remains and tossed them down a deegp chasm. The chilly wind nipped
againgt his swesat beaded brow, but the drow walked straight and proud, his jaw firm and hislavender
eyes wide open.

Thiswasthefate he preferred.

Along the sde of adifferent mountain, not so far away, another creature watched the rising sun. Ulgulu,
too, had |eft hisbirthplace, the filthy, smoking rifts that marked the plane of Gehenna, but this monster
had not come of his own accord. It was Ulgulu’ sfate, his penance, to grow in thisworld until he attained
aufficient strength to return to hishome.

Ulgulu’slot was murder, feeding on thelife force of the wesk mortals around him. He was close now to
ataining his maturity: huge and strong and terrible.

Every kill made him stronger.
SUnRise

It burned at my eyes and pained every part of my body. It destroyed my piwafwi and boots, stole the
magic from my armor, and weakened my trusted scimitars. Still, every day, without fail, | wasthere,
sitting upon my perch, my judgment seet, to await the arriva of the sunrise.

It came to me each day in a paradoxica way. The sting could not be denied, but neither could | deny the
beauty of the spectacle. The colorsjust before the sun’ s appearance grabbed my soul in away that no
patterns of heat emanationsin the Underdark ever could. At first, I thought my enhancement aresult of
the strangeness of the scene, but even now, many yearslater, | fed my heart legp at the subtle brightening
that heralds the dawn.

| know now that my time in the sun my daily penance was more than mere desire to adapt to the ways of
the surface world. The sun became the symboal of the difference between the Underdark and my new
home. The society that | had run away from, aworld of secret dealings and treacherous conspiracies
could not exist in the open spaces under the light of day.

Thissun, for dl the anguish it brought me physicaly, cameto represent my denid of that other, darker
world. Thoserays of reveding light reinforced my principles as surely as they weakened the drow made
magicd items,

In the sunlight, the piwafwi, the shielding cloak that defeated probing eyesthe garment of thieves and




assassins became no more than aworthless rag of tattered cloth.
—Drizzt Do’ Urden
Poignant Lessons

Drizzt crept past the shielding shrubs and over the flat and bare stone that led to the cave now serving as
his home. He knew that something had crossed thisway recently very recently. There were no tracksto
be seen, but the scent was strong.

Guenhwyvar circled on the rocks up above the hillside cave. Sight of the panther gave the drow a
measure of comfort. Drizzt had cometo trust Guenhwyvar implicitly and knew that the cat would flush
out any enemies hiding in ambush. Drizzt disappeared into the dark opening and smiled as he heard the
panther come down behind, watching over him.

Drizzt paused behind a stone just inside the entrance, letting his eyes adjust to the gloom. The sun was
gl bright, though it was fast dipping into the western sky, but the cave was much darker—dark enough
for Drizzt to let hisvison dip into the infrared spectrum. As soon as the adjustment was compl eted,
Drizzt located the intruder. The clear glow of aheat source, aliving cresture, emanated from behind
another rock deeper in the one chambered cave. Drizzt relaxed considerably. Guenhwyvar wasonly a
few steps away now, and, considering the size of the rock, the intruder could not be alarge beast.

Still, Drizzt had been raised in the Underdark, where every living creature, regardiess of its Size, was
respected and considered dangerous. He signaed for Guenhwyvar to remain in position near the exit and
crept around to get a better angle on theintruder.

Drizzt had never seen such an animd before. It gppeared dmogt catlike, but its head was much smaler
and more sharply pointed. The whole of it could not have weighed more than afew pounds. Thisfact,
and the creature’ s bushy tail and thick fur indicated that it was more aforager than apredator. It
rummaged now through a pack of food, apparently obliviousto the drow’ s presence.

“Take ease, Guenhwyvar,” Drizzt called softly, dipping his scimitarsinto their sheeths. He took astep
toward the intruder for a better look, though he kept a cautious distance so as not to Sartleit, thinking
that he might have found another companion. If he could only gaintheanima’ strudt. . .

The smdl anima turned abruptly at Drizzt’scdl, its short front legs quickly backing it against the wall.

“Takeease,” Drizzt said quietly, thistimeto theintruder. “I’ll not harm you.” Drizzt took another stepin
and the creature hissed and spun about, its smal hind feet sslamping down on the stonefloor.

Drizzt nearly laughed aoud, thinking that the cresture meant to push itself straight through the cave's
back wall. Guenhwyvar bounded over then, and the panther’ simmediate distress stole the mirth from the
drow’ sface.

Theanimd’stall came up high, Drizzt noticed in thefaint light that the beast had distinctive stripes running
down its back. Guenhwyvar whimpered and turned to flee, but it wastoo late....

About an hour later Drizzt and Guenhwyvar walked aong the lower trails of the mountain in search of a
new home. They had salvaged what they could, though that wasn't very much. Guenhwyvar kept agood
distanceto the sde of Drizzt. Proximity made the stink only worse.




Drizzt took it al in stride, though the stench of his own body made the lesson a bit more poignant than he
would have liked. He didn't know thelittle anima’ s name, of course, but he had marked its appearance
keenly. He would know better the next time he encountered a skunk.

“What of my other companionsin this strange world,”

Drizzt whispered to himsdlf. It was not the first time the drow had voiced such concerns. He knew very
little of the surface and even less of the creaturesthat lived here. His months had been spent in and about
the cave, with only occasiond forays down to the lower, more populated regions. There, in hisforaging,
he had seen some animals, usudly at adistance, and had even observed some humans. He had not yet
found the courage to come out of hiding, though, to greet his neighbors, fearing potentia rgjection and
knowing that he had nowhereleft to run.

The sound of rushing water led the reeking drow and panther to afast running brook. Drizzt immediately
found some protective shade and began stripping away hisarmor and clothing, while Guenhwyvar moved
downgtream to do somefishing. The sound of the panther fumbling around in the water brought asmileto
the drow’ s severe features. They would est well this night.

Drizzt gingerly flipped the clasp of hisbelt and laid his crafted wegpons beside his mesh chain mail.
Truly, hefdt vulnerable without the armor and weapons— he never would have put them so far from his
reach in the Underdark but many months had passed since Drizzt had found any need for them. He
looked to his scimitars and was flooded by the bittersweet memories of the last time he had put them to
use.

He had battled Zaknafein then, hisfather and mentor and dearest friend. Only Drizzt had survived the
encounter. The legendary wegpon master was gone now, but the triumph in that fight belonged as much

to Zak asit did to Drizzt, for it was not redly Zaknafein who had come after Drizzt on the bridges of an
acidfilled cavern. Rather, it was Zaknafein’ swraith, under the control of Drizzt’ sevil mother, Matron
Mdlice. She had sought revenge upon her son for his denouncement of LIoth and of the chaotic drow
society in general. Drizzt had spent more than thirty yearsin Menzoberranzan but had never accepted the
malicious and crue waysthat were the norm in the Drow city. He had been a constant embarrassment to
House Do’ Urden despite his considerable skill with weapons. When he ran from the city to live alife of
exilein the wilds of the Underdark, he had placed his high priestess mother out of Lloth’sfavor.

Thus, Matron Malice Do’ Urden had raised the spirit of Zaknafein, the weapon master she had sacrificed
to Lloth, and sent the undead thing after her son. Maice had miscal culated, though, for there remained
enough of Zak’ s soul within the body to deny the attack on Drizzt. In theinstant that Zak managed to
wrest control from Malice, he had cried out in triumph and legped into the lake of acid.

“My father,” Drizzt whispered, drawing strength from the smple words. He had succeeded where
Zaknafein had failed, he had forsaken the evil ways of the drow where Zak had been trapped for
centuries, acting asapawn in Matron Mdice s power games. From Zaknafein' sfailure and ultimate
demise, young Drizzt had found strength, from Zak’ svictory in the acid cavern, Drizzt had found
determination. Drizzt had ignored the web of Kes hisformer teachers a the Academy in
Menzoberranzan had tried to spin, and he had come to the surface to begin anew life.

Drizzt shuddered as he stepped into the icy stream. In the Underdark he had known fairly constant
temperatures and unvarying darkness. Here, though, the world surprised him at every turn. Already he
had noticed that the periods of daylight and darkness were not constant, the sun set earlier every day and
the temperature changing from hour to hour, it seemed had steadily dipped during the last few weeks.
Even within those periods of light and dark loomed incons stencies. Some nights were visited by asilver




glowing orb and some days held apall of gray instead of adome of shining blue.

Inspiteof it al, Drizzt most often felt comfortable with his decision to come to this unknown world.
Looking at hisweapons and armor now, lying in the shadows a dozen feet from where he bathed, Drizzt
had to admit that the surface, for dl of its strangeness, offered more peace than anywherein the
Underdark ever could.

Drizzt wasin the wilds now, despite his cam. He had spent four months on the surface and was il
aone, except when he was able to summon his magica feline companion. Now, stripped bare except for
hisragged pants, with his eyes singing from the skunk spray, his sense of smdl lost within the cloud of his
own pungent aroma, and his keen sense of hearing dulled by the din of rushing water, the drow was
indeed vulnerable.

“What amess | must appear,” Drizzt mused, roughly running his dender fingersthrough the mat of his
thick, white hair. When he glanced back to his equipment, though, the thought was washed quickly from
Drizzt’ smind. Five hulking forms straddled his belongings and undoubtedly cared little for the dark f s
ragged appearance.

Drizzt considered the grayish skin and dark muzzles of the dog faced, seven-foot tal humanoids, but
more particularly, he watched the spears and swords that they now leveled hisway. He knew thistype of
mongter, for he had seen smilar creatures serving as daves back in Menzoberranzan. In this Situation,
however, the gnalls gppeared much different, more ominous, than Drizzt remembered them.

He briefly consdered arush to his scimitars but dismissed the notion, knowing that a spear would
skewer him before he ever got close. The largest of the gnoll band, an eight foot giant with striking red
hair, looked at Drizzt for along moment, eyed the drow’ s equipment, then looked back to him.

“What are you thinking?’ Drizzt muttered under hisbreath. Drizzt redlly knew very little about gnolls. At
Menzoberranzan’' s Academy he had been taught that gnolls were of agoblinoid race, evil, unpredictable,
and quite dangerous. He had been told that of the surface elves and humans aswell, though and, he now
redlized, of nearly every race that was not drow. Drizzt dmost laughed doud despite his predicament.
Ironically, the race that most deserved that mantle of evil unpredictability was the drow themselved!

The gnolls made no other moves and uttered no commands. Drizzt understood their hesitancy at the sght
of adark df and he knew that he must seize that natura fear if he wasto have any chance at dl. Calling
upon theinnate abilities of hismagica heritage, Drizzt waved hisdark hand and outlined dl five gnollsin
harmless purple glowing flames.

One of the beasts dropped immediately to the ground, as Drizzt had hoped, but the others halted at a
signd from their more experienced leader’ s outstretched hand. They looked around nervoudly,
gpparently wondering about the wisdom of continuing this meeting. The gnoll chieftain, though, had seen
harmless fagrie fire before, in afight with an unfortunate now deceased ranger, and knew it for what it
was.

Drizzt tensed in anticipation and tried to determine his next move.

The gnoall chieftain glanced around at its companions, asif studying how fully they were limned by the
dancing flames. Judging by the completeness of the pell, thiswas no ordinary drow peasant sanding in
the stream or so Drizzt hoped the chieftain was thinking.

Drizzt relaxed a bit as the leader dipped its spear and signaled for the othersto do likewise. The gnoll




then barked ajumble of wordsthat sounded like gibberish to the drow. Seeing Drizzt’ s obvious
confusion, the gnall called something in the guttura tongue of goblins.

Drizzt understood the goblin language, but the gnoll’ s didect was so very strange that he managed to
decipher only afew words, “friend” and “leader” being among them.

Cautioudy Drizzt took astep toward the bank. The gnolls gave ground, opening a path to his belongings.
Drizzt took another tentative step, then grew more at ease when he noticed a black feline form crouched
in the bushes a short distance away. At his command, Guenhwyvar, in one great spring, would come
crashing into the gnoll band.

“Youand | towak together?’ Drizzt asked the gnoll leader, using the goblin tongue and trying to
smulate the creature sdiaect.

The gnall replied in ahurried shout, and the only thing that Drizzt thought he understood wasthe last
word of the

question: “. .. dly?
Drizzt nodded dowly, hoping he understood the creature’ s full meaning.

“Ally!” the gnoll croaked, and al of its companions smiled and laughed in relief and patted each other on
the back. Drizzt reached his equipment then, and immediately strapped on his scimitars. Seeing the gnalls
distracted, the drow glanced at Guenhwyvar and nodded to the thick growth along the trail ahead. Owiftly
and slently, Guenhwyvar took up anew position. No need to give dl of his secrets away, Drizzt figured,
not until he truly understood his new companions' intentions.

Drizzt waked along with the gnolls down the mountain’ s lower, winding passes. The gnollskept far to
the drow’ s Sides, whether out of respect for Drizzt and the reputation of hisrace or for some other
reason, he could not know. More likely, Drizzt suspected, they kept their distance smply because of his
odor, which the bath had done little to diminish.

The gnoll leader addressed Drizzt every so often, accentuating its excited words with ady wink or a
sudden rub of itsthick, padded hands. Drizzt had no idea of what the gnoll was talking about, but he
assumed from the creature’ s eager lip smacking that it was leading him to some sort of feast.

Drizzt soon guessed the band’ s destination, for he had often watched from jutting peaks highin the
mountains, thelights of asmall human farming community in thevaley. Drizzt could only guess et the
relationship between the gnolls and the human farmers, but he sensed that it was not afriendly one. When
they neared the village, the gnolls dropped into defensive positions, followed lines of shrubs, and kept to
the shadows as much as possible. Twilight was fast approaching as the troupe made its way around the
village' s centrd areato look down upon a secluded farmhouse off to the west.

The gnoll chieftain whispered to Drizzt, dowly rolling out each word so that the drow might understand.
“Onefamily,” it croaked. “ Three men, two women. . .”

“One young woman,” another added eagerly.

Thegnoll chieftain gave asnarl. “ And three young males,” it concluded.

Drizzt thought he now understood the journey’ s purpose and the surprised and questioning look on his




face prompted the gnoll to confirm it beyond doubt.
“Enemies,” theleader declared.

Drizzt, knowing next to nothing of the two races, wasin adilemma. The gnollswere raidersthat much
was clear and they meant to swoop down upon the farmhouse as soon as the last daylight faded away .
Drizzt had no intention of joining them in their fight until he had alot more information concerning the
nature of the conflict.

“Enemies?’ he asked.

The gnoll leader crinkled its brow in apparent consternation. It spouted aline of gibberish in which Drizzt
thought he heard “human . . . weekling . . . dave.” All the gnolls sensed the drow’ s sudden uneasiness,
and they began fingering their weapons and glancing to each other nervoudly.

“Threemen,” Drizzt sad.
The gnoll jabbed its spear savagely toward the ground. “Kill oldest! Catch two!”
“Women?’

The evil smilethat soread over the gnall’ s face answered the question beyond doubt, and Drizzt was
beginning to understand where he stood in the conflict.

“What of the children?’ He eyed the gnoll leader squarely and spoke each word digtinctly. There could
be no misunderstanding. Hisfina question confirmed it dl, for while Drizzt could accept the typical
savagery concerning mortal enemies, he could never forget the one time he had participated in such a
raid. He had saved an even child on that day, had hidden the girl under her mother’ s body to keep her
from the wrath of his drow companions. Of al the many evils Drizzt had ever witnessed, the murder of
children had been the worst.

The gnoll thrust its spear toward the ground, its dogface
Contorted in wicked glee.

“I think not,” Drizzt ssid smply, fires springing up in hislavender eyes. Somehow, the gnolls noticed his
scimitars had appeared in his hands.

Again the gnoll’ s snout crinkled, thistimein confusion. It tried to get its Spear up in defense, not knowing
what this strange drow would do next, but wastoo late.

Drizzt’ srush wastoo quick. Before the gnoll’ s spear tip even moved, the drow waded in, scimitars
leading. The other four gnolls watched in amazement as Drizzt’ s blades snapped twice, tearing the throat
from their powerful leader. The giant gnoll fell backward silently, grasping futilely at itsthroat

A gnall to the Sdereacted firgt, leveling its spear and charging at Drizzt. The agile drow easly deflected
the straightforward attack but was careful not to dow the gnoll’s momentum. Asthe huge creature
lumbered past, Drizzt rolled around beside it and kicked at its ankles. Off balance, the gnoll stumbled on,
plunging its spear deep into the chest of a startled companion.

The gnoll tugged at the weapon, but it was firmly embedded, its barbed head hooked around the other




gnall’ s backbone. The gnoll had no concern for its dying companion, al it wanted wasits wegpon. It
tugged and twisted and cursed and spat into the agonized expressions crossing its companion’s
face—until ascimitar bashed in the beast’ s skulll.

Another gnoll, seeing the drow distracted and thinking it wiser to engage the foe from adistance, raised
its spear to throw. Its arm went up high, but before the weapon ever started forward, Guenhwyvar
crashed in, and the gnoll and panther tumbled away. The gnoll smashed heavy punchesinto the panther’s
muscled side, but Guenhwyvar’ sraking claws were more effective by far. In the split second it took
Drizzt to turn from the three dead gnolls at hisfeet, the fourth of the band lay dead benegth the great
panther. Thefifth had taken flight.

Guenhwyvar tore free of the dead gnoll’ s stubborn grasp. The cat’ s deek musclesrippled anxioudy asit
awaited the expected command. Drizzt considered the carnage around him, the blood on his scimitars,
and the horrible expressions on the faces of the dead. He wanted to let it end, for he redlized that he had
stepped into aSituation beyond his experience, had crossed the paths of two racesthat he knew very
little about. After amoment of consderation, though, the single notion that stood out in the drow’smind
was the gnoll leader’ s gleeful promise of death to the human children, too much was at stake.

Drizzt turned to Guenhwyvar, his voice more determined than resigned. “Go get him.”

The gnoll scrambled dong thetrails, its eyes darting back and forth asit imagined dark forms behind
every tree or stone.

“Drow!” it rasped over and over, using the word itsdlf as encouragement during itsflight. “ Drow!
Drow!”

Huffing and panting, the gnoll came into a copse of trees stretching between two steep walls of bare
stone. It tumbled over afdlenlog, dipped, and bruised its ribs on the angled d ope of amoss covered
stone. Minor painswould not dow the frightened creature, though, not in the least. The gnoll knew it was
being pursued, sensed a presence dipping in and out of the shadows just beyond the edges of itsvision.

Asit neared the end of the copse, the evening gloom thick about it, the gnoll spotted a set of yellow
glowing eyes peering back at it. The gnoll had seen its companion taken down by the panther and could
make a guess as to what now blocked its path.

Gnolls were cowardly mongters, but they could fight with amazing tenacity when cornered. So it was
now. Redizing that it had no escapeit certainly couldn’t turn back in the direction of the dark elf—the
gnoll snarled and heaved its heavy spear.

The gnoll heard ashuffle, athump, and asqued of pain as the spear connected. The yellow eyes went
away for amoment, then aform scurried off toward atree. It moved low to the ground, dmost catlike,
but the gnoll redlized at once that his mark had been no panther. When the wounded animal got to the
tree, it looked back and the gnoll recognized it clearly.

“Raccoon” the gnoll blurted, and it laughed. 1 run from raccoon!” The gnoll shook its head and blew
away dl of itsmirth in adeep breath. The sight of the raccoon had brought a measure of relief, but the
gnoll could not forget what had happened back down the path. It had to get back to itslair now, back to
report to Ulgulu, its gigantic goblin master, its god thing, about the drow.

It took astep to retrieve the spear, then stopped suddenly, sensing amovement from behind. Sowly the
gnoll turned its head. It could see its own shoulder and the moss covered rock behind.




The gnoll froze. Nothing moved behind it, not a sound issued from anywhere in the copse, but the beast
knew that something was back there. The goblinoid' s breath came in short rasps, itsfat hands clenched
and opened at itsSides.

Thegnoll spun quickly and roared, but the shout of rage became acry of terror as six hundred pounds
of panther leaped down upon it from alow branch.

Theimpact laid the gnoll out flat, but it was not awesk creature. Ignoring the burning pains of the
panther’ s cruel claws, the gnall grasped Guenhwyvar’ s plunging head, held on desperately to keep the
deadly maw from finding ahold on its neck.

For nearly aminute the gnoll struggled, its arms quivering under the pressure of the powerful musclesin
the panther’ s neck. The head came down then and Guenhwyvar found ahold. Greset teeth locked onto
the gnall’ s neck and squeezed away the doomed creature’ s breeth.

The gnall flailed and thrashed wildly, somehow it managed to roll back over the panther. Guenhwyvar
remained visdike, unconcerned. The maw held firm.

In afew minutes, the thrashing stopped.
Questions of Conscience

Drizzt let hisvigon dip into the infrared spectrum, the night vision that could see gradations of heet as
clearly asheviewed objectsin thelight. To hiseyes, his scimitars now shone brightly with the heat of
fresh blood and the torn gnoll bodies spilled their warmth into the open air.

Drizzt tried to look away, tried to observe the traill where Guenhwyvar had gonein pursuit of the fifth
gnoll, but, every time, his gaze fell back to the dead gnolls and the blood on hisweapons.

“What have | done?’ Drizzt wondered adoud. Truly, he did not know. The gnolls had spoken of
daughtering children, athought that had evoked rage within Drizzt, but what did Drizzt know of the
conflict between the gnolls and the humans of the village? Might the humans, even the human children, be
mongters? Perhaps they had raided the gnolls' village and killed without mercy. Perhaps the gnolls meant
to strike back because they had no choice, because they had to defend themselves.

Drizzt ran from the grizzly scenein search of Guenhwyvar, hoping he could get to the panther before the
fifth gnoll was deed. If he could find the gnoll and capture it, he might be able to learn some of the
answersthat he desperately needed to know.

He moved with swift and graceful strides, making barely arustle as he dipped through the brush dong
thetrail. He found sgns of the gnoll’ s passing easly enough, and he saw, to hisfear, that Guenhwyvar
had also discovered thetrail. When he came at |ast to the narrow copse of trees, he fully expected that
hissearch was a itsend. Still, Drizzt’ s heart sank when he saw the cat, reclined beside the find kill.

Guenhwyvar looked at Drizzt curioudy as he approached the drow’ s stride obvioudly agitated.

“What have we done, Guenhwyvar?’ Drizzt whispered. The panther tilted its head asthough it did not
understand.

“Who am | to pass such judgment?’ Drizzt went on, talking to himsaf more than to the cat. He turned




from Guenhwyvar and the dead gnoll and moved to aleafy bush, where he could wipe the blood from his
blades. “The gnolls did not attack me, but they had me at their mercy when they first found mein the
stream. And | repay them by spilling their blood!”

Drizzt spun back on Guenhwyvar with the proclamation, asif he expected, even hoped that the panther
would somehow berate him, somehow condemn him and justify his guilt. Guenhwyvar hadn’t moved an
inch and did not now, and the panther’ s sauicer eyes, shining greenish yellow in the night, did not bore
into Drizzt, did not incriminate him for hisactionsin any way.

Drizzt started to protest, wanting to walow in his guilt, but Guenhwyvar’ s cam acceptance would not be
shaken. When they had lived out donein the wilds of the Underdark, when Drizzt had lost himsdlf to
savage urgesthat relished killing, Guenhwyvar had sometimes disobeyed him, had even returned to the
Adtra Plane once without being dismissed. Now, though, the panther showed no signs of leaving or of
disappointment. Guenhwyvar roseto itsfeet, shook the dirt and twigs from its deek, black coat, and
walked over to nuzzle againgt Drizzt.

Gradually Drizzt relaxed. He wiped his scimitars once more, thistime on the thick grass, and dipped
them back into their sheaths, then he dropped a thankful hand onto Guenhwyvar’ s huge head.

“Their words marked them as evil,” the drow whigpered to reassure himsdlf. “ Their intentions forced my
action.” His own words lacked conviction, but, at that moment, Drizzt had to believe them. Hetook a
deep bresth to steady himsdlf and looked inward to find the sirength he knew he would need. Redlizing
then that Guenhwyvar had been at his side for along time and needed to return to the Astral Planeto
rest, he reached into the small pouch a hisside.

Before Drizzt ever got the onyx figurine out of his pouch, though, the panther’ s paw came up and batted
it from his grasp. Drizzt looked & Guenhwyvar curioudly, and the cat leaned heavily into him, nearly
taking him from hisfeet.

“My loyd friend,” Drizzt said, redlizing that the weary panther meant to stay beside him. He pulled his
hand from the pouch and dropped to one knee, locking Guenhwyvar in agreat hug. The two of them,
side by side, then waked from the copse.

Drizzt dept not at dl that night, but watched the stars and wondered. Guenhwyvar sensed his anxiety
and stayed close throughout the rise and set of the moon, and when Drizzt moved out to greet the next
dawn, Guenhwyvar plodded adong, drawvn and tired, at hisside. They found arocky crest in the foothills
and sat back to watch the coming spectacle.

Below them thelast lights faded from the windows of the farming village. The eastern sky turned to pink,
then crimson, but Drizzt found himsdlf distracted. His gaze fingered on the farmhouses far below, hismind
tried to piece together the routines of this unknown community and tried to find in that somejustification
for the previous day’ s events.

The humans were farmers, that much Drizzt knew, and diligent workerstoo, for many of them were
aready out tending their fields. While those facts brought promise, however, Drizzt could not begin to
make sweeping assumptions as to the human race’ s overal demeanor.

Drizzt cameto adecision then, asthe daylight stretched wide, illuminating the wooden structures of the
town and the widefiddsof grain. “1 must learn more, Guenhwyvar,” he said softly. “If I, if we areto
remain in thisworld, we must come to understand the ways of our neighbors.”




Drizzt nodded as he considered his own words. It had aready been proven, painfully proven, that he
could not remain aneutra observer to the goings on of the surface world. Drizzt was often called to
action by his conscience, aforce he had no power to deny. Y et with so little knowledge of the races
sharing thisregion, his conscience could easily lead him astray. It could wreak damage againgt the
innocent, thereby defeating the very principles Drizzt meant to champion.

Drizzt squinted through the morning light, eyeing the distant village for some hint of an answer. “1 will go
there,” hetold the panther. “1 will go and watch and learn.”

Guenhwyvar sat slently throughiit dl. If the panther gpproved or disapproved, or even understood
Drizzt’ sintenfe Drizzt could not tell. Thistime, though, Guenhwyvar made no move of protest when
Drizzt reached for the onyx figurine. A few moments later, the great panther was running off through the
planar tunnel to itsastral home, and Drizzt moved dong the trailsleading to the human village and his
answers. He stopped only once, at the body of the lone gnall, to take the creature’ s cloak. Drizzt winced
a hisown thievery, but the chill night had reminded him that theloss of his piwafwi could prove serious.

To thispoint, Drizzt’s knowledge of humans and their society was severdly limited. Deep in the bowels
of the Underdark, the dark elves had little communication with, or interest in, those of the surface world.
The onetime in Menzoberranzan that Drizzt had heard anything of humansat al was during histenurein
the Academy, the six months he had spent in Sorcere, the school of wizards. The drow masters had
warned the students againgt using magic “like ahuman would,” implying a dangerous recklessness
generaly associated with the shorter lived race.

“Humanwizards,” the masters had said, “ have no fewer ambitions than drow wizards, but while adrow
may take five centuries accomplishing those goals, a human has only afew short decades.”

Drizzt had carried the implications of that statement with him for ascore of years, particularly over the
last few months, when he had looked down upon the human village dmost daily. If dl humans, not just
wizards, were as ambitious as so many of the drow fanatics who might spend the better part of a
millennium accomplishing their goas would they be consumed by a single mindedness that bordered on
hysteria? Or perhaps, Drizzt hoped, the stories he had heard of humans at the Academy were just more
of thetypica liesthat bound his society in aweb of intrigue and paranoia. Perhaps humans set their god's
at more reasonable levels and found enjoyment and satisfaction in the small pleasures of the short days of
thelr existence.

Drizzt had met ahuman only once during histravels through the Underdark. That man, awizard, had
behaved irrationdly, unpredictably, and ultimately dangeroudy. Thewizard had transformed Drizzt’ s
friend from a pech, aharmless|ittle humanoid cresture, into a horrible monster. When Drizzt and his
companions went to set things aright at the wizard’ stower, they were greeted by aroaring blast of
lightning. In the end, the human waskilled and Drizzt’ sfriend, Clacker, had been left to historment.

Drizzt had been left with abitter emptiness, an example of aman who seemed to confirm the truth of the
drow magters warnings. So it was with cautious steps that Drizzt now traveled toward the human
Sttlement, his stlepsweighted by the growing fear that he had erred in killing the gnolls.

Drizzt chose to observe the same secluded farmhouse on the western edge of town that the gnolls had
selected for their raid. It was along and low log structure with asingle door and several shuttered
windows. An open sided, roofed porch ran the length of the front. Beside it stood a barn, two stories
high, with wide and high doors that would admit alarge wagon. Fences of various makes and sizes
dotted the immediate yard, many holding chickens or pigs, one corraling agoat, and othersencircling
sraight rows of leafy plantsthat Drizzt did not recognize.




The yard was bordered by fields on three sides, but the back of the house was near the mountain
dopes thick brush and boulders. Drizzt dug in under the low branches of apinetree to the side of the
house' srear corner, affording him aview of most of the yard.

The three adult men of the house three generations, Drizzt guessed by their appearances worked the
fields, too far from the treesfor Drizzt to discern many details. Closer to the house, though, four children,
adaughter just coming into womanhood and three younger boys, quietly went about their chores, tending
to the hens and pigs and pulling weeds from a vegetable garden. They worked separately and with
minimum interaction for most of the morning, and Drizzt learned little of their family relaionships. Whena
sturdy woman with the same wheat colored hair dl five children came out on the porch and rang agiant
bell, it seemed asif dl the spirit that had been cooped up within the workers burst beyond contral.

With hoots and shouits, the three boys sprinted for the house, pausing just long enough to tossrotted
vegetables at their older sgter. At first, Drizzt thought the bombing a prelude to a more serious conflict,
but when the young woman retdiated in kind, al four howled with laughter and he recognized the game
for what it was.

A moment later, the youngest of the men in the field, probably an older brother, charged into the yard,
shouting and waving an iron hoe. The young woman cried encouragement to thisnew ally and the three
boys broke for the porch. The man was quicker, though, and he scooped up the trailing imp in one strong
arm and promptly dropped him into the pig trough.

And dl thewhile, the woman with the bell shook her head hel plesdy and issued an unending stream of
exagperated grumbling. An older woman, gray haired and stick thin, came out to stand next to her,
waving awooden spoon ominoudy. Apparently satisfied, the young man draped one arm over the young
woman'’ s shoulders and they followed the first two boysinto the house. The remaining youngster pulled
himself from the murky water and moved to follow, but the wooden spoon kept him at bay.

Drizzt couldn’t understand aword of what they were saying, of course, but he figured that the women
would not let thelittle oneinto the house until he had dried off. The rambunctious youngster mumbled
something at the spoon wielder’ s back as she turned to enter the house, but histiming was not so greet.

The other two men, one sporting athick, gray beard and the other clean shaven, camein from thefield
and sneaked up behind the boy as he grumbled. Up into the air the boy went again and landed with a
gplash! back in the trough. Congratulating themselves heartily, the men went into the house to the cheers
of dl the others. The soaking boy merely groaned again and splashed some water into the face of asow
that had come over to investigate.

Drizzt watched it dl with growing wonderment. He had seen nothing conclusive, but the family’ s playful
manner and the resigned acceptance of even the loser of the game gave him encouragement. Drizzt
sensed acommon spirit in thisgroup, with dl members working toward acommon god. If thissingle
farm proved areflection of the whole village, then the place surely resembled Blingdenstone, acommunal
city of the degp gnomes, far more than it resembled Menzoberranzan.

The afternoon went much the same way as the morning, with amixture of work and play evident
throughout the farm. The family retired early, turning down their lamps soon after sunset, and Drizzt
dipped deeper into the thicket of the mountainside to consider his observations.

Hedtill couldn’t be certain of anything, but he dept more peacefully that night, untroubled by nagging
doubts concerning the dead gnalls.




For three days the drow crouched in the shadows behind the farm, watching the family at work and at
play. The closeness of the group became more and more evident, and whenever atrue fight did erupt
among the children, the nearest adult quickly stepped in and mediated it to alevel of reasonableness.
Invariably, the combatants were back at play together within a short span.

All doubts had flown from Drizzt. “Ware my blades, rogues,” he whispered to the quiet mountains one
night. The young drow renegade had decided that if any gnolls or goblins or creatures of any other race
at dl tried to swoop down upon this particular farming family, they first would have to contend with the
whirling scimitars of Drizzt Do’ Urden.

Drizzt understood the risk he was taking by observing the farm family. If the farmer folk noticed him a
digtinct possibility they surdly would panic. At this point in hislift, though, Drizzt waswilling to take that
chance. A part of him may even have hoped to be discovered.

Early on the morning of the fourth day, before the sun had found itsway into the eastern sky, Drizzt set
out on hisdaily patral, circumventing the hills and woodlands surrounding the lone farmhouse. By thetime
the drow returned to his perch, the workday on the farm wasin full swing. Drizzt sat comfortably on a
bed of moss and peered from the shadows into the brightness of the cloudless day.

Lessthan an hour later, asolitary figure crept from the farmhouse and in Drizzt’ sdirection. It wasthe
youngest of the children, the sandy haired lad who seemed to spend nearly as much timein the trough as
out of it, usudly not of hisown volition.

Drizzt rolled around the trunk of anearby tree, uncertain of the lad’ sintent. He soon realized that the
youngster hadn’t seen him, for the boy dipped into the thicket, gave asnort over his shoulder, back
toward the farmhouse, and headed off into the hilly woodland, whistling al the while. Drizzt understood
then that the lad was avoiding his chores, and Drizzt dmost gpplauded the boy’ s carefree attitude. In
Spite of that, though, Drizzt wasn't convinced of the smdl child’ s wisdom in wandering away from home
in such dangerous terrain. The boy couldn’t have been more than ten years old, helooked thin and
ddicate, with innocent, blue eyes peering out from under his amber locks.

Drizzt waited afew moments; to let the boy get alead and to seeif anyone would befollowing, then he
took up thetrall, letting the whistling guide him.

The boy moved unerringly away from the farmhouse, up into the mountains, and Drizzt moved behind
him by a hundred paces or so, determined to keep the boy out of danger.

In the dark tunnels of the Underdark Drizzt could have crept right up behind the boy or behind agoblin
or practically anything e se—and patted him on the rump before being discovered. But after only ahaf
hour or so of this pursuit, the movements and erratic speed changes aong thetrail, coupled with the fact
that the whistling had ceased, told Drizzt that the boy knew he was being followed.

Wondering if the boy had sensed athird party, Drizzt summoned Guenhwyvar from the onyx figurine and
sent the panther off on aflanking maneuver. Drizzt started ahead again at a cautious pace.

A moment later, when the child’ svoice cried out in distress, the drow drew his scimitars and threw out
al caution. Drizzt couldn’t understand any of the boy’ swords, but the desperate tone rang clearly
enough.

“Guenhwyvar!” the drow called, trying to bring the distant panther back to hisside. Drizzt couldn’'t stop




and wait for the cat, though, and he charged on.

Thetrail wound up astegp climb, came out of the trees suddenly, and ended on the lip of awide gorge,
fully twenty feet across. A singlelog spanned the crevasse, and hanging from it near the other sde was
the boy. His eyes widened considerably at the sight of the ebony skinned ef, scimitarsin hand. He
stammered afew words that Drizzt could not begin to decipher.

A wave of guilt flooded through Drizzt a the Sght of the imperiled child, the boy had only landed in this
predicament because of Drizzt’ s pursuit. The gorge was only about as deep as it waswide, but the fall
ended on jagged rocks and brambles. At first, Drizzt hesitated, caught off guard by the sudden meeting
and itsinevitable implications, then

the drow quickly put his own problems out of mind. He sngpped his scimitars back into their sheaths
and, folding hisarms across his chest in adrow signd for peace, he put one foot out on the log.

The boy had other ideas. As soon as he recovered from the shock of seeing the strange dlf, he swung
himsdlf to aledge on the stone bank opposite Drizzt and pushed the log from its perch. Drizzt quickly
backed off thelog asit tumbled down into the crevasse. The drow understood then that the boy had
never beenin rea danger but had pretended distressto flush out his pursuer. And, Drizzt presumed, if the
pursuer had been one of the boy’ sfamily, as the boy no doubt had suspected, the peril might have
deflected any thoughts of punishment.

Now Drizzt was the one in the predicament. He had been discovered. Hetried to think of away to
communicate with the boy, to explain his presence and stave off panic. The boy didn’t wait for any
explanations, though. Wide eyed and terror stricken, he scaled the bank—via a path he obvioudy knew
well—and darted off into the shrubbery.

Drizzt looked around helplessly. “Wait!” he cried in the drow tongue, though he knew the boy would not
understand and would not have stopped even if he could.

A black feline form rushed out beside the drow and sprang into the air, easily clearing the crevasse.
Guenhwyvar padded down softly on the other side and disappeared into the thicket.

“Guenhwyvar!” Drizzt cried, trying to hdt the panther. Drizzt had no idea how Guenhwyvar would react
to the child. To Drizzt’ s knowledge, the panther had only encountered one human before, the wizard that
Drizzt’ s companions had subsequently killed. Drizzt |ooked around for some way to follow. He could
scale down the side of the gorge, cross at the bottom, and climb back up, but that would take too long.

Drizzt ran back afew steps, then charged the gorge and legped into the air, calling on hisinnate powers
of levitation as he went. Drizzt wastruly relieved when hefelt hisbody pull free of the ground’ s gravity.
He hadn’t used hislevitation spell since he had come to the surface. The spell served no purposefor a
drow hiding under the open sky. Gradudly, Drizzt’ sinitid momentum carried him near the far bank. He
began to concentrate on drifting down to the stone, but the spell ended abruptly and Drizzt plopped
down hard. Heignored the bruises on his knee, and the questions of why his spell had faltered, and came
up running, caling desperatdly for Guenhwyvar to stop.

Drizzt was relieved when he found the cat. Guenhwyvar sat calmly in aclearing, one paw casualy
pinning the boy facedown to the ground. The child was cdling out again for help, Drizzt assumed but
appeared unharmed.

“Come, Guenhwyvar,” Drizzt said quietly, camly. “Leavethe child done” Guenhwyvar yawned lazily




and complied, padding acrossthe clearing to stand at its master’ sside.

The boy remained down for along moment. Then, summoning his courage, he moved suddenly, lesping
to hisfeet and spinning to face the dark df and the panther. His eyes seemed wider ill, dmost a
caricature of terror, peeking out from his now dirty face.

“What are you?’ the boy asked in the common human language.

Drizzt held hisarms out to the Sidesto indicate that he did not understand. On impulse, he poked afinger
into his chest and replied, “ Drizzt Do’ Urden.” He noticed that the boy was moving dightly, secretly
dropping one foot behind the other and then diding the other back into place. Drizzt was not
surprised—and he made certain that he kept Guenhwyvar in check thistime—when the boy turned on
hished and sprinted away, screaming “Help! It' sadrizzit!” with every stride.

Drizzt looked at Guenhwyvar and shrugged, and the cat seemed to shrug back.

TtaeWbel ps Nathak, a spindle armed goblin, made hisway dowly up the steep, rocky incline, every
step welghted with dread. The goblin had to report his findings—five dead gnalls could not be ignored
but the unfortunate creature serioudy doubted that either Ulgulu or Kempfanawould willingly accept the
news. Still, what options did Nathak have? He could run away, flee down the other side of the mountain,
and off into the wilderness. That seemed an even more desperate course, though, for the goblin knew
well Ulgulu’ staste for vengeance. The great purple skinned master could tear atree from the ground with
his bare hands, could tear handfuls of stone from the cave wall, and could readily tear the throat from a
deserting goblin.

Every step brought a shudder as Nathak moved beyond the concealing scrub into the smal entry room
of hismaster’ s cave complex.

“Boutstime yez isses back” one of the other two goblinsin the room snorted. “Y ez been gone fer two
days!”

Nathak just nodded and took a deep breath.
“What' reyefer?’ the third goblin asked. “Did ye finded the gnolls?’

Nathak’ s face blanched, and no amount of deep breathing could relieve thefit that came over the goblin.
“Ulguluinthere?’ he asked squeamishly.

The two goblin guards looked curioudly at each other, then back to Nathak. “He finded the gnolls,” one
of. them remarked, guessing the problem. “Dead gnalls.”

“Ulgulu wontsbe glad,” the other piped in, and they moved gpart, one of them lifting the heavy curtain
that separated the entry room from the audience chamber.

Nathak hesitated and started to look back, as though reconsidering this whole course. Perhaps flight
would be preferable, he thought. The goblin guards grabbed their spindly companion and roughly shoved
him into the audience chamber, crossing their spears behind Nathak to prevent any retreset.

Nathak managed to find ameasure of composure when he saw that it was Kempfana, not Ulgulu, sitting
in the huge chair across the room. Kempfana had earned a reputation among the goblin ranks asthe
camer of the ruling brothers, though Kempfana, too, had impulsively devoured enough of hisminionsto




earn their hedlthy respect. Kempfana hardly took note of the goblin’s entrance, instead busily conversing
with Lagerbottoms, thefat hill giant that formerly claimed the cave complex as hisown.

Nathak shuffled across the room, drawing the gazes of both the hill giant and the huge nearly aslarge as
the hill giant scarlet skinned goblinoid.

“Yes, Nathak’ Kempfana prompted, silencing the hill giant’ s forthcoming protest with asmple wave of
the hand. “What have you to report?’

“Me...me" Nathak stuttered.
Kempfana slarge eyes suddenly glowed orange, aclear Sign of dangerous excitement.
“Mefinded the gnolls!” Nathak blurted. “Dead. Killded.”

Lagerbottomsissued alow and threatening growl, but Kempfana clutched the hill giant’ sarm tightly,
reminding him of who wasin charge.

“Dead?’ the scarlet skinned goblin asked quietly.

Nathak nodded.

Kempfanalamented the loss of such reliable daves, but the barghest whelp’ sthoughts at that moment
were more centered on his brother’ sinevitably volatile reaction to the news. Kempfanadidn't havelong
towait.

“Dead!” came aroar that nearly split the stone. All three mongtersin the room ingtinctively ducked and
turned to the Side, just in time to see a huge boulder, the crude door to another room, burst out and go

skipping off totheside.

“Ulguhil” Nathak squedled, and thelittle goblin fell facedown to the floor, not daring to look.

The huge, purple skinned goblinlike cresture stormed into the audience chamber, his eyes seething in
orange glowing rage. Three great stridestook Ulgulu right up beside the hill giant, and L agerbottoms
suddenly seemed very small and vulnerable.

“Dead!” Ulgulu roared againin rage. As hisgoblin tribe had diminished, killed ether by the humans of
the village or by other monster or eaten by Ulgulu during his customary fits of anger—the small gnoll band
had become the primary capturing force for thelair.

Kempfanacast an ugly glare a hislarger sibling. They had come to the Materia Plane together, two
barghest whelps, to eat and grow. Ulgulu had promptly claimed dominance, devouring the strongest of
their victims and, thus, growing larger and stronger. By the color of Ulgulu’ s skin, and by his sheer Size
and strength, it was apparent that the whelp would soon be able to return to the reeking valey rifts of
Gehenna

Kempfana hoped that day was near. When Ulgulu was gone, he would rule, he would eat and grow
stronger. Then Kempfana, too, could escape his interminable weaning period on this cursed plane, could
return to compete among the barghests on their rightful plane of existence,

“Dead,” Ulgulu growled again. “ Get up, wretched goblin, and tell me how! What did thisto my gnolls?’




Nathak groveled aminute longer, then managed to rise to his knees. “Me no know,” the goblin
whimpered. “Gnolls dead, dashed and ripped.”

Ulgulu rocked back on the hedls of hisfloppy, overszed feet. The gnolls had gone off toraid a
farmhouse, with ordersto return with the farmer and his oldest son. Those two hardy human mealswould
have strengthened the great barghest considerably, perhaps even bringing Ulguhi to the level of
meaturation he needed to return to Gehenna.

Now, in light of Nathak’ s report Ulgulu would have to send Lagerbottoms, or perhaps even go himself,
and the Sight of ether the giant or the purple skinned monstrosity could prompt the human settlement to
dangerous, organized action. “Tephanis!” Ulgulu roared suddenly.

Over onthefar wall, across from where Ulgulu had made his crashing entrance, asmall pebble
didodged and fell. The drop wasonly afew feet, but by the time the pebble hit the floor, a dender sprite
had zipped out of the small cubby he used as a bedroom, crossed the twenty feet of the audience hall,
and run right up Ulgulu' s sideto it comfortably atop the barghest’ simmense shoulder.

“You called for me, yesyou did, my master,” Tephanis buzzed, too quickly. The others hadn’'t even
redlized that the two-foot tall sprite had entered the room. Kempfanaturned away, shaking hishead in
amazement.

Ulgulu roared with laughter, he so loved to witness the spectacle of Tephanis, hismost prized servant.
Tephaniswas a quickling, adiminutive sprite that moved in adimension that transcended the normal
concept of time. Possessing boundless energy and an agility that would shame the most proficient hafling
thief, quicklings could perform many tasks that no other race could even attempt. Ulgulu had befriended
Tephanisearly in histenure on the Materia Plane—Tephanis was the only member of thelair sdiverse
tenants that the barghest did not claim rulership over and that bond had given the young whelp adistinct
advantage over hissibling. With Tephanis scouting out potentid victims, Ulgulu knew exactly which ones
to devour and which onesto leave to Kempfana, and knew exactly how to win againgt those adventurers
more powerful than he.

“Dear Tephanis,” Ulgulu purred in an odd sort of grating sound. “Nathak, poor Nathak,” The goblin
didn’t misstheimplications of that reference’ hasinformed methat my gnolls have met with disaster.”

“And you want me to go and see what happened to them, ray master,” Tephanisreplied. Ulgulu took a
moment to decipher the nearly unintdligible string of words, then nodded eagerly.

“Right away, my master. Be back soon.”

Ulgulu fet adight shiver on his shoulder, but by the time he, or any of the others, redlized what Tephanis
had said, the heavy drape separating the chamber from the entry room was floating back to its hanging
position. One of the goblins poked itshead in for just amoment, to seeif Kempfanaor Ulgulu had
summoned it, then returned to its Sation, thinking the drape’ s movement atrick of thewind.

Ulgulu roared in laughter again, Kempfana cast him adisgusted glare. Kempfana hated the sprite and
would have killed it long ago, except that he couldn’t ignore the potential benefits, assuming that Tephanis
would work for him once Ulgulu had returned to Gehenna.

Nathak dipped onefoot behind the other, meaning to silently retreat from the room. Ulgulu stopped the
goblin with alook.




“Your report served mewell,” the barghest started.

Nathak relaxed, but only for the moment it took Ulgulu’ s great hand to shoot out, catch the goblin by the
throat, and lift Nathak from the floor.

“But it would have served me better if you had taken thetimeto find out what happened to my gnolls!”

Nathak swooned and nearly fainted, and by the time half of hisbody had been stuffed into Ulgulu’s
eager mouth, the spindle-armed goblin wished he had.

“Rub the behind, ease the pain. Switch it bringsit back again. Rub the behind, ease the pain. Switch it
bringsit back again,” Liam Thistledown repeated over and over, alitany to take his concentration from
the burning sensation beneeth his britches, alitany that mischievous Liam knew al too well. Thistime was
different, though, with Liam actudly admitting to himsdlf, after awhile, that he had indeed run out on his
chores.

“But the Drizzt wastrue,” Liam growled defiantly.

Asif in answer to his statement, the shed’ s door opened just a crack and Shawno, the second youngest
to Liam, and Eleni, the only sigter, dipped in.

“Got yoursdf into it thistime,” Eleni scolded in her best big sster voice. “Bad enough you run off when
there’ swork to be done, but coining home with such tales!”

“TheDrizzt wastrue,” Liam protested, not gppreciating Eleni’ s pseudo mothering. Liam could get into
enough trouble with just his parents scolding him, he didn’t need Eleni’ sever sharp hindsight. “Black as
Connor’sanvil and with alion just as black!”

“Quiet, you both,” Shawno warned. “If dad’ sto learn that we' re out here talking such, he' [l whip thelot
of us”

“Drizzt,” Eleni huffed doubtfully.

“True!” Liam protested too loudly, bringing a stinging dap from Shawno. The three turned, faces ashen,
when the door swung open.

“Get in herel” Eleni whispered harshly, grabbing Flanny, who was a bit older than Shawno but three
years Eleni’sjunior, by the collar and hoisting him into the woodshed. Shawno, dways the worrier of the
group, quickly poked his head outside to see that no one was watching, then softly closed the door.

“Y ou should not be spying on usl” Eleni protested.

“How’d I know youwasin here?’ Flanny shot back. “I just cameto tease the little one.” He looked at
Liam, twisted his mouth, and waved hisfingers menacingly intheair. “Ware, ware,” Flanny crooned. “I
am the Drizzt, cometo et little boys!”

Liam turned away, but Shawno was not so impressed. “Aw, shut up!” he growled a Flanny,
emphasizing his point with adgp on the back of his brother’ s head. Flanny turned to retaliate, but Eleni
stepped between them.




“Stopit!” Eleni cried, so loudly thet al four Thistledown children dapped afinger over their lipsand said,
“Sessh!l”

“The Drizzt wastrue,” Liam protested again. “| can proveit if you' re not too scared!”

Liam’ sthree sblings eyed him curioudy. He was anotorious fibber, they al knew, but what now would
be the gain? Their father hadn’t believed Liam, and that was dl that mattered asfar as the punishment
was concerned. Y et Liam was adamant, and histone told them all that there was substance behind the
proclamation.

“How can you provethe Drizzt?" Flanny asked.

“WEe ve no chorestomorrow,” Liam replied. “We Il go blue berry picking in the mountains.”

“Maand Daddy’ d never let us,” Eleni putin.

“They would if we can get Connor to go along,” said Liam, referring to their oldest brother.

“Connor’d not believe you,” Eleni argued.

“But he'd believeyou!” Liam replied sharply, drawing another commund “ Ssssh!”

“I don't believeyou,” Eleni retorted quietly. “Y ou’ re dways making things up, dways causing trouble
and then lying to get out of it!”

Liam crossed hislittle arms over his chest and slamped one foot impatiently at hissster’ s continuing
stream of logic. “But you will believe me,” Liam growled, “if you get Connor to go!”

“Aw, doit,” Flanny pleaded to Eleni, though Shawno, thinking of the potential consequences, shook his
head.

“So we go up into the mountains” Eleni said to Liam, prompting him to continue and thus reveding her
agreement.

Liam smiled widdly and dropped to one kneg, callecting a pile of sawdust in which to draw arough map
of the areawhere he had encountered the drizzit. His plan was asmple one, using Eleni, casudly picking
blueberries, asbait. The four brothers would follow secretly and watch as she feigned atwisted ankle or
some other injury. Distress had brought the drizzit before, surdly with a pretty young girl asbait, it would
bring the drizzit again.

Eleni balked at the idea, not thrilled at being planted as aworm on ahook.

“But you don’t believe me anyway,” Liam quickly pointed out. Hisinevitable smile, complete with a
gaping hole where atooth had been knocked out, showed that her own stubbornness had cornered her.

“Sol'll doit, then!” Eleni huffed. “And | don't believein your drizzit, Liam Thistledown! But if thelionis
real, and | get chewed, I'll tan you good!” With that, Eleni turned and stormed out of the woodshed.

Liam and Hanny spit in their hands then turned daring glares on Shawno until he overcame hisfears.
Then the three brothers brought their pamstogether in atriumphant, wet dap. Any disagreements
between them aways seemed to vanish whenever one of them found away to bother Eleni.




None of them told Connor about their planned hunt for the drizzit. Rather, Eleni reminded him of the
many favors he owed her and promised that she would consider the debt paid in full—but only after Liam
had agreed to take on Connor’ sdebt if they didn’t find the drizzit if Connor would only take her and the
boys blueberry picking.

Connor grumbled and balked, complaining about some shoeing that needed to be done to one of the
mares, but he could never resst hislittle sster’ s batting blue eyes and wide, bright smile, and Eleni’s
promise of erasing his consderable debt had sedled hisfate. With his parents blessing, Connor led the
Thistledown children up into the mountains, bucketsin the children’ s hands and a crude sword belted on
hiship.

Drizzt saw the ruse coming long before the farmer’ s young daughter moved out donein the blueberry
patch. He saw, too, the four Thistledown boys crouched in the shadows of anearby grove of maple
trees, Connor, somewhat less than expertly, brandishing the crude sword.

The youngest had led them here, Drizzt knew. The day before, the drow had witnessed the boy being
pulled out into the woodshed. Cries of “drizzit!” had issued forth after every switch, at least at the
beginning. Now the stubborn lad wanted to prove his outrageous story.

The blueberry picker jerked suddenly, then fell to the ground and cried out. Drizzt recognized “Help!” as
the same distress call the sandy haired boy had used, and a smile widened across his dark face. By the
ridiculous way the girl had falen, Drizzt saw the gamefor what it was. The girl was not injured now, she
was smply cdling out for the drizzit.

With an incredulous shake of histhick white mane, Drizzt started away, but an impulse grabbed at him.
Helooked back to the blueberry patch, wherethe girl sat rubbing her ankle, dl the while glancing
nervoudy around or’ back toward her concedled brothers. Something pulled at Drizzt’ s heartstrings at
that moment, an urge he could not resist. How long had he been d one, wandering without
companionship? He longed for Belwar at that moment, the svirfneblin who had accompanied him through
many tridsin thewilds of the Underdark. Helonged for Zaknafein, hisfather and friend. Seeing the
interplay between the caring siblings was more than Drizzt Do’ Urden could bear.

Thetime had comefor Drizzt to meet his neighbors.

Drizzt hiked the hood of hisoversized gnoll cloak up over his head, though the ragged garment did tittle
to hide the truth of his heritage, and bounded across the field. He hoped that if he could at Ieast deflect
the girl’ sinitid reaction to seeing him, he might find some way to communicate with her. The hopeswere
farfetched at best.

“Thedrizzit!” Eleni gasped under her breasth when she saw him coming. She wanted to cry out loud but
found no breath, she wanted to run, but her terror held her firmly.

From the copse of trees, Liam spoke for her. “The drizzit!” the boy cried. “1 told you so! | told you so!”
He looked to his brothers, and Flanny and Shawno were having the expected excited reactions.

Connor’ sface, though, waslocked into alook of dread so profound that one glance at it stole the joy
from Liam.

“By thegods,” the edest Thistledown son muttered. Connor had adventured with hisfather and had
been trained to spot enemies. He looked now to his three confused brothers and muttered a single word
that explained nothing to the inexperienced boys. “Drow.”




Drizzt stopped a dozen paces from the frightened girl, the first human woman he had seen up close, and
studied her. Eleni was pretty by any race' s standards, with huge, soft eyes, dimpled cheeks, and smooth,
golden skin. Drizzt knew there would be no fight here. He smiled at Eleni and crossed hisarms gently
over hischest. “Drizzt,” he corrected, pointing to his chest. A movement to the side turned him away
fromthegirl.

“Run, Eleni!” Connor Thistledown cried, waving his sword and bearing down on the drow. “Itisadark
ef! A drow! Runfor your lifel”

Of dl that Connor had cried, Drizzt only understood the word “drow.” The young man’ s attitude and
intent could not be mistaken, though, for Connor charged straight between Drizzt and Eleni, hissword tip
pointed Drizzt’ sway. Eleni managed to get to her feet behind her brother, but she did not flee as he had
instructed. She, too, had heard of the evil dark elves, and she would not leave Connor to face one done.
“Turn away, dark €f,” Connor growled. “1 am an expert swordsman and much stronger than you.”
Drizzt held his hands out helplesdy, not understanding aword.

“Turn away!” Connor ydlled.

On animpulse, Drizzt tried to reply in the drow slent code, an intricate language of hand and faciad
gestures.

“He' scasting aspell!” Eleni cried, and she dove down into the blueberries. Connor shrieked and

charged.

Before Connor even knew of the counter, Drizzt grabbed him by the forearm, used his other hand to
twist the boy’ swrist and take away the sword, spun the crude weapon three times over Connor’ s head,
flipped it in his dender hand, then handed it, hilt first, back to the boy.

Drizzt held hisarms out wide and smiled. In drow custom, such ashow of superiority without injuring the
opponent invariably signaled adesirefor friendship. To the oldest son of farmer Bartholemew
Thistledown, the drow’ s blinding display brought only aweinspired terror.

Connor stood, mouth agape, for along moment. His sword fdll from hishand, but he didn’t notice, his
pants, soiled, clung to histhighs, but he didn’t notice.

A scream erupted from somewhere within Connor. He grabbed Eleni, who joined in his scream, and
they fled back to the grove to collect the others, then farther, running until they crossed the threshold of
their own home.

Drizzt was€ft, hissmilefast fading and hisarms out wide, standing al donein the blueberry patch.

A st of dizzily darting eyes had watched the exchange in the blueberry patch with more than a casud
interest. The unexpected appearance of adark €f, particularly one wearing agnoll cloak, had answered
many questions for Tephanis. The quickling deuth had dready examined the gnoll corpses but smply
could not reconcilethe gnolls fatal wounds with the crude weapons usudly wielded by the smple village
farmers. Seeing the magnificent twin scimitars so casudly belted on the dark €lf s hips and the ease with
which the dark elf had dispatched the farm boy, Tephanis knew the truth.




Thedust trail left by the quickling would have confused the best rangersin the Realms. Tephanis, never a
sraightforward sprite, zipped up the mountain trails, pinning circuits around some trees, running up and
down the sides of others, and generally doubling, even tripling, hisroute. Distance never bothered
Tephanis, he stood before the purple skinned barghest whelp even before Drizzt, consdering the
implications of the disastrous mesting, had | eft the blueberry patch.

Farmer Bartholemew Thistledown’ s perspective changed considerably when Connor, hisoldest son,
renamed Liam’s" drizzit” adark ef. Farmer Thistledown had spent hisentireforty five yearsin
Maldobar, avillage fifty miles up the Dead Orc River north of Sundabar. Bartholomew’ sfather had lived
here, and hisfather’ sfather before him. In dl that time, the only news any Farmer Thistledown had ever
heard of dark elves wasthe tale of a suspected drow raid on asmall settlement of wild elves ahundred
milesto the north, in Coldwood. That raid, if it was even perpetrated by the drow, had occurred more
than a decade before.

Lack of persona experience with the drow race did not diminish Farmer Thistledown’ sfears at hearing
his children’ stae of the encounter in the blueberry patch. Connor and Eleni, two trusted sources old
enough to keep their wits about them in atime of crisis, had viewed the ef up close, and they held no
doubts about the color of hisskin.

“Theonly thing | can’t rightly figure,” Bartholemew told Benson Delmo, the fat and cheerful mayor of
Madobar and severd other farmers gathered at his house that night, “iswhy this drow let the children go
free. I’'m no expert on the ways of dark elves, but I’ ve heard tell enough about them to expect a different
sort of action.”

“Perhaps Connor fared better in his attack than he believed,” Delmo piped in tactfully. They had all
heard the tde of Connor’ s disarming, Liam and the other Thistledown children, except for poor Connor,
of course, particularly enjoyed retelling that part.

As much as he gppreciated the mayor’ s vote of confidence, though, Connor shook his head emphatically
at the suggestion. “Hetook me,” Connor admitted. “Maybe | wastoo surprised at the sight of him, but
he took me clean.”

“And no easy feet,” Bartholomew put in, deflecting any forthcoming snickers from the gruff crowd.
“We ved| seen Connor at fighting. Just last winter, he took down three goblins and the wolvesthey were
riding!”

“Cam, good Farmer Thistledown,” the mayor offered. “We' ve no doubts of your son’s prowess.”

“I’ve my doubts about the truth o' thefoe!” put in Roddy McGristle, abear sized and bear hairy man,
the most battle seasoned of the group. Roddy spent more time up in the mountains than tending hisfarm,
arecent endeavor hedidn’t particularly enjoy, and whenever someone offered a bounty on orc ears,
Roddy invariably collected the largest portion of the coffers, often larger than the rest of the town
combined.

“Put yer neck hairs down,” Roddy said to Connor as the boy began to rise, asharp protest obvioudy
forthcoming. “I know what ye says ye seen, and | believe that ye seen what ye says. But yecaled it a
drow, an’ that title carries more than ye can begin to know. If it was adrow ye found, my guess sthat
yersdf an’ yer kin'd be lying dead right now in that there blueberry patch. No, not adrow, by my guess,
but there' s other things in them mountains could do what ye saysthisthing did.”

“Namethem,” Bartholomew said crosdy, not appreciating the doubts Roddy had cast over hisson’s




story. Bartholemew didn’t much like Roddy anyway. Fanner Thistledown kept arespectable family, and
every time crude and loud Roddy McGristle cameto pay avist, it took Bartholomew and hiswife many
daysto remind the children, particularly Liam, about proper behavior.

Roddy just shrugged, taking no offense at Bartholomew’ stone. “ Goblin, troll—might be awood ef
that’ s seen too much o’ the sun.” Hislaughter, erupting after the last stlatement, rolled over the group,
belittling their seriousness.

“Then how do we know for sure,” said Delmo.

“Wefind out by finding it,” Roddy offered. “Tomorrow mornin’,” he pointed around at each man gitting
at Bartholomew’ stable’we go out an’ see what we can see.” Congdering the impromptu meeting at an
end, Roddy dammed his hands down on the table and pushed himself to his feet. He looked back before
he got to the farmhouse door, though, and cast an exaggerated wink and a nearly toothless smile back at
the group. “And, boys,” he said, “don’'t beforgettin’ yer weapons!”

Roddy’ s cackle rolled back in on the group long after the rough edged mountain man had departed.

“We could cdl inaranger,” one of the other farmers offered hopefully as the dispirited group began to
depart. “1 heard there sonein Sundabar, one of Lady Alustriel’ sssters.”

“A bit too early for that,” Mayor Delmo answered, defeating any optimistic smiles.

“Isit ever too early when drow areinvolved?’ Bartholomew quickly put in.

The mayor shrugged. “Let usgo with McGrigtle,” hereplied. “If anyone can find sometruth up in the
mountains, it' shim.” He tactfully turned to Connor. “I believe your tale, Connor. Truly | do. But we ve
got to know for sure before we put out acal for such distinguished assstance asa sster of the Lady of

Slverymoon.”

The mayor and the rest of the visiting farmers departed, leaving Bartholomew, hisfather, Markhe, and
Connor donein the Thistledown kitchen.

“Wasn't no goblin or wood elf,” Connor said in alow tonethat hinted at both anger and embarrassment.

Bartholomew patted his son on the back, never doubting him.

Upinacavein the mountains, Ulgulu and Kempfana, too, spent anight of worry over the appearance of
adark df.

“If he' sadrow, then he' s an experienced adventurer’ Kempfana offered to hislarger brother
“Experienced enough, perhaps, to send Ulgulu into maturity.”

“And back to Gehenna!” Ulgulu finished for his conniving brother. “you do so dearly desireto seeme
depart.”

“Y ou, too, hope for the day when you may return to the smoking rifts,” Kempfanareminded him.
Ulgulu snarled and did not reply. The appearance of adark elf prompted many considerations and fears

beyond Kempfana s smple statement of logic. The barghests, like dl intelligent creatures on nearly every
plane of existence, knew of the drow and maintained a hedlthy respect for the race. While one drow




might not be too much of aproblem, Ulgulu knew that adark elf war party, perhaps even an army, could
prove disastrous. The whelpswere not invulnerable. The human village had provided easy pickingsfor
the barghest whelps and might continue to do so for sometimeif Ulgulu and Kempfanawere careful
about their attacks. But if aband of dark elves showed up, those easy kills could disappear quite
suddenly.

“Thisdrow must be dedlt with,” Kempfanaremarked. “If heisascout, then he must not return to
report.”

Ulgulu snapped acold glare on his brother, then called to his quickling. “Lepnanis,” he cried, and the
quickling was upon his shoulder before he had even finished the word.

“Y ou need meto go and kill the drow, my master,” the quickling replied. “1 understand what you need
meto do!”

“No!” Ulgulu shouted immediately, sensing that the quickling intended to go right out. Tephaniswas
hafway to the door by the time Ulgulu finished the syllable, but the quickling returned to Ulgulu's
shoulder before the last note of the shout had died away.

“No,” Ulgulu said again, more easly. “There may beagain in the drow’ s gppearance.”

Kempfanaread Ulgulu'sevil grin and understood his brother’ sintent. “A new enemy for the
townspeople,” the smaler whelp reasoned. “A new enemy to cover Ulgulu's murders?’

“All things can be turned to advantage,” the big, purple skinned barghest replied wickedly, “even the
appearance of adark df.” Ulgulu turned back to Tephanis.

“Y ou wish to learn more of the drow, my master?,” Tephanis spouted excitedly.

“Isheadone?” Ulgulu asked. “Is he aforward scout to alarger group, aswefear, or alonewarrior?
What are hisintentions toward the townspeople?’

“He could have killed the children” Tephanisreterated. * | guess him to desire friendship.”

“I' know,” Ulgulu snarled. “Y ou have made those points before. Go now and learn more! | need more
than your guess, Tephanis, and by al accounts, adrow’ sactionsrardly hint a histrueintent!”

Tephanis skipped down from Ulgulu’ s shoulder and paused, expecting further ingtructions.

“Indeed, dear Tephanis,” Ulgulu purred. “Do seeif you can appropriate one of the drow’ sweaponsfor
me. It would prove ussf—" Ulgulu stopped when he noticed the flutter in the heavy curtain blocking the
entry room.

“An excitablelittle sprite,” Kempfananoted.

“But with hisuses,” Ulgulu replied, and Kempfanahad to nod in agreement.

Drizzt saw them coming from amile away. Ten armed farmers followed the young man he had met in the
blueberry patch on the previous day. Though they talked and Joked, the set of their stride was

determined and their wegpons were prominently displayed, obvioudy ready to be put to use. Even more
ingdious, walking to the sde of the main band came abarrdl chested, grim faced man wrapped in thick




skins, brandishing afindy crafted axe and leading two large and snarling yellow dogs on thick chains.

Drizzt wanted to make further contact with the villagers, wanted dearly to continue the events he had set
inmotion

the previous day and learn if he might have, at long last, found a place he could cal home, but this
coming encounter, he redlized, was not the place to make such gains. If the farmersfound him, there
would surely be trouble, and while Drizzt was't too worried for his own safety against the ragged band,
even conddering the grim faced fighter, he did fear that one of the farmers might get hurt.

Drizzt decided that his mission this day wasto avoid the group and to deflect their curiosity. The drow
knew the perfect diverson to accomplish those goas. He set the onyx figurine on the ground before him
and caled to Guenhwyvar.

A buzzing noise off to the side, followed by the sudden rustle of brush, distracted the drow for just a
moment as the customary mist swirled around the figurine. Drizzt saw nothing ominous gpproaching,
though, and quickly dismissed it. He had more pressing problems, he thought.

When Guenhwyvar arrived, Drizzt and the cat moved down the trail beyond the blueberry patch, where
Drizzt guessed that the farmers would begin their hunt. His plan was smple: Hewould let the farmer’ smill
about the areafor awhile, let the farmer’ s son retell his story of the encounter. Guenhwyvar then would
make an appearance a ong the edge of the patch and lead the group on afutile chase. The black furred
panther might cast some doubts on the farm boy’ stae, possibly the older men would assume that the
children had encountered the cat and not adark elf and that their imaginations had supplied the rest of the
details. It wasagamble, Drizzt knew, but, at the very least, Guenhwyvar would cast some doubts about
the existence of the dark df and would get this hunting party away from Drizzt for awhile.

Thefarmersarrived at the blueberry patch on schedule, afew grim faced and battle ready but the

mgority of the group talking casudly in conversationsfilled with laughter. They found the discarded
sword, and Drizzt watched, nodding his head, asthe farmer’ s son played through the events of the
previous day. Drizzt noticed, too, that the

large axe widlder, listening to the story halfheartedly, circled the group with his dogs, pointing at various
spotsin the patch and coaxing the dogs to sniff about. Drizzt had no practica experience with dogs, but
he knew that many creatures had superior senses and could be used to aid in ahunt.

“Go, Guenhwyvar,” the drow whispered, not waiting for the dogsto get aclear scent.

The great panther loped silently down thetrail and took up a position in one of the treesin the same
grove where the boys had hidden the previous day. Guenhwyvar’ s sudden roar silenced the group’s
growing conversation in an ingtant, al heads spinning to the trees.

The panther leaped out into the patch, shot right past the stunned humans, and darted acrosstherising
rocks of the mountain dopes. The farmers hooted and took up pursuit, caling for the man with the dogs
to take the lead. Soon the whole group, dogs baying wildly, moved off and Drizzt went down into the
grove near the blueberry patch to consider the day’ s events and his best course of action.

He thought that a buzzing noise followed him, but he passed it off asthe hum of an insect.

By hisdogs confused actions, it didn’t take Roddy McGristle long to figure out that the panther was not
the same creature that had |eft the scent in the blueberry patch. Furthermore, Roddy redlized that his




ragged companions, particularly the obese mayor, even with hisaid, had little chance of catching the grest
cat, the panther could spring across ravines that would take the farmers many minutes to circumvent.

“Goon!” Roddy told the rest of the group. “ Chase the thing along this course. I'll take my dogs n go far
to the side and cut the thing off, turn it back to ye!” The farmers hooted their accord and bounded away,
and Roddy pulled back the chains and turned his dogs aside,

The dogs, trained for the hunt, wanted to go on, but their master had another routein mind. Severd
thoughts bothered Roddy at that moment. He had been in these mountainsfor thirty years but had never
seen, or even heard of, such acat. Also, though the panther easily could have left its pursuersfar behind,
it dways seemed to appear out in the open not too far away, as though it was leading the farmers on.
Roddy knew adiversion when he saw it, and he had agood guess of where the perpetrator might be
hiding. He muzzled the dogs to keep them silent and headed back the way he had come, back to the
blueberry patch.

Drizzt rested againgt atree in the shadows of the thick copse and wondered how he might further his
exposure to the farmers without causing any more panic among them. In hisdays of watching thesingle
farm family, Drizzt had become convinced that he could find a place among the humans, of thisor of
some other settlement, if only he could convince them that his intentions were not dangerous.

A buzz to Drizzt’ sleft brought him aoruptly from his contemplation’s. Quickly he drew hisscimitars, then
something flashed by him, too fast for him to react. He cried out at asudden painin hiswrigt, and his
scimitar was pulled from his grasp. Confused, Drizzt looked down to hiswound, expecting to seean
arrow or crossbow bolt stuck deep into hisarm.

The wound was clean and empty. A high pitched laughter spun Drizzt to the right. There stood the Sprite,
Drizzt’ sscimitar casudly dung over one shoulder, nearly touching the ground behind the diminutive
creature, and adagger, dripping blood, in his other hand.

Drizzt stayed very dill, trying to guessthe thing’ s next move. He had never seen aquickling, or even
heard of the uncommon creatures, but he already had agood idea of his speedy opponent’ s advantage.
Before the drow could form any plan to defeat the quickling, though, another nemesis showed itsdlf.

Drizzt knew as soon as he heard the howl that his cry of pain had reveded him. Thefirst of Roddy
McGrigtle s snarling hounds crashed through the brush, charging in low at the drow. The second, afew
running strides behind the first, camein high, legping toward Drizzt’ sthroét.

Thistime, though, Drizzt was the quicker. He dashed down with hisremaining scimitar, cutting the first
dog’ shead and bashing its skull. Without hesitation, Drizzt threw himself backward, reverang hisgrip on
the blade and bringing it up above hisface, in line with the leaping dog. The scimitar’ shilt locked fast
againg thetree trunk, and the dog, unable to turn initsflight, drove hard into the set wegpon’ s other end,
impaling itself through the throat and chest. The wrenching impact torc the scimitar from Drizzt’ s hand,
and dog and blade bounced away into some scrub to the side of the tree.

Drizzt had barely recovered when Roddy McGristle burst in.

“Yekilled my dogs!” the huge mountain man roared, chopping Bleeder, hislarge, battle worn axe, down
at the drow’ s head. The cut came deceptively swiftly, but Drizzt managed to dodge to the side. The drow
couldn’t understand aword of McGristle' s continuing stream of expletives, and he knew that the burly
man would not understand aword of any explanations Drizzt might try to offer.




Wounded and unarmed, Drizzt’ s only defense was to continue to dodge away. Another swipe nearly
caught him, cutting through his gnoll cloak, but he sucked in his somach, and the axe skipped off hisfine
chain mail. Drizzt danced to the Sde, toward atight cluster of smaler trees, where he believed his greater
agility might give him some advantage. He had to try to tire the enraged human, or at least make the man
reconsder hisbruta attack. McGrigtle sire did not lessen, though. He charged right after Drizzt, snarling
and swinging with every step.

Drizzt now saw the shortcomings of his plan. While he might keep away from the large human’ s bulky
body in the tightly packed trees, McGristle' s axe could dive between them quite deftly.

The mighty wegpon camein from the Side at shoulder level. Drizzt dropped flat down on the ground
desperatdy, narrowly avoiding death. McGrigtle couldn’t dow hisswing in time, and the heavy—and
heavily ensorcelled—wegpon smashed into the four inch trunk of ayoung maple, feling thetree.

The tightening angle of the buckling trunk held Roddy’ s axe fast. Roddy grunted and tried to tear the
wegpon free, and did not redlize his peril until the last minute. He managed to jump away from the main
weight of the trunk but was buried under the mapl€' s canopy. Branches ripped across his face and the
sdeof hishead forming aweb around him and pinning him tightly to the ground. “Damn ye, drow!”
McGrigleroared, shaking futilely at hisnatural prison.

Drizzt crawled away, il clutching hiswounded wrist. He found hisremaining scimitar, buried to the hilt
in the unfortunate dog. The sight pained Drizzt, he knew the value of anima companions. It took him
several heartsick moments to pull the blade free, moments made even more dramatic by the other dog,
which, merely sunned, was Beginning to stir once again.

“Damnye, drow!” McGristle roared again.

Drizzt understood the reference to his heritage, and he could guessthe rest. He wanted to help thefallen
man, thinking that he might make some inroads on opening some more civilized communiceation, but he
didn’t think that the awakening dog would be so ready to lend a paw. With afind glance around for the
gorite that had started this whole thing, Drizzt dragged himsalf out of the grove and fled into the
mountains

“We should' ve got the thing!” Bartholemew Thistledown grumbled as the troupe returned to the
blueberry patch. “If McGristle had come in where he said he would, we' d' ve gotten the cat for sure!
Whereisthat dog pack |eader, anyhow?’

An ensuing roar of “Drow! Drow!” from the maple grove answered Bartholemew’ s question. The
farmersrushed over to find Roddy till helplesdy pinned by the felled mapletree.

“Damned drow!” Roddy bellowed. “Killed my dog! Damned drow!” He reached for hisleft ear when
his arm was free but found that the ear was no longer attached. “Damned drow!” heroared again.

Connor Thistledown let everyone see the return of his pride at the confirmation of his oft doubted tale,
but the eldest Thistledown child was the only one pleased at Roddy’ s unexpected proclamation. The
other farmerswere older than Connor, they redlized the grim implications of having adark €f haunting the
region.

Benson Delmo, wiping sweet from his forchead, made little secret of how he stood on the news. He
turned immediately to the farmer by hisside, ayounger man known for his prowessin raising and riding
horses. “ Get to Sundabar,” the mayor ordered. “Find usaranger straightaway!”




In afew minutes, Roddy was pulled free. By thistime, hiswounded dog had rgjoined him, but the
knowledge that one of his prized pets had survived did little to calm the rough man.

“Damned drow!” Roddy roared for perhaps the thousandth time, wiping the blood from hischeek. “I'm
gonnaget me adamned drow!” He emphasized his point by damming Bleeder, one handed, into the
trunk of another nearby maple, nearly feling that one aswell.

The Stalk of Doom

The goblin guards dove to the Sde as mighty Ulgulu torc through the curtain and exited the cave
complex. The open, crisp air of the chill mountain night felt good to the barghest, better <till when Ulgulu
thought of the task before him. He looked to the scimitar that Tephanis had ddlivered, the crafted
wegpon appearing tiny in Ulgulu’s huge, dark skinned hand.

Ulgulu unconscioudly dropped the wegpon to the ground. He didn’t want to useit this night, the barghest
wanted to put his own deadly weapons claws and teeth to use, to taste hisvictims and devour their life
essence S0 that he could become stronger. Ulgulu was an intelligent creature, though, and hisrationale
quickly overruled the base ingtincts that so desired the taste of blood. There was purposein thisnight’s
work, a method that promised greater gains and the elimination of the very redl threeat that the dark €lf s
unexpected appearance posed.

With agutturd snarl, asmal protest from Ulgulu’ s base urges, the barghest grabbed the scimitar again
and pounded down the mountainside, covering long distances with each stride. The beast stopped on the
edge of aravine, where asingle narrow trail wound down aong the sheer facing of the dliff. It would take
him many minutes to scale down the dangeroustrail.

But Ulgulu was hungry.

Ulgulu’s consciousness fdl back into itsdlf, focusing on that spot of his being that fluctuated with magical
energy. Hewas not a creature of the Materia Plane, and extra planar creaturesinevitably brought with
them powers that would seem magical to creatures of the host plane. Ulgulu’ s eyes glowed orange with
excitement when he emerged from histrance just afew momentslater. He peered down the dliff,
visualizing a spot on the flat ground below, perhaps a quarter of amile away.

A shimmering, multicolored door gppeared before Ulgulu, hanging in the air beyond thelip of theravine.
Hislaughter sounding more like aroar, Ulgulu pushed open the door and found, just beyond its
threshold, the spot he had visudized. He moved through, circumventing the materid distanceto the
ravine sfloor with asingle extradimensiona step.

Ulgulu ran on, down the mountain and toward the human village, ran on eagerly to set the gears of his
crud planturning.

Asthe barghest gpproached the lowest mountain dopes, he again found that magica corner of hismind.
Ulgulu’ s strides dowed, then the creature stopped atogether, jerking spasmodically and gurgling

indeci pherably. Bones ground together with popping noises, skin ripped and reformed, darkening nearly
to black.




When Ulgulu started away again, his strides the strides of adark elf were not so long.

Bartholemew Thistledown sat with hisfather, Markhe, and his oldest son that evening in the kitchen of
the lone farmhouse on the western outskirts of Madobar. Bartholomew’ swife and mother had gone out
to the barn to settle the animasfor the night, and the four youngest children were safely tucked into their
bedsin the smdl room off the kitchen.

Onanormd night the rest of the Thistledown family, dl three generations, would aso be snugly snoring
intheir beds, but Bartholemew feared that many nights would pass before any semblance of normalcy
returned to the quiet farm. A dark elf had been spotted in the area, and while Bartholomew wasn't
convinced that this stranger meant harm the drow easily could have killed Connor and the other children
he knew that the drow’ s gppearance would cause astir in Madobar for quite sometime.

“We could get back to the town proper,” Connor offered. “They’d find usaplace, and dl of
Maldobar’ d stand behind usthen.”

“Stand behind us?’ Bartholomew responded with sarcasm. “ And would they be leaving their farms each
day to come out here and help us keep up with our work? Which of them, do ye think, might ride out
here each night to tend to the animas?’

Connor’ s head drooped at hisfather’ s berating. He dipped one hand to the hilt of his sword, reminding
himsdf that hewas no child. Still, Connor was slently grateful for the supporting hand his grandfather
casudly dropped on his shoulder.

“Y € vegot to think, boy, before ye make such calls’ Bartholemew continued, histone mellowing as he
began to redize the profound effect his harsh words had on his son. “Thefarm’syer lifeblood, the only
thing that matters”

“We could send thelittle ones,” Markhe put in. “ The boy’ s got aright to be fearing, with adark df
about and dl.”

Bartholemew turned away and resignedly dropped his chin into his palm. He hated the thought of
breaking apart the family. Family wasther source of strength, asit had been through five generations of
Thistledowns and beyond. Y et, here Bartholemew was berating Connor, even though the boy had
gpoken only for the good of the family.

“I should have thought better, Dad,” he heard Connor whisper, and he knew that his own pride could
not hold out againgt the redization of Connor’spain. “I am sorry.”

“Yeneedn't be,” Bartholemew replied, turning back to the others. “1’m the one should apologize. All of
usgot our neck hairs up with thisdark elf about. Y € reright in yer thinking, Connor. We' retoo far out
hereto be safe.”

Asif in answer came asharp crack of breaking wood and amuffled cry from outside the house, from
the direction of the barn. In that single horrible moment, Bartholemew Thistledown realized that he should
have cometo hisdecison earlier, when the revealing light of day il offered hisfamily some measure of
protection.

Connor reacted firgt, running to the door and throwing it open. The farmyard was deathly quiet, not the
chirp of acricket disturbed the surredlistic scene. A silent moon loomed low in the sky, throwing long and




devious shadows from every fencepbst and tree. Connor watched, not daring to breathe, through the
passing of asecond that seemed like an hour.

The barn door creaked and toppled from itshinges. A dark f walked out into the farmyard.

Connor shut the door and fell back againgt it, needing its tangible support. “Ma,” he breathed to the
dartled faces of hisfather and grandfather. “Drow.”

The older Thistledown men hesitated, their minds whirling through the tumult of athousand horrible
notions. They smultaneoudy legped from their seats, Bartholemew going for aweapon and Markhe
moving toward Connor and the door.

Their sudden action freed Connor from his paralysis. He pulled the sword from his belt and swung the
door open, meaning to rush out and face the intrude.

A sngle spring of his powerful legs had brought Ulgulu right up to the farmhouse door. Connor charged
over thethreshold blindly, dammed into the creature which only appeared like a dender drow and
bounced back, stunned, into the kitchen. Before any of the men could react, the scimitar dammed down
onto the top of Connor’s head with dl the strength of the barghest behind it, nearly splitting the young
manin hdf.

Ulgulu stepped unhindered into the kitchen. He saw the old man—the lesser remaining enemy—reaching
out for him, and called upon his magical nature to defesat the attack. A wave of imparted emotion swept
over Markhe Thistledown, awave of despair and terror so great that he could not combat it. His
wrinkled mouth shot open in aslent scream and he staggered backward, crashing into awall and
clutching helplessly at hischest.

Bartholemew Thistledown’ s charge carried the weight of unbridled rage behind it. The tanner growled
and gasped unintdlligible sounds as he lowered his pitchfork and borc down on the intruder that had
murdered his son.

The dender, assumed frame that held the barghest did not diminish Ulgulu’ s gigantic strength. Asthe
pitchfork’ stips closed the last inchesto the creature’ s chest, Ulgulu dapped asingle hand on the
wegpon' s shaft. Bartholemew stopped in histracks, the butt end of the pitchfork driving hard into his
belly, blowing away his breath.

Ulgulu raised hisarm quickly, lifting Bartholemew clear off the floor and damming the farmer’ shead into
aceiling beam with enough force to break his neck. The barghest casudly tossed Bartholemew and his
pitiful weapon across the kitchen and stalked over to the old man.

Perhaps Markhe saw him coming, perhaps the old man was too torn by pain and anguish to register any
eventsin the room. Ulgulu moved to him and opened his mouth wide. He wanted to devour the old man,
to feast on this one' slife force as he had with the younger woman out in the barn. Ulgulu had lamented
his actionsin the barn as soon asthe ecstasy of thekill had faded. Again the barghest’ srationale
displaced his base urges. With afrustrated snarl, Ulgulu drove the scimitar into Markhe' s chest, ending
the old man’spain.

Ulgulu looked around at his gruesome work, lamenting that he had not feasted on the strong young
farmers but reminding himself of the greater gains his actions this night would yield. A confused cry led
him to the de room, where the children dept.




Drizzt came down from the mountains tentatively the next day. Hiswrist, where the sprite had stabbed
him, throbbed, but the wound was clean and Drizzt was confident that it would heal. He crouched in the
brush on the hillsde behind the Thistledown farm, ready to try another meeting with the children. Drizzt
had seen too much of the human community, and had spent too much time atone, to give up. Thiswas
where he intended to make hishome if he could get beyond the obvious preudicid barriers, personified
most keenly by the large man with the snarling dogs.

From thisangle, Drizzt couldn’t see the blasted barn door, and al appeared asit should on thefarmin
the predawn glow.

The farmers did not come out with the sun, however, and aways before they had been out no later than
itsarrival. A rooster crowed and severa animals shuffled around the barnyard, but the house remained
slent. Drizzt knew thiswas unusud, but he figured that the encounter in the mountains on the previous
day had sent the farmersinto hiding. Possibly the family had left the farm atogether, seeking the shelter of
thelarger clugter of housesin the village proper. The thoughts weighed heavily on Drizzt, again he had
disrupted the lives of those around him smply by showing hisface. He remembered Blingdenstone, the
city of svirfneblin gnomes, and the tumult and potential danger his appearance had brought to them.

The sunny day brightened, but achill breeze blew down off the mountains. Still not aperson tirred in the
farmyard or within the house, asfar as Drizzt could tell. The drow watched it dl, growing more
concerned with each passing second.

A familiar buzzing noise shook Drizzt from his contemplation’s. He drew hislone scimitar and glanced
around. He wished he could cal Guenhwyvar, but not enough time had passed since the cat’ slast vist.
The panther needed to rest inits astral home for another day before it would be strong enough to walk
besde Drizzt. Seeing nothing in hisimmediate area, Drizzt moved between the trunks of two large trees,
amore defeng ble position againgt the sprite’ s blinding speed.

The buzzing was gone an instant | ater, and the sprite was nowhere to be seen. Drizzt spent the rest of
that day moving about the brush, setting trip wires and digging shallow pits. If he and the sprite were to
battle again, the drow was determined to change the outcome.

The lengthening shadows and crimson western sky brought Drizzt’ s attention back to the Thistledown
farm. No candles were lighted within the farmhouse to defegat the degpening gloom.

Drizzt grew ever more concerned. The return of the nasty sprite had poignantly reminded him of the
dangersin the region, and with the continuing inactivity in the farmyard, afear budded within him, took
root, and quickly grew into a sense of dread.

Twilight darkened into night. The moon rose and climbed steadily into the eastern sky.
Still not acandle burned in the house, and not a sound came through the darkened windows.

Drizzt dipped out of the brush and darted across the short back field. He had no intentions of getting
closeto the house, he just wanted to see what he might learn. Perhaps the horses and the farmer’ s small
wagon would be gone, lending evidenceto Drizzt’ s earlier suspicion that the farmers had taken refugein
thevillage.

When he came around the side of the barn and saw the broken door, Drizzt knew ingtinctively that this
was not the case. Hisfears grew with every step. He peered through the barn door and was not
surprised to see the wagon sitting in the middle of the barn and the stdlsfull of horses.




To the sde of the wagon, though, lay the older woman, crumbled and covered in her own dried blood.
Drizzt went to her and knew at once that she was dead, killed by some sharp edged weapon.
Immediately histhoughts went to the evil sprite and his own missing scimitar. WWhen he found the other
corpse, behind the wagon, he knew that some other monster, something more vicious and powerful, had
been involved. Drizzt couldn’t even identify this second, half esten body.

Drizzt ran from the barn to the farmhouse, throwing out al caution. He found the bodies of the
Thistledown men in the kitchen and, to his ultimate horror, the children lying too still in their beds. Waves
of revulson and guilt rolled over the drow when he looked upon the young bodies. Theword “ drizzit”
chimed painfully in hismind at the Sght of the sandy haired lad.

The tumult of Drizzt’ s emotions was too much for him. He covered his ears againgt that damning word,
“drizzit!” but it echoed endlesdy, haunting him, reminding him.

Unableto find his breath, Drizzt ran from the house. If he had searched the room more carefully, he
would have found, under the bed, his missing scimitar, snapped in haf and left for the villagers.

Does anything in al the world force a heavier weight upon one' s shouldersthan guilt? | havefelt the
burden often, have carried it over many steps, on long roads.

Guilt resembles a sword with two edges. On the one hand, it cutsfor justice, imposing practica mordity
upon those who fear it. Guilt, the consequence of conscience, iswhat separates the goodly personsfrom
the evil. Given agtuation that promises gain, most drow can kill another, kin or otherwise, and walk
away carrying no emotiona burden at al. The drow assassn might fear retribution but will shed no tears
for hisvictim.

To humans and to surface elves, and to dl of the other goodly races the suffering imposed by conscience
will usudly far outweigh any externd threats. Some would conclude that guilt conscienceisthe primary
difference between the varied races of the Reams. In thisregard, guilt must be considered apositive
force.

But there is another side to that weighted emotion. Conscience does not aways adhere to rationa
judgment. Guilt isawaysasdaf imposed burden, but is not dways rightly imposed. So it wasfor meaong
the road from Menzoberranzan to Icewind Dde. | carried out of Menzoberranzan guilt for Zaknafein, my
father, sacrificed on my behdf. | carried into Blingdenstone guilt for Belwar Dissengulp, the svirfneblin my
brother had maimed. Along the many roads there came many other burdens. Clacker, killed by the
mongter that hunted for me, the gnalls, dain by my own hand and the farmers moat painfully that smple
farm family murdered by the barghest whelp.

Rationaly | knew that | was not to blame, that the actions were beyond my influence, or in some cases,
asiviththegnollsthat | had acted properly. But rationdeislittle defense againgt the weight of guilt.

In time, bolstered by the confidence of trusted friends, | came to throw off many of those burdens.
Othersremain and always shdl. | accept this asinevitable, and use the weight to guide my future steps.

This, | believe, isthe true purpose of conscience.

—Drizzt DO’ Urden




“Oh, enough, Fret,” the tall woman said to the white robed, white bearded dwarf, batting his hands
away. Sheran her fingersthrough her thick, brown hair, messing it consderably.

“Tsk, tsk,” the dwarf replied, immediately moving his hands back to the dirty spot on the woman's
cloak. He brushed frantically, but the ranger’ s continual shifting kept him from accomplishing much.

“Why, Mistress Falconhand, | do believe that you would do well to consult afew books on proper
behavior.”

“I just rodein from Silverymoon,” Dove Falconhand replied indignantly, tossing awink to Gabrid, the
other fighter in the room, atal and stern faced man. “ One tends to collect some dirt on the road.”

“Nearly aweek ago!” the dwarf protested. “Y ou attended the banquet last night in thisvery cloak!” The
dwarf then noticed that in hisfuss over Dove' s cloak he had smudged his own silken robes, and that
catastrophe turned his attention from the ranger.

“Dear Fret,” Dove went on, licking afinger and casually rubbing it over the spot on her cloak, “you are
the most unusud of attendants.”

The dwarfs face went beet red, and he stamped a shiny dipper on thetiled floor. “ Attendant?’ he huffed.
“l should say. . .”

“Then do!” Dove laughed.

“I am one of the most accomplished sagesin the north! My thes's concerning the proper etiquette of
raciad banquets’

“Or lack of proper etiquette’ Gabriel couldn’'t help but interrupt. The dwarf turned on him sourly” at
least where dwarves are concerned,” thetdl fighter finished with an innocent shrug.

The dwarf trembled visibly and his dippers played a respectable beat on the hard floor.

“Oh, dear Fret,” Dove offered, dropping a comforting hand on the dwarfs shoulder and running it long
the length of his perfectly trimmed, yellow beard.

“Fred!” the dwarf retorted sharply, pushing the ranger’ s hand away. “Fredegar!”

Dove and Gabrid looked at each other for one brief, knowing moment, then cried out the dwarfs
surnamein an explosion of laughter. “Rockcrusher”

“Fredegar Quilldipper would be moreto the point!” Gabrid added. Onelook at the fuming dwarf told
the man that the time had passed for leaving, so he scooped up his pack and darted from the room,
pausing only to dip onefina wink Dove sway.

“1 only desired to help.” The dwarf dropped his handsinto impossibly deep pockets and his head
drooped low.

“So you havel” Dove cried to comfort him.

“I mean, you do have an audience with Helm Dwarf friend” Fret went on, regaining some pride. “One
should be proper when seeing the Master of Sundabar.”




“Indeed one should “ Dove readily agreed. “ Y et al | have to wear you see before you, dear Fret,
stained and dirtied from theroad. | am afraid that | shall not cut avery finefigurein the eyes of

Sundabar’ s master. He and my sister have become such friends.” It was Dove sturn to feign avulnerable
pout, and though her sword had turned many a giant into vulture food, the strong ranger could play this
game better than most.

“Whatever shdl | do?” She cocked her head curioudy as she glanced at the dwarf. “ Perhaps,” she
teased. “If only ...”

Fret’ s face began to brighten at the hint.
“No,” Dove said with aheavy sigh. “1 could never impose so upon you.”

Fret verily bounced with glee, clapping histhick hands together. “Indeed you could, Mistress
Falconhand! Indeed you could!”

Dovebit her lip to forcgtall any further demeaning laughter as the excited dwarf skipped out of the room.
While she often teased Fret, Dove would readily admit that sheloved the little dwarf. Fret had spent
many yearsin Silverymoon, where Dove ssster ruled, and had made many contributions to the famed
library there. Fret redlly was a noted sage, known for his extensive research into the customs of various
races, both good and evil, and he was an expert on issues demi humans. He also was a fine composer.
How many times, Dove wondered with sincere humility, had she ridden along amountain trail, whistling a
cheery melody composed by this very same dwarf?

“Dear Fret,” the ranger whispered under her breath when the dwarf returned, a silken gown draped over

one arm but carefully folded so that it would not drag across the floor, assorted jewelry and apair of
stylish shoesin his other hand, adozen pins sticking out from between his pursed lips, and a measuring
string looped over one ear. Dove hid her smile and decided to give the dwarf this one battle. She would
tiptoe into Helm Dwarf friend’ s audience hall in asilken gown, the picture of Ladydoom, with the
diminutive sage huffing proudly by her sde.

All thewhile, Dove knew, the shoes would pinch and bite at her feet and the gown would find some
place to itch where she could not reach. Alasfor the duties of station, Dove thought as she Stared at the
gown and accessories. She looked into Fret’s beaming face then and redlized that it was worth al the
trouble.

Alasfor the duties of friendship, she mused.

The farmer had ridden straight through for more than aday, the Sghting of adark €f often had such
effects on smple villagers. He had taken two horses out of Madaobar, one he had |eft ascorc of miles
behind, halfway between the two towns. If he was lucky, he’ d find the anima unharmed on the return
trip. The second horse, the farmer’ s prized stdlion, was beginning to tire. Still the farmer bent low in the
saddle, spurring the steed on. The torches of Sundabar’ s night watch, high up on the city’ sthick stone
walls, werein sight.

“Stop and speak your name!” camethe formal cry from the captain of the gate guards when the rider
approached, haf an hour later.

Dove leaned on Fret for support asthey followed Helm’ s attendant down the long and decorated
corridor to the audience room. The ranger could cross a rope bridge without handrails, could fire her




bow with deadly accuracy atop a charging steed, could scramble up atreein full chain armor, sword and
shield in hand. But she could not, for al of her experience and agility, manage the fancy shoesthat Fret
had squeezed her feet into.

“And thisgown,” Dove whispered in exasperation, knowing that the impractical garment would split in
Sx or seven placesif she had occasion to swing her sword while wearing it, let done inhaled too
aboruptly.

Fret looked up at her, wounded.

“Thisgown issurely the most beautiful . . .” Dove stuttered, careful not to send thetidy dwarf into a
tantrum. “Truly | can find no words suitable to my gratitude, dear Fret.”

The dwarfs gray eyes shone brightly, though he wasn't sure that he believed aword of it. Either way,
Fret figured that Dove cared enough about him to go dong with his suggestions, and that fact was dl that
redlly mattered to him.

“1 beg athousand pardons, my lady,” came avoice from behind. The whole entourage turned to see the
captain of the night watch, afarmer by his side, trotting down the somber halway.

“Good captain!” Fret protested at the violation of protocal. “If you desire an audience with the lady, you
must make an introduction in the hal. Then, and only then, and only if the master allows, youmay . . .

Dove dropped a hand on the dwarfs shoulder to silence him. She recognized the urgency etched onto
the men’ sfaces, alook the adventuring heroine had seen many times. “Do go on, Captain,” she
prompted. To placate Fret, she added, “We have afew moments before our audience is set to begin.
Master Hem will not be kept waiting.”

The farmer stepped forward boldly. “ A thousand pardons for mysdlf, my lady,” he began, fingering his
cap nervoudy in hishands. “I am but afarmer from Madobar, asmdl village north ...”

“I know of Madobar,” Dove assured him. “Many times| have viewed the place from the mountains. A
fine and sturdy community.” Thefarmer brightened at her description. “No harm has befallen Maldobar, |

pray.

“Not asyet, my lady,” the farmer replied, “but we' ve sighted trouble, we' re not to doubting.” He paused
and looked to the captain for support. “ Drow.”

Dove seyeswidened at the news. Even Fret, tapping hisfoot impatiently throughout the conversation,
stopped and took note.

“How many?’ Dove asked.
“Only one, aswe have seen. We're fearing he' sa scout or spy, and up to no good.”
Dove nodded her agreement. “Who has seen the drow?’

“Childrenfirg,” thefarmer replied, drawing asigh from Fret and setting the dwarfsfoot impatiently
tapping once again.

“Children?’ the dwarf huffed.




The farmer’ s determination did not waver. “ Then McGrigtle saw him,” he said, eyeing Dove directly,
“and McGrigtlé sseen alot!”

“What isaMcGrigle?’ Fret huffed.

“Roddy McGrigtle,” Dove answered, somewhat sourly, before the farmer could explain. “ A noted
bounty hunter and fur trapper.”

“Thedrow killed one of Roddy’ sdogs,” the farmer put in excitedly, “and nearly cut down Roddy!
Dropped atreeright on him! He' slost an ear for the experience.”

Dove didn’t quite understand what the farmer was talking about, but shereally didn’t need to. A dark ef
had been seen and confirmed in the region, and that fact alone set the ranger into motion. She flipped off
her fancy shoes and handed them to Fret, then told one of the attendants to go straight off and find her
traveling companions and told the other to deliver her regretsto the Master of Sundabar.

“But Lady Faconhand!” Fret cried.

“No timefor pleasantries,” Dove replied, and Fret could tell by her obvious excitement that she was not
too disgppointed at canceling her audience with Helm. Already she was wiggling about, trying to open the
catch on the back of her magnificent gown.

“Your sster will not be pleased.” Fret growled loudly over the tapping of his boot.

“My sister hung up her backpack long ago,” Dove retorted, “ but mine still wearsthe fresh dirt of the
road!”

“Indeed,” the dwarf mumbled, not in acomplimentary way.

“Yemean to come, then?’ the farmer asked hopefully.

“Of course,” Dovereplied. “No reputable ranger could ignorc the sighting of adark ef! My three
companionsand | will set out for Madobar this very night, though | beg that you remain here, good
farmer. Y ou have ridden hard it is obvious and need deep.” Dove glanced around curioudy for a

moment, then put afinger to her pursed lips.

“What?" the annoyed dwarf asked her.

Dove sface brightened as her gaze dropped down to Fret. “1 have little experience with dark elves,” she
began, “and my companions, to my knowledge, have never dedlt with one.” Her widening smile set Fret
back on hishedls.

“Come, dear Fret,” Dove purred at the dwarf. Her bare feet dapping conspicuoudy on thetiled floor,
sheled Fret, the captain, and the farmer from Madobar down the hallway to Helm’ s audience room.

Fret was confused—and hopeful for amoment by Dove' s sudden change of direction. As soon as Dove
began taking to Helm, Fret’ s master, gpologizing for the unexpected inconvenience and asking Helm to
send aong one who might aid in the mission to Madaobar, the dwarf began to understand.

By thetime the sun found its way above the eastern horizon the next morning, Dove' s party, which




included an even archer and two powerful human fighters, had ridden more than ten milesfrom
Sundabar’ s heavy gate.

“Ugh!” Fret groaned when the light increased. He rode a sturdy Adbar pony at Dove' sside. “ See how
the mud has soiled my fine clothes! Surely it will betheend of usal! To diefilthy on agodsforsaken
road!”

“Pen asong about it,” Dove suggested, returning the widening smiles of her other three companions.
“The Ballad of the Five Choked Adventurers, it shall be named.”

Fret’ sangry glare lasted only the moment it took Doveto remind him that Hem Dwarf friend, the
Master of Sundabar himsalf, had commissioned Fret to travel along.

Rage

On the same morning that Dove' s party |eft on the road to Madobar, Drizzt set out on ajourney of his
own. Theinitid horror of his gruesome discovery the previous night had not diminished, and the drow
feared that it never would, but another emotion had also entered Drizzt’ s thinking. He could do nothing
for the innocent farmers and their children, nothing except avenge their deaths. That thought was not so
pleasing to Drizzt, he had left the Underdark behind, and the savagery aswell, he had hoped. With the
images of die carnage till so horribly clear in hismind, and al done ashewas, Drizzt could look only to
hisscimitar for justice.

Drizzt took two precautions before he set out on the murderer’ strail. First, he crept back down to the
farmyard, to the back of the house, where the farmers had placed a broken plowshare. The meta blade
was heavy, but the determined drow hoisted it and carried it away without athought to the discomfort.

Drizzt then called Guenhwyvar. As soon as the panther arrived and took note of Drizzt's scowl, it
dropped into an dert crouch. Guenhwyvar had been around Drizzt long enough to recognize that
expression and to believe that they would see battle before it returned to its astral home.

They moved off before dawn, Guenhwyvar easly following the barghest’ s cleer trail, as Ulgulu had
hoped. Their pace was dow, with Drizzt hindered by the plowshare, but steady, and as soon as Drizzt
caught the sound of adistant buzzing noise, he knew he had done right in collecting the cumbersome item.

Still, the remainder of the morning passed without incident. Thetrail led the companionsinto arocky
ravine and to the base of ahigh, uneven diff. Drizzt feared that he might have to scale the dliff face and
leave the plowshare behind but soon he spotted a single narrow trail winding up aong thewadl. The
ascending path remained smooth asit wound around sheer bends in the dliff face, blind and dangerous
turns. Wanting to use the terrain to his advantage, Drizzt sent Guenhwyvar far ahead and moved dong by
himsalf, dragging the plowshare and feding vulnerable on the open dliff.

That feding did nothing to quench the smmering firesin Drizzt’ s lavender eyes, though, which burned
clearly from under the low pulled cowl of hisoversized gnall cloak. If the sight of the ravine looming just
to the Sde unnerved the drow, he needed only to remember the farmers. A short whilelater, when Drizzt
heard the expected buzzing noise from somewhere lower on the narrow trail, he only smiled.

The buzz quickly closed from behind. Drizzt fell back againgt the cliff wall and snapped out his scimitar,
carefully monitoring thetimeit took the spriteto close.




Tephanis flashed beside the drow, the quickling’ slittle dagger darting and prodding for an opening in the
defensve twigts of the waving scimitar. The sprite was gone in an instant, moving up ahead of Drizzt, but
Tephanis had scorced a hit, nicking Drizzt on one shoulder.

Drizzt inspected the wound and nodded gravely, accepting it asaminor inconvenience. He knew he
could not defeet the blinding attack, and he knew, too, that alowing thisfira strike had been necessary
for hisultimate victory. A growl on the path up ahead put Drizzt quickly back on dert. Guenhwyvar had
met the sprite, and the panther, with flashing paws that could match the quickling’ s speed, no doubt had
turned the thing back around.

Again Drizzt put his back to the wall, monitoring the buzzing approach. Just as the sprite came around
the corner, Drizzt jumped out onto the narrow path, his scimitar at the ready. The drow’ s other hand was
less conspicuous and held steady a meta object, ready to tilt it out to block the opening.

The speeding sprite cut back in toward thewall, easly able, as Drizzt redized, to avoid the scimitar. But
in his narrow focus on histarget, the sprite failed to notice Drizzt’ s other hand.

Drizzt hardly registered the sorite’s movements, but the sudden “Bong!” and the sharp vibrationsin his
hand as the creature smacked into the plowshare brought a satisfied grin to hislips. He let the plowshare
drop and scooped up the unconscious sprite by the throat, holding it clear of the ground. Guenhwyvar
bounded around the bend about the same time the sprite shook the dizziness from his sharp featured
heed, hislong and pointed ears nearly flopping right over the other sde of his head with each movement.

“What creature are you?’ Drizzt asked in the goblin tongue, the language that had worked for him with
the gnoll band. To hissurprise, he found that the sprite understood, though his high pitched, blurred
response came too quickly for Drizzt to even begin to understand.

He gave the sprite aquick jerk to sllence him, then growled, “Oneword at atime! What isyour name?’
“Tephanis,” the sprite said indignantly. Tephanis could move hislegs a hundred times a second, but they
didn’t do him much good while he was suspended in the air. The sprite glanced down to the narrow
ledge and saw hissmall dagger lying next to the dented plowshare.

Drizzt’ sscimitar moved in dangeroudy. “Did you kill thefarmers?’ he asked bluntly. He amost struck in
response to the sprite’ s ensuing chuckle.

“No,” Tephanissaid quickly.
“Who did?’
“Ulgulu!” the sprite proclaimed. Tephanis pointed up the path and blurted out a stream of excited

words. Drizzt managed to make out afew, “Ulgulu ... waiting... dinner,” being the most disturbing of
them.

Drizzt redly didn’'t know what he would do with the captured sprite. Tephaniswas smply too fast for
Drizzt to safdy handle. He looked to Guenhwyvar, Sitting casudly afew feet up the path, but the panther
only yawned and stretched.

Drizzt was about to come back with another question, to try to figure out where Tephanisfit into the
whole scenario, but the cocky sprite decided that he had suffered enough of the encounter. His hands




moving too fast for Drizzt to react, Tephanis reached down into his boot, produced another knife, and
dashed at Drizzt’ sdready injured writ.

Thistime, the cocky sprite had underestimated his opponent. Drizzt could not match the sprite’s speed,
could not even follow thetiny, darting dagger. As painful asthe woundswere, though, Drizzt wastoo
filled with rage to take note. He only tightened his grip on the sprite’ s collar and thrust his scimitar ahead.
Even with such limited mohbility, Tephaniswas quick enough and nimble enough to dodge, laughing wildly
dl thewhile

The sprite struck back, digging adeeper cut into Drizzt’ sforcarm. Findly Drizzt chose atactic that
Tephanis could not counter, one that took the sprite' s advantage away. He dammed Tephanisinto the
wall, then tossed the stunned cregture off the cliff.

Sometime later, Drizzt and Guenhwyvar crouched in the brush at the base of asteep, rocky sope. At
the top, behind carefully placed bushes and branches, lay a cave, and, every so often, goblin voices
rolled out.

Beside the cave, to the Sde of the doping ground was a steep drop. Beyond the cave, the mountain
climbed on at an even greater angle. The tracks, though they were sometimes scarce on the bare stone,
had led Drizzt and Guenhwyvar to this spot, there could be no doubt that the monster who daughtered
the farmerswasin the cave.

Drizzt again fought with his decision to avenge the farmers' deeths. He would have preferred amore
civilized justice, alawful court, but what was he to do? He certainly could not go to the human villagers
with his suspicions, nor to anyone ese. Crouching in the bush, Drizzt thought again of the farmers, of the
sandy haired boy, of the pretty girl, barely awoman, and of the young man he had disarmed in the
blueberry patch. Drizzt fought hard to keep his breathing steady. In the wild Underdark he had
sometimes givenin to hisingtinctive urges, adarker sde of himsdf that fought with brutal and deadly
efficiency, and Drizzt could fed that dter ego weling within him once again. At fire, hetried to sublimate
the rage, but then he remembered the lessons he had learned. This darker side was a part of him, atool
for survival, and was not atogether evil.

It was necessary.

Drizzt understood his disadvantage in the Situation, however. He had no idea how many enemieshe
would encounter, or even what type of monsters they might be. He heard goblins, but the carnage at the
farmhouse indicated that something much more powerful wasinvolved. Drizzt’s good judgment told him
to St and watch, to learn more of hisenemies.

Another flegting instant of remembrance, the scene at the farmhouse, threw that good judgment aside.
Scimitar in one hand, the sprite’ sdagger in another, Drizzt stalked up the stony hill. He didn't dow when
he neared the cave, but merdly ripped the brush aside and walked straight in.

Guenhwyvar hesitated and watched from behind, confused by the drow’ s straightforward tactics.

Tephanisfet cool ar brushing by hisface and thought for amoment that he was enjoying some pleasant
dream. The sprite came out of hisdeusion quickly, though, and redlized that he was fast approaching the
ground. Fortunately, Tephaniswas not far from the cliff. He send his hands and feet spinning rapidly
enough to produce a constant humming sound and clawed and kicked at the cliff in an effort to dow his
descent. In the meantime, he began the incantationsto alevitation spell, possibly the only thing that could
savehim.




A few agonizingly dow seconds passed before the sprite felt his body buoyed by the spell. He il hit the
ground hard, but he redlized that his wounds were minor.

Tephanis stood rdatively dowly and dusted himsdlf off. Hisfirst thought was to go and warn Ulgulu of
the approaching drow, but he reconsidered at once. He could not levitate up to the cave complex intime
to warn the barghest, and there was only one path up the cliff face which the drow was on.

Tephanis had no desire to face that one again.

Ulgulu had not tried to cover histracks at al. The dark ef had served the barghest’ s needs, now he
planned to make amed of Drizzt, one that might bring him into maturity and alow him to return to
Gehenna

Ulgulu’ stwo goblin guards were not too surprised a Drizzt’ s entrance. Ulgulu had told them to expect
the drow and to smply delay him out in the entry room until the barghest could come and attend to him.
The goblins hated their conversation abruptly, dropped their spearsin ablocking cross over the curtain,
and puffed out their scrawny chests, foolishly following their boss' singtructions as Drizzt approached.

“Nonecangoin” one of them began, but then, in asingle swipe of Drizzt’ s scimitar, both the goblin and
Its companion staggered down, clutching at their opened throats. The spear barrier fell avay and Drizzt
never even dowed as he stalked through the curtain.

In the middle of the inner room, the drow saw his enemy. Scarlet skinned and giant Sized, the barghest
waited with crossed arms and awicked, confident grin.

Drizzt threw the dagger and charged right in behind it. That throw saved the drow’ slife, for when the
dagger passed harmlesdy through his enemy’ s body, Drizzt recognized the trap. He camein anyway,
unable to break his momentum, and his scimitar entered the image without finding anything tangibleto cut
into.

The red barghest was behind the stone throne at the back of the room. Using another power of his
considerable magical repertoire, Kempfana had sent an image of himsdlf into the middle of the room to
hold the drow in place.

Immediately Drizzt’' singtincts told him that he had been set up. Thiswas no real monster he faced but an
gpparition meant to keep him in the open and vulnerable. The room was sparsaly furnished, nothing
nearby offered any cover.

Utguhi, levitating above the drow, came down quickly, lighting softly behind him. The plan was perfect
and the target wasright in place.

Drizzt, his reflexes and muscles trained and honed to fighting perfection, sensed the presence and dove
forward into the image as Ulgulu launched a heavy blow. The barghest’ s huge hand only clipped Drizzt’s
flowing hair, but that alone nearly ripped the drow’ s head to the Side.

Drizzt haf turned his body as he dove, rolling back to hisfeet facing Ulgulu. He met amongter even
larger than the giant image, but that fact did nothing to intimidate the enraged drow. Like a stretched
cord, Drizzt snapped straight back at the barghest. By the time Ulgulu even recovered from his
unexpected miss, Drizzt’ slone scimitar had poked him three timesin the belly and had dug anest little
hole under hischin.




The barghest roared in rage but was not too badly hurt, for Drizzt’ s drow made weapon had lost most
of itsmagic in the drow’ stime on the surface and only magica wegpons such as Guenhwyvar’ s claws
and teeth—could truly harm a creature from Gehennd srifts.

The huge panther dammed onto the back of Ulgulu’ s head with enough force to drop the barghest
facedown on the floor. Never had Ulgulu felt such pain as Guenhwyvar’ s claws raked across his head.

Drizzt moved to join in, when he heard a shuffle from the
back of the room. Kempfana came charging out from behind the throne, bellowing in protest.

It was Drizzt’ sturn to utilize some magic. He threw aglobe of darknessin the scarlet skinned barghest’s
path, then doveinto it himsdlf, crouching on his hands and knees. Unable to dow, Kempfanaroared in,
stumbled over the braced drow kicking Drizzt with enough forceto blast the ar from hislungs and fel
heavily out the other sde of the darkness.

Kempfana shook his head to clear it and planted his huge handsto rise. Drizzt was on the barghest’s
back in no time, hacking away wildly with hisvicious scimitar. Blood matted Kempfana s hair by thetime
he was able to brace himsaf enough to throw the drow off. He staggered to hisfeet dizzily and turned to
face the drow.

Across the room, Ulgulu crawled and tumbled, rolled and twisted. The panther was too quick and too
deek for the giant’ s lumbering counters. A dozen gashes scarred Ulgulu’ s face and now Guenhwyvar had
its teeth clamped on the back of the giant’ s neck and al four pawsraking at the giant’s back.

Ulgulu had another option, though. Bones crackled and reformed. Ulgulu' s scarred face became an
elongated snout filled with wicked canineteeth. Thick hair sprouted from all over the giant, fending off
Guenhwyvar’s claw attacks. Hailing arms became kicking paws.

Guenhwyvar battled a gigantic wolf, and the panther’ s advantage was short lived.

Kempfana stalked in dowly, showing Drizzt new respect.

“Youkilledthem dl,” Drizzt said in the goblin tongue, hisvoice so utterly cold that it stopped the scarlet
skinned barghest in histracks.

Kempfanawas not a stupid cresture. The barghest recogni zed the explosive rage in this drow and had
felt the sharp bite of the scimitar. Kempfana knew better than to walk straight in, so again he called upon
his otherworldly skills. In the blink of an orange burning eye, the scarlet skinned barghest was gone,
stepping through an extradimensional door and regppearing right behind Drizzt.

As soon as Kempfana disappeared, Drizzt ingtinctively broke to the side. The blow from behind came
quicker, though, landing squarely on Drizzt’ s back and launching him across the room. Drizzt crashed into
the base of onewall and came up into aknedl, gasping for his breath.

Kempfanadid stak sraight in thistime, the drow had dropped his scimitar hafway to thewal, too far
away for Drizzt to grasp.

The great barghest wolf, nearly twice Guenhwyvar' s size, rolled over and straddled the panther. Great
jaws snapped near Guenhwyvar’ sthroat and face, the panther batting wildly to hold them at bay.




Guenhwyvar could not hope to win an even fight againgt the wolf. The only advantage the panther
retained was mobility. Like ablack shafted arrow, Guenhwyvar darted out from under the wolf and
toward the curtain.

Ulgulu howled and gave chase, ripping the curtain down and charging on, toward the waning daylight.

Guenhwyvar came out of the cave as Ulgulu torc through the curtain, pivoted instantly, and |legped
straight up to the dopes above the entrance. When the great wolf came out, the panther again crashed
down on Ulgulu’ s back and resumed itsraking and dashing.

“Ulgulu killed the farmers, not |,” Kempfana growled as he approached. He kicked Drizzt’ s scimitar
acrossto the other Sde of the room. “Ulgulu wants you who killed hisgnolls. But | shal kill you, drow
warrior. | shdl feast on your lifeforce so that | may gain in strength!”

Drizzt, dill trying to find his breath, hardly heard the words. The only thoughts that occurred to him were
theimages of the dead farmers, images that gave Drizzt courage. The barghest drew near and Drizzt
snapped a vile gaze upon him, adetermined gaze not lessened in the least by the drow’ s obvioudly
desperate Stuation.

Kempfana hesitated at the Sight of those narrowed, burning eyes, and the barghest’ s delay brought
Drizzt dl the time he needed. He had fought giant monsters before, most notably hook horrors. Always
Drizzt’ s scimitars had ended those battles, but for hisinitia strikes, he had, every time, used only hisown
body. The painin his back was no match for his mounting rage. He rushed out from thewall, remaining in
acrouch, and dove through Kempfana s legs, spinning and catching a hold behind the barghest’ s knee.

Kempfana, unconcerned, lurched down to grab the squirming drow. Drizzt eluded the giant’ sgrasp long
enough to find some leverage. Still, Kempfana accepted the attacks as a mere inconvenience. When
Drizzt put the barghest off balance, Kempfanawillingly toppled, meaning to crush thewiry little ef. Again
Drizzt wastoo quick for the barghest. He twisted out from under the faling giant, put hisfeet back under
him, and sprinted for the opposite end of the chamber.

“No, you shdl not!” Kempfanabellowed, crawling then running in pursuit. Just as Drizzt scooped up his
scimitar, giant arms wrapped around him and easily lifted him off the ground.

“Crush you and bite you!” Kempfanaroared, and indeed, Drizzt heard one of hisribs crack. Hetried to
wiggle around to face his foe, then gave up on the notion, concentrating instead on freeing his sword arm.

Another rib snapped, Kempfana s huge arms tightened. The barghest did not want to smply kill the
drow, though, redlizing the greet gains toward maturity he could make by devouring so powerful an
enemy, by feeding on Drizzt' slifeforce.

“Biteyou, drow.” The giant laughed. “Feast!”

Drizzt grasped his scimitar in both hands with strength inspired by the images of the farmhouse. Hetorc
the weapon loose and snapped it straight back over his head. The blade entered Kempfana s open,
eager mouth and dove down the monster’ s throat.

Drizzt twisted it and turned it.

Kempfana whipped about wildly and Drizzt’ s muscles, and joints nearly ripped apart under the strain.
The drow had found hisfocus, though, the scimitar hilt, and he continued to twist and turn.




Kempfanawent down heavily, gurgling, and rolled onto Drizzt, trying to squash the life out of him. Pain
began to seep into Drizzt' s consciousness.

“No!” he cried, grabbing at the image of the sandy haired boy, dainin hisbed. Still Drizzt twisted and
turned the blade. The gurgling continued, awheezing sound of air rising through choking blood. Drizzt
knew that this battle was won when the creature above him no longer moved.

Drizzt wanted only to curl up and find his breath but told himself that he was not yet finished. He crawled
out from under Kempfana, wiped the blood, his own blood, from hislips, unceremonioudy ripped his
scimitar free of Kempfana s mouth, and retrieved his dagger.

He knew that his wounds were serious, could prove fatd if he didnt attend to them immediately. His
breath continued to comein forced, bloodied gasps. It didn’t concern him, though, for Ulgulu, the
monster who had killed the farmers, still lived.

Guenhwyvar sprang from the giant wolfs back, again finding atenuous footing on the steep dope above
the cave entrance. Ulgulu spun, snarling, and legped up at the panther, clawing and raking a the stonesin
an effort to get higher.

Guenhwyvar legped out over the barghest wolf, pivoted immediately, and dashed at Ulgulu’ s backside.
The wolf spun but Guenhwyvar legped by, again to the dope.

The game of hit and run went on for severa moments, Guenhwyvar striking, then darting away. Findly,
though, the wolf anticipated the panther’ s dodge. Ulgulu brought the legping panther down in hismassive
jaws. Guenhwyvar squirmed and torc free, but came up near the steep gorge. Ulgulu hovered over the
cat, blocking any escape.

Drizzt exited the cave asthe great wolf borc down, pushing Guenhwyvar back. Pebblesrolled out into
the gorge, the panther’ s back legs dipped and then clawed back, trying to find ahold. Even mighty
Guenhwyvar could not hold out againgt the welght and strength of the barghest wolf, Drizzt knew.

Drizzt saw immediately that he could not get the great wolf off Guenhwyvar intime. He pulled out the
onyx figurine and tossed it near the combatants. “Be gone, Guenhwyvar!” he commanded.

Guenhwyvar normally would not desert its master in atime of such danger, but the panther understood
what Drizzt had in mind. Ulgulu borc in powerfully, determinedly driving Guenhwyvar from the ledge.

Then the beast was pushing only intangible vapors. Ulgulu lurched forward and scrambled wildly, kicking
more stones and the onyx figurine into the gorge. Overbaanced, the wolf could not find ahold, and then
Ulgulu wasfdling.

Bones popped again, and the canine fur thinned, Ulgulu could not enact alevitation spell in hiscanine
form. Desperate, the barghest concentrated, reaching for his goblinoid form. The wolf maw shortened
into aflat featured face, paws thickened and reformed into arms.

The haf transformed creature didn’t make it, but instead cracked into the stone.

Drizzt stepped off the ledge and into alevitation spell, moving down dowly and closeto the rocky wall.
Asit had before, the spell soon died away. Drizzt bounced and




clawed through the last twenty feet of the fall, coming to ahard stop at the rocky bottom. He saw the
barghest twitching only afew feet away and tried to rise in defense, but darkness overwhelmed him.

Claesand Riddles

Drizzt could not know how many hours had passed when a thunderous roar awakened him sometime
later. It was dark now and a cloudy night. Slowly the memories of the encounter came back to the dazed
and injured drow. To hisrdi€f, he saw that Ulgulu lay <till on the stone beside him, half agoblin and haf a
wolf, obvioudy quite dead.

A second roar, back up by the cave, turned the drow toward the ledge high above him. There stood
Lagerbottoms, the hill giant, returned from ahunting trip and outraged by the carnage he had found.

Drizzt knew as soon as he managed to crawl to hisfeet that he could not fight another battle thisday. He
searched around for amoment, found the onyx figurine, and dropped it into his pouch. He wasn't too
concerned for Guenhwyvar. He had seen the panther through worse caamities caught in the explosion of
amagical wand, pulled into the Plane of Earth by an enraged elemental, even dropped into alake of
hissng acid. The figurine gppeared undamaged, and Drizzt was certain that Guenhwyvar was now
comfortably at rest initsastral home.

Drizzt, however, could afford no such rest. Already the giant had begun picking its way down the rocky
dope. With afina look to Ulgulu, Drizzt felt asense of vengeancethat did little to defeet the agonizing,
bitter memories of the daughtered farmers. He set off, moving farther into the wild mountains, running
from the giant and from the guilt.

More than aday had passed since the massacre when the first of the Thistledowns' neighbors rode out
to their secluded farm. The stench of deeth derted the visiting farmer to the carnage even before he
looked in the house or barn.

He returned an hour later with Mayor Delmo and severa other armed farmersat hisside. They crawled
through the Thistledown house and across the grounds cautioudy, putting cloth over their faces to combat
theterrible smell.

“Who could have donethis?’ the mayor demanded. “What monster?” Asif in answer, one of the
farmerswalked out of the bedroom and into the kitchen, holding abroken scimitar in his hands.

“A drow weapon?’ the farmer asked. “We should be getting McGrigtle.”

Demo hesitated. He expected the party from Sundabar to arrive any day and felt that the famed ranger
Dove Fa conhand would be better able to handle the situation than the volatile and uncontrollable
mountain man.

The debate never redly began, though, for the snarl of adog aerted dl in the house that McGristle had
arrived. The burly, dirty man stalked into the kitchen, the side of hisface horribly scarred and caked with
brown, dried blood.

“Drow wegpon!” he spat, recognizing the scimitar dl too clearly. “ Same as he used agin me!”

“Theranger will bein soon,” Delmo began, but McGristle hardly listened. He stalked about the room
and into the adjoining bedroom, gruffly tapping bodies with hisfoot and bending low to inspect some
minor detalls,




“Saw thetracks outside,” McGristle stated suddenly. “Two sets, | make ‘em.”
“Thedrow hasan ally,” the mayor reasoned. “More cause for usto wait for the party from Sundabar.”

“Bah, ye hardly know if they’re even comin’'!” McGristle snorted. “ Got to get after the drow now, while
thetrall’ sfinefor my dog’'snose!”

Severd of the gathered farmers nodded their accord— until Delmo prudently reminded them of exactly
whét they might befacing.

“A gngle drow took you down, McGrigtle,” the mayor said. “Now you think there’ stwo of them,
maybe more, and you want usto go and hunt them?’

“Bad fortune, it was, that took me down!” Roddy snapped back. He looked around, appealing to the
now lessthan eager farmers. “1 had that drow, had him cleaned an’ dressed!”

The farmers milled nervoudy and whispered to each other as the mayor took Roddy by thearm and led
him to the sde of the room.

“Wait aday,” Delmo begged. “ Our chanceswill be much greater if the ranger comes.”

Roddy didnt seem convinced. “My battle smy own to fight,” he snarled. “Hekilled my dog and Ieft me
ugly.”

“but want him, and you' |l have him,” the mayor promised, “but there might be more on the table here
than your dog or your pride.”

Roddy’ s face contorted ominoudly, but the mayor was adamant. If adrow war party was indeed
operating inthe areg, dl of Madobar wasinimminent danger. The small group’ s grestest defense until
help could arrive from Sundabar was unity, and that defense would fail if Roddy led agroup of
men—ifighters who were scarce enough dready on a chase through the mountains. Benson Delmo was
astute enough to know that he could not gpped to Roddy on those terms, though. While the mountain
man had remained in Madobar for a couple of years, he was, in essence, adrifter and owed no
dlegianceto the town.

Roddy turned away, deciding that the meeting was at its end, but the mayor boldly grabbed hisarm and
turned him back around. Roddy’ s dog bared its teeth and growled, but that threat was asmall
congderation to the fat man in light of the awful scowl that Roddy shot him.

“You'll havethedrow,” the mayor said quickly, “but wait for the help from Sundabar, | beg.” He
switched to termsthat Roddy could truly appreciate. “1 am aman of no smal means, McGristle, and you
were abounty hunter before you got here, and il are, I'd expect.”

Roddy’ s expression quickly changed from outrage to curiosity.

“Wait for the help, then go get the drow.” The mayor paused, consdering his forthcoming offer. He
redly had no experiencein this sort of thing and, while he didn’t want to comein too low and spoil the
interest he had sparked, he didnt want to tax his own purse strings any more than was necessary. “A
thousand gold for the drow’ shead.”




Roddy had played this pricing game many times. He hid his ddlight well, the mayor’ s offer wasfive times
his normd fee and he would have gone after the drow in any case, with or without payment.

“Two thousand!” the mountain man grumbled without missing abesat, suspecting that more could be
exacted for histroubles. The mayor rocked back on his hedls but reminded himself severd times that the
town’ svery existence might be at stake.

“And not acopper lessl” Roddy added, crossing his burly arms over his chest.
“Wait for Migtress Falconhand,” Delmo said meekly, “and you shdl have your two thousand.”

All through the night, Lagerbottoms followed the wounded drow’ strail. The bulky hill giant was not yet
certain how it felt about the death of Ulgulu and Kempfana, the unasked for masters who had taken over
hislair and hislife. While Lagerbottoms feared any enemy who could defeat those two, the giant knew
that the drow was sorcly wounded.

Drizzt realized he was being followed but could do little to hide histracks. Oneleg, injured in his
bouncing descent into the ravine, dragged painfully and Drizzt had al he could do to keep ahead of the
giant. When dawn came, bright and clear, Drizzt knew that his disadvantage had increased. He could not
hope to escape the hill giant through thelong and reveding light of day.

Thetrail dipped into asmal grouping of varioudy sized trees, orouting up wherever they could find
cracks between the numerous boulders. Drizzt meant to go straight through he saw no option other than
continuing hisflight but while he leaned on one of the larger treesfor support to catch his breeth, a
thought came to him. Thetree' s branches hung limply, supple and cordlike,

Drizzt glanced back dong thetrail. Higher up and crossing a bare expanse of rock, the relentless hill
giant plodded along. Drizzt drew his scimitar with the one arm that still seemed to work and hacked
down the longest branch he could find. Then he looked for a suitable boulder.

The giant crashed into the copse about ahaf hour later, its huge club swinging at the end of one massive
arm. Lagerbottoms stopped abruptly when the drow appeared from behind atree, blocking the path.

Drizzt nearly sighed aoud when the giant stopped, exactly at the appointed area. He had feared that the
huge monster would just continue on and swat him down, for Drizzt, injured as he was, could have
offered little res stance. Seizing the moment of the monster’ s hesitation, Drizzt shouted “Halt!” inthe
goblin language and enacted asmple spdll, limning the giant in blue glowing, harmlessflames.

L agerbottoms shifted uncomfortably but made no advance toward this strange and dangerous enemy.
Drizzt eyed the giant’ s shuffling feet with more than acasud interest.

“Why do you follow me?’ Drizzt demanded. “ Do you desire to join the othersin the deep of death?’

L agerbottomsran his plump tongue over dry lips. So far, this encounter hadn’t gone as expected. Now
the giant thought past those first ingtinctua urgesthat had led him out here and tried to consider the
options. Ulgulu and Kempfana were dead, L agerbottoms had his cave back. But the gnolls and goblins,
too, were gone, and that pesky little quickling sprite hadn’t been around for awhile. A sudden thought
cametothegiant.

“Friends?’ Lagerbottoms asked hopefully.




Though he was rdlieved to find that combat might be avoided, Drizzt was more than allittle Skeptical at
the offer. The gnoll band had given him asmilar offer, to disastrous ends, and this giant was obviousy
connected to those other monstersthat Drizzt had just killed, those who had daughtered the farm family.

“Friendsto what end?’ Drizzt asked tentatively, hoping against al reason that he might find this creature
to be motivated by some principles, and not just by blood lust.

“Tokill,” Lagerbottoms replied, as though the answer had been obvious.

Drizzt snarled and jerked hishead about in angry denid, hiswhite mane flying wildly. He snapped the
scimitar out of its sheeth, hardly caring if the giant’ sfoot had found the loop of his snare.

“Kill you!” Lagerbottoms cried, seeing the sudden turn, and the giant lifted his club and took a huge
grideforward, astride shortened by the vindike branch pulling tightly around hisankle.

Drizzt checked hisdesireto rush in, reminding himsdf that the trap had been set into motion, and
reminding himsdlf, too, that in his present condition he would be hard put to survive againgt the formidable
gian.

L agerbottoms looked down at the noose and roared in outrage. The branch wasn't redly aproper cord
and the noose wasn't so tight. If Lagerbottoms had smply reached down, the giant easily could have
dipped the noose off hisfoot. Hill giants, however, were never known for their intelligence.

“Kill you!” the giant cried again, and it kicked hard againgt the strain of the branch. Propelled by the
considerable force of the kick, the large rock tied to the branch’s other end, behind the giant, pelted
forward through the underbrush and sailed into L agerbottoms' s back.

L agerbottoms had started to cry out athird time, but the menacing threat came out as awhoosh! of
forced air. The heavy club dropped to the ground and the giant, clutching its kidney area, dropped to one
knee.

Drizzt hesitated a moment, not knowing whether to run or finish thekill. He didn’t fear for himself, the
giant would not be coining after him anytime soon, but he could not forget the lurid expression on the
giant’ sface when the mongter had said that they might kill together.

“How many other familieswill you daughter?’ Drizzt asked in the drow tongue.

L agerbottoms could not begin to understand the language. He just grunted and snarled through the
burning pain.

“How many?’ Drizzt asked again, his hand wrenching over the scimitar’ s pomme and hiseyes
narrowing menacingly.

He camein fast and hard.

To Benson Dehno' s absolute relief, the party from Sundabar Dove Fal conhand, her three fighting
companions, and Fret, the dwarven sage came in later that day. The mayor offered the troupe food and
rest, but as soon as Dove heard of the massacre at the Thistledown farm, she and her companions set
straight out, with the mayor, Roddy McGristte, and severa curious farmers close behind.

Dove was openly disappointed when they arrived at the secluded farm. A hundred sets of tracks




obscured critica clues, and many of theitemsin the house, even the bodies, had been handled and
moved. Still, Dove and her seasoned company moved about methodicaly, trying to decipher what they
could of the gruesome scene.

“Foolish people!” Fret scolded the farmers when Dove and the others had completed their investigation.
“Y ou have aided our enemied”

Severd of the farmer folk, even the mayor, looked around uncomfortably at the berating, but Roddy
snarled and towered over thetidy dwarf. Dove quickly interceded.

“tour earlier presence here has marred some of the clues,” Dove explained camly, disarmingly, to the
mayor as she prudently stepped between Fret and the burly mountain man. Dove had heard many tales
of McGrigtle before, and his reputation was not one of predictability or cam.

“Wedidn't know,” the mayor tried to explain.

“Of course not,” Dove replied, “tou reacted as anyone would have.”

“Any novice,” Fret remarked.

“Shut yer mouth!” McGristle growled, and so did his dog.

“Beat ease, good sir' Dove bade him. “We have too many enemies beyond the town to need some
within”

“Novice? McGristle barked at her. “I’ ve hunted down a hunnerd men, an’ | know enough o' this
damned drow to find him.”

“Do we know it was the drow?’ Dove asked, genuingly doubting.
On anod from Roddy, afarmer standing on the side of the room produced the broken scimitar.
“Drow wegpon,” Roddy said harshly, pointing to his scarred face. “1 seenit up close!”

Onelook at the mountain man’ s jagged wound told Dove that the fine edged scimitar had not caused it,
but the ranger conceded the point, seeing no gain in further argument.

“And drow tracks,” Roddy inssted. “ The boot prints match close to the ones by the blueberry patch,
where we seen the drow!”

Dove sgaze led dl eyesto the barn. “ Something powerful broke that door’ she reasoned. “ And the
younger woman ingde was not killed by any dark df.”

Roddy remained undaunted. “Drow’ sgot apet” heingsted. “Big, black panther. Damned big cat!”

Dove remained suspicious. She had seen no prints to match a panther’ s paws, and the way that a
portion of the woman had been devoured, bones and dl, did not fit any knowledge that she had of greet
cats. She kept her thoughtsto herself, though, redlizing that the gruff mountain man wanted no mysteries
clouding hisaready drawn conclusions.

“Now, if ye ve had enough of thisplace, let’ s get onto the trail” Roddy boomed. “My dog's got a scent,




and the drow’ sgot alead big enough aready!”

Dove flashed a concerned glance at the mayor, who turned away, embarrassed, under her penetrating
gaze.

“Roddy McGristle sto go with you,” Delmo explained, barely able to spit out the words, wishing that he
had not made his emotionally inspired dedl with Roddy. Seeing the cool headed ness of the woman
ranger and her party, so drasticdly different from Roddy’ s violent temper, the mayor now thought it
better that Dove and her companions handle the Situation in their own way. But adeal wasadedl.

“He ll be the only one from Madobar joining your troupe,” Delmo continued. “Heis a seasoned hunter
and knows this area better than any.”

Again Dove, to Fret’ sdishdlief, conceded the point.
“Theday isfast on thewane,” Dove said. She added pointedly to McGristle, “We go at first light.”
“Drow’ sgot too much of alead dready!” Roddy protested. “We should get after him now!”

“Y ou assume that the drow isrunning,” Dove replied, again camly, but thistime with astern edgeto her
voice. “How many dead men once assumed the same of enemies?’ Thistime, Roddy, perplexed, did not
shout back. “The drow, or drow band, could be holed up nearby. Would you like to come upon them
unexpectedly, McGristle? Would it please you to battle dark elvesin the dark of night?’

Roddy just threw up his hands, growled, and stalked away, his dog close on his hedls.

The mayor offered Dove and her troupe lodging at his own house, but the ranger and her companions
preferred to remain behind at the Thistledown farm. Dove smiled as the farmers departed, and Roddy set
up camp just ashort distance away, obvioudly to keep an eye on her. She wondered just how much a
stake McGristle had in al of this and suspected that there was more to it than revenge for a scarred face

and alost ear.

“Areyou redly to let that beastly man come with us?’ Fret asked later on, asthe dwarf, Dove, and
Gabrid sat around the blazing fire in the farmyard. The even archer and the other member of the troupe

were out on perimeter guard.

“Itisther town, dear Fret,” Dove explained. “And | cannot refute McGristle' s knowledge of the
region.”

“But heissodirty,” the dwarf grumbled. Dove and Gabrid exchanged smiles, and Fret, redizing that he
would get nowhere with hisargument, turned down his bedroll and dipped in, purposefully spinning away
from the others.

“Good old Quilldipper’ mumbled Gabriel, but he noted that Dove' sensuing amiledid little to diminish the
sincere concern on her face.

“You'veaproblem, Lady Falconhand?’ he asked.
Dove shrugged. “ Some things do not fit properly in the order of things here,” she began.

“Twas no panther that killed the woman in the barn,” Gabriel remarked, for he, too, had noted some




discrepancies.

“Nor did any drow kill the farmer, the one they named Bartholomew, in the kitchen,” said Dove. “The
beam that broke his neck was nearly snapped itself. Only agiant possesses such strength.”

“Magic?’ Gabrid asked.

Again Dove shrugged. “ Drow magic is usudly more subtle, according to our sage,” she said, looking to
Fret, who was aready snoring quite loudly. “ And more complete. Fret does not believe that drow magic
killed Bartholomew or the woman, or destroyed the barn door. And there is another mystery on the
metter of the tracks.”

“Two sets” Gabriel said, “and made nearly aday apart.”

“And of differing depths,” added Dove. “ One s&t, the second, might indeed have been those of adark
ef, but the other, the set of the killer, went too deep for an df slight steps.”

“An agent of the drow?’ Gabrie offered. “ Conjured denizen of the lower planes, perhaps? Might it be
that the dark ef came down the next day to inspect its monster’ swork?” Thistime, Gabriel joined Dove
in her confused shrug.

“Soweshdl learn,” Dove said. Gabrid lit apipe then, and Dove drifted off into dumber.

“Oh master, my master,” Tephanis crooned, seeing the grotesque form of the broken, haf transformed
barghest. The quickling didn’t redlly care dl that much for Ulgulu or the barghest’ s brother, but their
deaths|eft some severe implications for the sprite’ sfuture path. Tephanis had joined Ulgulu’ s group for
mutua gain. Before the barghests came dong, the little sprite had spent his daysin solitude, stealing
whenever he could from nearby villages. He had done al right for himself, but hislife had been alonely
and unexciting existence.

Ulgulu had changed dl of that. The barghest army offered protection and companionship, and Ulgulu,
aways scheming for new and more deviouskills, had provided Tephanis with unending important
missons.

Now the quickling had to walk away from it dl, for Ulgulu was dead and Kempfana was deed, and
nothing Tephanis could do would change those smple facts.

“Lagerbottoms?’ the quickling asked himsdf suddenly. He thought that the hill giant, the only member
missing from thelair, might prove afine companion. Tephanis saw the giant’ stracks clearly enough,
heading away from the cave area and out into the degper mountains. He clapped his hands excitedly,
perhaps a hundred times in the next second, then was off, speeding away to find anew friend.

Far up in the mountains, Drizzt Do’ Urden looked upon the lights of Maldobar for the last time. Since he
had come down from the high peaks after his unpleasant encounter with the skunk, the drow had found a
world of savagery nearly equa to the dark realm he had left behind. Whatever hopes Drizzt had redlized
in his dayswatching the farming family werelogt to him now, buried under the weight of guilt and the
awful images of carnage that he knew would haunt him forcver.

The drow’ s physical pain had lessened a bit, he could draw his breath fully now, though the effort sorcly
stung, and the cuts on hisarms and legs had closed. He would survive.




Looking down a Madobar, another place that he could never call home, Drizzt wondered if that might
be agood thing.

“What isit?’ Fret asked, cautioudy moving behind the folds of Dove sforcst green cape.

Dove, and even Roddy, also moved tentatively, for while the creature seemed deed, they had never seen
anything quitelikeit. It gppeared to be some strange, giant sized mutation between a goblin and awolf.

They gained in courage as they neared the body, convinced that it was truly dead. Dove bent low and
tapped it with her sword.

“It has been dead for more than aday, by my guess,” she announced.
“But what isit?" Fret asked again.
“Haf breed,” Roddy muttered.

Dove closdy ingpected the creature s strange joints. She noted, too, the many wounds inflicted upon the
thing tearing wounds, like those caused by the scratching of agresat cat.

“Shape changer,” guessed Gabrid, keeping watch at the side of the rocky area.
Dove nodded. “Killed hafway through.”

“I never beared of any goblin wizards,” Roddy protested.

“Oh, yes,” Fret began, smoothing the deeves of his soft clothed tunic. “ There was, of course. Grubby
the Wisdless, pretended archmage, who .. .”

A whistle from high above stopped the dwarf. Up on the ledge stood Kellindil, the elven archer, waving
hisarms about. “More up here,” the ef called when he had their attention. “Two goblinsand ared
skinned giant, the likes of which | have never seen!”

Dove scanned the cliff. She figured that she could scaleit, but one look at poor Fret told her that they
would haveto go back to thetrail, ajourney of morethan amile. “Y ou remain here,” she said to Gabriel.
The stern faced man nodded and moved off to a defensve position among some boulders, while Dove,
Roddy, and Fret headed back aong the ravine.

Hafway up the sngle winding path that moved dong the dliff, they met Darda, the remaining fighter of
thetroupe. A short and heavily muscled man, he scratched his stubbly beard and examined what |ooked
to be aplowshare.

“That' s Thistledown’s” Roddy cried. “I seenit out back of hisfarm, set for fixing!”

“Why isit up here?’ Dove asked.

“And why might it be bloodied?’ added Darda, showing them the stains on the concave side. Thefighter
looked over the ledge into the ravine, then back to the plowshare. “ Some unfortunate creature hit this

hard,” Dardamused, “then probably went into the ravine.”

All eyesfocused on Dove asthe ranger pulled her thick hair back from her face, put her chinin her




delicate but calloused hand, and tried to sort through this newest puzzle. The clues were too few, though,
and amoment later. Dove threw her hands up in exasperation and headed off dong thetrail. The path
wound in and left the cliff asit leveled near the top, but Dove walked back over to the edge, right above
where they had |eft Gabrid. Thefighter spotted her immediately and hiswavetold the ranger that al was
cam below.

“Come,” Kdlindil bade them, and he led the group into the cave. Some answers came clear to Dove as
soon as she glanced upon the carnage in the inner room.

“Barghest whelp!” exclaimed Fret, looking upon the scarlet skinned, giant corpse.
“Barghest?’ Roddy asked, perplexed.
“Of course,” piped in Fret. “That does explain the wolf giant in the gorge.”

“Caught in the change,” Darda reasoned. “1ts many wounds and the stone floor took it beforeit could
completethetrangtion.”

“Barghest?’ Roddy asked again, thistime angrily, not appreciating being left out of adiscusson he could
not understand.

“A creature from another plane of existence,” Fret explained. “ Gehenna, it isrumored. Barghests send
their whel ps to other planes, sometimes to our own, to feed and to grow.” He paused amoment in
thought. “To feed,” he said again, histone leading the others.

“Thewomaninthebarn!” Dove said evenly.

The members of Dove' stroupe nodded their heads at the sudden revelation, but grimfaced McGristle
held stubbornly to hisorigina theory. “Drow killed *em!” he growled.

“Have you the broken scimitar?’ Dove asked. Roddy produced the weapon from benegth one of the
many foldsin hislayered skin garments.

Dove took the wegpon and bent low to examine the dead barghest. The blade unmistakably matched
the beast’ s wounds, especidly the fatal wound in the barghest’ sthroat.

“You sad that the drow wielded two of these,” Dove remarked to Roddy as she held up the scimitar.

“The mayor said that,” Roddy corrected, “on account of the story Thistledown’s son told. When | seen
the drow” Hetook back the weapon” he had just the one the one he used to kill the Thistledown clan!”
Roddy purposdly didn’'t mention that the drow, while wielding just the one weapon, had scabbards for
two scimitars on hisbelt.

Dove shook her head, doubting the theory. “The drow killed thisbarghest,” she said. “ The wounds
match the blade, the sster blade to the one you hold, | would guess. And if you check the goblinsin the
front room, you will find that their throats were dashed by asmilar curving scimitar.”

“Like the wounds on the Thistledowns!” Roddy snarled.

Dove thought it best to keep her budding hypothesis quiet, but Fret, didiking the big man, echoed the
thoughts of al but McGrigtte. “Killed by the barghest,” the dwarf proclaimed, remembering the two sets




of footprints at the farmyard. “In the form of the drow!”

Roddy glowered a him and Dove cast Fret aleading look, wanting the dwarf to remain silent. Fret
misinterpreted the ranger’ s stare, though, thinking it astonishment of his reasoning power, and he proudly
continued. “That explains the two sets of tracks, the heavier, earlier set for the bar”

“But what of the creature in the gorge?’ Darda asked Dove, understanding hisleader’ s desire to shut
Fret up. “Might itswounds, too, match the curving blade?’

Dove thought for amoment and managed to subtly nod her thanksto Darda. “ Some, perhaps,” she
answered. “More likedly, that barghest was killed by the panther” She looked directly at Roddy” the cat
you claimed the drow kept as a pet.”

Roddy kicked the dead barghest. “ Drow killed the Thistledown clan!” he growled. Roddy had lost a
dog and an ear to the dark elf and would not accept any conclusions that lessened his chances of claiming
the two thousand gold piece bounty that the mayor had levied.

A cdl from outside the cave ended the debate both Dove and Roddy were glad of that. After leading the
troupeinto thelair, Kdlindil had returned outside, following up on some further clues he had discovered.

“A boot print,” the ef explained, pointing to asmal, mossy patch, when the others came out. “And
here,” he showed them scraichesin the stone, aclear Sgn of a scuffle.

“My belief isthat the draw went to theledge,” Kdlindil explained. “ And then over, perhagpsin pursuit of
the barghest and the panther, though on that point | am merely assuming.”

After amoment of following thetrail Kellindil had reconstructed, Dove and Darda, and even Roddy,
agreed with the assumption.

“We should go back into the ravine,” Dove suggested. “ Perhaps we will find atrail beyond the stony
gorgethat

will lead us toward some clearer answvers.”

Roddy scratched at the scabs on his head and flashed Dove a disdainful look that showed her his
emotions. Roddy cared not abit for any of the ranger’ s promised “ clearer answers’ having drawn dl of
the conclusons that he needed long ago. Roddy was determined beyond anything else, Dove knew to
bring back the dark elfs head.

Dove Fa conhand was not so certain about the murderer’ sidentity. Many questions remained for both
the ranger and for the other members of her troupe. Why hadn’t the drow killed the Thistledown children
when they had met earlier in the mountains? If Connor’ stale to the mayor had been true, then why had
the drow given the boy back hisweapon? Dove was firmly convinced that the barghest, and not the
drow, had daughtered the Thistledown family, but why had the drow apparently gone after the barghest
lair?

Wasthe drow in league with the barghests, acommunion that fast soured? Even more intriguing to the
ranger whose very creed wasto protect civiliansin the unending war between the good races and
monsters—had the drow sought out the barghest to avenge the daughter at the farm? Dove suspected
thelatter was the truth, but she couldn’t understand the drow’ s motives. Had the barghest, in killing the
family, put the farmers of Madobar on dert, thereby ruining a planned drow raid?




Againthe piecesdidn’t fit properly. If the dark eves planned araid on Madobar, then certainly none of
them would have reved ed themsd ves beforehand. Something inside Dovetold her that this single drow
had acted aone, had come out and avenged the dain farmers. She shrugged it off asatrick of her own
optimism and reminded herself that dark elveswererarely known for such ranger like acts.

By thetimethe five got down the narrow path and returned to the sight of the largest corpse, Gabrid
had dready found thetrail, heading deeper into the mountains. Two sets of tracks were evident, the
drow’ s and fresher ones belonging to agiant, bipeda creature, possibly athird barghest.

“What happened to the panther?’ Fret asked, growing abit overwhelmed by hisfirst field expedition in
many years.

Dove laughed aoud and shook her head helplesdy. Every answer seemed to bring so many more
questions.

Drizzt kept on the move at night, running, as he had for so many years, from yet another grim redlity. He
had not killed the farmers he had actualy saved them from the gnoll band but now they were dead. Drizzt
could not escape that fact. He had entered their lives, quite of hisown will, and now they were dead.

On the second night after his encounter with the hill giant, Drizzt saw adistant campfire far down the
winding mountain trails, back in the direction of the barghest’ slair. Knowing this sight to be more than
coincidence, the drow summoned Guenhwyvar to his side, then sent the panther down for acloser look.

Tirdlesdy the grest cat ran, its deek, black form invisble in the evening shadows asit repidly closed the
distance to the camp.

Dove and Gabriel rested eadly by their campfire, amused by the continuing antics of Fret, who busly
cleaned his soft Jerkin with agtiff brush and grumbled dl the while.

Roddy kept to himself across the way, securely tucked into a niche between afdlen treeand alarge
rock, hisdog curled up at hisfeet.

“Oh, bother for thisdirt!” Fret groaned. “Never, never will | get this outfit clean! | shall haveto buy a
new one.” Helooked a Dove, who wasfutilely trying to hold astraight face. “Laugh if you will, Mistress
Faconhand,” the dwarf admonished. “ The price will come out of your purse, do not doubt!”

“A sorry day it iswhen one must buy fineriesfor adwarf,” Gabrid put in, and at hiswords, Dove burst
into laughter.

“Laughif youwill!” Fret said again, and he rubbed harder with the brush, wearing a hole right through
the garment. “Drat and bebother!” he cursed, then he threw the brush to the ground.

“Shut yer mouth!” Roddy groused at them, stealing the mirth. “ Do ye mean to bring the drow down
upon us?’

Gabrid’ sensuing glare was uncompromising, but Dove redized that the mountain man’ s advice, though
ruddly given, was appropriate. “Let usrest, Gabrid,” the ranger said to her fighting companion. “ Darda
and Kélindil will bein soon and our turn shall come for watch. | expect that tomorrow’ sroad will be no
lesswearisome”’ Shelooked at Fret and winked” and no less dirty, than today’s.”




Gabriel shrugged, hung his pipein hismouth, and clasped his hands behind his head. Thiswasthelife
that heand dl of the adventuring companions enjoyed, camping under the stars with the song of the
mountain wind in their ears.

Fret, though, tossed and turned on the hard ground, grumbling and growling as he moved through each
uncomfortable pogtion.

Gabriel didn't need to look a Dove to know that she shared hissmile. Nor did he have to glance over at
Roddy to know that the mountain man fumed &t the continuing noise. It no doubt seemed negligibleto the
ears of acity living dwarf but rang out conspicuoudy to those more accustomed to the road.

A whigtle from the darkness sounded at the same time Roddy’ s dog put its fur up and growled.

Dove and Gabrid were up and over to the side of the camp in asecond, moving to the perimeter of the
firdight in the direction of Darda'scall. Likewise, Roddy, pulling his dog adong, dipped around the large
rock, out of the direct light so that their eyes could adjust to the gloom.

Fret, too involved with his own discomfort, finaly noticed the movements. “What?’ the dwarf asked
curioudy. “What?’

After abrief and whispered conversation with Darda, Dove and Gabriel split up, circling thecamp in
opposite directions to ensure the integrity of the perimeter.

“Thetree,” came a soft whisper, and Dove dropped into a crouch. In amoment, she sorted out Roddy,
cleverly concedled between the rock and some brush. The big man, too, had his weapon readied, and his
other hand held hisdog’ s muzzle tightly, keeping the animd silent.

Dove followed Roddy’ s nod to the widespread branches of a solitary em. At firgt, the ranger could
discern nothing unusuad among the leafy branches, but then camethe ydlow flash of feline eyes.

“Drow’ s panther,” Dove whispered. Roddy nodded his agreement. They sat very still and watched,
knowing that the dightest movement could dert the cat. A few seconds later, Gabrid joined them, faling
into aslent position and following their eyesto the same darker spot on the elm. All three understood
that time wastheir dly, even now, Dardaand Kdlindil were no doubt moving into postion.

Their trap would surely have had Guenhwyvar, but amoment later, the dwarf crashed out of the
campsite, sumbling right into Roddy. The mountain man nearly fell over, and when hereflexively threw
his weaponless hand out to catch himself, his dog rushed out, baying wildly.

Like ablack shafted arrow, the panther bolted from the tree and flew off into the night. Fortune was not
with Guenhwyvar, though, for it crossed straight by Kdlindil’ s position, and the keen visioned elven
archer saw it clearly.

Kdlindil heard the barking and shouting in the distance, back by the camp, but had no way of knowing
what had transpired. Any hesitation the df had, however, was quickly dispeled when one voice cdled
out clearly.

“Kill the murdering thing!” Roddy cried.

Thinking then that the panther or its drow companion must have attacked the campsite, Kdlindil let his
arrow fly. The enchanted dart buried itsalf deeply into Guenhwyvar’ sflank asthe panther rushed by.




Then came Dove s cdl, berating Roddy. “Do not!” the
ranger shouted. “The panther has done nothing to deserve our irel”

Kelindil rushed out to the panther’ strail. With his sengtive dven eyesviewing in the infrared spectrum,
he clearly saw the heat of blood dotting the area of the hit and trailing off away from the camp.

Dove and the others came upon him amoment later. Kellindil’ s e ven features, dways angular and
beautiful, seemed sharp ashisangry glarefdl over Roddy.

“Y ou have misguided my shot, McGristle,” he said angrily. “On your words, | shot acreature
undeserving of an arrow! | warn you once, and once adone, to never do so again.” After afina glareto
show the mountain man how much he meant hiswords, Kellindil stalked off dong the blood trail.

Angry fireswelled in Roddy, but he sublimated them, understanding that he stood aone againgt the
formidable foursome and the tidy dwarf. Roddy did let his glare drop upon Fret, though, knowing that
none of the others could disagree with hisjudgment.

“Keep yer tongue in yer mouth when danger nears!” Roddy growled. “ And keep yer stinkin' boots off
my back!”

Fret looked around increduloudy as the group began to move off after Kdlindil. “ Stinking?’ the dwarf
asked doud. He looked down, wounded, to hisfinely polished boots. “ Stinking?’ he said to Dove, who
paused to offer acomforting smile. “ Dirtied by that one’ s back, more likely!”

Guenhwyvar limped back to Drizzt soon after thefirst rays of dawn peeked through the eastern
mountains. Drizzt shook his head helplesdy, dmost unsurprised by the arrow protruding from
Guenhwyvar’ sflank. Reluctantly, but knowing it awise course, Drizzt drew out the dagger he had taken
from the quickling and cut the bolt free.

Guenhwyvar growled softly through the procedure but lay sill and offered no resistance. Then Drizzt,
though he wanted to keep Guenhwyvar by his side, allowed the panther to return to its astral home,
where the wound would hedl faster. The arrow had told the drow al he needed to know about his
pursuers, and Drizzt believed that he would need the panther again all too soon. He stood out on arocky
outcropping and peered through the growing brightnessto the lower trails, to the expected approach of
yet another enemy.

He saw nothing, of course, even wounded, Guenhwyvar had easily outdistanced the pursuit and, for a
man or Smilar being, the campfire was many hours travel.

But they would come, Drizzt knew, forcing him into yet another battle he did not want. Drizzt |ooked all
around, wondering what devious traps he could set for them, what advantages he could gain when the
encounter came to blows, as every encounter seemed to.

Memories of hislast meeting with humans, of the man with the dogs and the other farmers, abruptly
atered Drizzt’ sthinking. On that occasion, the battle had been inspired by misunderstanding, abarrier
that Drizzt doubted he could ever overcome. Drizzt had fostered no desire then to fight against the
humans and fostered none now, despite Guenhwyvar’ s wound.

The light was growing and the still injured drow, though he had rested through the night, wanted to find a




dark and comfortable hole. But Drizzt could afford no delays, not if he wanted to keep ahead of the
coming bettle.

“How far will you follow me?’ Drizzt whigpered into the morning breeze. He vowed in asomber but
determined tone, “We shdl see”

A Question of Honor

“The panther found the drow,” Dove concluded after she and her companions had spent sometime
Ingpecting the region near the rocky outcropping. Kelindil’ s arrow lay broken on the ground, at about the
same spot where the panther tracks ended. “ And then the panther disappeared.”

“So it would seem,” Gabrid agreed, scratching his head and looking down at the confusing trall.

“Hell cat,” Roddy McGristle growled. “Gone back to itsfilthy home!”

Fret wanted to ask, “Y our house?’ but he wisely held the sarcastic thought to himself.

The others, too, let the mountain man’s proclamation dip by. They had no answersto thisriddle, and
Roddy’ s guesswas as good as any of them could manage. The wounded panther and the fresh blood
trail were gone, but Roddy’ s dog soon had Drizzt’ s scent. Baying excitedly, the dog led them on, and
Dove and Kdlindil, both skilled trackers, often discovered other evidence that confirmed the direction.
Thetral lay along the sde of the mountain, dipped through some thickly packed trees, and continued on

across an expanse of bare stone, ending abruptly at yet another ravine. Roddy’ s dog moved right to the
lip and even down to the first step on arocky and treacherous descent.

“Damned drow magic,” Roddy grumbled. He looked around and bounced afist off histhigh, guessing
that it would take him many hoursto circumvent the steep wall.

“The daylight wanes,” Dove offered. “L et us set camp here and find our way down in the morn.”

Gabriel and Fret nodded their accord, but Roddy disagreed. “ Thetrail’ s fresh now!” the mountain man
argued. “We should get the dog down there and back onit, at least, before we' re taking to our beds.”

“That could take hours. . .” Fret began to protest, but Dove hushed the tidy dwarf.

“Come,” the ranger bade the others, and she walked off to the west, to where the ground doped a a
steep, but climbable decline,

Dove did not agree with Roddy’ s reasoning, but she wanted no further arguments with Maldobar’s
appointed representative.

At the bottom of the ravine they found only moreriddles. Roddy spurred hisdog off in every direction
but could Find no trace of the elisive drow. After many minutes of contemplation, the truth sparked in
Dove smind and her smile reveded everything to her other seasoned companions.

“He doubled usl” Gabrid laughed, guessing the source of Dove smirth. “Heled usright to the cliff,
knowing we would assume he used some magic to get down!”




“What' reyetakin' about?’ Roddy demanded angrily, though the experienced bounty hunter understood
exactly what had happened.

“Y ou mean that we have to climb all the way back up there?’ Fret asked, hisvoice awhine,
Dove laughed again but sobered quickly as she looked to Roddy and said, “1n the morning.”
Thistime the mountain man offered no objections.

By the time the next dawn had broken, the group had hiked to the top of the ravine and Roddy had his
dog back on Drizzt’ s scent, backtracking thetrail in the direction of the rocky outcropping where they
had first picked it up. Thetrick had been smple enough, but the same question nagged at all of the
experienced trackers. how had the drow broken away from histrack cleanly enough to so completely
fool the dog? When they came again into the thickly packed trees, Dove knew that they had their
answe.

She nodded to Kdiindil, who was aready dropping off his heavy pack. The nimble ef picked alow
hanging branch and swung up into the trees, searching for possble routes that the climbing drow might
have followed. The branches of many trees twined together, so the options seemed many, but after a
while, Kdiindil correctly guided Roddy and his dog to the new trail, breaking off to the Side of the copse
and circling back down the side of the mountain, back in the direction of Madobar.

“Thetown!” cried adistressed Fret, but the others didn’t seem concerned.

“Not the town,” offered Roddy, too intrigued to hold his angry edge. As a bounty hunter, Roddy aways
enjoyed aworthy opponent, at least during the chase. “ The stream,” Roddy explained, thinking that now
he had figured out the drow’s mind set. “Drow’ s headed for the stream, to follow it dlong an’ break off
clean, back out to the wilder land.”

“Thedrow isacrafty adversary,” Darda remarked, wholeheartedly agreeing with Roddy’ s conclusions.

“And now he has at least aday’ slead over us,” Gabrid remarked.

After Fret'sdisgusted sigh findly died away, Dove offered the dwarf some hope. “Fear not” she said.
“We arewd | stocked, but the drow is not. He must pause to hunt or forage, but we can continue on.”

“We degp only when need be!” Roddy put in, determined to not be dowed by the group’ s other
members. “And only for short times!”

Fret Sghed heavily again.

“And we begin rationing our suppliesimmediately,” Dove added, both to placate Roddy and because
shethought it prudent. “We shdl be put to it hard enough just to close on the drow. | do not want any
ddays”

“Rationing,” Fret mumbled under his breeth. He sighed for the third time and placed acomforting hand
on hisbely. How badly thetidy dwarf wished that he could be back in his negt littleroom in Helm’'s
castlein Sundabar!

Drizzt’ s every intention was to continue deeper into the mountains until the pursuing party had lost its




heart for the chase. He kept up his misdirecting tactics, often doubling back and taking to the treesto
begin asecond trail in an entirdly different direction. Many mountain streams provided further barriersto
the scent, but Drizzt’ s pursuers were not novices, and Roddy’ s dog was as fine a hunting hound as had
ever been bred. Not only did the party keep trueto Drizzt’ strail, but they actually closed the gap over
the next few days.

Drizzt ill believed that he could e ude them, but their continuing proximity brought other, more subtle,
concernsto the drow. He had done nothing to deserve such dogged pursuit, he had even avenged the
degths of the farming family. And, despite Drizzt’ sangry vow that he would go off aone, that hewould
bring no more danger to anyone, he had known loneliness as too close acompanion for too many years.
He could not help but look over his shoulder, out of curiosity and not fear, and the longing did not
dminigh.

At lagt, Drizzt could not deny his curiogity for the pursuing party. That curiogty, Drizzt redized ashe
studied the figures moving about the campfire one dark night, might proveto be hisdownfdl. Still, the
redlization, and the second guessing, came too late for the drow to do anything about it. His needs had
dragged him back, and now the campsite of his pursuersloomed bardly twenty yards away.

The banter between Dove, Fret, and Gabrid tugged at Drizzt’' s heartstrings, though he could not
understand their words. Any desire the drow felt to wak into the camp was tempered, though, whenever
Roddy and his mean tempered dog strolled by the light. Those two would never pause to hear any
explanations, Drizzt knew.

The party had set two guards, one an €lf and one atall human. Drizzt had sneaked past the human,
guessing correctly that the man would not be as adept asthe ef in the darkness. Now, though, the drow,
again againg all caution, picked hisway around to the other sde of the camp, toward the elven sentry.

Only once before had Drizzt encountered his surface cousins. It had been adisastrous occasion. The
rading party for which Drizzt was a scout had daughtered every member of asurface €lf gathering,
except for asingle dven girl, whom Drizzt had managed to conced . Driven by those haunting memories,
Drizzt needed to sse an df again, aliving and vitd df.

Thefirg indication Kellindil had that someone else was in the area came when atiny dagger whistled
past his chest, neatly severing his bowstring. The ef spun about immediately and |ooked into the drow’s
lavender eyes. Drizzt stood only afew paces away.

Thered glow of Kdlindil’s eyes showed that he was viewing Drizzt in the infrared spectrum. The draw
crossed his hands over his chest in an Underdark signal of peace.

“At last we have met, my dark cousin,” Kdlindil whispered harshly in the drow tongue, hisvoice edged
in obvious anger and his glowing eyes narrowing dangeroudy. Quick asacat, Kelindil snapped afinely
crafted sword, its blade glowing in afiery red flame, from hisbelt.

Drizzt was amazed and hopeful when he learned that the ef could spesk hislanguage, and inthesmple
fact that the ef had not spoken loudly enough to dert the camp. The surface €lf was Drizzt’ssize and
amilarly sharp featured, but his eyes were narrower and his golden hair wasn't aslong or thick as
Drizzt’' swhite mane.

“I am Drizzt Do’ Urden,” Drizzt began tentetively.

“I care nothing for what you are caled!” Kdlindil shot back. “but are drow. That isall | need to know!




Come then, drow. Come and let uslearn who isthe stronger!”

Drizzt had not yet drawn his blade and had no intention of doing 0. “I have no desire to battle with you
..." Drizzt’ svoicetrailed away, as he redized hiswords were futile againg the intense hatred the surface
df hddfor him.

Drizzt wanted to explain everything to the df, to tell histale completely and be vindicated by some voice
other than hisown. If only another particularly asurface df would learn of histrias and agree with his
decisions, agree that he had acted properly through the course of hislifein the face of such horrors, then
the guilt would fly from Drizzt’ s shoulders. If only he could find acceptance among those who so hated as
he himself hated the ways of his dark people, then Drizzt Do’ Urden would be at peace.

But the elfs sword tip did not dip an inch toward the ground, nor did the grimace diminish on hisfair
elven face, aface more accustomed to smiles.

Drizzt would find no acceptance here, not now and probably not ever. Was he forcver to be migudged?
he wondered. Or was he, perhaps, migudging those around him, giving the humans and thiself more
credit for fairness than they deserved?

Those were two disturbing notions that Drizzt would have to deal with another day, for Kelindil’'s
patience had reached its end. The ef came at the drow with his sword tip leading the way.

Drizzt was not surprised how could he have been? He hopped back, out of immediate reach, and called
upon hisinnate magic, dropping a globe of impenetrable blackness over the advancing €f.

No noviceto magic, Kellindil understood the drow’ strick. The df reversed direction, diving out the
back side of the globe and coming up, sword at the ready.

The lavender eyes were gone.

“Drow!” Kdlindil called out loudly, and those in the camp immediately exploded into motion. Roddy’s
dog started howling, and that excited and threatening yelp followed Drizzt back into the mountains,
damning him to his continuing exile.

Kdlindil leaned back againgt atree, dert but not too concerned that the drow was il in the area. Drizzt
could not know it at that time, but hiswords and ensuing actions fleeing instead of fighting had indeed put
abit of doubt in the kindly elfs not so closed mind..

“Hewill lose hisadvantage in the dawn’slight,” Dove said hopefully after severd fruitless hours of trying
to keep up with the drow. They werein abowl shaped, rocky vae now, and the drow’ strail led up the
far deinahigh and fairly steep climb.

Fret, nearly ssumbling with exhaustion at her sde, was quick to reply. “ Advantage?’ The dwarf groaned.
He looked at the next mountain wall and shook hishead. “We shadl al fal dead of weariness before we
find thisinferna drow!”

“If ye cant keep up, thenfal an’ die!” Roddy snarled. “We re not to be lettin’ the stinking drow get
away thistimer

It was not Fret, however, but another member of the troupe who unexpectedly went down. A large rock
soared into the group suddenly, clipping Darda s shoulder with enough forceto lift the man from the




ground and spin him right over in the air. He never even got the chanceto cry out before hefell facedown
inthedudt.

Dove grabbed Fret and rolled for anearby boulder, Roddy and Gabrid doing likewise. Another stone,
and then severd more, thundered into the region.

“Avdanche?’ the stunned dwarf asked when he recovered from the shock.

Dove, too concerned with Darda, didn’t bother to answer, though she knew the truth of their situation
and knew that it was no avalanche.

“Heisdive’ Gabriel caled from behind his protective rock, adozen feet across from Dove' s. Another
stone skipped through the area, narrowly missing Darda s head.

“Damn,” Dove mumbled. She peeked up over thelip of her boulder, scanning both the mountainsde and
the lower cragsat itsbase. “Now, Kettindil,” she whispered to hersdlf. “ Get us sometime.”

Asif in answer camethe distant twang of the df sre strung bow, followed by an angry roar. Dove and
Gabriel glanced over to each other and smiled grimly.

“Stone giants!” Roddy cried, recognizing the deep, grating timbre of the roaring voice.

Dove crouched and waited, her back to the boulder and her open pack in her hand. No more stones
bounced into the areg, rather, thunderous crashes began up ahead of them, near Kdlindil’ s position.
Dove rushed out to Darda and gently turned the man over.

“That hurt,” Dardawhispered, straining to smile a his obvious understatement.

“Do not speak,” Dove replied, fumbling for apotion bottle in her pack. But the ranger ran out of time.
The giants, seeing her out in the open, resumed their attack on the lower area.

“Get back to the stonel” Gabrid cried. Dove dipped her arm under the fallen man’s shoulder to support
Darda as, sumbling with every movement, he crawled for the rock.

“Hurry! Hurry!” Fret cried, watching them anxioudy with hisback flat againgt the large stone.

Dove leaned over Darda suddenly, flattening him down to the ground as another rock zipped by just
abovetheir ducking heads.

Fret started to bite hisfingernails, then redlized what he was doing and stopped, a disgusted look on his
face. “Do hurry!” he cried again to hisfriends. Another rock bounced by, too close.

Just before Dove and Darda got to Fret, a stone landed squarely on the backside of the boulder. Fret,
his back tight against the rock barrier, flew out wildly, easily clearing his crawling companions. Dove
placed Darda down behind the boulder, then turned, thinking she would have to go out again and retrieve
thefalen dwarf.

But Fret was aready back up, cursng and grumbling, and more concerned with anew holein hisfine
garment than in any bodily injury.

“Get back herel” Dove screamed at him.




“Drat and bebother these stupid giants!” was dl that Fret replied, ssomping purposefully back to the
boulder, hisfists clenched angrily againgt hiships.

The barrage continued, both up ahead of the pinned companions and in their area. Then Kdlindil came
diving in, dipping to the rock beside Roddy and his dog.

“Stonegiants,” the df explained. “A dozen a theleast.” He pointed up to aridge hafway up the
mountainsde.

“Drow set usup,” Roddy growled, banging hisfist on the stone.
Kdlindil wasn't convinced, but he held histongue.

Up on the peak of the rocky rise, Drizzt watched the battle unfolding. He had passed through the lower
paths an hour earlier, before the dawn. In the dark, the waiting giants had been no obstacle for the
gedthy drow, Drizzt had dipped through their line with little trouble.

Now, squinting through the morning light, Drizzt wondered about his course of action. When he had
passed the giants, he fully expected that his pursuerswould fal into trouble. Should he have somehow
tried to warn them? he wondered. Or should he have veered away from the region, leading the humans
and the df out of the giants path?

Again Drizzt did not understand where hefit in with the ways of this strange and bruta world. L et them
fight among themsalves,” he said harshly, asthough trying to convince himself. Drizzt purposefully recalled

his encounter of the previous night. The df had attacked despite his proclamation that he did not want to
fight. Herecalled, too, the arrow he had dug out of Guenhwyvar’ sflank.

“Let them Al kill each other’ Drizzt said and he turned to leave. He glanced back over his shoulder one
fina time and noticed that some of the giants were on the move. One group remained at theridge,
showering the valley floor with aseemingly endless supply of rockswhile two other groups, oneto the
left and one to the right, had fanned out, moving to encircle the trapped party.

Drizzt knew then that his pursuers would not escape. Once the giants had them flanked, they would find
no protection against the crossfire,

Something gtirred within the drow at that moment, the same emotions that had set him into action againgt
the gnoll band. He couldn’t know for certain, but, aswith the gnolls and their plansto attack the
farmhouse, Drizzt suspected that the giants were the evil onesin thisfight.

Other thoughts softened Drizzt' s determined grimace, memories of the human children &t play on the
farm, of the sandy haired boy going into the water trough.

Drizzt dropped the onyx figurine to the ground. “Come, Guenhwyvar,” he commanded. “We are
needed.”

“We re being flanked!” Roddy McGristle snarled, seeing the giant bands moving aong the higher tralls.
Dove, Gabriel, and Kdlindil al glanced around and to each other, searching for some way out. They had

battled giants many timesin their travels, together and with other parties. Always before, they had gone
into the fight eagerly, happy to relieve theworld of afew troublesome mongters. Thistime, though, they




all suspected that the result might be different. Stone giants were reputably the best rock throwersin al
the relms and asingle hit could kill the hardiest of men. Also, Darda, though dive, could not possibly run
away, and none of the others had any intentions of leaving him behind.

“Hee, mountain man,” Kdlindil said to Roddy. “Y ou owe us nothing.”
Roddy looked at the archer increduloudy. “I don't run away, df,” he growled. “Not from nothin’!”
Kelindil nodded and fitted an arrow to his bow.

“If they get to the Side, we' re doomed,” Dove explained to Fret. “1 beg your forgiveness, dear Fret. |
should not have taken you from your home.”

Fret shrugged the thought away. He reached under his robes and produced asmall but sturdy silver
hammer. Dove smiled at the Sght, thinking how odd the hammer seemed in the dwarfs soft hands, more
accustomed to holding aquill.

On thetop ridge, Drizzt and Guenhwyvar shadowed the movements of the stone giant band circling to
the trapped party’ sleft flank. Drizzt was determined to help the humans, but he wasn't certain of how
effective he could be againgt the likes of four armed giants. Still, he figured that with Guenhwyvar by his
side, he could find some way to disrupt the giant group long enough for the trapped party to make a
break.

Thevalley rolled out wider across the way and Drizzt redlized that the giant band circling in the other
direction, to the trapped party’ s right flank, was probably out of rock throwing range.

“Come, my friend,” Drizzt whispered to the panther, and he drew his scimitar and started down a
descent of broken and Jagged stone. A moment later, though, as soon as he noticed the terrain a short
distance ahead of the giant band, Drizzt grabbed Guenhwyvar by the scruff and led the panther back up
to thetop ridge.

Here the ground was jagged and cracked but undeniably stable. Just ahead, however, great boulders
and hundreds of loose smdller rockslay strewn about the steeply doping ground. Drizzt was not so
experienced in the dynamics of amountainside, but even he could see that the steep and loose landscape
verged on collapse.

The drow and the cat rushed ahead, again getting above the giant band. The giantswere nearly in
position, some of them had even begun to launch rocks at the pinned party. Drizzt crept down to alarge
boulder and heaved againgt it, setting it into motion. Guenhwyvar’ stacticswerefar less subtle. The
panther charged down the mountainside, didodging stoneswith every great stride, legping onto the back
Sde of rocks and springing away as they began tumbling.

Boulders bounced and bounded. Smaller rocks skipped between them, building the momentum. Drizzt,
committed to the action, ran down into the midst of the budding ava anche, throwing stones, pushing
against others whatever he could do to add to the rush. Soon the very ground benegth the drow’ s feet
was diding and the whole section of the mountainside seemed to be coming down.

Guenhwyvar sped dong ahead of the avalanche, abeacon of doom for the surprised giants. The panther
gprang out over them, but they took note of the great cat only momentarily, astons of bouncing rocks
dammed into them.




Drizzt knew that he wasin trouble, he was not nearly as quick and agile as Guenhwyvar and could not
hope to outrun the dide, or to get out of itsway. He legped high into the air from the crest of asmall
ridge and caled upon alevitation spell as he went.

Drizzt fought hard to hold his concentration on the effort. The spell had failed him twice before, and if he
couldn’t hold it now, if he dropped back into the rush of stones, he knew he would surely die.

Despite his determination, Drizzt felt increesingly heavy on the air. He waved hisarmsfutilely, sought that
magica energy within hisdrow body but he was coming down.

“Th’only onesthat can hit usare upin front!” Roddy cried as athrown boulder bounced harmlesdy
short of theright flank. “The ones on theright’ retoo far for throwing, and the oneson the lft. ..!”

Dovefollowed Roddy’ slogic and his gazeto therising dust cloud on their left flank. She stared hard and
long at the cascading rocks, and at what might have been adark cloaked even form. When she looked
back at Gabriel, she knew that he, too, had seen the drow.

“We haveto go now,” Dove called to the df.

Kdlindil nodded and spun to the side of hisbarrier boulder, hisbowstring tauit.
“Quickly,” Gabrid added, “ before the group to the right gets back in range.”
Kdlindil’ s bow twanged once and then again. Ahead, agiant howled in pain.

“Stay herewith Darda,” Dove bade Fret, then she, Gabriel, and Roddy—nholding his dog on atight
leash—darted out from their cover and charged the giants straight ahead. They rolled from rock to rock,
cutting their coursein confusing zigzagsto prevent the giants from anticipating their movements. All the
while, Kdlindil’ s arrows soared above them, keeping the giants more concerned with ducking than with
throwing.

Deep crags marked the mountaingde’ slower dopes, cragsthat offered cover but that also split the three
fighters apart. Neither could they see the giants, but they knew the genera direction and picked their
Separate way's as best they could.

Hounding a sharp bend between two walls of stone, Roddy came upon one of the giants. Immediately
the mountain man freed his dog, and the vicious canine charged fearlesdy and legped high, barely
reaching the twenty foot tall behemoth’swaist.

Surprised by the sudden attack, the giant dropped its huge club and caught the dog in midflight. It would
have crushed the troublesome muit in an ingtant, except that Bleeder, Roddy’ swicked axe, diced into its
thigh with dl the force the burly mountain man could muster. The giant lurched and Roddy’ sdog
squirmed loose, climbing and clawing, then snapping at the giant’ s face and neck. Below, Roddy hacked
away, chopping the monster down as he would atree.

Half floating and half dancing atop the bouncing stones, Drizzt rode the rock dide. He saw one giant
emerge, sumbling, from the tumult, only to be met by Guenhwyvar. Wounded and stunned, the giant
went down in a heap.

Drizzt had no time to savor his desperate plan’ s success. Hislevitation spell continued somewhat,
keeping him light enough so that he could ride dong. Even above the main dide, though, rocks bounced




heavily into the drow and dust choked him and stung his sensitive eyes. Nearly blinded, he managed to
spot aridge that could provide some shelter, but the only way he could get to it would be to release his
levitation spell and scramble.

Another rock nicked into Drizzt, nearly soinning him over in midair. He could sense the pdll failing and
knew that he had only that one chance. He regained his equilibrium, released his spdll, and hit the ground
running.

He rolled and scrambled, coming up in adead run. A rock skipped into the knee of his aready
wounded leg, forcing him paralle to the ground. Drizzt wasrolling again, trying however he could to get
to the safety of theridge.

His momentum ended far short. He came back up to hisfeet, meaning to thrust ahead over thefind
distance, but Drizzt' sleg had no sirength and it buckled immediately, leaving him stranded and exposed.

Hefdt theimpact on hisback and thought hislifewasat itsend. A moment later, dazed, Drizzt redized
only that he somehow had landed behind the ridge and that he was buried by something, but not by
stones or dirt.

Guenhwyvar stayed on top of its magter, shielding Drizzt until the last of the bouncing rocks had rolled to
astop.

Asthe crags gave way to more open ground, Dove and Gabriel came back in sight of each other They
noticed movement directly ahead, behind aloose fitted wall of piled boulders adozen feet high and about

fifty feet long,

A giant appeared atop thewall, roaring in rage and holding arock above its head, readied to throw. The
monster had several arrows protruding from its neck and chest, but it ssemed not to care.

Kdlindil’snext shot surely caught the giant’ s attention,

though, for the éf put an arrow squardly into the monster’ s elbow. The giant howled and clutched at its
arm, apparently forgetting about its rock, which promptly dropped with athud upon its head. The giant
stood very till, dazed, and two more arrows knocked into itsface. It teetered for amoment, then
crashed into the dust.

Dove and Gabriel exchanged quick smiles, sharing their appreciation for the skilled elven archer, then
continued their charge, going for opposite ends of the wall.

Dove caught one giant by surprise just around her corner. The monster reached for itsclub, but Dove's
sword best it to the spot and cleanly severed its hand. Stone giants were formidable foes, with fists that
could drive aperson straight into the ground and a hide nearly as hard asthe rock that gave them their
name. But wounded, surprised, and without its cudgel, the giant was no match for the skilled ranger. She
gprang atop the wall, which put her even with the giant’ sface, and set her sword to methodical work.

In two thrugts, the giant was blinded. Thethird, adeft, sdelong swipe, cut asmileinto the monster’s
throat. Then Dove went on the defensive, neatly dodging and parrying the dying monster’ slast desperate

swings.

Gabrid was not aslucky as his companion. The remaining giant was not close to the corner of the piled
rock wall. Though Gabriel surprised the monster when he came charging around, the giant had enough




time and astone in hand to react.

Gabrid got hissword up to deflect the missile, and the act saved hislife. The stone blew the fighter's
sword from his hands and gtill came on with enough force to throw Gabrid to the ground. Gabriel wasa
seasoned veteran, and the primary reason he was il dive after so very many battleswasthe fact that he
knew when to retreat. He forced himsdlf through that moment of blurring pain and found hisfooting, then
bolted back around the wall.

Thegiant, with its heavy club in hand, cameright behind. An arrow greeted the monster asit turned into
the open, but it brushed the pesky dart awvay as no more than an inconvenience and borc down on the
fighter.

Gabriel soon ran out of room. He tried to make it back to the broken paths, but the giant cut him off,
trapping himinasmall box canyon of huge boulders. Gabrid drew his dagger and cursed hisill luck.

Dove had digpatched her giant by thistime and rushed out around the stonewall, immediately catching
sght of Gabrid and the giant.

Gabrid saw the ranger, too, but he only shrugged, amost gpologetically, knowing that Dove couldn’t
possibly get to himintimeto save him.

The snarling giant took a step in, meaning to finish the puny man, but then came asharp crack! and the
monster hated abruptly. Its eyes darted about weirdly for amoment or two, then it toppled at Gabrid’s
feet, quite dead.

Gabriel looked up to the Side, to the top of the boulder wall, and nearly laughed out loud.

Fret’'s hammer was not alarge weapon its head being only two inches across but it was asolid thing,
and in asingle swing, the dwarf had driven it clean through the stone giant’ s thick skull.

Dove approached, sheathing her sword, equally at aloss.

L ooking upon their amazed expressions, Fret was not amused.

“I amadwar, after dl!” he blurted at them, crossing hisarmsindignantly. The action brought the brain
stained hammer in contact with Fret’ stunic, and the dwarf lost hisblister in afit of panic. Helicked his
stubby fingers and wiped at the gruesome stain, then regarded the gorc on his hand with even greater
horror.

Dove and Gabrie did laugh doud.

“Know that you are paying for thetunic!” Fret railed a Dove. “Oh, you most certainly arel”

A ghout to the Sde brought them from their momentary rdlief. The four remaining giants, having seen one
group of their companions buried in an avalanche and another group cut down so very efficiently, had lost

interest in the ambush and had taken flight.

Right behind them went Roddy McGristle and his howling dog.

A single giant had escaped both the avalanche' s thunder and the panther’ sterrible claws. It ran wildly
now across the mountainside, seeking the top ridge.




Drizzt set Guenhwyvar in quick pursuit, then found astick to use as a cane and managed to get to his
feet. Bruised, dusty, and still nursing wounds from the barghest battle and now a dozen more from his
mountain ride Drizzt started away. A movement at the bottom of the dope caught his attention and held
him, though. He turned to face the ef and, more pointedly, the arrow cocked in the éf s drawn bow.

Drizzt looked around but had nowhere to duck. He could place aglobe of darkness somewhere
between himsdlf and the éf, possbly, but he redlized that the skilled archer, having drawn abead on him,
would not miss him even with that obstacle. Drizzt steadied his shoulders and turned about dowly, facing
the df squarely and proudly.

Kelindil eased his bowstring back and pulled the arrow from its nock. Kdllindil, too, had seen the dark
cloaked form floating above the rock dide.

“The others are back with Darda,” Dove said, coming upon the ef at that moment, “and McGridtleis
chasng...”

Kdlindil neither answered nor looked to the ranger. He nodded curtly, leading Dove s gaze up the dope
to the dark form, which moved again up the mountainsde.

“Let him go,” Dove offered. “ That one was never our enemy.”
“| fear tolet adrow wak freg” Kdlindil replied.
“Asdo|” Dove answered, “but | fear the consequences more if McGristle finds the drow”

“Wewill return to Madobar and rid ourselves of that man,” Kellindil offered, “then you and the others
may return to Sundabar for your gppointment. | have kinin these

mountains, together they and | will watch out for our dark skinned friend and see that he causes no
harm.”

“Agreed,” said Dove. Sheturned and Sarted away, and Kdlindil, needing no further convincing, turned
tofollow.

The df paused and looked back onefinal time. He reached into his backpack and produced aflask,
then laid it out in the open on the ground. Almost as an afterthought, Kelindil produced a second item,
this one from hisbelt, and dropped it to the ground next to the flask. Satisfied, he turned and followed the
ranger.

By the time Roddy McGristle returned from hiswild, fruitless chase, Dove and the others had packed
everything together and were prepared to leave.

“Back after the drow” Roddy proclaimed. “He sgained abit o' time, but we'll close on him fast.”
“Thedrow isgone,” Dove said sharply. “We shall pursue him no more.”
Roddy’ sface crinkled in dishdief and he seemed on the verge of exploding.

“Dardaisbadly in need of rest!” Dove growled at him, not backing down abit. “Kélindil’sarrows are
nearly exhausted, as are our supplies.”




“I'll not so easily forget the Thistledowns!” Roddy declared.
“Neither did thedrow,” Kdlindil put in.

“The Thistledowns have aready been avenged,” Dove added, “and you know it istrue, McGristle. The
drow did not kill them, but he most definitely dew thelr killersl”

Roddy snarled and turned away. He was an experienced bounty hunter and, thus, an experienced
Investigator. He had, of course, figured out the truth long ago, but Roddy couldn’t ignorc the scar on his
face or the loss of his ear—or the heavy bounty on the drow’ s head.

Dove anticipated and understood his slent reasoning. “The people of Madobar will not be so anxiousto
seethe

drow brought in when they learn the truth of the massacre,” she said, “and not so willing to pay, | would
guess”

Roddy snapped aglare at her, but again he could not dispute her logic. When Dove' s party set out on
thetrail back to Maldobar, Roddy McGristle went with them.

Drizzt came back down the mountainside later that day, searching for something that would tell him his
pursuers whereabouts. He found Kdlindil’ sflask and approached it tentatively, then relaxed when he
noticed the other item lying next to it, the tiny dagger he had taken from the Sprite, the same one he had
used to sever the éf’ s bowstring on their first mesting.

Theliquid within the flask smelled sweet, and the drow, histhroat ill parched from therock dugt, gladly
took aquaff. Tingling chillsran through Drizzt’ sbody, refreshing him and revitdizing him. He had barely
eaten for severa days, but the strength that had seeped from hisnow frail form camerushing back ina
sudden burst. Historn leg went numb for amoment, and Drizzt felt that, too, grow stronger.

A wave of dizziness washed over Drizzt then, and he shuffled over to the shade of anearby boulder and
sat down to rest.

When he awoke, the sky was dark and filled with stars, and he felt much better. Even hisleg, sotornin
the ride down the avalanche, would once again support hisweight. Drizzt knew who had |€ft the flask
and dagger for him, and now that he understood the nature of the hedling potion, his confusion and
indecison only grew.

Mootolio
Of dl the varied peoples of the world, nothing is so out of reach, yet so deeply persond and controlling,

asthe concept of god. My experiencein my homeland showed melittle of these supernatural beings
beyond the influences of the vile drow deity, the Spider Queen, Lloth.

After witnessing the carnage of LIoth’ sworkings, | was not so quick to embrace the concept of any god,
of any being that could so dictate, codes of behavior and precepts of an entire society. Ismorality not an
interna force, and if it is, are principlesthen to be dictated or felt?

So follows the question of the gods themsalves: Are these named entities, in truth, actua beings, or are
they manifestations of shared beliefs? Are the dark elves evil because they follow the precepts of the




Spider Queen, or isLloth aculmination of the drow’ s natura evil conduct?

Likewise, when the barbarians of Icewind Dae charge across the tundrato war, shouting the name of
Tempus, Lord of Battles, are they following the precepts of Tempus, or is Tempus merdly theidedized
namethey giveto ther actions?

This| cannot answer, nor, | have cometo redize, can anyone ese, no matter how loudly they
particularly priests of certain gods might argue otherwise. In the end, to a preacher’ s ultimate sorrow, the
choice of agod isapersona one, and the dignment to abeing isin accord with one sinterna code of
principles. A missionary might coerce and trick would be disciples, but no rationd being can truly follow
the determined orders of any god figure if those orders run contrary to his own tenets. Neither |, Drizzt
Do Urden, nor my father, Zaknafein, could ever have become disciples of the Spider Queen. And
Wulfgar of Icewind Dde, my friend of later years, though he till might yell out to the battle god, does not
please this entity called Tempus except on those occasi ons when he puts his mighty war hammer to

use.

The gods of the relms are many and varied or they are the many and varied names and identities tagged
onto the same being.

| know not and care not which. —Drizzt Do’ Urden

Winter

Drizzt picked hisway through the rocky, towering mountains for many days, putting as much ground
between himself and the farm village—and the awful memories as he could. The decision to flee had not
been aconscious one, if Drizzt had been less out of sorts, he might have seen the charity in the df sgifts,
the hedling potion and the returned dagger, as a possible lead to afuture relationship.

But the memories of Madobar and the guilt that bowed the drow’ s shoulders would not be so easily
dismissed. The farming village had become smply one more stopover on the search to find ahome, a
search that heincreasingly believed wasfutile. Drizzt wondered how he could even go down to the next
village that he came upon. The potentia for tragedy had been played out dl too clearly for him. He didn’t
stop to consider that the presence of the barghests might have been an unusua circumstance, and that,
perhaps, in the absence of such fiends, his encounter might have turned out differently.

At thislow point in hislife, Drizzt’ s entire thoughts focused around asingle word that echoed
interminably in his head and pierced him to his heart: “drizzit.”

Drizzt' strail eventudly led him to awide passin the mountains and to a steep and rocky gorgefilled by
the mist of someroaring river far below. The air had been getting colder, something that Drizzt did not
understand, and the moist vapor felt good to the drow. He picked hisway down the rocky cliff, a
journey that took him the better part of the day, and found the bank of the cascading river.




Drizzt had seen riversin the Underdark, but noneto rival this. The Ravine leaped across stones,
throwing spray high into the air. It swarmed around great boulders, did awhite faced skip over fields of
smdler stones, and dove suddenly into fallsfive timesthe drow’ s height. Drizzt was enchanted by the
sight and the sound, but, more than that, he dso saw the possibilities of this place as a sanctuary. Many
culverts edged theriver, still pools where water had deflected from the pull of the main stream. Here, too,
gathered the fish, resting from their struggles againgt the strong current.

The sight brought a grumble from Drizzt’ s belly. He knelt down over one pool, his hand poised to Strike.
It took him many triesto understand the refraction of sunlight through the water, but the drow was quick
enough and smart enough to learn this game. Drizzt’ s hand plunged down suddenly and came back up
firmly gragping afoot long trout.

Drizzt tossed the fish away from the water, letting it bounce about on the stones, and soon had caught
another. Hewould eat well thisnight, for thefirst time since he had fled the region of thefarm village, and
he had enough clear and cold water to satisfy any thirst.

This place was called Dead Orc Pass by those who knew the region. Thetitle was somewhat of a
misnomer, however, for while hundreds of orcs had indeed died in thisrocky valey in numerous battles
againg human legions, thousands more lived here ill, lurking in the many mountain caves, poised to
drike against intruders. Few people came here, and none of them wisdly.

Ib naive Drizzt, with the easy supply of food and water and the comfortable mist to battle the surprisngly
chilling air, this gorge seemed the perfect retredt.

The drow spent his days huddled in the sheltering shadows of the many rocks and smal caves,

preferring to fish and forage in the dark hours of night. He didn’t view this nocturna style asareverson
to anything he had once been. When he had first stepped out of the Underdark, he had determined that
he would live among the surface

dwellers as asurface dwdller, and thus, he had taken great painsto acclimate himsdlf to the daytime sun.
Drizzt held no such illusions now. He chose the nights for his activities because they were less painful to
his sensitive eyes and because he knew that the less exposure his scimitar had to the sun, the longer it
would retain its edge of magic.

It didn’t take Drizzt very long, however, to understand why the surface dwellers seemed to prefer the
daylight. Under the sun’swarming rays, thear was il tolerable, if abit chill. During the night, Drizzt
found that he often had to take shelter from the biting breeze that whipped down over the steep edges of
the mist filled gorge. Winter was fast gpproaching the northland, but the drow, raised in the season less
world of the Underdark, couldn’t know that.

On one of these nights, with the wind driving abrutd northern blast that numbed the drow’ s hands,
Drizzt cameto an important understanding. Even with Guenhwyvar beside him, huddled beneath alow
overhang, Drizzt fdt the severe pain growing in his extremities. Dawn was many hours away, and Drizzt
serioudy wondered if he would surviveto seethe sunrise.

“Too cold, Guenhwyvar,” he stuttered through his chattering teeth. “Too cold.”
He flexed his muscles and moved vigoroudy, trying to restorc lost circulation. Then he mentally prepared

himsdlf, thinking of times past when he waswarm, trying to defeat the despair and trick his own body into
forgetting the cold. A single thought stood out clearly, amemory of the kitchensin Menzoberranzan's




Academy. In the ever warm Underdark, Drizzt had never even considered fire as a source of warmth.
Always before, Drizzt had seen fire as merely amethod of cooking, ameans of producing light, and an
offensive wegpon. Now it took on even greater importance for the drow. Asthe winds continued to
blow colder and colder, Drizzt realized, to hishorror, that afire's heat alone could keep him dive.

He looked about for kindling. In the Underdark, he had burned mushroom stalks but no mushrooms
grew large

enough on the surface. There were plants, though, treesthat grew even larger than the Underdark’ s
fungus

“Get me... limb,” Drizzt stuttered to Guenhwyvar, not knowing any words for wood or tree. The
panther regarded him curioudly.

“Fire,” Drizzt begged. Hetried to rise but found hislegs

and feet numb.

Then the panther did understand. Guenhwyvar growled once and sprinted out into the night. The great
cat nearly tripped over apile of branches and twigs that had been set by whom, Guenhwyvar did not
know just outside the doorway. Drizzt, too concerned with his surviva at thetime, did not even question
the cat’ s sudden return.

Drizzt tried unsuccessfully to strike afire for many minutes, smacking his dagger againgt astone. Findly
he understood that the wind prevented the sparks from catching, so he moved the setup to amore

shdltered area. Hislegs ached now, and his own sdlivafroze dong hislipsand chin.

Then aspark took hold inthe dry pile. Drizzt carefully fanned the tiny flame, cupping hishandsto
prevent the wind from coining in too strongly.

“Theflamesare up,” an df said to his companion.

Kelindil nodded gravely, till not certain if he and hisfellow eves had doneright in aiding the drow.
Kdlindil had come right back out from Maldobar, white Dove and the others had set off for Sundabar,
and had met with asmall even family, kinfolk of his, who lived in the mountains near Dead Orc Pass.
With their expert aid, the df had little trouble locating the drow, and together he and his kin had watched,
curioudly, over the last few weeks.

Drizzt’ sinnocuous lifestyle had not dispelled al of thewary efs doubts, though. Drizzt was adrow, after
all, dark skinned to view and dark hearted by reputation.

Stll, Kelindil’ssgh was one of relief when he, too, noted

the dight, distant glow. The drow would not freeze, Kdlindil believed that this drow did not deserve
such afate.

After hismed later that night, Drizzt leaned on Guenhwyvar and the panther gladly accepting the shared
body heat and looked up at the stars, twinkling brightly in the cold air. “ Do you remember
Menzoberranzan?’ he asked the panther. “ Do you remember when we first met?’

If Guenhwyvar understood him, the cat gave no indication. With ayawn, Guenhwyvar rolled againgt




Drizzt and dropped its head between two outstretched paws.

Drizzt smiled and roughly rubbed the panther’ s ear. He had met Guenhwyvar in Sorcere, thewizard
schoal of the Academy, when the panther was in the possession of Masoj Hun' ett, the only drow that
Drizzt had ever killed. Drizzt purposely tried not to think of that incident now, with the fire burning
brightly, warming histoes, thiswas no night for unpleasant memories. Despite the many horrors he had
faced inthe city of hishirth, Drizzt had found some pleasures there and had learned many useful lessons.
Even Masoj had taught him things that now aided him more than he ever would have believed. Looking
back to the crackling flames, Drizzt mused that if it had not been for his gpprenticeship duties of lighting
candles, he would not even have known how to build afire. Undeniably, that knowledge had saved him
fromachilling death.

Drizzt’ s smite was short lived as his thoughts continued along those lines. Not so many months after that
particularly useful lesson, Drizzt had been forced to kill Maso).

Drizzt lay back again and sighed. With neither danger nor confusing companionship gpparently imminent,
this was perhgps the most smpletime of hislife, but never had the complexities of hisexistence so fully
overwhelmed him.

Hewas brought from his tranquility amoment later, when alarge bird, an owl with tufted, horn like
feathers on its rounded head, rushed suddenly overhead. Drizzt

laughed at his own inability to relax, in the second it had taken him to recognize the bird as no threst, he
had legped to hisfeet and drawn his scimitar and dagger. Guenhwyvar, too, had reacted to the startling
bird, but in afar different manner. With Drizzt suddenly up and out of the way, the panther rolled closer
to the heat of thefire, stretched languidly, and yawned again.

The owl drifted slently on unseen breezes, rising with the mist out of theriver valey opposite the wall
that Drizzt had origindly descended. The bird rushed on through the night to athick grove of evergreens
on the side of amountain, coming to rest on awood and rope bridge constructed across the higher
boughs of three of the trees. After afew moments preening itsdlf, the bird rang alittle silver bell, attached
to the bridge for just such occasions.

A moment later, the bird rang the bell again.

“I am coming,” came avoice from below. “Patience, Hooter. Let a blind man move at a pace that best
suitshim!” Asif it understood, and enjoyed, the game, the owl rang the bell

athird time.

An old man with a huge and bristling gray mustache and white eyes appeared on the bridge. He hopped
and skipped hisway toward the bird. Montolio was formerly aranger of great renown, who now lived
out hisfina years by his own choice secluded in the mountains and surrounded by the creatures he loved
best (and he did not consder humans, elves, dwarves, or any of the other intelligent races among them).
Despite his congderable age, Montolio remained tal and straight, though the years had taken their toll on
the hermit, crinkling one hand up so that it resembled the claw of the bird he now approached.

“Patience, Hooter” he mumbled over and over. Anyone watching him nimbly pick hisway acrossthe
somewhat treacherous bridge never would have guessed that he was blind, and those who knew

Montolio certainly would not describe him that way. Rather, they might have said that his eyes did not
function, but they quickly would have added that he did not need them to function. With hisskillsand




knowledge, and with his many animd friends, the old ranger “saw” more of the world around him than
mogt of those with norma sight.

Montolio held out hisarm, and the great owl promptly hopped onto it, carefully finding its footing on the
man’ sheavy leather deeve.

“Y ou have seen the drow?’ Montolio asked.

The owl responded with awhoo, then went off into a complicated series of chattering hoots and whoos.
Montolio took it dl in, weighing every detail. With the help of hisfriends, particularly thisrather talkative
owl, the ranger had monitorcd the drow for severd days, curious asto why adark ef had wandered into
thevaley. At first, Montolio had assumed that the drow was somehow connected to Graul, the chief orc
of theregion, but astime went on, the ranger began to suspect differently.

“A good sign,” Montolio remarked when the owl had assured him that the drow had not yet made
contact with the orc tribes. Graul was bad enough without having any dlies as powerful asdark elved

Stll, the ranger could not figure out why the orcs had not sought out the drow. Possibly they had not
caught sight of him, the drow had gone out of hisway to remain incongpicuous, setting no fires (before
this very night) and only coming out after sunset. More likely, Montolio mused as he gave the matter
more thought, the orcs had seen the drow but had not yet found the courage to make contact.

Either way, the whol e episode was proving awe come diversion for the ranger as he went about the
daily routines of setting up his house for the coming winter. He did not fear the drow’ s gppearance
Montolio did not fear much of anything and if the drow and the orcs were not dlies, the resulting conflict
might well be worth the watching.

“By my leave,” theranger said to placate the complaining owl. “ Go and hunt some mice!” The owl
swooped off immediately, circled once under then back over the bridge, and headed out into the night.

“Just take care not to eat any of the mice | have set to watching the drow!” Montolio caled after the
bird, and then he chuckled, shook hiswild grown gray locks, and turned back toward the ladder at the
end of the bridge. He vowed, as he descended, that he would soon strap on his sword and find out what
businessthis particular dark ef might havein theregion.

The old ranger made many such vows.

Autumn’ swarning blasts gave way quickly to the ondaught of winter. It hadn’t taken Drizzt long to figure
out the significance of gray clouds, but when the storm broke thistime, in the form of snow instead of

rain, the drow was truly amazed. He had seen the whiteness dong the tops of the mountains but had
never gone high enough to ingpect it and had merely assumed that it was a coloration of the rocks. Now
Drizzt watched the white flakes descend on the valey, they disappeared in the rush of the river but
gathered on the rocks.

Asthe snow began to mount and the clouds hung ever lower in the sky, Drizzt came to adreadful
redlization. Quickly he summoned Guenhwyvar to hisside.

“We must find better shelter,” he explained to the weary panther. Guenhwyvar had only been released to
itsastral home the previous day. “ And we must stock it with wood for our fires”

Severd caves dotted the valley wall on this sSide of the river. Drizzt found one, not only deep and dark




but sheltered from the blowing wind by ahigh stone ridge. He entered, pausing just ingdeto let hiseyes
adapt from the snow’ s glaring brightness.

The cave floor was uneven and its celling was not high. Large boulders were scattered randomly abot,
and off to the Sde, near one of these, Drizzt noticed a darker gloom,

indicating a second chamber. He placed hisarmful of kindling down and started toward it, then halted
suddenly, both he and Guenhwyvar sensing another presence.

Drizzt drew his scimitar, dipped to the boulder, and peered around it. With hisinfravison, the cave's
other inhabitant, awarm glowing ball consderably larger than the drow, was not hard to spot. Drizzt
knew at once what it was, though he had no namefor it. He had seen this creature from afar severa
times, watching it asit deftly and with amazing speed, consdering its bulk snatched fish from theriver.

Whatever it might be called, Drizzt had no desireto fight with it over the cave, there were other holesin
the area, more eadlly attainable.

The great brown bear, though, seemed to have different ideas. The creature stirred suddenly and came
up toitsrear legs, its avalanche growl echoing throughout the cave and its claws and teeth al too
noticeable.

Guenhwyvar, the astral entity of the panther, knew the bear as an ancient rival, and one that wise cats
took greet careto avoid. Still the brave panther sprang right in front of Drizzt, willing to take on the larger
creature so that its master might escape.

“No, Guenhwyvar!” Drizzt commanded, and he grabbed the cat and pulled himsdlf back in front.

The bear, another of Montolio’s many friends, made no moveto attack, but it held its position fiercely,
not gppreciating the interruption of itslong awaited dumber.

Drizzt sensed something here that he could not explain not a friendship with the bear, but an eerie
understanding of the creature’ s viewpoint. He thought himsdf foolish as he sheathed hisblade, yet he
could not deny the empathy he felt, most as though he was viewing the situation through the bear’ s

eyes.

Cautioudy, Drizzt stepped closer, drawing the bear fully into his gaze. The bear seemed dmost
surprised, but gradudly it lowered its claws and its snarling grimace became an expression that Drizzt
understood as curiogity.

Drizzt dowly reached into his pouch and took out a fish that he had been saving for his own supper. He
tossed it over to the bear, which sniffed it once, then swallowed it down with hardly achew.

Another long moment of staring ensued, but the tension was gone. The bear belched once, rolled back
down, and was soon snoring contentedly.

Drizzt looked at Guenhwyvar and shrugged hel plesdy, having no idea of how he had just communi cated
s0 profoundly with the animal. The panther had gpparently understood the connotations of the exchange,
too, for Guenhwyvar’ sfur was no longer ruffled.

For the rest of the time that Drizzt spent in that cave, he took care, whenever he had spare food, to drop
amorsd by the dumbering bear. Sometimes, particularly if Drizzt had dropped fish, the bear sniffed and




awakened just long enough to gobble the meal. More often, though, the animal ignored the food
atogether, rhythmicaly snoring and dreaming about honey and berries and female bears, and whatever
€else deeping bears dreamed about.

“Hetook up hishomewith Bluster?” Montolio gasped when he learned from Hooter that the drow and
the ornery bear were sharing the two chambered cave. Montolio nearly fell over and would haveif he
hadn’t been so close to the supporting tree trunk. The old ranger leaned there, stunned, scratching at the
stubble on hisface and pulling at his moustache. He had known the bear for severad years, and even he
wasn't certain that he would be willing to share quarterswith it. Bluster was an easily riled creature, as
many of Graul’s stupid orcs had learned over the years.

“I guess Bluster istoo tired to argue,” Montolio rationalized, but he knew that something more was
brewing here. If an orc or agoblin had gone into that cave, Bluster would have swatted it dead without a
second thought. Y et the drow and his panther were in there, day after day, setting

their firesin the outer chamber while Bluster snorcd contentedly in the inner.

Asaranger, and knowing many other rangers, Montolio had seen and heard of stranger things. Up to
now, though, he had aways congdered that innate ability to mentally connect with wild animasthe
exclusve domain of those surface elves, sprites, hdflings, gnomes, and humanswho had trained in the
woodland way.

“How would adark df know of abear?” Montolio asked aloud, still scratching at his beard. The ranger
congdered two possibilities. Either there was more to the drow race than he knew, or this particular dark
elf wasnot akin to hiskin. Given the éf’ saready strange behavior, Montolio assumed the latter, though
he greatly wanted to find out for sure. Hisinvestigation would have to wait, though. The first snow had
aready fdlen, and the ranger knew the second, and the third, and many more, would not be far behind.
In the mountains around Dead Orc Pass, little moved once the snows had begun.

Guenhwyvar proved to be Drizzt’ s salvation through the coming weeks. On those occasions when the
panther waked the Materid Plane, Guenhwyvar went out into the frigid, deep snows continudly, hunting
and, more importantly, bringing back wood for thelife giving fire.

Stll, things were not easy for the displaced drow. Every day Drizzt had to go down to theriver and
break up theice that formed in the dower pools, Drizzt’ sfishing pools, dong its bank. It was not afar
walk, but the snow was soon deep and treacherous, often diding down the dope behind Drizzt to bury
himin achilling embrace. Severd times, Drizzt sumbled back to his cave, dl feding gone from hishands
and legs. Helearned quickly to get the fires blazing before he went out, for on hisreturn, he had no
strength to hold the dagger and stone to strike a spark.

Even when Drizzt’ sbdlly wasfull and he was surrounded by the glow of the fire and Guenhwyvar’ sfur,
he was cold and utterly miserable. For thefirst timein many weeks, the drow questioned his decison to
leave the Underdark, and as his desperation grew, he questioned his decision to leave Menzoberranzan.

“Surely | am ahomeesswretch,” he often complained in those no longer so rare moments of safpity.
“And surely | will die here, cold and alone.”

Drizzt had no idea of what was going on in the strange world around him. Would the warmth that he
found when he first came to the surface world ever return to the land? Or was this some vile curse,
perhaps amed a him by his mighty enemies back in Menzoberranzan? This confusion led Drizzt toa
troublesome dilemma. Should he remain in the cave and try to wait out the storm (for what else could he




cdl thewintry season)? Or should he set out from the river valley and seek awarmer climate?

Hewould have left, and the trek through the mountains most assuredly would have killed him, but he
noticed another event coinciding with the harsh westher. The hours of daylight had lessened and the
hours of night had increased. Would the sun disgppear completely, engulfing the surfacein an eternd
darkness and eternal cold? Drizzt doubted that possibility, so, using some sand and an empty flask that
he had in his pack, he began measuring the time of light and of darkness.

His hopes sank every time his calculations showed an earlier sunset, and as the season degpened, so did
Drizzt’ sdespair. His hedth diminished aswel. He was awretched thing indeed, thin and shivering, when
he first noticed the seasond turn around, the winter solstice. He hardly believed hisfindings his
measurements were not so precise but after the next few days, Drizzt could not deny what the falling sand
told him.

The days were growing longer.

Drizzt’ s hope returned. He had suspected a seasona variance since the first cool winds had begun to
blow months before. He had watched the bear fishing more diligently as

the wesather worsened, and now he believed that the creature had anticipated the cold and had storcd up
itsfat to deep it out.

That belief, and hisfindings about the daylight, convinced Drizzt that this frozen desolation would not
endure.

The solgtice did not bring any immediate rdlief, though. The winds blew harder and the snow continued
to pile. But Drizzt grew determined again, and more than awinter would be needed to defest the
indomitable drow.

Then it happened amost overnight, it seemed. The snows lessened, theriver ran freer of ice, and the
wind shifted to bring in warmer air. Drizzt fet asurge of vitdity and hope, ardease from grief and from
guilt that he could not explain. Drizzt could not redlize what urges gripped him, had no name or concept
for it, but hewas asfully caught up in thetimeless spring as all of the natura crestures of the surface
world.

One morning, as Drizzt finished hismeal and prepared for bed, hislong dormant roommeate plodded out
of the side chamber, noticeably more dender but still quite formidable. Drizzt watched the ambling bear
carefully, wondering if he should summon Guenhwyvar or draw his scimitar. The bear paid him no heed,
though. It shuffled right by him, stopped to sniff at and then lick the flat stone Drizzt had used asaplate,
and then ambled out into the warm sunlight, sopping at the cave exit to give ayawn and a stretch so
profound that Drizzt understood that its winter nap was at an end. Drizzt understood, too, that the cave
would grow crowded very quickly with the dangerous anima up and about, and he decided that perhaps,
with the more hospitable wegther, the cave might not be worth fighting for.

Drizzt was gone before the bear returned, but, to the bear’ s delight, he had left one find fish med. Soon

Drizzt was setting up in amore shallow and less protected cave afew hundred yards down the valley
wadl.

To Know Your Enemies




Winter gave way as quickly asit had come. The snows lessened daily and the southern wind brought air
that had no chill Drizzt soon settled into a comfortable routine, the biggest problem he faced was the
daytime glare of the sun off the still snow covered ground. The drow had adapted quite wdll to thesunin
hisfirst few months on the surface, moving about even fighting in the daylight. Now, though, with the
white snow throwing the glaring reflection back in hisface, Drizzt could hardly venture ouit.

He came out only at night and |eft the daytime to the bear and other such creatures. Drizzt was not too
concerned, the snow would be gone soon, he believed, and he could return to the easy life that had
marked the last days before winter.

Wil fed, well rested, and under the soft light of ashining, aluring moon one night, Drizzt glanced across
theriver, tothefar wall of thevaley.

“What isup there?’ the drow whispered to himsdlf. Although theriver ran strong with the spring melt,
earlier that night Drizzt had found a possible way acrossit, a series of large and closely spaced rocks
poking up above the rushing water.

The night was till young, the moon was not hafway up in the sky. Filled with the wanderlust and spirit
so typical of the season, Drizzt decided to have alook. He skipped down to the riverbank and jumped
lightly and nimbly out onto the stones. To aman or an orc or most of the other races of the world
crossing on the wet, unevenly spaced, and

often rounded stones might have seemed too difficult and treacherous to even make the attempt, but the
agile drow managed it quite eesily.

He came down on the other bank running, springing over or around the many rocks and crags without a
thought or care. How different his demeanor might have been if he had known that he was now on the
sdeof the valley beonging to Graul, the greet orc chieftain!

An orc patrol spotted the prancing drow before he was hafway up the valey wall. The orcs had seen
the drow before, on occasions when Drizzt was fishing out at theriver. Fearful of dark eves, Graul had
ordered itsminionsto keep their distance, thinking the snows would drive the intruder avay. But the
winter had passed and this |one drow remained, and now he had crossed theriver.

Graul wrung hisfat fingered hands nervousy when he wastold the news. The big orc was comforted a
bit by the belief that this drow was aone and not amember of alarger band. He might be a scout or a
renegade, Graul could not know for sure, and the implications of either did not please the orc chieftain. If
the drow was a scout, more dark elves might follow, and if the drow was a renegade, he might look upon
theorcsaspossbleadllies.

Graul had been chieftain for many years, an unusualy long tenure for the chaotic orcs. The big orc had
survived by taking no chances, and Graul meant to take none now. A dark ef could usurp the leadership
of thetribe, aposition Graul coveted dearly. This, Graul would not permit. Two orc patrols dipped out
of dark holes shortly thereafter, with explicit ordersto kill the drow.

A chill wind blew abovethe valey wall, and the snow was degper up here, but Drizzt didn’t care. Great
patches of evergreensrolled out before him, darkening the mountainous valeys and inviting him, after a
winter cooped up in the cave, to come and explorc.

He had put nearly amile behind him when hefirg redized that he was being pursued. He never actudly




saw anything, except perhaps afleeting shadow out of the corner of hiseye, but those intangible warrior
sensestold Drizzt the truth beyond doubt. He moved up the side of a steep incline, climbed above a
copse of thick trees, and sprinted for the high ridge. When he got there, he dipped behind a boulder and
turned to watch.

Seven dark forms, six humanoid and one large canine, came out of the trees behind him, following his
trail carefully and methodicaly. From thisdistance, Drizzt couldn’t tell their race, though he suspected
that they were humans. He looked al about, searching for his best course of retreet, or the best
defensble area.

Drizzt hardly noticed that his scimitar wasin one hand, his dagger in the other. When he redized fully that
he had drawn the wegpons, and that the pursuing party was getting uncomfortably close, he paused and
pondered.

He could face the pursuersright here and hit them asthey scaled the last few treacherous feet of the
dippery dimb.

“No” Drizzt growled, dismissing that possibility as soon asit cameto him. He could attack, and
probably win, but then what burden would he carry away from the encounter? Drizzt wanted no fight, nor
did he desire any contact a al. He already carried dl the guilt he could handle.

He heard his pursuers voices, guttural strainssimilar to the goblin tongue. “Orcs,” the drow mouthed
dlently, matching the language with the creatures human size,

The recognition did nothing to change the drow’ s attitudes, though. Drizzt had no love for orcs he had
seen enough of the smdlly things back in Menzoberranzan but neither did he have any reason, any

judtification, for battling this band. He turned and picked a path and sped off into the night.

The pursuit was dogged, the orcs were too close behind for Drizzt to shake them. He saw aproblem
developing, for if the orcswere hostile, and, by their shouts and snarls, Drizzt believed that to be the
case, then Drizzt had missed his opportunity to fight them on favorable ground. The moon had set long
ago and the sky had taken on the bluetint of predawn. Orcs did not favor sunlight, but with the glare of
the snow al about him, Drizzt would be nearly helplessinit.

Stubbornly the drow ignored the battle option and tried to outrun the pursuit, circling back toward the
valey. Here Drizzt made his second error, for another orc band, this one accompanied by both awolf
and amuch larger form, astone giant, lay inwait.

The path ran fairly level, one side of it dropping steeply down arocky dope to the drow’ sleft and the
other climbing just as steeply and over ground just asrocky to hisright. Drizzt knew his pursuers would
have little trouble following him over such apredetermined course, but he reied solely on speed now,
trying to get back to his defensble cave before the blinding sun came up.

A snarl warned him amoment before a huge bristle haired wolf, called aworg, bounded around the
bouldersjust above him and cut him off. Theworg sprang at him, itsjaws snagpping for hishead. Drizzt
dipped low, under the assault, and his scimitar came out in aflash, dashing acrossto further widen the
beast’ s huge maw. The worg tumbled down heavily behind the turning drow, itstongue lapping wildly at
its own gushing blood.

Drizzt whacked it again, dropping it, but the Sx orcs came rushing in, brandishing spears and clubs.
Drizzt turned to fleg, then ducked again, just in time, as ahurled boulder flew past, skipping down the




rocky decline.
Without a second thought, Drizzt brought aglobe of darkness down over his own head.

The four leading orcs plunged into the globe without redizing it. Their remaining two comrades held
back, clutching spears and glancing nervoudy about. They could see nothing insde the magical darkness,
but from the rushing thumps of blades and clubs and the wild shouting, it sounded asif an entire army
battled in there. Then another sound issued from the darkness, agrowling, feline sound.

The two orcs backed away, looking over their shoulders and wishing the stone giant would hurry up and
get down to them. One of their orc comrades, and then another, came tearing out of the blackness,
screaming interror. Thefirst sped past its sartled kin, but the second never madeit.

Guenhwyvar latched on to the unfortunate orc and drove it to the ground, tearing the life fromiit. The

panther hardly dowed, leaping out and taking down one of the waiting two asit franticaly stumbled to
get away. Those remaining outside the globe scrambled and tripped over the rocks, and Guenhwyvar,
having finished the second kill, legped off in pursuit.

Drizzt came out the other side of the globe unscathed, with both his scimitar and dagger dripping orc
blood. The giant, huge and square shouldered, with legs aslarge astree trunks, stepped out to face him,
and Drizzt never hesitated. He sprang to alarge stone, then legped off, his scimitar leading the way .

His agility and speed surprised the stone giant, the monster never even got its club or itsfree hand up to
block. But luck was not with the drow thistime. His scimitar, enchanted in the magic of the Underdark,
had seen too much of the surface light. It drove againgt the stondlike skin of the fifteen foot giant, bent
nearly in hdf, and sngpped at the hilt.

Drizzt bounced back, betrayed for thefirst time by his trusted weapon.

The giant howled and lifted its club, grinning evilly until ablack form soared over itsintended victim and
crashed into its chest, raking with four crud claws.

Guenhwyvar had saved Drizzt again, but the giant was hardly finished. It clubbed and thrashed until the
panther flew free. Guenhwyvar tried to pivot and come right back in, but the panther landed on the down
dope and its momentum broke away the sheet of snow. The cat did and

tumbled, and findly broke free of the dide, unharmed, but far down the mountainsde from Drizzt and the
battle.

The giant offered no smite thistime. Blood seeped from a dozen deep scratches acrossiits chest and
face. Behind it, down thetrail, the other orc group, led by a second howling worg, was quickly closing.

Like any wise warrior so obvioudy outnumbered, Drizzt turned and ran.
If the two orcs who had fled from Guenhwyvar had come right back down the dope, they could have

cut the drow off. Orcs had never been known for bravery, though, and those two had already crested the
ridge of the dope and were till running, not even looking back.

Drizzt sped dong thetrail, searching for some way he might descend and rgjoin the panther. Nowhere
on the dope seemed promising, though, for he would have to pick hisway dowly and carefully, and no
doubt with agiant raining boulders down a him. Going up seemed just asfutile with the monster so close




behind, so the drow just ran on, dong thetrail, hoping it wouldn't end anytime soon.

The sun peeked over the eastern horizon then, just another problem suddenly one of many for the
desperate drow.

Understanding that fortune had turned against him, Drizzt somehow knew, even before he turned the
trall’ slatest sharp corner, that he had come to the end of the road. A rock dide had long ago blocked the
trail. Drizzt skidded to ahdt and pulled off his pack, knowing that timewas againg him.

Theworg led orc band caught up to the giant, both gaining confidence in the presence of the other.
Together they charged on, with the vicious worg sprinting out to take the lead.

Around a sharp bend the creature sped, sstumbling and trying to stop when it tangled suddenly ina
looped rope. Worgs were not stupid creatures, but this one didn’t fully comprehend theterrible
implications as the drow pushed arounded stone over the ledge. Theworg didn’'t understand, that is,
until the rope snapped taut and the stone pulled the beast, flying, down behind.

The smple trap had worked to perfection, but it was the only advantage Drizzt could hopeto gain.
Behind him, thetrail wasfully blocked, and, to the sides, the dopes climbed and dropped too abruptly
for him to flee. When the orcs and the giant came around the corner, tentatively after watching their worg
go for arather bumpy ride, Drizzt stood to face them with only adagger in hishand.

Thedrow tried to parlay, using the goblin tongue, but the orcs would hear nothing of it. Before thefirst
word left Drizzt's mouth, one of them had launched its spear.

The weapon camein ablur at the sun blinded drow, but it was a curving shaft thrown by aclumsy
creature. Drizzt easily Sidestepped and then returned the throw with his dagger The orc could see better
than the drow, but it was not as quick. It caught the dagger cleanly, right in the throat. Gurgling, the orc
went down, and its closest comrade grabbed at the knife and tore it free, not to save the other orc, but
merely to get its hands on so fine awegpon.

Drizzt scooped up the crude spear and planted hisfeet firmly as the stone giant stalked in.

An owl swooped down above the giant suddenly and gave ahoot, hardly distracting the determined
monster. A moment later, though, the giant jerked forward, moved by the weight of an arrow that had
suddenly thudded into its back.

Drizzt saw the quivering, black feathered shaft as the angry giant soun about. The drow didn’t question
the unexpected aid. He drove his spear with al his strength right into the monster’ s backside.

The giant would have turned to respond, but the owl swooped in again and hooted and, on cue, another
arrow whistled in, this one digging into the giant’ s chest. Another hoot, and another arrow found the
mark.

The stunned orcslooked al about for the unseen assallant, but the glaring brightness of the morning sun
on the snow offered little assstance to the nocturnal beasts. The

giant, struck through the heart, only stood and stared blankly, not even redizing that itslifewas at an
end. The drow drove his spear in again from behind, but that action only served to tumble the monster
away from Drizzt.




The orcslooked to each other and all around, wondering which way they could flee.

The strange owl dovein again, thistime above an orc, and gave afourth hoot. The orc, understanding
the implications, waved its arms and shrieked, then fell silent with an arrow protruding from itsface.

The four remaining orcs broke ranks and fled, one up the dope, another running back theway it had
come, and two rushing toward Drizzt.

A deft spin of the spear sent its butt end damming into the face of one orc, then Drizzt fully completed
the spinning motion to deflect the other orc’ s spear tip toward the ground. The orc dropped the weapon,
redlizing that it could not get it back in linein time to stop the drow.

The orc climbing the dope understood its doom as the signaling owl closed onit. Theterrified creature
dove behind arock upon hearing one hoot, but if it had been a smarter thing, it would have redlized its
error. By the angle of the shots that had felled the giant, the archer had to be somewhere up on thisdope.

An arrow knocked into its thigh asit crouched, dropping it, writhing, to its back. With the orc’ sgrowling
and thrashing, the unseen and unseeing archer hardly needed the owl’ s next hoot to place his second
shoat, this one catching the orc squardly in the chest and silencing it forever.

Drizzt reversed his direction immediately, clipping the second orc with the spear’ s butt end. In the blink
of an eye, the drow reversed hisgrip athird time and drove the spear

tip into the creature sthroat, digging upward into itsbrain. Thefirst orc that Drizzt had hit reded and
shook its head violently, trying to reorient itself to the battle. It felt the drow’ s hands grab at the front of
itsdirty bearskin tunic, then it felt arush of air asit flew out over the ledge, taking the same route asthe

previoudy trapped worg.

Hearing the screams of its dying companions, the orc on thetrall put its head down and sped on, thinking
itself quite clever in taking thisroute. It changed its mind abruptly, though, when it turned abend and ran
draight into the waiting paws of ahuge black panther.

Drizzt leaned back, exhausted, againgt the stone, holding his spear ready for athrow asthe strange owl
floated back down the mountainsde. The owl kept its distance, though, dighting on the outcropping that
forced the trail’ s sharp bend a dozen steps away .

Movement up above caught the drow’ s attention. He could hardly seein the blinding light, but he did
make out a humanlike form picking acareful path down toward him.

The owl st off again, circling above the draw and calling, and Drizzt crouched, dert and unnerved, as
the man dipped down to a position behind the rocky spur. No arrow whistled out to the owl’ s hooting,
though. Instead came the archer.

Hewastall, straight, and very old, with a huge gray moustache and wild gray hair. Most curious of all
were hismilky white and pupil lesseyes. If Drizzt had not witnessed the man’ s archery display, he would
have believed the man blind. The old man’slimbs seemed quitefrail, too, but Drizzt did not |t
appearances deceive him. The expert archer kept his heavy longbow bowed and ready, an arrow firmly
cocked, with hardly any effort. The drow did not have to look far to see the deadly efficiency with which
the human could put the powerful weapon to use.

The old man said something in alanguage that Drizzt could not understand, then in a second tongue, then




in goblin, which Drizzt understood. “Who are you?’

“Drizzt Do’ Urden,” the drow replied evenly, taking some hope in the fact that he could at least
communicate with this adversary.

“Isthat aname?’ the old man asked. He chuckled and shrugged. “Whatever it is, and whoever you
might be, and whyever you might be here, is of minor consequence.”

The owl, noticing movement, started hooting and swooping wildly, but it wastoo late for the old man.
Behind him, Guenhwyvar dunk around the bend and closed to within an easy spring, earsflattened and

teeth bared.
Seemingly obliviousto the peril, the old man finished histhought. “Y ou are my prisoner now.”
Guenhwyvar issued alow, throaty growl and the drow grinned broadly.
“I think not,” Drizzt replied.
Montolio
“Friend of yours?’ the old man asked camly. “Guenhwyvar’ Drizzt explained. “big cat?’
“Oh, yes” Drizzt answered.
The old man eased his bowstring straight and let the arrow dowly dip, point down. He closed his eyes,

tilted his head back, and seemed to fal within himself. A moment later, Drizzt noticed that Guenhwyvar’s
ears came up suddenly, and the drow understood that this strange human was somehow making a

telepathic link to the panther.

“Good cat, too,” the old man said amoment later. Guenhwyvar walked out from around the outcropping
sending the owl flapping away in afrenzy and casudly stalked past the old man, moving to stand beside
Drizzt. Apparently, the panther had relinquished al concerns that the old man was an enemy.

Drizzt consdered Guenhwyvar’ s actions curious, viewing them in the same manner as he had hisown
empathic agreement with the bear in the cave a season ago.

“Good cat,” the old man said again.
Drizzt leaned back against the stone and relaxed his grip on the spear.

“I am Montolio,” the old man explained proudly, as though the name should carry some weight with the
drow. “Montolio DeBrouchee.”

“Well met and farewdl,” Drizzt said flatly. “If we are done with our meseting, then we may go our own
st‘”

“Wemay,” Montolio agreed, “if we both chooseto.”

“Am | tobeyour ... prisoner . ..oncemore?’ Drizzt asked with abit of sarcasmin hisvoice.

The sincerity of Montolio’ s ensuing laughter brought asmile to the drow’ s face despite hiscynicism.




“Mine?’ the old man asked increduloudy. “No, no, | believe we have sttled that issue. But you have
killed some minions of Graul thisday, adeed that the orc king will want punished. Let me offer you a
room at my castle. The orcswill not approach the place.” He showed awry smile and bent over toward
Drizzt to whisper, asif to kegp his next words a secret between them. “They will not come near me, you
know.” Montolio pointed to his strange eyes. “ They believe meto be bad magic becauseof my . . .”
Montolio struggled for the word that would convey the thought, but the guttural language was limited and
he soon grew frustrated.

Drizzt slently recounted the course of the battle, then hisjaw drooped open in undeniable amazement as
he redlized the truth of what had transpired. The old man wasindeed blind! The owl, circling over
enemies and hooting, had led his shots. Drizzt looked around at the dain giant and orc and his jaw did not
close, the old man hadn’t missed.

“Will you come?” Montolio asked. “1 would liketo gain the” — Again he had to search for an
appropriate term “purposes...adark ef would haveto live awinter in acave with Bluster the bear.”

Montolio cringed at his own ingbility to converse with the drow, but from the context, Drizzt could pretty
much understand what the old man meant, even figuring out unfamiliar terms such as“winter” and “bear.”

“Orc king Graul has ten hundred more fightersto send againgt you,” Montolio remarked, sensing that the
drow was having adifficult time congdering the offer.

“I will not comewith you,” Drizzt declared at length. The drow truly wanted to go, wanted to learn afew
things about this remarkable man, but too many tragedies had befa len those who had crossed Drizzt’s

path.

Guenhwyvar’slow growl told Drizzt that the panther did not approve of hisdecision.

“I bring trouble,” Drizzt tried to explain to the old man, to the panther, and to himsdf. “but would be
better served, Montolio DeBrouchee, to keep avay from me.”

“|sthisathreat?’

“A warning,” Drizzt replied. “If you take mein, if you even alow meto remain near to you, then you will
be doomed, aswere the farmersin the village.”

Montolio perked his ears up a the mention of the distant farming village. He had heard that one family in
Maldobar had been brutally killed and that aranger. Dove Falconhand, had been called in to help.

“I do not fear doom,” Montolio said, forcing asamile. “! have lived through many... fights, Drizzt

Do’ Urden. | have fought in a dozen bloody wars and spent an entire winter trapped on the side of a
mountain with abroken leg. | havekilled agiant with only adagger and . . . befriended . . . every animd
for five thousand stepsin any direction. Do not fear for me.” Again came that wry, knowing smile. “But,
then” Montolio said dowly, “It isnot for methat you fear”

Drizzt felt confused and a bit insulted.

“You fear for yoursdf,” Montolio continued, undaunted. “ Self pity? It does not fit one of your prowess.
Digmissit and come dong with me”

If Montolio had seen Drizzt’ s scowl, he would have guessed the forthcoming answer. Guenhwyvar did




noticeit, and the panther bumped hard into Drizzt’ sleg.

From Guenhwyvar’ s reaction, Montolio understood the drow’ sintent. “ The cat wants you to come
along,” heremarked. “I1t'll be better than acave,” he promised, “and better food than half cooked fish.”

Drizzt looked down at Guenhwyvar and again the panther bumped him, thistime voicing alouder and
more ingstent growl with the action.

Drizzt remained adamant, reminding himsdf pointedly by conjuring an image of carnage in afarmhouse
far away. “1 will not come,” hesad firmly.

“Then | must name you as an enemy, and a prisoner!” Montolio roared, snapping hisbow back to a
ready pogition. “Your cat will not aid you thistime, Drizzt Do’ Urden!” Montolio leaned in and flashed his
smile and whispered, “ The cat agrees with me.”

It wastoo much for Drizzt. He knew that the old man wouldn’t shoot him, but Montolio’ s flaky charm
soon wore away the drow’ s mental defenses, cong derable though they were.

What Montolio had described as a castle turned out to be a series of wooden caves dug around the
roots of huge and tightly packed evergreens. Lean tos of woven sticks furthered the protection and
somewhat linked the caves together, and alow wall of stacked rocks ringed the whole complex. As
Drizzt neared the place, he noticed severa rope and wood bridges crossing from tree to tree at various
heights, with rope laddersleading up to them from the ground level and with crossbows securdly
mounted at farly regular intervas.

The drow didn’t complain that the castle was of wood and dirt, though. Drizzt had spent three decades
in Menzoberranzan living in awondrous castle of stone and surrounded by many more breathtakingly
beautiful structures, but none of them seemed aswelcoming as Montolio’s home.

Birds chattered their welcome at the old ranger’ s gpproach. Squirrels, even araccoon, hopped excitedly
among the tree branches to get near him though they kept their distance when they noticed that ahuge
panther accompanied Montalio.

“I have many rooms,” Montolio explained to Drizzt. “Many blankets and much food.” Montolio hated
the limited goblin tongue. He had so many things he wanted to say to the drow, and so many things he
wanted to learn from the drow. This seemed impossible, if not overly tedious, in alanguage so base and
negative in nature, not designed for complex thoughts or notions. The goblin tongue sported morethan a
hundred wordsfor killing and for hatred, but not aone for higher emotions such as compassion. The
goblin word for friendship could be trand ated to mean ether atemporary military dliance or servitude to
astronger goblin, and neither definition fit Montolio’ sintentions toward the lone dark €f.

Thefirst task then, the ranger decided, wasto teach this drow the common tongue.

“We cannot speak” — There was no word for “properly” in Goblin, so Montolio had to improvise’...
well... inthislanguage,” he explained to Drizzt, “ but it will serve usas| teach you the tongue of humansif
youwishto learn.”

Drizzt remained tentative in his acceptance. When he had walked away from the farming village, he had
decided that hislot in life would be as a hermit, and thusfar he had done pretty well—better than he had
expected. The offer was tempting, though, and on apractical leve, Drizzt knew that knowing the
common language of the region might keep him out of trouble. Montolio’ s smile nearly took in the




ranger’ s ears when the drow accepted.

Hooter, the owl, however, seemed not so pleased. With the drow or, more particularly, with the drow’s
panther about, the owl would be spending lesstime in the comforts of the evergreens lower boughs.

“Cousin, Montolio DeBrouchee hastaken the drow inl” an ef cried excitedly to Kdlindil. All the group
had been out searching for Drizzt’ strail snce the winter had broken. With the drow gone from Dead Orc
Pass, the dves, particularly Kellindil, had feared trouble, had feared that the drow had perhapstakenin
with Graul and hisorc minions.

Kdlindil jumped to hisfeet, hardly able to grasp the sartling news. He knew of Montalio, the legendary
if somewhat eccentric ranger, and he knew, too, that Montolio, with al of hisanima contacts, could
judge intruders quite accurately.

“When? How?’ Kédlindil asked, barely knowing where to begin. If the drow had confused him through
the previous months, the surface elf was thoroughly flustered now.

“A week ago,” the other df answered. “1 know not how it

came about, but the drow now walksin Montolio’s grove, openly and with his panther beside him.”
“IsMontolio...”

The other df interrupted Kellindil, seeing where hisline of concern was heading. “Montolio is unharmed
and in control,” he assured Kellindil. “He has taken in the drow of his own accord, it would seem, and
now it gppearsthat the old ranger isteaching the dark df the common tongue.”

“Amazing,” wasdl that Kellindil could reply.

“We could set awatch over Montolio’sgrove,” the other elf offered. “If you fear for the old ranger’s
soety”

“No,” Kdlindil replied. “No, the drow once again has proven himself no enemy. | have suspected his
friendly intentions since | encountered him near Madobar. Now | am satisfied. L et us get on with our
business and leave the drow and the ranger to theirs.”

The other df nodded his agreement, but adiminutive cresture listening outsde Kdlindil’ s tent was not so
certain.

Tephanis came into the even camp nightly, to stea food and other items that would make him more
comfortable. The sprite had heard of the dark elf afew days earlier, when the elves had resumed their
search for Drizzt, and he had taken great painsto listen to their conversation ever since, as curious as any
about the whereabouts of the one who had destroyed Ulgulu and Kempfana.

Tephanis shook hisfloppy eared head violently. “Drat the day that that one returned!” he whispered,
sounding somewhat like an excited bumblebee. Then heran off, hislittle feet barely touching the ground.
Tephanis had made another connection in the months since Ulgulu' s demise, another powerful dly that he
did not want to lose.

Within minutes he found Caroak, the great, slver haired winter wolf, on the high peak that they called
their home.




“The drow iswith the ranger’ Tephanis spouted, and the canine beast seemed to understand. “Beware
of that one | say! It was hewho killed my former masters. Dead!”

Caroak looked down the wide expanse to the mountain that held Montolio’ s grove. The winter wolf
knew that place

wdll, and he knew well enough to stay away from it. Montolio DeBrouchee was friends with al sorts of
animas, but winter wolves were more mongter than animal, and no friend of rangers.

Tephanis, too, looked Montolio’ sway, worried that he might again have to face the sneaky drow. The
mere thought of encountering that one again made the little sprite’' s head ache { and the bruise from the
plowshare had never completely gone away).

Aswinter eased into spring over the next few weeks, so did Drizzt and Montolio easeinto their
friendship. The common tongue of the region was not so very different from the goblin tongue, morea
shift of inflection than an ateration of complete words, and Drizzt caught on to it quickly, even learning
how to read and write. Montolio proved afine teacher, and by the third week, he spoke to Drizzt
exclusively in the common tongue and scowled impetiently every time Drizzt reverted to using goblin to
get apoint across.

For Drizzt, thiswas afun time, atime of easy living and shared pleasures. Montolio's collection of books
was extensive, and the drow found himsalf absorbed in adventures of theimagination, in dragon lore, and
accounts of epic battles. Any doubts Drizzt might have had were long gone, as were his doubts about
Montolio. The shdlter in the evergreens wasindeed a castle, and the old man asfine ahost as Drizzt had
ever known.

Drizzt learned many other things from Montolio during those first weeks, practical lessonsthat would aid
him for the rest of hislife. Montolio confirmed Drizzt’ s suspicions about a seasond wegther change, and
he even taught Drizzt how to anticipate the weather from day to day by watching the animas, the sky,
and thewind.

Inthis, too, Drizzt caught on quickly, as Montolio had suspected he would. Montolio never would have
believed it until he had witnessed it persondly, but this unusua drow possessed the demeanor of a
surface ef, perhaps even the heart of aranger.

“How did you cam the bear?” Montolio asked one day, a question that had nagged at him since the
very first day he had learned that Drizzt and Bluster were sharing acave,

Drizzt honestly did not know how to answer, for he il did not understand what had transpired in that
mesting. “ The same way you calmed Guenhwyvar when first we met,” the drow offered at length.

Montolio’sgrin told Drizzt that the old man understood better than he. “Heart of aranger,” Montolio
whigpered as he turned away. With his exceptiona ears, Drizzt heard the comment, but he didn’t fully
comprehend.

Drizzt’ slessons came faster asthe days rolled dong. Now Montolio concentrated on the life around
them, the animal s and the plants. He showed Drizzt how to forage and how to understand the emotions
of ananima smply by watching its movements. Thefirg red test came soon after, when Drizzt, shifting
the outward branches of aberry bush, found the entrance to asmall den and was promptly confronted by
an angry badger.




Hooter, in the ky above, issued aseries of criesto dert Montolio, and the ranger’ sfirst instinct wasto
go and help hisdrow friend. Badgers were possibly the meanest creaturesin the region, even above the
orcs, quicker to anger than Bluster the bear and quite willing to take the offensive against any opponent,
no matter how large. Montolio stayed back, though, listening to Hooter’ s continuing descriptions of the
scene.

Drizzt’ sfirgt ingtinct sent his hand flashing to hisdagger.

The badger reared and showed its wicked teeth and claws, hissing and sputtering a thousand complaints.

Drizzt eased back, even put his dagger back in its sheath.

Suddenly, he viewed the encounter from the badger’ s point of view, knew that the animd felt overly
threatened. Somehow, Drizzt then further redized that the badger had chosen thisden asaplacetoraise
its soon coming litter of pups.

The badger seemed confused by the drow’ s deliberate motions. Late in term, the expectant mother did
not want afight, and as Drizzt carefully dipped the berry bush back in place to concedl the den, the
badger eased down to dl fours, sniffed the air so that it could remember the dark elfs scent, and went
back intoitshole.

When Drizzt turned around, he found Montolio smiling and clapping. “ Even aranger would be hard put
to cdm ariled badger’ the old man explained.

“The badger waswith pups’ Drizzt replied. “ She wanted to fight lessthan 1.”
“How do you know that?” Montolio asked, though he did not doubt the drow’ s perceptions.

Drizzt started to answer, then redlized that he could not. He looked back to the berry bush, then to
Montolio helplesdy.

Montolio laughed loudly and returned to hiswork. He, who had followed the ways of the goddess
Mielikki for so many years, knew what was happening, evenif Drizzt did not.

“The badger could have ripped you, you do know,” the ranger said wryly when Drizzt moved beside
him.

“Shewaswith pups,” Drizzt reminded him, “and not o large afoe.”

Montolio’slaughter mocked him. “Not so large?’ the ranger echoed. “ Trust me, Drizzt, you would
rather tangle with Bhigter than with amother badger!”

Drizzt only shrugged in response, having no arguments for the more experienced man.

“Doyou redly believethat puny knife would have been any defense againgt her?” Montolio asked, now
wanting to take the discusson in adifferent direction.

Drizzt regarded the dagger, the one he had taken from the sprite. Again he could not argue, the knife
was indeed puny. He laughed both to and a himself. “It isdl that | have, | fear” hereplied.




“We shall see about that,” the ranger promised, then said no more about it. Montalio, for al hiscam and
confidence, knew well the dangers of the wild, mountainous region.

The ranger had cometo trust in Drizzt without reservations.

Montolio roused Drizzt shortly before sunset and led the drow to awide tree in the northern end of the
grove. A large hole, dmost acave, lay at the base of the tree, cunningly concedled by shrubsand a
blanket colored to resemble the tree trunk. As soon as Montolio pushed this aside, Drizzt understood the

SECrecy.
“Anarmory?’ the drow asked in amazement.

“but fancy the scimitar,” Montolio replied, remembering the wegpon Drizzt had broken on the stone
giant. “1 have agood one, t0o.” He crawled inside and fished about for awhile, then returned with afine,
curving blade. Drizzt moved in to the hole to survey the marvelous display of wegpons asthe ranger
exited. Montolio possessed a huge variety of weapons, from ornamenta daggersto great bardiche axes
to crosshows, light and heavy, al polished and cared for meticuloudy. Set againgt the back of the inner
tree trunk, running right up into the tree, were avariety of spears, including one metal shafted ranseur, a
ten foot long pike with along and pointed head and two smaller barbs sticking out to the Sdes near the

tip.

“Do you prefer ashield, or perhaps adirk, for your other hand?” Montolio asked when the drow,
muttering to himself in Sncere admiration, reappeared. “Y ou may have any but those bearing the taloned
owl. That shidd, sword, and helmet are my own.”

Drizzt hestated amoment, trying to imagine the blind ranger so outfitted for close melee. “A sword,” he
sad at length, “or another scimitar if you have one.”

Montolio looked a him curioudy. “Too long blades for fighting,” he remarked. “Y ou would likely tangle
yoursdf up inthem, | would guess”

“It isnot so uncommon afighting style among the drow,”
Drizzt sad.

Montolio shrugged, not doubting, and went back in. “Thisoneis more for show, | fear’ hesaid ashe
returned, bearing an overly ornamented blade. “Y ou may useit if you choosg, or takeasword. I'vea
number of those”

Drizzt took the scimitar to measure its balance. It was a bit too light and perhaps abit too fragile. The
drow decided to keep it, though, thinking its curving blade a better compliment to his other scimitar than
adraight and cumbersome sword.

“I will carefor theseaswdl asyou have,” Drizzt promised, redizing how great agift the human had
givenhim. “And | will usethem,” he added, knowing what Montolio truly wanted to hear, “only when |
mud.”

“Then pray that you may never need them, Drizzt Do’ Urden,” Montolio replied. “1 have seen peace and
| have seen war, and | can tell you that | prefer the former! Come now, friend. There are so many more
things | wish to show you.”




Drizzt regarded the scimitars onefind time, then dipped them into the sheeths on his belt and followed
Montalio.

With summer fast gpproaching and with such fine and exciting companionship, both the teacher and his
unusua student were in high spirits, anticipating a season of valuable lessons and wondrous events.

How diminished their smileswould have been if they had known that a certain orc king, angered at the
toss of ten soldiers, two worgs, and avaued giant dly, had its yelow, bloodshot eyes scanning the
region, searching for the drow. The big orc was beginning to wonder if Drizzt had gone back to the
Underdark or had taken in with some other group, perhaps with the small even bands known to bein the
region, or with the damnable blind ranger, Montalio.

If the drow was Hill in the area, Graul meant to find him. The orc chieftain took no chances, and the
mere presence of the drow congtituted arisk.

Montolio's Test

“Wadll, | have waited long enough!” Montolio said sternly late one afternoon. He gave the drow another
shake.

“Waited?’ Drizzt asked, wiping the deep from hiseyes.

“Areyou afighter or awizard?’ Montolio went on. “ Or both? One of those multitalented types? The
elves of the surface are known for that.”

Drizzt' sexpresson twisted in confusion. “I am no wizard,” he said with alaugh.

“Keeping secrets, areyou?” Montolio scolded, though his continuing smirk lessened his gruff facade. He
pointedly straightened himsdlf outsde of Drizzt’ s bedroom hole and folded hisarms over his chest. “That
will not do. | havetaken you in, and if you are awizard, | must hetold!”

“Why do you say that?’ asked the perplexed drow. “Wherever did you”

“Hooter told mel” Montolio blurted. Drizzt wastruly confused. “In the fight when first we met,”
Montolio explained, “you darkened the area around yourself and some orcs. Do not deny it, wizard.
Hooter told me!”

“That was no wizard' spdll,” Drizzt protested helplesdly, “and | am no wizard.”

“No spdl?’ echoed Montalio. “A devicethen? Well, let me seeit!”

“Not adevice,” Drizzt replied, “an ability. All drow, even the lowest ranking, can create globes of
darkness. It isnot such adifficult task.”

Montolio considered the revelation for amoment. He had no experience with dark elves before Drizzt
had comeinto

hislife. “What other ‘gbilities do you possess?’




“Faeriefire’ Drizzt replied. “Itisaline of—"

“I know of the spell” Montolio said to him. “It is commonly used by woodland priests. Can dl drow
createthisaswel?’

“I do not know,” Drizzt answered honestly. “ Also, | am, was ableto levitate. Only drow nobles can
accomplish that feat. | fear that the power islost to me, or soon shall be. That ability has begun to fail me
since | cameto the surface, asmy piwafwi, my boots, and my drow crafted scimitars have failed me.”

“Try it,” Montolio offered.

Drizzt concentrated for along moment. He felt himsdf growing tighter, then he lifted off the ground. As
soon as he got up, though, hisweight returned and he settled back to hisfeet. He rose no more than three
inches.

“Impressive’” Montolio muttered.

Drizzt only laughed and shook hiswhite mane. “May | go back to degp now?’ he asked, turning back to
hisbedrall.

Montolio had other ideas. He had cometo further fedl out his companion, to find the limits of Drizzt’s
abilities, wizardly and otherwise. A new plan came to the ranger, but he had to set it into motion before
the sun went down.

“Wait,” he bade Drizzt. “ Y ou can rest later, after sunset. | need you now, and your ‘abilities” Could you
summon aglobe of darkness, or must you take time to contemplate the spel 1?7’

“A few seconds,” Drizzt replied.

“Then get your armor and wespons,” Montolio said, “and come with me. Be quick about it. | do not
want to lose the advantage of daylight.”

Drizzt shrugged and got dressed, then followed the ranger to the grove’ s northern end, alittle used
section of the woodland complex.

Montolio dropped to his knees and pulled Drizzt down beside him, pointing out asmal hole on the side
of agrassy mound.

“A wild boar hastaken to living in there,” the old ranger explained. “I do not wish to harmiit, but | fear
to get close

enough to make contact with the thing. Boars are unpredictable at best.”

A long moment of silence passed. Drizzt wondered if Montolio smply meant to wait for the boar to
emerge.

“Go ahead then,” the ranger prompted.

Drizzt turned on him increduloudly, thinking that Montolio expected him to walk right up and greet their
uninvited and unpredictable guest.




“Doit,” theranger continued. “Enact your darkness globeright in front of the hole if you please.”

Drizzt understood, and his relieved sgh made Montalio bite hislip to hide hisreveding chuckle. A
moment |ater, the area before the grassy mound disappeared in blackness. Montolio motioned for Drizzt
to wait behind and headed in.

Drizzt tensed, watching and listening. Severd high pitched squed sissued forth suddenly, then Montolio
cried out in distress. Drizzt legped up and charged in headlong, nearly tripping over hisfriend’ s prostrate
form.

The old ranger groaned and squirmed and did not answer any of the drow’ s quiet cals. With no boar to
be heard anywhere about, Drizzt dropped down to find out what had happened and recoiled when he
found Montolio curled up, clutching at his chest.

“Montolio,” Drizzt breathed, thinking the old man serioudy wounded. He leaned over to spesk directly
into the ranger’ sface, then straightened quicker than he had intended as Montolio’ s shield dammed into
the side of his head.

“ItisDrizzt!” thedrow cried, rubbing his developing bruise. He heard Montolio jump up before him,
then heard the ranger’ s sword come out of its scabbard.

“Of courseitis!” Montolio cackled.
“But what of the boar?”’

“Boar?’” Montolio echoed. “Thereis no boar, you silly drow. There never was one. We arethe
opponents here. The time has come for some fun!”

Now Drizzt fully understood. Montolio had manipulated him to use his darkness merely to take away his
advantage of sght.

Montolio was chdlenging him, on even terms. “Flat of the blade!” Drizzt replied, quite willing to play
aong. How Drizzt had loved such tests of skill back in Menzoberranzan with Zaknafein!

“For the sake of your lifel” Montolio retorted with alaugh that came straight from hisbelly. The ranger
sent hissword arcing in, and Drizzt’ s scimitar drove it harmlessy wide.

Drizzt countered with two rapid and short strokes straight up the middle, an attack that would have
defeated most foes but did no more than play atwo note tune on Montolio’ swell positioned shield.
Certain of Drizzt’ slocation, the ranger shield rushed straight ahead.

Drizzt was pushed back on his hedls before he managed to get out of the way. Montolio’s sword came
in again from the Sde, and Drizzt blocked it. The old man’s shidld dammed straight ahead again, and
Drizzt deflected its momentum, digging hishedsin subbornly.

The crafty old ranger thrust the shield up high then, taking one of Drizzt’ s blades, and a good measure of
the drow’ s balance, dong with it, then sent his sword screaming across at Drizzt’ s midsection.

Drizzt somehow sensed the attack. He legped back on histoes, sucked in his gut, and threw hisrump
out behind him. For all his desperation, he till felt the rush as the sword whisked past.




Drizzt went to the offensive, launching severa cunning and intricate routines that he believed would end
this contest. Montolio anticipated each one, though, for al of Drizzt’ s efforts were rewarded with the
same sound of scimitar on shield. The ranger came on then and Drizzt was sorely pressed. The drow was
no novice to blind fighting, but Montolio lived every hour of every day asablind man and functioned as
well and as easily as most men with perfect vison.

Soon Drizzt redlized that he could not win in the globe. He thought of moving the ranger out of the spdl’s
area, but then the stuation changed suddenly asthe darkness expired. Thinking the game over, Drizzt
backed up severd steps, fedling hisway with hisfeet up arising tree root.

Montolio regarded his opponent curioudy for amoment, noting the changein fighting attitude, then came
on, hard and low.

Drizzt thought himself very clever as he dove headlong over the ranger, meaning to roll to hisfeet behind
Montolio and come back in from one side or the other as the confused human spun about, disoriented.

Drizzt didn’t get what he expected, though. Montolio’ s shield met the drow’ s face as he was hafway
over, and Drizzt groaned and fell heavily to the ground. By the time he shook the dizzinessaway, he
became aware that Montolio was sitting comfortably on his back, sword resting across Drizzt's
shoulders.

“How . ..” Drizzt started to ask.

Montolio’ s voice was as sharp edged as Drizzt had ever heard it. “Y ou underestimated me, drow. Y ou
considered me blind and helpless. Never do that again!”

Drizzt honestly wondered, for just asplit second, if Montolio meant to kill him, so angry was the ranger.
He knew that his condescension had wounded the man, and he redlized then that Montolio DeBrouchee,
so confident and able, carried his own weight upon his old shoulders. For the first time since he had met
the ranger, Drizzt considered how painful it must have been for the man to lose hissight. What else,
Drizzt wondered, had Montolio lost?

“So obvious,” Montolio said after ashort pause. His voice had softened again. “With me charging in
low, as| did.”

“Obviousonly if you sensed that the darkness spell had ended,” Drizzt replied, wondering how disabled
Montalio truly was. “1 would never have attempted the diving maneuver in the darkness, without my eyes
to guide me, yet how could ablind man know that the spell was no more?’

“Y ou told me yourself!” Montolio protested, still making no moveto get off Drizzt’ sback. “In attitude!
The sudden shuffle of your feet too lightly to be made in absol ute blackness—and your sigh, drow! That
sgh belied your reief, though you knew by then that you could not best me without your sght.”

Montolio got up from Drizzt, but the drow remained prone, digesting the revelaions. He redized how
little he knew about his companion, how much he had taken for granted where Montolio was concerned.

“Comedong, then,” Montolio said. “Thisnight’ sfirst lesson isended. It was avauable one, but there
are other things we must accomplish.”

“Yousadthat | could deep,” Drizzt reminded him.




“I had thought you more competent,” Montolio replied immediately, casting asmirk the prone drow’s
way.

While Drizzt eagerly absorbed the many lessons Montolio set out for him, that night and in the days that
followed, the old ranger gathered his own information about the drow. Their work was most concerned
with the present, Montolio teaching Drizzt about the world around him and how to surviveinit. Invariably
one or the other, usudly Drizzt, would dip in some comment about his past. It became aimost agame
between the two, remarking on some distant event, more to measure the shocked expression of the other
than to make any relevant point. Montolio had some fine anecdotes about his many years on the road,
tales of vaorous battles againgt goblins and humorous pranks that the usualy serious minded rangers
often played on one another. Drizzt remained a bit guarded about his own pagt, but till histales of
Menzoberranzan, of the snister and inddious Academy and the savage wars pitting family againg family,
went far beyond anything Montolio had ever imagined.

Asgreat asthe drow’ staleswere, though, Montolio knew that Drizzt was holding back, was carrying
some great burden on his shoulders. The ranger didn’t press Drizzt at first. He kept his patience, satisfied
that he and Drizzt shared principles and as he came to know with the drastic

improvement of Drizzt’ sranger skillsasmilar way of viewing the world.

One night, beneath the moon’ ssilvery light, Drizzt and Montolio rested back in wooden chairsthat the
ranger had congtructed high in the boughs of alarge evergreen. The brightness of the waning moon, asit
dipped and dodged behind fast moving, scattered clouds, enchanted the drow.

Montolio couldn’t see the moon, of course, but the old ranger, with Guenhwyvar comfortably draped
across hislap, enjoyed the brisk night no less. He rubbed a hand absently through the thick fur on
Guenhwyvar' s muscled neck and listened to the many sound’ s carried on the breeze, the chatter of a
thousand crestures that the drow never even noticed, even though Drizzt’ s hearing was superior to
Montolio's. Montolio chuckled every now and again, once when he heard a field mouse squedling angrily
at an owl Hooter probably for interrupting itsmeal and forcing it to fleeinto itshole.

L ooking at the ranger and Guenhwyvar, S0 a ease and accepting of one another, Drizzt felt the pangs of
friendship and guilt “Perhaps | should never have come,” he whispered, turning his gaze back to the
moon.

“Why?" Montolio asked quietly. “Y ou do not like my food?’ His smile disarmed Drizzt asthe drow
turned back to him somberly.

“Tothesurface, | mean,” Drizzt explained, managing alaugh in spite of hismeanchaly. “ Sometimes|
think my choiceasdfishact.”

“Survivd usudly is” Montolio replied. “1 have fdt that way myself on some occasions. | was once
forced to drive my sword into a man’s heart. The harshness of the world brings great remorse, but
mercifully it isapassing lament and certainly not oneto carry into battle.”

“How | wish it would pass,” Drizzt remarked, more to himsdf or to the moon than to Montalio.

But the remark hit Montolio squarely. The closer he and Drizzt had become, the more the ranger shared
Drizzt’ s unknown burden. The drow was young by €f standards but

was aready world wise and skilled in battle beyond most professiond soldiers. Undeniably one of




Drizzt’ sdark heritage would find barriersin an unaccepting surface world. By Montolio's estimation,
though, Drizzt should be able to get through these prgjudices and live along and prosperouslife, given his
considerable talents. What wasit, Montolio wondered, that so burdens this ef? Drizzt suffered more than
he smiled and punished himself more than he should.

“Isyoursan honest lament?” Montolio asked him. “Most are not, you know. Most salf imposed burdens
are founded on misperceptions. We at least we of sincere character alwaysjudge ourselves by sricter
standards than we expect othersto abide by. It isacurse, | suppose, or ablessing, depending on how
oneviewsit” He cast hissghtlessgaze Drizzt' sway. “ Teke it asablessing, my friend, an inner caling that
forces you to drive to unattainable heights.”

“A frugrating blessing,” Drizzt replied casudly.

“Only when you do not pause to consider the advances that the striving has brought to you,” Montolio
was quick to reply, as though he had expected the drow’ swords. “Those who aspire to less accomplish
less. There can be no doubt. It is better, | think, to grab at the stars than to it flustered because you
know you cannot reach them.” He shot Drizzt histypica wry smile. “ At least he who reacheswill get a
good stretch, agood view, and perhaps even alow hanging apple for his effort!”

“And perhaps aso alow flying arrow fired by some unseen assailant” Drizzt remarked sourly.

Montolio tilted his head helplesdy against Drizzt’ s unending stream of pessimism. It pained him deeply to

see the good hearted drow so scarred. “He might indeed,” Montolio said, abit more harshly than he had
intended, “but the loss of lifeisonly great to those who chancetoliveit! Let your arrow comein low and
catch the huddler on the ground, | say. His death would not be so tragic!”

Drizzt could not deny thelogic, nor the comfort the old ranger gave to him. Over the last few weeks,
Montolio' s offhanded philosophies and way of 1ooking &t the world pragmatically yet heavily edged with
youthful exuberance, put Drizzt more at ease than he had been snce hisearliest training daysin
Zaknafein’s gymnasium. But Drizzt aso could not deny the inevitably short life span of that comfort.
Words could soothe, but they could not erase the haunting memories of Drizzt's past, the distant voices
of dead Zaknafein, dead Clacker, and the dead farmers. A single menta echo of “drizzit” vanquished
hours of Montolio’swell intended advice.

“Enough of this cockeyed banter” Montolio went on, seeming perturbed. “1 cdl you friend, Drizzt

Do Urden, and | hope you call methe same. What sort of friend might | be againgt thisweight that
stoops your shoulders unless | know more of it? 1 am your friend, or | am not. The decision isyours, but
if 1 am not, then | see no purpose in sharing nights as wondrous asthis beside you. Tel me, Drizzt, or be
gonefrom my home!”

Drizzt could hardly believe that Montolio, normaly so patient and relaxed, had put him on such a spot.
Thedrow’ sfirst reaction wasto recail, to build awall of anger in the face of the old man’ s presumptions
and cling to that which he considered personal. As the moments passed, though, and Drizzt got beyond
hisinitial surprise and took the timeto sft through Montolio’ s statement, he came to understand one
basic truth that excused those presumptions. He and Montolio had indeed become friends, mostly
through the ranger’ s efforts.

Montolio wanted to share in Drizzt’ s past, so that he might better understand and comfort his new friend.

“Do you know of Menzoberranzan, the city of my birth and of my kin?’ Drizzt asked softly. Even
speaking the name pained him. “ And do you know the ways of my people, or the Spider Queen’s




edicts?’
Montolio’ s voice was somber as hereplied. “Tdl meal of it, | beg.”

Drizzt nodded Montolio sensed the motion even if he could not see it—and relaxed againgt the tree. He
stared at the moon but actually looked right past it. His mind wandered back through his adventures,
back down that road to Menzoberranzan, to the Academy, and to House Do’ Urden. He held his
thoughtsthere for awhile, lingering on the complexities of drow family life and on the welcomed smplicity
of histimesin thetraining room with Zaknafein.

Montolio watched patiently, guessing that Drizzt was |ooking for a place to begin. From what he had
learned from Drizzt' s passing remarks, Drizzt’ slife had been filled with adventure and turbulent times,
and Montolio knew that it would be no easy feat for Drizzt, with histill limited command of the common
tongue, to accurately recount al of it. Also, given the burdens, the guilt and the sorrow, the drow
obvioudy carried, Montolio suspected that Drizzt might be hesitant.

“| was born on an important day in the history of my family,” Drizzt began. “ On that day. House
Do’ Urden diminated House DeVir”

“Eliminated?’

“Massacred,” Drizzt explained. Montolio’ s blind eyes reved ed nothing, but the ranger’ s expression was
clearly one of revulsion, as Drizzt had expected. Drizzt wanted his companion to understand the horrible

depths of drow society, so he pointedly added, “ And on that day, too, my brother Dtnin drove his sword
through the heart of our other brother, Nalfein.”

A shudder coursed up Montolio’s spine and he shook his head. He redlized that he was only just
beginning to understand the burdens Drizzt carried.

“Itisthe drow way,” Drizzt said camly, matter of faculty, trying to impart the dark elves casud attitude
toward murder. “ Thereisadtrict structure of rank in Menzoberranzan. To climb it, to attain ahigher
rank, whether asan individud or afamily, you smply diminate those above you.”

A dight quiver in hisvoice betrayed Drizzt to the ranger. Montolio clearly understood that Drizzt did not
accept the evil practices, and never had.

Drizzt went on with hisgtory, teling it completely and accurately, at least for the more than forty yearshe
hed

spent in the Underdark. Hetold of his days under the gtrict tutelage of hissister Vierna, cleaning the
house chapel endlesdy and learning of hisinnate powers and his placein drow society. Drizzt spent a
long time explaining that peculiar socid structure to Montolio, the hierarchies based on gtrict rank, and
the hypocrisy of drow “law,” acrud facade screening acity of utter chaos. Theranger cringed ashe
heard of the family wars. They were brutal conflictsthat allowed for no noble survivors, not even
children. Montolio cringed even more when Drizzt told him of drow “justice,” of the destruction wresked
upon ahouse that had failed in its attempt to eradicate another family.

Thetadewasless grim when Drizzt told of Zaknafein, hisfather and dearest friend. Of course, Drizzt’s
happy memories of hisfather became only a short reprieve, a prelude to the horrors of Zaknafein's
demise. “My mother killed my father,” Drizzt explained soberly, his deep pain evident, “ sacrificed him to
Lloth for my crimes, then animated his corpse and sent it out to kill me, to punish mefor betraying the




family and the Spider Queen.”

It took awhilefor Drizzt to resume, but when he did, he again spoke truthfully, even reveding hisown
faluresin hisdaysdonein thewilds of the Underdark. “| feared that | had lost myself and my principles
to someingtinctive, savage mongter,” Drizzt said, verging on despair. But then the emotiond wave that
had been his existence rose again, and a smile found hisface as he recounted histime beside Belwar, the
most honored svirfneblin burrow warden, and Clacker, the pech who had been polymorphed into a hook
horror. Expectedly, the smile proved short lived, for Drizzt' stde eventudly led him to where Clacker fell
to Matron Malice' s undead monster. Another friend had died on Drizzt’ s behalf.

Appropriately, by the time Drizzt cameto his exit from the Underdark, the dawn peeked through the
eastern mountains. Now Drizzt picked hiswords more carefully, not ready to divulge the tragedy of the
farming family for fear that Montolio would judge him and blame him, destraying their newfound bond.
Retionally, Drizzt could remind himself that he had not killed the farmers, had even avenged their desths,
but guilt was rarely arational emotion, and Drizzt Smply could not find the words not yet.

Montolio, aged and wise and with animal scouts throughout the region, knew that Drizzt was concedling
something. When they had first met, the drow had mentioned a doomed farming family, and Montolio
had heard of afamily daughtered in the village of Madaobar. Montolio didn't believe for aminute that
Drizzt could have done it, but he suspected that the drow was somehow involved. He didn't press Drizzt,
though. Drizzt had been more honest, and more complete, than Montolio had expected, and the ranger
was confident that the drow would fill in the obvious holesin hisown time.

“Itisagoodtale,” Montolio said at length. “Y ou have been through more in your few decades than most
elveswill know in three hundred years. But the scars are few, and they will hedl.”

Drizzt, not so certain, put alamenting look upon him, and Montolio could only offer acomforting pat on
the shoulder as he rose and headed off for bed.

Drizzt was still aslegp when Montolio roused Hooter and tied athick note to the owl’ sleg. Hooter
wasn't so pleased at the ranger’ sinstructions, the journey could take aweek, vauable and enjoyable
time at this height of the mousing and mating season. For al itswhining hoots, however, the owl would
not disobey.

Hooter ruffled itsfeathers, caught thefirst gust of wind, and soared effortlesdy across the snow covered
range to the passes that would take it to Maldobar and beyond that to Sundabar, if need be. A certain
ranger of no small fame, asster of the Lady of Silverymoon, was dtill in the region, Montolio knew
through hisanimal connections, and he charged Hooter with seeking her out.

“Will therebeno end to it?’ the sprite whined, watching the burly human passdong thetrail. “First the
nasty drow and now thisbrute! Am | never to berid of these trouble makers?” Tephanis dapped his
head and stamped hisfeet so rgpidly that he dug himsdf alittle hole.

Down on thetrail, the big, scarred yelow dog growled and bared itsteeth, and Tephanis, redizing that
his pouting had been too loud, zipped in awide semicircle, crossing thetrail far behind the traveler and
coming up on the other flank. The yellow dog, still looking in the opposite direction, cocked its head and
whimpered in confusion.

Drizzt and Montolio said nothing of the drow’ stale over the next couple of days. Drizzt brooded over
painfully rekindled memories, and Montolio tactfully gave him the room he needed. They went about thelr
daily business methodically, farther gpart, and with less enthusiasm, but the distance was a passing thing,




which they both redlized.

Gradudly they came closer together, leaving Drizzt with hopesthat he had found afriend astrue as
Belwar or even Zaknafein. One morning, though, the drow was awakened by a voice that he recognized
al toowell, and Drizzt thought at once that histime with Montolio had come to a crashing end.

He crawled to the wooden wall that protected his dugout chamber and peered through.
“Drow df, Mooshie,” Roddy McGristle was saying, holding abroken scimitar out for the old ranger to
see. The burly mountain man, looming even larger in the many layers of furs hewore, sat atop asmdl but

muscled horsejust outside of the rock wall surrounding the grove. “Y e seen him?”

“Seen?” Montolio echoed sarcadticdly, giving an exaggerated wink of his milky white eyes. Roddy was
not amused.

“Yeknow what | mean!” he growled. “Y e see more ntherest of us, so dont ye be playin’ dumb!”
Roddy’ s dog, showing awicked scar from where Drizzt had struck it, caught afamiliar scent then and
sarted sniffing excitedly and darting back and forth adong the paths of the grove.

Drizzt crouched at the ready, a scimitar in one hand and alook of dread and confusion on hisface. He
bad no desire to fight—he did not even want to strike the dog again.

“Get your dog back to your sde!” Montolio huffed.

McGristle s curiosity was obvious. “ Seen the dark f, Mooshie?’ he asked again, thistime suspicioudly.

“Might that | have,” Montolio replied. Heturned and let out ashrill, barely audible whistle. Immediatdly,
Roddy’ s dog, hearing the ranger’ s clear irein no uncertain terms, dropped itstail between itslegsand
dunk back to stand beside its master’ shorse.

“I’'veabrood of fox pupsin there,” the ranger lied angrily. “If your dog setson them...” Montolio let the
threat hang at that, and apparently Roddy was impressed. He dropped a noose down over the dog's
head and pulled it tight to hisside.

“A drow, must be the same one, came through here before the first snows,” Montolio went on. “Y ou
will have ahard hunt for that one, bounty hunter” He laughed. “He had some trouble with Graul, by my
knowledge, then set out again, back for his dark home, | would guess. Do you mean to follow the drow
down into the Underdark? Certainly your reputation would grow considerably, bounty hunter, though
your very life might prove the cogt!”

Drizzt relaxed at the words, Montolio had lied for him! He could see that the ranger did not hold
McGristlein high regard, and that fact, too, brought comfort to Drizzt. Then Roddy came back forcefully,
laying out the story of the tragedy in Madobar in ablunt and warped way that put Drizzt and Montolio’'s
friendship to atough test.

“Thedrow killed the Thistledowns!” Roddy roared at the ranger’ s smug smile, which vanished in the
blink of an eye. “ Saughtered them, and his panther ate one o’ them. Y e knew Bartholomew
Thistledown, ranger. Shame on yefor takin' lightly on his murderer!”

“Drow killed them?’ Montolio asked grimly.




Roddy held out the broken scimitar once more.  Cut ‘em down,” he growled. “ There' stwo thousand
gold pieces on that one' s head—I’ I give ye back five hunnerd if ye can find out morefor me.”

“I have no need of your gold,” Montolio quickly replied.

“But do ye have need to see the killer brought in?” Roddy shot back. “ Do ye mourn for the desths o
the Thistledown clan, asfineafamily asany?’

Montolio’ s ensuing pause led Drizzt to believe that the ranger might turn him in. Drizzt decided then that
he would not run, whatever Montolio’ s decision. He could deny the bounty hunter’ s anger, but not
Montolio’s. If the ranger accused him, Drizzt would have to face him and be judged.

“Sad day,” Montolio muttered. “Fine family, indeed. Catch the drow, McGristle. It would be the best
bounty you ever earned.”

“Whereto sart?’ Roddy asked camly, apparently thinking he had won Montolio over. Drizzt thought
S0, too, especialy when Montolio turned and looked back toward the grove.

“Y ou have heard of Morueme's Cave?’” Montolio asked.

Roddy’ s expression visibly dropped at the question. Morueme' s Cave, on the edge of the great desert
Anauroch, was o named for the family of blue dragonsthat lived there. “Hunnerd an’ fifty miles,”
McGristle groaned. “ Through the Nethersa tough range.”

“The drow went there, or about there, early in thewinter? Montolio lied.

“Drow went to the dragons?’ Roddy asked, surprised.

“Morelikely, the drow went to some other holein that region,” Montolio replied. “The dragons of
Morueme could possibly know of him. Y ou should inquire there.”

“I’m not so quick to bargain with dragons,” Roddy said somberly. “Too risky, and even goin’, well, it
coststoo much!”

“Then it seemsthat Roddy McGristle has missed hisfirst catch” Montolio said. “A good try, though,
agang thelikesof adark df.”

Roddy reined in his horse and spun the beast about. “Dont ye put yer bets against me, Moosnie!” he
roared back over hisshoulder. “I’ll not let this one get away, if | have to search every holein the Nethers
mysdf!”

“Seemsahit of trouble for two thousand gold,” Montolio remarked, not impressed.
“Drow took my dog, my ear, and give methis scar!” Roddy countered, pointing to historn face. The
bounty hunter redlized the absurdity of hisactions of course, the blind ranger could not see him and spun

back, setting his horse charging out of the grove,

Montolio waved a hand disgustedly at McGristle s back, then turned to find the drow. Drizzt met him on
the edge of the grove, hardly knowing how to thank Montolio.

“Never liked that one,” Montolio explained.




“The Thigtledown family was murdered,” Drizzt admitted bluntly.
Montolio nodded.

“Y ou knew?’

“1 knew before you came here,” the ranger answered. “Honestly, | wondered if you did it, at firgt.”
“I did not,” Drizzt said.

Again Montolio nodded.

Thetime had comefor Drizzt tofill in the details of hisfirst few months on the surface. All the guilt came
back to him when he recounted his battle with the gnoll group, and al the pain came rushing back,
focused on the word “ drizzit,” when hetold of the Thistledowns and his gruesome discovery. Montolio
identified the speedy sprite as aquickling but was quite a alossto explain the giant goblin and wolf
cresturesthat Drizzt had battled in the cave.

“Youdidright inkilling the gnolls” Montolio said when Drizzt had finished. “ Release your guilt for that
act and let it fal to nothingness.”

“How could | know?’ Drizzt asked honedtly. “All of my learning tiesto Menzoberranzan and till | have
not sorted the truth from the lies.”

“It has been aconfusing journey,” Montolio said, and his sincere smile relieved the tenson considerably.
“Comeaong, and let metell you of the races, and of why your scimitars struck for justice when they
fdledthegnalls”

Asaranger, Montolio had dedicated hislife to the unending struggle between the good races humans,
elves, dwarves, gnomes, and halflings being the most prominent members and the evil goblinoidsand
giantkind, who lived only to destroy as abane to the innocent.

“Orcsare my particular unfavorites,” Montolio explained. “ So now | content mysdlf with keeping an eye
anowl’seye, that ison Graul and hissmelly kin.”

So much fdl into perspective for Drizzt then. Comfort flooded through the drow, for Drizzt’ singtincts
had proven correct and he could now, for awhile and to some measure at least, be free from the guilt.

“What of the bounty hunter and those like him?’ Drizzt asked. “They do not seem to fit so well into your
descriptions of the races.”

“Thereisgood and bad in every race,” Montolio explained. “I spoke only of the generd conduct, and
do not doubt that the genera conduct of goblinoids and giantkind isan evil onel”

“How can we know?" Drizzt pressed.

“Just watch the children,” Montolio answered. He went on to explain the not so subtle differences
between children of the goodly races and children of the evil races. Drizzt heard him, but distantly,
needing no clarification. Alwaysit seemed to come down to the children. Drizzt had felt better concerning
his actions against the gnolls when he had |ooked upon the Thistledown children a play. And back in




Menzoberranzan, what seemed like only aday ago and athousand years ago at the sametime, Drizzt's
father had expressed amilar bdliefs. “ Aredl drow children evil?” Zaknafein had wondered, and through
al of hishdeaguered life, Zaknafein had been haunted by the screams of dying children, drow nobles
caught in the fire between warring families.

A long, silent moment ensued when Montolio finished, both friends taking the time to digest the day’ s
many revelations. Montolio knew that Drizzt was comforted when the drow, quite unexpectedly, turned
to him, smiled widely, and abruptly changed the grim subject

“Mooshie?’ Drizzt asked, recaling the name M cGristle had tagged on Montolio at the rock wall.

“Montolio DeBrouchee.” The old ranger cackled, tossing a grotesque wink Drizzt’ sway. “Mooshie, to
my friends, and to those like McGristle, who struggle so with any words bigger than ‘ spit,” *bear’ or
kil

“Mooshie,” Drizzt mumbled under his breath, taking some mirth at Montolio’s expense.
“Have you no chorcsto do, Drizzit?’ the old ranger huffed.

Drizzt nodded and started boisteroudly away. Thistime, thering of “drizzit” did not sting so very badly.
“Morueme' s Cave,” Roddy griped. “ Damned Morueme's Cavel” A split second later, asmall sprite sat
atop Roddy’ s horse, staring the stunned bounty hunter in the face, Tephanis had watched the exchange at
Montolio’ sgrove and had cursed hisluck when the ranger had turned the bounty hunter away. If Roddy

could catch Drizzt, the quickting figured, they’ d both be out of hisway, afact that did not darm
Tephanis.

“Surely you are not so stupid asto believe that old liar?” Tephanis blurted.

“Here!” Roddy cried, grabbing clumsily at the sprite, who merely hopped down, darted back, past the
startled dog, and climbed up to St behind Roddy.

“What in the Nine Hellsare you?’ the bounty hunter roared. “ And sit ill!”

“l amafriend,” Tephanissaid asdowly as he could.

Roddy eyed him cautioudy over one shoulder.

“If you want the drow, you are going thewrong way,” the sprite said smugly.

A short whilelater, Roddy crouched in the high bluffs south of Montolio’s grove and watched the ranger
and hisdark skinned guest going about their chorcs.

“Good hunting!” Tephanis offered, then he was gone, back to Caroak, the great wolf that smelled better
than this particular human.

Roddy, his eyesfixed upon the distant scene, hardly noticed the quickling’ s departure. “Y € |l pay for yer
lies, ranger,” he muttered under his breath. An evil smile spread over hisface as he thought of away to
get at the companions. It would be adelicate feat. But then, dedling with Graul wayswas.

Montolio’s messenger returned two days later with a note from Dove Falconhand. Hooter tried to




recount the ranger’ s reponse, but the excitable owl was completely inept at conveying such long and
intricate tales. Flustered and having no other option/ Montolio handed the letter to Drizzt and told the
drow to read it doud, and quickly. Not yet a skilled reader, Drizzt was severa lines through the creased
paper before he realized what it was. The note detailed Dove' s accounts of what had happened in

Ma dobar and dong the subsequent chase. Dove' s version struck near to the truth, vindicating Drizzt and
naming the barghest whelps as the murderers.

Drizzt’ srelief was so great that he could hardly utter the words as the letter went on to express Dove's
pleasure and gratitude that the “ deserving drow” had taken in with the old ranger.

“but get your due inthe end, my friend,” was dl that Montolio needed to say.

Resolutions now view my long road as a search for truth—truth in my own heart, in the world around
me, and in the larger questions of purpose and of existence. How does one define good and evil?

| carried an internal code of moraswith me on my trek, though whether | was born with it or it was
imparted to me by Zaknafein or whether it Smply devel oped from my perceptions| cannot ever know.
This code forced me to leave Menzoberranzan, for though | was not certain of what those truths might
have been, | knew beyond doubt that they would not be found in the domain Lloth.

After many yearsin the Underdark outside of Menzoberranzan and after my first awful experienceson
the surface, | came to doubt the existence of any universa truth, came to wonder if there was, after al,
any purposeto life. Intheworld of drow, ambition was the only purpose, the seeking of materia gains
that came with increased rank. Even then, that seemed alittle thing to me, hardly areason to exigt.

| thank you, Montolio DeBrouchee, for confirming my suspicions. | have learned that the ambition of
those who follow sdlfish preceptsis no more than a chaotic waste, afinite gain that must be followed by
infinite loss. For thereisindeed aharmony in the universe, aconcordant singing of common wedl. Tojoin
that song, one must find inner harmony, must find the notesthat ring true.

Thereis one other point to be made about that truth: Evil creatures cannot sing.

—0Drizzt DO’ Urden

Of Gods crad PciRpose

Thelessons continued to go quite well. The old ranger had lessened the drow’ s considerable emotional
burden, and Drizzt picked up on the ways of the natural world better than anyone Montolio had ever
seen. But Montolio sensed that something still bothered the drow, though he had no idea of what it might
be.

“Do dl humans possess such fine hearing?’ Drizzt asked him suddenly asthey dragged ahugefalen
branch out of the grove. “Or isyours ablessing, perhaps, to make up for your blindness?’

The bluntness of the question surprised Montolio for just the moment it took him to recognizethe drow’s
frustration, an uneasiness caused by Drizzt’ sfailure to understand the man’ s abilities.




“Or isyour blindness, perhaps, aruse, adeception you use to gain the advantage?’ Drizzt pressed
relentlesdy.

“If itis?” Montolio replied offhandedly.

“Thenitisagood one, Montolio DeBrouchee,” Drizzt replied. “ Surdly it aids you against enemies. . .
and friends alike.” The words tasted bitter to Drizzt, and he suspected that he was | etting his pride get the
best of him.

“Y ou have not often been bested in battle,” Montolio replied, recognizing the source of Drizzt's
frustrations as their sparring match. If he could have seen the drow then, Drizzt’ s expression would have
revealed much.

“but take it too hard,” Montolio continued after an uneasy slence. “1 did not truly defest you.”

“but had me down and helpless.”

“Y ou beat yoursdlf,” Montolio explained. “1 am indeed blind, but not as helpless as you seem to think.
Y ou underestimated me. | knew that you would, too, though | hardly believed that you could be so
blind.”

Drizzt stopped abruptly, and Montolio stopped on cue as the drag on the branch suddenly increased.
The old ranger shook his head and cackled. He then pulled out adagger, spun it high into the air, caught
it, and, ydling, “Birch!” heaved it squarely into one of the few birch trees by the evergreen grove.

“Could ablind man do that?” Montolio asked rhetoricaly.

“Then you can see,” Drizzt stated.

“Of coursenot,” Montolio retorted sharply. “ My eyes have not functioned for five years. But neither am
| blind, Drizzt, especidly inthisplace | cal my home!

“Y et you thought me blind,” the ranger went on, hisvoice cam again. “In our sparring, when your spell
of darkness expired, you believed that you had gained the edge. Did you think that al of my effective
actions, | must say both in the battle against the orcs and in our fight were smply prepared and
rehearsed? If | were as crippled as Drizzt Do’ Urden believes me, how should | survive another day in
these mountains?’

“I'didnot . ..” Drizzt began, but hisembarrassment silenced him. Montolio spoke the truth, and Drizzt
knew it he had, at least on an unconscious leve, thought the ranger lessthan whole since their very first
mesting. Drizzt felt he showed hisfriend no disrespect indeed, he thought highly of the man but he had
taken Montolio for granted and thought the ranger’ s limitations greater than his own.

“Youdid,” Montolio corrected, “and | forgive you that. To your credit, you trested me more fairly than
any who knew me before, even those who had traveled beside me through uncounted campaigns. Sit
now,” he bade Drizzt. “Itismy turn to tell my tale, asyou havetold yours.

“Whereto begin?’ Montolio mused, scratching at his chin. It al seemed so distant to him now, another
life that he had |eft behind. He retained one link to his past, though:

histraining asaranger of the goddess Midlikki. Drizzt, smilarly instructed by Montolio, would




understand.

“1 gavemy lifeto the forest, to the natural order, at avery young age’” Montolio began. “I learned, as|
have begun to teach you, the ways of the wild world and decided soon enough that | would defend that
perfection, that harmony of cyclestoo vast and wonderful to be understood. That iswhy | so enjoy
battling orcs and the like. As | have told you before, they are the enemies of natura order, the enemies of
trees and animas as much as of men and the goodly races. Wretched things, dl indl, and | fed no guiltin
cutting them down!”

Montolio then spent many hours recounting some of his campaigns, expeditionsin which he acted singly
or asascout for huge armies. Hetold Drizzt of his own teacher, Dilamon, aranger so skilled with abow
that he had never seen her miss, not once in ten thousand shots. “ She died in battle,” Montolio explained,
“defending afarmhouse from araiding band of giants. Weep not for Mistress Dilamon, though, for not a
sngle farmer was injured and not one of the few giantswho crawled away ever showed itsugly facein
that region again!”

Montolio’s voice dropped noticeably when he cameto his more recent past. Hetold of the
Rangewatchers, hislast adventuring company, and of how they came to battle ared dragon that had
been marauding the villages. The dragon was dain, as were three of the Rangewatchers, and Montolio
had his face burned away.

“The clericsfixed me up well,” Montolio said somberly. “Hardly ascar to show for my pain.” He
paused, and Drizzt saw, for the first time since he had met the old ranger, a cloud of pain cross
Montolio’sface. “They could do nothing for my eyes, though. The wounds were beyond their abilities.”

“You cameout hereto die,” Drizzt said, more accusingly than he intended.

Montolio did not refute the claim. “I have suffered the breath of dragons, the spears of orcs, the anger of
evil men,

and the greed of those who would rape the land for their own gain,” the ranger said. “None of those
things wounded as deeply as pity. Even my Rangewatcher companions, who had fought beside me so
many times pitied me. Evenyou.”

“I did not...” Drizzt tried to interject.

“Youdidindeed,” Montolio retorted. “In our battle, you thought yourself superior. That iswhy you log!
The strength of any ranger iswisdom, Drizzt. A ranger understands himsdif, hisenemies, and hisfriends.
Y ou thought me impaired, € se you never would have attempted so brash amaneuver asto jump over
me. But | understood you and anticipated the move.” That dy smile flashed wickedly. “ Does your head
dill hurt?’

“It does,” Drizzt admitted, rubbing the bruise, “though my thoughts seem to be clearing.”

“Asto your origina question,” Montolio said, satisfied that his point had been made, “thereis nothing
exceptiona about my hearing, or any of my other senses. | just pay more attention to what they tell than
do other folks, and they guide me quite well, as you now understand. Truly, | did not know of their
abilitiesmysdf when | first came out here, and you are correct in your guess asto why | did. Without my
eyes, | thought myself adead man, and | wanted to die here, in this grove that | had come to know and
lovein my earlier travels.




“Perhapsit was dueto Midlikki, the Mistress of the Forest though more likely it was Graul, an enemy so
close at hand but it did not take me long to change my intentions concerning my own life. | found a
purpose out here, done and crippled and | was crippled in those first days. With that purpose came a
renewd of meaning inmy life, and that in turn led meto redlize again my limits. | am old now, and weary,
and blind. If | had died five years ago, as | had intended, | would have died with my lifeincomplete. |
never would have known how far | could go. Only in adversity, beyond anything Montolio DeBrouchee
had ever imagined, could | have come to know mysdlf and my goddess so well.”

Montolio stopped to consider Drizzt. He heard a shuffle at the mention of his goddess, and hetook it to
be an uncomfortable movement. Wanting to explore this revelaion, Montolio reached insgde hischain
mail and tunic and produced a pendant shaped like aunicorn’s head.

“Isit not beautiful 7’ he pointedly asked.

Drizzt hesitated. The unicorn was perfectly crafted and marvelousin design, but the connotations of such
apendant did not Sit easily with the drow. Back in Menzoberranzan Drizzt had witnessed the folly of
following the commands of deities, and heliked not at al what he had seen.

“Who isyour god, drow?” Montolio asked. In all the weeks he and Drizzt had been together, they had
not redlly discussed rdligion.

“I haveno god,” Drizzt answered boldly, “and neither do | want one.”

It was Montolio’ sturn to pause.

Drizzt rose and waked off afew paces.

“My peoplefollow Lloth,” he began. “She, if not the cause, is surely the continuation of their
wickedness, asthis Gruumshisto the orcs, and as other gods are to other peoples. To follow agodis

fally. I shdl follow my heart insteed.”

Montolio’ s quiet chuckle stole the power from Drizzt’ s proclamation. “Y ou have agod, Drizzt
Do Urden,” he said.

“My god ismy heart,” Drizzt declared, turning back to him.
“Asismine”

“but named your god as Mielikki” Drizzt protested.

“And you have not found aname for your god yet,” Montolio shot back. “ That does not mean that you
have no god. Y our god isyour heart, and what does your heart tell you?’

“I do not know,” Drizzt admitted after considering the troubling question.

“Think then!” Montolio cried. “What did your inginctstell you of the gnoll band, or of the farmersin
Madobar? LIoth isnot your deity that much is certain. What god or goddess then fitsthat whichisin
Drizzt Do’ Urden' s heart?’

Montolio could dmost hear Drizzt' s continuing shrugs.




“You do not know?’ the old ranger asked. “But | do.”

“Y ou presume much,” Drizzt replied, still not convinced.

“I observe much,” Montolio said with alaugh. “ Areyou of like heart with Guenhwyvar?’

“I have never doubted that fact,” Drizzt answered honestly.

“Guenhwyvar follows Midikki.”

“How can you know?’ Drizzt argued, growing a bit perturbed. He didn’t mind Montolio’ s presumptions
about him, but Drizzt considered such labeling an attack on the panther. Somehow to Drizzt,

Guenhwyvar seemed to be above gods and dl the implications of following one.

“How can | know?” Montolio echoed increduloudly. “ The cat told me, of course! Guenhwyvar isthe
entity of the panther, acreature of Midikki’sdomain.”

“Guenhwyvar does not need your labels,” Drizzt retorted angrily, moving briskly to St again besde the
ranger.

“Of course not,” Montolio agreed. “But that does not change the fact of it. Y ou do not understand,
Drizzt Do’ Urden. Y ou grew up among the perversion of adeity.”

“And yoursisthetrue one?’ Drizzt asked sarcasticdly.

“They aredl true, and they aredl one, | fear,” Montolio replied. Drizzt had to agree with Montolio's
earlier observation: He did not understand.

“Y ou view the gods as entities without,” Montolio tried to explain. “ Y ou see them as physica beings
trying to control our actionsfor their own ends, and thus you, in your stubborn independence, reject
them. The gods are within, | say, whether one has named hisown or not. Y ou have followed Midlikki al
of your life, Drizzt. Y ou merdly never had anameto put on your heart.”

Suddenly Drizzt was more intrigued than skepticd.

“What did you fedl when you first walked out of the Underdark?’ Montolio asked. “What did your heart
tell you when first you looked upon the sun or the stars, or the forest green?’

Drizzt thought back to that distant day, when he and his drow patrol had come out of the Underdark to
rad an elven gathering. Those were painful memories, but within them loomed one sense of comfort, one
memory of wondrous eation at the fed of thewind and the scents of newly bloomed flowers.

“And how did you talk to Bluster?” Montolio continued. “No easy feat, sharing a cave with that bear!
Admit it or not, you' ve the heart of aranger. And the heart of aranger isaheart of Midikki.”

So formal a conclusion brought back ameasure of Drizzt’ s doubts. “ And what does your goddess
require?’ he asked, the angry edge returned to hisvoice. He began to stand again, but Montolio dapped
ahand over hislegsand held him down.

“Require?’ Theranger laughed. “1 am no missionary spreading afineword and imposing rules of
behavior! Did | not just tell you that gods are within? Y ou know Midlikki’srulesaswell asl. You have




been following them al of your life. | offer you anamefor it, that isal, and an ided of behavior
personified, an example that you might follow in timesthat you stray from what you know istrue.” With
that, Montolio took up the branch and Drizzt followed.

Drizzt considered the words for along time. He did not steep that day, though he remained in his den,
thinking.

“I wish to know more of your... our ... goddess,” Drizzt admitted that next night, when he found
Montolio cooking their supper.

“And | wish to teach you,” Montolio replied.

A hundred sets of yellow, bloodshot eyes settled to stare at the burly human as he made hisway through
the encampment, reining hisyellow dog tightly to hisside. Roddy didn’t enjoy coming here, to thefort of
the orc king, Graul, but he had no intentions of |etting the drow get away thistime. Roddy had dedlt with
Graul severd timesover thelast few years, the orc king, with so many eyesin the wild mountains had
proven an invauable, though expensive, dly in hunting bounties.

Severd large orcs purposely crossed Roddy’ s path, jostling him and angering his dog. Roddy wisdly
kept his pet ill, though he, too, wanted to set upon the smdlly orcs. They played this game every time he
camein, bumping him, spitting a him, anything to provoke afight. Orcs were dways brave when they
outnumbered opponents a hundred to one.

The whole group swept up behind McGristle and followed him closdaly as he covered the last fifty yards,
up arocky dope, to the entrance of Graul’s cave. Two large orcs jumped out of the entrance,
brandishing spears, to intercept the intruder.

“Why has yous come?’ one of them asked in their native tongue. The other held out its hand, asif
expecting payment.

“No pay thistime,” Roddy replied, imitating their didect perfectly. “Thistime Graul pay!”

The orcslooked to each other in disbelief, then turned on Roddy and issued snarls that were suddenly
cut short when an even larger orc emerged from the cave.

Graul stormed out and threw his guards aside, striding right up to put his oozing snout only an inch from
Roddy’ snose. “ Graul pay?’ he snorted, his breath nearly overwhelming Roddy.

Roddy’ s chuckle was purely for the sake of those excited orc commoners closest to him. He couldn’t
show any weakness here, like vicious dogs, orcs were quick to attack anyone who did not stand firm
againg them.

“I haveinformation. King Graul,” the bounty hunter said firmly. * Information that Graul would wish to
know.”

“Speak,” Graul commanded.
“Pay?’ Roddy asked, though he suspected that he was pushing hisluck.

“Speak!” Graul growled again. “If youswordses has vadue, Graul will let youslive.”




Roddy slently lamented that it lways seemed to work thisway with Graul. It was difficult to strike any
favorable bargain with the smelly chieftain when he was surrounded by a hundred armed warriors. Roddy
remained undaunted, though. He hadn’t come here for money though he had hoped he might extract
some but for revenge. Roddy wouldn’t openly strike against Drizzt while the drow waswith Mooshie. In
these mountains, surrounded by hisanima friends, M ooshie was aformidable force, and even if Roddy
managed to get past him to the drow, Mooshie' s many allies, veterans such as Dove Fal conhand, would
surely avenge the action.

“Therebe adark ef inyer domain, mighty orc king!” Roddy proclaimed. He didn’t get the shock he had
hoped for.

“Rogue,” Graul clarified.
“Ifeknow?’ Roddy’ swide eyes betrayed his disbelief.

“Drow killed Graul’ sfighters,” the orc chieftain said grimly. All the gathered orcs began stamping and
spitting, cursing the dark €f.

“Then why doesthe drow live?’ Roddy asked bluntly. The bounty hunter’ s eyes narrowed as he came
to suspect that Graul did not now know the drow’ s location. Perhaps he still had something to bargain
with.

“Me scouts cannot finds him!” Graul roared, and it was true enough. But any frustration the orc king
showed was afinely crafted piece of acting. Graul knew where Drizzt was, even if his scouts did not.

“I have found him!” Roddy roared, and dl the orcs jumped and cried in hungry glee. Graul raised his
armsto quiet them. Thiswasthe critical part, the orc king knew. He scanned the gathering to locate the
tribe’ s shaman, the spiritua leader of the tribe, and found the red robed orc watching and listening
intently, as Graul had hoped.

On advice from that shaman, Graul had avoided any action against Montolio for al these years. The
shaman thought the cripple who was not so crippled to be an omen of bad magic, and with their religious
leader’ swarnings, dl the orc tribe cowered whenever Montolio was near. But in alying with the drow,
and, if Graul’ s suspicions were correct, in helping the drow to win the battle on the high ridge,

Montolio had struck where he had no business, had violated Graul’ s domain as surely as had the
renegade drow. Now convinced that the drow was indeed arogue for no other dark elveswereinthe
region the orc king only awaited some excuse that might spur his minionsto action against the grove.
Roddy, Graul had been informed, might now provide that excuse.

“Speak!” Graul shouted in Roddy’ sface, to intercept any forthcoming attempts for payment.

“The drow isseswith theranger,” Roddy replied. “He Sitsin the blind ranger’ sgrove” If Roddy had
hoped that his proclamation would inspire another eruption of curaing, jumping, and spitting, he was
surely disappointed. The mention of the blind ranger cast aheavy pal over the gathering, and now dl the
common orcs looked from the shaman to Graul and back again for some guidance.

It wastime for Roddy to weave atde of conspiracy, as Graul had been told he would.

“Yemust goes and getsthem!” Roddy cried. “They'renot fer ...”




Graul raised hisarmsto silence both the muttering and Roddy. “Wasit the blind ranger who killded the
giant?’ the orc king asked Roddy dyly. “And helped the drow to kill me fighters?’

Roddy, of course, had no ideawhat Graul was talking about, but he was quick enough to catch onto
the orc king' sintent.

“Itwad” he declared loudly. “ And now the drow and the ranger plot against ye dll Y e must bash them
and smash them before they come and bash yer selves! Theranger’ |l be bringing hisanimas, and elveses
lotsan’ lots of elveses and dwarveses, too, against Graull

The mention of Montolio’ sfriends, particularly the eves and dwarves, which Graul’ s people hated
above everything esein dl theworld, brought sour expressions on every face and caused more than one
orcto look nervoudy over its shoulder, asif expecting the ranger’ sarmy to be encircling the camp even
then.

Graul stared squarely at the shaman.

“He Who Watches must blessthe attack,” the shaman replied to the sllent question. * On the new
moon!” Graul nodded, and the red robed orc turned about, summoned a scorc of commonersto hisside,
and set out to begin the preparations.

Graul reached into a pouch and produced a handful of silver coinsfor Roddy. Roddy hadn’t provided
any red information that the king did not aready know, but the bounty hunter’ s declaration of a
congpiracy against the orc tribe gave Graul consderable assstance in his attempt to rouse his
superdtitious shaman againg the blind ranger.

Roddy took the pitiful payment without complaint, thinking it well enough that he had achieved his
purpose, and turned to leave.

“Yousisto stay,” Graul said suddenly at his back. On amotion from the orc king, severa orc guards
stepped up beside the bounty hunter. Roddy looked suspicioudy at Graul.

“Gued,” the orc king explained camly. “ Join in thefight,”
Roddy wasnt left with many options.
Graul waved his guards aside and went done back into his cave. The orc guards only shrugged and

smiled at each other, having no desire to go back in and face the king’ s guests, particularly the huge silver
furred wolf.

When Graul had returned to his place within, he turned to spesk to his other guest. “Y ouswasright,”
Graul said to the diminutive Sprite.

“I am quite good at getting information.” Tephanis beamed, and slently he added, and creating favorable
gtugions’

Tephanisthought himself clever at that moment, for not only had he informed Roddy that the drow was
in Montolio’ sgrove, but he had then arranged with King Graul for Roddy to aid them both. Graul had no
love for the blind ranger, Tephanis knew, and with the drow’ s presence serving as an excuse, Graull
could finally persuade his shaman to bless the attack.




“Caroak will hepinthefight?’ Graul asked, looking suspicioudy &t the huge and unpredictable silver
wolf.

“Of course,” Tephanissaid immediately. “Itisin our interest, too, to see those enemies destroyed’

Caroak, understanding every word the two exchanged, rose up and sauntered out of the cave. The
guards at the entrance did not try to block hisway.

“Caroak will rousetheworgs,” Tephanisexplained. “A mighty force will assemble againgt the blind
ranger. Too long has he been an enemy of Caroak.”

Graul nodded and mused privately about the coming weeks. If he could get rid of both the ranger and
the drow, hisvaley would be more secure than it had been in many years since before Montolio’ sarrival.
Theranger rarely engaged the orcs persondly, but Graul knew that it was the ranger’ sanimal spiesthat
aways derted the passing caravans. Graul could not remember the last time hiswarriors had caught a
caravan unawares, the preferred orc method. If the ranger was gone, however . . .

With summer, the height of the trading season, fast gpproaching, the orcs would prey well thisyear.

All that Graul needed now was confirmation from the shaman, that He Who Watches, the orc god
Gruumsh One eye, would blessthe attack.

The new moon, aholy timefor the orcs and atime when the shaman believed he could learn of thegod's
pleasures, was more than two weeks away. Eager and impatient, Graul grumbled at the delay, but he
knew that he would smply haveto wait. Graul, far less religious than others believed, meant to attack no
meatter the shaman’ s decision, but the crafty orc king would not openly defy the tribe’ s spiritua leader
unlessit was absolutely necessary.

The new moon was not so far away, Graul told himself. Then he would berid of both the blind ranger
and the mysterious drow.

“You seem troubled,” Drizzt said to Montolio when he saw the ranger standing on arope bridge the next
morning. Hooter sat in abranch above him.

Montalio, logt in thought, did not immediately answer. Drizzt thought nothing of it. He shrugged and
turned away, respecting the ranger’ s privacy, and took the onyx figurine out of his pocket.

“Guenhwyvar and | will go out for ashort hunt,” Drizzt explained over his shoulder, “ before the sun gets
too high. Then | will take my rest and the panther will share the day with you.”

Still Montolio hardly heard the drow, but when the ranger noticed Drizzt placing the onyx figurine on the
rope bridge, the drow’ swords registered more clearly and he came out of his contemplations.

“Hold,” Montolio said, reaching ahand out. “L et the panther remain at rest.”
Drizzt did not understand. “ Guenhwyvar has been gone aday and more,” he said.

“We may need Guenhwyvar for more than hunting before too long,” Montolio began to explain. “Let the
panther remain a rest.”

“What isthe trouble?’ Drizzt asked, suddenly serious. “What has Hooter seen?’




“Last night marked the new moon,” Montolio said. Drizzt, with his new understanding of the lunar
cycles, nodded.

“A holy day for the orcs,” Montolio continued. “ Their camp ismilesaway, but | heard their crieslast
night.”

Again Drizzt nodded in recognition. “I heard the Strains of their song, but | wondered if it might be no
more than the quiet voice of thewind.”

“It wasthewall of orcs” Montolio assured him. * Every month they gather and grunt and dance wildly in
their typical stupor. Orcs need no potionsto induceit, you know. | thought nothing of it, though they
seemed overly loud. Usudly they cannot be heard from here. A favorable. . . unfavorable ... wind
carried thetunein, | supposed.”

“Y ou have since learned that there was more to the song?’ Drizzt assumed.

“Hooter heard them, too,” Montolio explained. “ Always watching out for me, that one.” He glanced at
the owl. “Heflew off to get alook.”

Drizzt also looked up at the marvelous bird, sitting puffed and proud as though it understood Montolio’'s
compliments. Despite, the ranger’ s grave concerns, though, Drizzt had to wonder just how completely
Montolio could understand Hooter, and just how completely the owl could comprehend the events
around it.

“The orcs have formed awar party,” Montolio said, scratching at his bristled beard. “ Graul has
awakened from the long winter with avengeance, it seems.”

“How can you know?’ Drizzt asked. “ Can Hooter understand their words?’

“No, no, of course not!” Montolio replied, amused at the notion.

“Then how can you know?’

“A pack of worgs camein, that much Hooter did tell me,” Montolio explained. “ Orcs and worgs are not
the best of friends, but they do get together when troubleis brewing. The orc celebration was awild one

last night, and with the presence of worgs, there can be little doubt.”

“Isthereavillage nearby?’ Drizzt asked.

“None closer than Madobar Montolio replied. “I doubt the orcs would go that far, but the melt is about
done and caravans will be ralling through the pass, from Sundabar to Citaddl Adbar and the other way
around, mostly. There must be one coming from Sundabar, for

Graul too be bold enough, or stupid enough, to attack a

caravan of heavily armed dwarves coming from Adban “How many warriors bat the orc the mind to do
ft,” Montolio said, “but dia would take weeks, and Graul has never been known for his patience. Also,
he wouldn’t have brought the worgsin so soon if he meant to hold off white collecting hislegions. Orcs
have away of disgppearing white worgs are around, and the nave away of getung lazy and fat with so
many orcsray meaning.’




the did indeed.
But Graul had about a hundred fighters,” and “maybe a dozen to a scorc worgs, by agiant or two.”

“A oooaiderable forceto strike at a caravan” Drizzt said, but both the drow and the ranger had other
suspicionsin ratal When they had first met two months before, it had been at Grail’ s expense.

to aday or two to get ready,” Montolio said pause. “Hooter will watch them | have called on other spies
aswell ontheorc,” Drizat added. He saw conface but quickly dismissed it. “Many such dutiesfell on me
asapatrol scout hesaid. “Itisatask that | fed quite Pear not” i Underdark reminded him

‘ Drizzt replied dyly, throwing a[smile Montolio’ sway. “We shdl have

then and headed off to take histo bfc friend’ s retreating steps, bare packed trees, with sincere for the
ranger, defense plans for the grove. Montolio had never defended the place before, except once when a
band of foolish thieves had sumbled in, but he had spent many hours formulating and testing different
drategies, thinking it inevitable that one day Graul would grow weary of the ranger’ s meddling and find
the nerve to attack.

If that day had come, Montolio was confident that he would be ready.

Little could be done now, though the defenses could not be put in place before Montolio was certain of
Graul’ sintent and the ranger found the waiting interminable. Findly, Hooter informed Montolio that the
drow was ftirring.

“I will set off, then,” Drizzt remarked as soon as he found the ranger, noting the sun riding low in the
west. “Let uslearn what our unfriendly neighbors are planning.”

“Haveacare, Drizzt,” Montolio said, and the genuine concern in his voice touched the drow. “Graul
may be an orc, but heisacrafty one. He may well be expecting one of usto come and look inon him.”

Drizzt drew hisgtill unfamiliar scimitars and spun them about to gain confidence in their movement. Then
he snapped them back to hisbelt and dropped a hand into his pocket, taking further comfort in the
presence of the onyx figurine. With afind pat on the ranger’ s back, the scout started off.

“Hooter will be about!” Montolio cried after him. “ And other friends you might not expect. Give a shout
if you find more trouble than you can handl€!”

The orc camp was not difficult to locate, marked asit was by ahuge bonfire blazing into the night sky.
Drizzt saw theforms, including one of agiant, dancing around the flames, and he heard the snarls and
yipsof large wolves, worgs, Montolio had called them. The camp wasinasmal dde, inaclearing
surrounded by huge maples and rock walls. Drizzt could hear the orc voicesfarly well in the quiet night,
S0 he decided not to get in too close. He selected one massive tree and focused on alower branch,
summoning hisinnate levitation ability to get him up.

The pdll falled utterly, so Drizzt, hardly surprised, dipped his scimitarsinto hisbelt and climbed. The
trunk branched severd times, down low and as high as twenty feet. Drizzt made for the highest bregk and
was just about to start out on along and winding branch when he heard an intake of breath. Cautioudly,
Drizzt dipped hishead around the large trunk.




On the side opposite him, nestled comfortably in the nook of the trunk and another branch, reclined an
orc sentry with its hands clasped behind its head and a blank, bored expression onitsface. Apparently
the creature was oblivious to the silent moving dark €lf perched less than two feet away.

Drizzt grasped the hilt of ascimitar, then gaining confidence that the stupid creature was too comfortable
to even look around, changed his mind and ignored the orc. He focused instead on the events down in
the clearing.

The orc language was similar to the goblin tongue in structure and inflection, but Drizzt, no master even
at goblin, could only make out afew scattered words. Orcswere ever arather demonstrative race,
though. Two models, effigies of adark elf and athin, moustached human, soon showed Drizzt the clan’s
intent. The largest orc of the gathering, King Graul, probably, sputtered and cursed at the models. Then
the orc soldiers and the worgs took turns tearing into them, to the glee of the frenzied onlookers, aglee
that turned to sheer ecstasy when the stone giant walked over and flattened the fake dark df to the
ground.

It went on for hours, and Drizzt suspected it would continue until the dawn. Graul and severa other large
orcs moved away from the main host and began drawing in the dirt, pparently laying battle plans. Drizzt
could not hope to get close enough to make out their huddled conversations and he had no intention of
gtaying in the tree with the dawn’ s revealing light fast gpproaching.

He considered the orc sentry on the other side of the trunk, now bresthing deeply in dumber, before he
gtarted down. The orcs meant to attack Montolio’ s home, Drizzt knew, shouldn’t he now strikethefirst
blow?

Drizzt’ s conscience betrayed him. He came down from the huge maple and fled from the camp, leaving
the orc to its snooze in the comfortable nook.

Montolio, Hooter on his shoulder, sat on one of the rope bridges, waiting for Drizzt’ sreturn. “ They are
coining for us,” the old ranger declared when the drow finally camein. “ Graul has his neck up about
something, probably alittleincident at Rogee s Bluff.” Montolio pointed to the west, toward the high
ridge where he and Drizzt had met.

“Do you have asanctuary secured for times such asthis?’ Drizzt asked. “The orcswill comethisvery
night, | believe, nearly ahundred strong and with powerful dlies”

“Run?’ Montolio cried. He grabbed a nearby rope and swung down to stand by the drow, Hooter
clutching histunic and rolling dong for theride. “Run from orcs? Did | not tell you that orcsare my
specid bane? Nothing in dl the world sounds sweeter than a blade opening an orc’ s belly!”

“Should | even bother to remind you of the odds?’ Drizzt said, smiling in spite of his concern.

“Y ou should remind Graul!” Montolio laughed. “ The old orc haslost hiswits, or grown an oversized set
of fortitude, to come on when heis so obvioudy outnumbered!”

Drizzt’ sonly reply, the only possible reply to such an outrageous statement, came as a burst of laughter.

“But then,” Montolio continued, not dowing abest, “1 will wager abucket of freshly caught trout and
threefine stdlionsthat old Graul won’'t come aong for thefight. He will stay back by the trees, watching
and wringing hisfat hands, and when we blast hisforces gpart, he will bethefirst to flee! He never did
have the nervefor the red fighting, not since he became king anyway. He' stoo comfortable, | would




guess, with too much to lose. Well, we' |l take away abit of his bluster!”

Again Drizzt could not find the words to reply, and he couldn’t have stopped laughing at the absurdity
anyway. Still, Drizzt had to admit the rousing and comforting effect Montolio’ s rambling imparted to him.

“You go and get somerest,” Montolio said, scratching his stubbly chin and turning al about, again
congdering his surroundings. “I will begin the preparations. Y ou will be amazed, | promise and rouse you
inafew hours.

Thelast mumblingsthe drow heard as he crawled into his blanket in adark den put it al in perspective.
“Yes, Hooter, I ve been waiting for thisfor along time,” Montolio said excitedly, and Drizzt did not
doubt aword of it.

It had been apeaceful pring for Kellindil and his even kin. They were anomeadic group, ranging
throughout the region and taking up shdlter where they found it, in treesor in caves. Their love wasthe
open world, dancing under the gtars, Snging in tune with rushing mountain rivers, hunting hartsand wild
boar in the thick trees of the mountainsides.

Kdlindil recognized the dread, ararely seen emotion among the carefree group, on hiscousin’sface as
soon asthe other ef walked into camp late one night.

All the others gathered abouit.
“Theorcsaredtirring,” the df explained.
“Graul hasfound acaravan?’ Kdlindil asked.

His cousin shook his head and seemed confused. “It istoo early for the traders,” hereplied. “ Graul has
other prey inmind.”

“Thegrove,” severd of the dves said together. The whole group turned to Kdlindil then, apparently
consdering the drow his responsibility.

“I do not believe that the drow wasin league with Graul,” Kdlindil answered their ungpoken question.
“With dl of his scouts, Montolio would have known. If the drow isafriend to the ranger, then heisno
enemy to us”

“The groveis many milesfrom here,” one of the others offered. “If we wish to look more closdly at the
orc king' s gtirrings, and to arrive in time to aid the old ranger, then we must start out at once.”

Without aword of dissent, the wandering elves gathered the necessary supplies, mostly their great long
bows and extraarrows. Just afew minutes later, they set off, running through the woods and acrossthe
mountain trails, making no more noise than a gentle breeze.

Drizzt awakened early in the afternoon to a startling sight. The day had darkened with gray clouds but
gtill seemed bright to the drow as he crawled out of his den and stretched. High above him he saw the
ranger, crawling about the top boughs of atal pine. Drizzt’ s curiogity turned to horror, when Montalio,
howling like awild wolf, legped spread eagled out of thetree.

Montolio wore arope harness attached to the pine s thin trunk. As he soared out, his momentum bent
the tree, and the ranger came down lightly, bending the pine nearly in two. As soon as he hit the ground,




he scrambled to hisfeet and set the rope harness around some thick roots.

Asthe scene fully unfolded to Drizzt, he redlized that several pines had been bent thisway, dl pointing to
thewest and dl tied by interconnected ropes. As he carefully picked hisway over to Montolio, Drizzt
passed anet, severd trip wires, and one particularly nasty rope set with a dozen or more double bladed
knives. When the trap was sprung and the trees snapped back up, so would thisrope, to the peril of any
creatures standing besideit.

“Drizzt?” Montolio asked, hearing the light footsteps. “Ware your steps, now. | would not want to have
to rebend dl these trees, though | will admit itisabit of fun.”

“Y ou seem to have the preparations well under way,”
Drizzt said as he came to stand near the ranger.

“I have been expecting thisday for along time,” Montolio replied. “I have played through thisbattle a
hundred timesin my mind and know the course it will take.” He crouched and drew an elongated ova on
the ground, roughly the shape of the pine grove. “Let me show you” he explained, and he proceeded to
draw the landscape around the grove with such detail and accuracy that Drizzt shook hishead and
looked again to make sure the ranger was blind.

The grove conssted of savera dozen trees, running north south for abouit fifty yards and less than half
that in width. The ground doped a a gentle but noticeable incline, with the northern end of the grove
being haf atree’ sheight lower than the southern end. Farther to the north the ground was broken and
boulder strewn, with scraggly patches of grass and sudden drops, and crossed by sharply twigting trails.

“Their main force will come from the west,” Montolio explained, pointing beyond the rock wall and
across the small meadow to a pair of dense copses packed between the many rock ledges and cliff
facings. “ That isthe only way they could comein together’

Drizzt took aquick survey of the surrounding areaand did not disagree. Across the grove to the east,
the ground was rough and uneven. An army charging from that direction would comeinto the field of tall
grass nearly singlefile, straight between two high mounds of stone, and would make an easy target for
Montolio’s deadly bow. South, beyond the grove, the incline grew steeper, a perfect place for orc spear
throwers and archers, except for the fact that just over the nearest ridge loomed a deep ravine with a
nearly unclimbablewall.

“WE |l not see any trouble from the south,” Montalio piped in, dmost asthough he had read Drizzt's
thoughts. “ And if they come from the north, they’ll be running uphill to get at us. | know Graul better than
that. With such favorable odds, hewill charge hishogt straight in from the west, trying to overrun us.”

“Thusthetrees” Drizzt remarked in admiration. “ And the net and knife set rope.”

“Cunning,” Montolio congratulated himsdlf. “But remember, | have had five yearsto preparefor this.
Comedong now. Thetreesarejust the beginning. | have dutiesfor you while finish with the treetrap.”

Montolio led Drizzt to another secret, blanket shielded den. Insgde hung lines of strangeiron items,
resembling animal jaws with astrong chain connected to their bases.

“Traps,” Montolio explained. “ Pelt hunters set them in the mountains. Wicked things. | find them Hooter
isparticularly skilled at spotting them—and take them away. | wish | had eyesto see the hunter




scratching his head when he comes for them aweek |ater!

“This one belonged to Roddy McGristle,” Montolio continued, pulling down the closest of the
contraptions. The ranger set it on the ground and carefully maneuvered hisfeet to pull the jaws gpart until
they set. “This should dow an orc,” Montolio said, grabbing anearby stick and patting around until he hit
the plunger.

Thetrap’siron jaws snapped shut, the force of the blow breaking the stick cleanly and wrenching the
remaining haf right out of Montolio’s hand. 1 have collected more than a scorc of them,” Montolio said
grimly, wincing at the evil sound of theiron jaws. “1 never thought to put them to use evil things but
againg Graul and his clan the trgps might just amend some of the damage they have wrought.”

Drizzt needed no further instructions. He brought the traps out into the western meadow, set and
concealed them, and staked down the chains severa feet away. He put afew just insde the rock wall,
too, thinking that the pain they might cause to thefirst orcs coining over would surely dow those behind.

Montolio was done with the trees by thistime, he had bent and tied off more than adozen of them. Now
the ranger was up on arope bridge that ran north south, fastening aline of crossbows aong the western
supports. Once set and loaded, either Montolio or Drizzt could merely trot down the line, firing as he
went.

Drizzt planned to go and help, but first he had another trick in mind. He went back to the weapons
cache and got the tall and heavy ranseur he had seen earlier He found a sturdy root in the areawhere he
planned to make his stand and dug asmall hole out behind it. Helaid the meta shafted weapon down
acrossthisroot, with only afoot or so of the butt sticking out over the hole, then covered the whole of it
with grassand leaves.

He had judt finished when the ranger called to him again.

“Hereisthe best yet,” Montolio said, flashing hisgy smile. He brought Drizzt to asplit log, hollowed and
burned smooth, and pitched to seal any cracks. “ Good boat for when theriver is high and stow,”
Montolio explained. “And good for holding Adbar brandy,” he added with another smile.

Drizzt, not understanding, eyed him curioudy. Montolio had shown Drizzt hiskegs of the strong drink
more than aweek before, a gift the ranger had received for warning a Sundabar caravan of Graul’s
ambush intent, but the dark ef saw no purposein pouring the drink into a hollowed log.

“Adbar brandy is powerful stuff,” Montolio explained. “It burns brighter than al but the finest oil.”

Now Drizzt understood. Together, he and Montolio carried the log out and placed it at the end of the
only passfrom the east. They poured in some brandy, then covered it with leaves and grass.

When they got back to the rope bridge, Drizzt saw that Montolio had aready made the preparations on
thisend. A single crossbow was set facing eas, itsloaded quarrel headed by awrapped, oil soaked rag
and aflint and stedl resting nearby.

“Youwill havetodghtitin,” Montolio explained. “Without Hooter, | cannot be sure, and even with the
bird, sometimesthe height of my amisoff.”

The daylight was dmost fully gone now, and Drizzt’ s keen night vision soon located the split [og.
Montolio had built the supports dong the rope bridge quite well and with just this purposein mind, and




with afew minor adjustments, Drizzt had the weapon locked on itstarget.

All of the mgor defenses werein place, and Drizzt and Montolio bused themsdlvesfindizing their
drategies. Every so often. Hooter or some other owl would rush in, chattering with news. One camein
with the expected confirmation: King Graul and his band were on the march.

“Y ou can cal Guenhwyvar now,” Montolio said. “They will comein thisnight.”

“Foolish,” said Drizzt. “ The night favors us. Y ou are blind anyway and in no need of daylight and | surely
prefer the darkness.”

The owl hooted again.

“The main host will comein from thewest,” Montolio told Drizzt smugly. “As| said they would. Scorcs
of orcsand agiant besdes! Hooter’ swatching another smaler group that split from thefirst.”

The mention of the giant sent a shudder aong Drizzt' s spine, but he had every intention, and aplan
aready s, for fighting thisone. “I want to draw the giant to me,” he said.

Montolio turned to him curioudly. “L et us see how the battle goes,” the ranger offered. “Thereisonly
onegiant youor | will getit.”

“I want to draw the giant to me,” Drizzt said again, more firmly. Montolio couldn’t see the set of the
drow’ sjaw or the seething firesin Drizzt’ s lavender eyes, but the ranger couldn’t deny the determination
in Drizzt' svoice,

“Mangura bok woklok” he said, and he smiled again, knowing that the strange utterance had caught the
drow unaware.

“Mangurabok woklok” Montolio declared again. *” Stupid blockhead,’ trandated word by word. Stone
giants hate that phrase brings them charging in every time!”

“Mangurabok woklok” Drizzt mouthed quietly. He d have to remember that.

The Battle of Mooshi€' s

Drizzt noticed that Montolio looked more than alittle troubled after Hooter, back with more news,
departed.

The split of Graui’ sforces?” heinquired.
Montolio nodded, his expression grim. “Worg riding orcs—just a handful—circling around to the west.”

Drizzt looked out beyond the rock wall, to the pass secured by their brandy trough. “We can stop
them,” hesaid.

Still the ranger’ s expression told of doom. * Another group of worgs a scorc or more is coming from the
south.” Drizzt did not missthe ranger’ sfear, as Montolio added, “ Caroak isleading them. | never thought
that onewould fal inwith Graul.”




“A giant?’ Drizzt asked.
“No, winter wolf,” Montolio replied. At the words, Guenhwyvar flattened its ears and growled angrily.

“The panther knows,” Montolio said as Drizzt |ooked on in amazement. “A winter wolf isaperverson
of nature, ablight against creatures following the naturd order, and thus, Guenhwyvar’ senemy.”

The black panther growled again.

“It'salarge creature,” Montolio went on, “and too smart for awolf. | have fought Caroak before. Alone
he could give usatime of it! With the worgs around him, and us busy fighting orcs, he might have his

weay.”
Guenhwyvar growled athird time and tore the ground with grest claws.
“Guenhwyvar will deal with Caroak,” Drizzt remarked.

Montolio moved over and grabbed the panther by the ears, holding Guenhwyvar’ s gaze with hisown
sghtless expression. “Ware the wolfs breath,” theranger said. “A cone of frog, it is, that will freeze your
musclesto your bones. | have seen agiant felled by it!” Montolio turned to Drizzt and knew that the
drow wore a concerned expression.

“Guenhwyvar hasto keep them away from us until we can chase off Graul and hisgroup” the ranger
said, “then we can make arrangements for Caroak.” He released his hold on the panther’ sears and
swatted Guenhwyvar hard on the scruff of the neck.

Guenhwyvar roared afourth time and darted off through the grove, ablack arrow aimed at the heart of
doom.

Graul’smain attack force came, as expected, from the west, whooping and hollering and trampling the
brush in its path. The troops gpproached in two groups, one through each of the dense copses.

“Aim for the group on the south!” Montolio caled up to Drizzt, in position on the crossbow laden rope
bridge. “We ve friendsin the other!”

Asif in confirmation of the ranger’ s decree, the northern copse erupted suddenly in orc criesthat
sounded more like terrified shrieks than battle cdls. A chorus of throaty growls accompanied the
screams. Bluster the bear had come to Montolio’ s call, Drizzt knew, and by the soundsin the copse, he
had brought a number of friends.

Drizzt was't about to question their good fortune. He positioned himself behind the closest crossbow
and let the quarre fly asthefirst orcs emerged from the southern copse. Right down the line the drow
ran, clicking off his shotsin rapid succession. Prom down below, Montolio arced afew arrows over the

wall.

In the sudden siwarm of orcs, Drizzt couldn’t tell how many of their shots actudly hit, but the buzzing
bolts did dow the orc charge and scattered their ranks. Severa orcs dropped to their bellies, afew
turned and headed straight back into the trees. The bulk of the group, though, and some running to join
from the other copse, came on.




Montolio fired onelast time, then felt hisway back into a sheltered run behind the center of hisbent tree
traps, where he would be protected on three sides by walk of wood and trees. His bow in one hand, he
checked his sword and then reached around to touch arope a his other side.

Drizzt noticed the ranger moving into position twenty feet below him and to the Sde, and he figured that
this might be hislast free opportunity. He sorted out an object hanging above Montolio’s head and
dropped aspell over it.

The quarrels had brought minimum chaosto the field of charging orcs, but the traps proved more
effective. First one, then another, orc stepped in, their criesrising over the din of the charge. As other
orcs saw their companions pain and peril, they dowed considerably or stopped atogether.

With the commotion growing in the field, Drizzt paused and carefully considered hisfind shot. He
noticed alarge, finely outfitted orc watching from the closest boughs of the northern copse. Drizzt knew
thiswas Graul, but his attention shifted immediately to the figure standing next to the orc king. “Damn,”
the draw muttered, recognizing McGristle. Now he was torn, and he moved the crossbow back and
forth between the adversaries. Drizzt wanted to shoot at Roddy, wanted to end his personal torment then
and there. But Roddy was not an orc, and Drizzt found himsdlf repulsed by the thought of killing ahuman.

“Graul isthe more important target,” the drow told himself, more to distract hisinner torment than for
any other reason. Quickly, before he could find any more arguments, he took aim and fired. The quarrel
whistled long and far, knocking into the trunk of atree just inches above Graul’ s head. Roddy promptly
grabbed the orc king and pulled him back into the deeper shadows. In their stead came aroaring stone
giant, rock in hand.

The boulder clipped the trees beside Drizzt, shaking the branches and bridge alike. A second shot
followed at once, this one taking a supporting post squarely and dropping the front half of the bridge.

Drizzt had seen it coming, though he was amazed and horrified by the uncanny accuracy a sofar a
range. Asthefront half of the bridge fell away benesth him, Drizzt legped out, catching ahold in atangle
of branches. When hefinally sorted himsdlf out, he was faced by anew problem. From the east camethe
worg riders, brandishing torches.

Drizzt looked to the log trap, then to the crossbow. It and the post securing it had survived the boulder
hit, but the drow could not hopeto crossto it on the fatering bridge.

The leaders of the main host, now behind Drizzt, reached the rock wall then. Fortunately, thefirst orc
leaping over landed squarely into another of the wicked jaw traps, and its companions were not so quick
tofollow.

Guenhwyvar legped around and between the many broken crags of stone marking the descent to the
north. The panther caught the distant first cries of battle back at the grove, but more intently, Guenhwyvar
heard the ensuing howls of the approaching wolf pack. The panther sprang up to alow ledge and waited.

Caroak, the huge silver canine beast, led the charge. Focused on the distant grove, the winter wolfs
surprise was complete when Guenhwyvar dropped upon it, scratching and raking wildly.

Clumps of slver fur flew about under the assault. Y eping, Caroak dove into asidelong roll. Guenhwyvar
rode the wolf as alumberjack might foot roll alog in apool, dashing and kicking with each step. But
Caroak was awizened old wolf, a veteran of ahundred battles. Asthe monster rolled about to its back,
ablast of icy frost came at the panther.




Guenhwyvar dodged aside, both from the frost and the ondaught of several worgs. The frost got the
panther on the side of the face, though, numbing Guenhwyvar’ s jaw. Then the chase was on, with
Guenhwyvar legping and tumbling right around the wolf pack, and the worgs, and angry Caroak, nipping
at the panther’ shedls.

Time was running out for Drizzt and Montolio. Above dl ese, the drow knew that he must protect their
rear flank. In synchronous movements, Drizzt kicked off hisboots, took the flint in one hand and put a
piece of stedl in hismouth, and leaped up to a branch that would take him out over the lone crossbow.

He got above it amoment later. Holding with one hand, he struck the flint hard. Sparks rolled down,
closeto the mark. Drizzt struck again and again, and findly, aspark hit the oil soaked ragstipping the
loaded quarrd squarely enough to ignite them.

Now the drow was not so lucky. He rocked and twisted but could not get his foot close enough to the
trigger.

Montolio could see nothing, of course, but he knew well enough the generd situation. He heard the
approaching worgs at the back of the grove and knew that those in front had breached the wall. He sent
another bow shot through the thick canopy of bent trees, just for good measure, and hooted loudly three
times.

In answer, agroup of owls swooped down from the pines, bearing down on the orcs aong the rock
wall. Likethe traps, the birds could only cause minimd real damage, but the confusion bought the
defendersalittle moretime.

To this point, the only clear advantage for the grove' s defenders came in the northernmost copse, where
Bluster and three of his closest and largest bear buddies had a dozen orcs down and a scorc more
running about blindly.

Oneorc, inflight from a bear, came around atree and nearly crashed into Bluster. The orc kept its wits
enough to thrust its spear ahead, but the creature hadn’t the strength to drive the crude weapon through
Bluster’ sthick hide,

Bluster responded with a heavy swipe that sent the orc’ s head flying through the trees.

Another great bear ambled by, its huge armswrapped in front of it. The only clue that the bear held an
orc in the crushing hug wasthe orc’ sfeet, which hung out and kicked wildly below the engulfing fur.

Bluster caught sight of another enemy, smaller and quicker than an orc. The bear roared and charged,
but the diminutive creature was long gone before he ever got close.

Tephanis had no intentions of joining the battle. He had come with the northernmost group mostly to
keep out of Graul’ ssight, and had planned dl along to remain in the trees and wait out the fighting. The
trees didn’t seem so safe anymore, so the sprite lighted out, meaning to get into the southern copse.

About hafway to the other woods, the sprite' s plans were foiled again. Sheer speed nearly got him past
the trap before the iron jaws snapped closed, but the wicked teeth just caught the end hisfoot. The
ensuing jolt blasted the bresth from him and left him dazed, facedown in the grass.

Drizzt knew how reveding that little fire on the quarrdl would prove, so he was hardly surprised when




another giant hurled rock thundered in. It struck Drizzt’s bending branch, and with a series of cracks, the
limb swung down.

Drizzt hooked the crossbow with hisfoot as he dropped, and he hit the trigger immediately, before the
wegpon was deflected too far aside. Then he stubbornly held his position and watched.

Thefiery quarrd reached out into the darkness beyond the eastern rock wall. It skidded in low, sending
sparks up through the tal grass, then thudded into the side the outside of the brandy filled trough.

Thefirg half of theworg riders got across the trap, but the remaining three were not so lucky, bearing in
just asflameslicked over the side of the dugout. The brandy and kindling roared to life astheriders
plunged through. Worgs and orcs thrashed about in the tall grass, setting other pockets of fire.

Those who had aready come through spun about abruptly at the sudden conflagration. One orc rider
was thrown heavily, landing on its own torch, and the other two bardly kept their seats. Above dl elsg,
worgs hated fire, and the sight of three of their kin rolling about, furry balls of flame, did little to strengthen
their resolve for thisbattle.

Guenhwyvar cameto asmdl, level areadominated by a single maple. Onlookersto the panther’ srush
would have blinked increduloudy, wondering if the vertical treetrunk wasredly alog lying onitssde, so
fast did Guenhwyvar runup it.

Theworg pack came in soon after, sniffing and milling about, certain that the cat was up the tree but
unableto pick out Guenhwyvar’ s black form among the dark boughs.

The panther showed itsaf soon enough, though, again dropping heavily to the back of the winter wolf,
and thistime taking careto lock its jaws onto Caroak’ s ear.

Thewinter wolf thrashed and yel ped as Guenhwyvar’ s claws did their work. Caroak managed to turn
about and Guenhwyvar heard the sharp intake of breath, the same as the one preceding the previous
chilling blagt.

Guenhwyvar’ s huge neck muscles flexed, forcing Caroak’ s open jawsto the sde. The foul breasth came
anyway, blasting three charging worgsright in the face.

Guenhwyvar’' s muscles reversed and flexed again suddenly, and the panther heard Caroak’ s neck snap.
The winter wolf plopped straight down, Guenhwyvar till aop it.

Those three worgs closest to Guenhwyvar, the three who had caught Caroak’ sicy breeth, posed no
threat. Onelay onitssde, gasping for ar that would not move through its frozen lungs, another turned
tight circles, fully blinded, and the last stood perfectly Hill, staring down at itsforelegs, which, for some
reason, would not answer its call to move.

Therest of the pack, though, nearly ascorc strong, came in methodically, surrounding the panther ina
deadly ring. Guenhwyvar looked al about for some escape, but the worgs did not rush franticdly, leaving

openings.
They worked in harmony, shoulder to shoulder, tightening the ring.

Theleading orcs milled about the tangle of bent trees, looking for some way through. Some had begun
to make progress, but the whole of the trap was interconnected, and any one of a dozen trip wireswould




send dl the pines springing up.

One of the orcsfound Montolio’ s net, then, the hard way. It stumbled over arope, fell facedown on the
net, then went high into the air, one of its companions caught besideit. Nether of them could have
imagined how much better off they were than those they had |eft behind, particularly the orc
unsuspectingly straddling the knife set rope. When the trees sprang up, so did thisdevilish trap, gutting
the creature and lifting it head over hedsinto the air.

Even those orcs not caught by the secondary traps did not fare well. Tangled branches, bristling with
prickly pine needles, shot up al aout them, sending afew on apretty fair ride and scratching and
disorienting the others.

Even worsefor the orcs, Montolio used the sound of the rushing trees as hissigna to open fire. Arrow
after arrow whistled down the sheltered run, more hitting the mark than not. One orc lifted its spear to
throw, then caught one arrow in the face and another in the chest. Another beast turned and fled, crying
“Bad magic!” franticdly.

To those crossing the rock wall, the screamer seemed to fly, its feet kicking above the ground. Its
startled companions understood when the orc came back down in aheap, aquivering arrow shaft
protruding from its back.

Drizzt, il on histenuous perch, didnt have timeto marve at the efficient execution of Montolio’ swell
laid plans. From the west, the giant was now on the move and, back the other way, the two remaining
worg riders had settled enough to resume their charges, torches held high.

Thering of snarling worgs tightened. Guenhwyvar could smell their stinking breath. The panther could
not hope to charge through the thick ranks, nor could the cat get over them quickly enough to flee.

Guenhwyvar found another route. Hind paws tamped down on Caroak’ s ftill twitching body and the
panther arrowed straight up into the air, twenty feet and more. Guenhwyvar caught the maple' slowest
branch with long front claws, hooked on, and pulled itsalf up. Then the panther disappeared into the
boughs, leaving the frustrated pack howling and growling.

Guenhwyvar reappeared quickly though, out from the side and back to the ground, and the pack took
up the pursuit. The panther had come to know thisterrain quite well over the last few weeks and now
Guenhwyvar had figured out exactly whereto lead the wolves.

They ran along aridge, with adark and brooding emptiness on their left flank. Guenhwyvar marked well
the boulders and the few scattered trees. The panther couldn’t see the chasm’ s opposite bank and had to
trust fully initsmemory. Incredibly fast, Guenhwyvar pivoted suddenly and sprang out into the night,
touching down lightly across the wide way and speeding off toward the grove. Theworgswould have a
long jump too long for most of them or along way back around if they meant to follow.

They inched up snarling and scratching at the ground. One poised on the Up and meant to try the leap,
but an arrow exploded into its Side and destroyed its determination.

Worgs were not stupid creatures, and the sight of the arrow put them on the defensive. The ensuing
shower by Kdlindil and his kin was more than they expected. Dozens of arrowswhistled in, dropping the
worgs where they stood. Only afew escaped that barrage, and they promptly scattered to the corners of
the night.




Drizzt called upon another magical trick to stop the torch bearers. Faerie fire, harmless dancing flames,
appeared suddenly below the torch fires, rolling down the wooden instrument to lick at the orcs' hands.
Faeriefire did not burn was not even warm but when the orcs saw the flames engulfing their hands, they
were far from rational.

One of them threw itstorch out wide, and the jerking motion cost it its seet. It tumbled downin the
grass, and the worg turned yet another time and snarled in frustration.

The other orc smply dropped its torch, which fell on top of its mount’s head. Sparks and flames erupted
from theworg’ sthick coat, inging its eyes and ears, and the beast went crazy. It dropped into a
headlong roll, bouncing right over the startled orc.

The orc staggered back to itsfeet, dazed and bruised and holding itsarms out wide asif in gpology. The
snged worg was't interested in hearing any, however. It sprang straight in and clamped its powerful
jawson the orc’ sface.

Drizzt didn’t see any of it. The drow could only hope that histrick had worked, for as soon as he had
cast the spell, he released hisfoothold on the crossbow and let the torn branch carry him down to the
ground.

Two orcs, findly seeing atarget, rushed at the drow as he landed, but as soon as Drizzt’ s hands were
free of the branch, they held his scimitars. The orcs camein, oblivious, and Drizzt dapped their weapons
aside and cut them down. The drow waded through more scattered res stance as he made hisway to his
prepared spot. A grim smile found hisface when at last he felt the ranseur’ s metd shaft under hisbare
feet. He remembered the giants back in Madobar that had dain the innocent family, and he took comfort
that now hewould kill another of their evil kin.

“Mangurabok wokloia' Drizzt cried, placing one foot on the root fulcrum and the other on the butt of
the hidden weapon.

Montolio smiled when he heard the drow’ s cdll, gaining confidence in the proximity of his powerful dly.
His bow sang out afew more times, but the ranger sensed that the orcswere cominginat himina
roundabout way, using the thick trees as cover. The ranger waited, baiting them in. Then, just before they
closed, Montolio dropped his bow, whipped out his sword and dashed the rope at his side, right below a
huge knot. The severed rope rolled up into the air, the knot catching on afork in the lowest branch, and
Montolio’s shield, empowered with one of Drizzt’ s darkness spells, dropped down to hang at precisay
theright height for the ranger’ swaiting arm.

Darkness held little influence over the blind ranger, but the few orcsthat had comein at Montolio found
themsalvesin a precarious position. They jostled and swung wildly one cut down its own brother—while
Montolio camly sorted out the melee and went to methodical work. In the matter of aminute, four of the
fivewho had come in were dead or dying and the fifth had taken flight.

Far from sated, the ranger and his portable ball of darkness followed, searching for voices or sounds
that would lead him to more orcs. Again came the cry that made Montolio amile.

“Mangurabok wokloto” Drizzt yelled again. An orc tossed a spear a the drow, which Drizzt promptly
swatted aside. The distant orc was now unarmed, but Drizzt would not pursue, determinedly holding his

pogition.

“Mangurabok woklokl” Drizzt cried again. “Comein, stupid block head!” Thistimethe giant,




gpproaching the wall in Montolio’ sdirection, heard the words. The great monster hesitated a moment,
regarding the drow curioudly.

Drizzt didn’'t miss the opportunity. “Mangura bok woklokl”

With ahowl and a stamp that shook the earth, the giant kicked a hole in the rock wall and strode toward
Drizzt.

“Mangurabok woklokl” Drizzt said for good measure, angling hisfeet properly.

The giant broke into a dead run, scattering terrified orcs before it and damming its stone and its club
together angrily. It sputtered athousand curses at Drizzt in those few seconds, words that the drow
would never decipher. Threetimesthe drow’ s height and many times hisweight, the giant loomed over
Drizzt, and its rush seemed as though it would surely bury Drizzt where he camly stood.

When the giant got only two long strides from Drizzt, committed fully to its collison course, Drizzt
dropped dl of hisweight onto his back foot. The ranseur’ s butt dropped into the hole. Itstip angled up.

Drizzt legped back at the moment the giant plowed into the ranseur. The weapon’ stip and hooked
barbs disappeared into the giant’ s bdlly, drove upward through its digphragm and into its heart and lungs.
The meta shaft bowed and seemed asif it would break asits butt end was driven afoot and more into
the ground.

The ranseur held, and the giant was stopped cold. It dropped its club and rock, reached helplesdly for
the metal shaft with handsthat had not the strength to even close around it. Huge eyes bulged in denid, in
terror, and in absolute surprise. The great mouth opened wide and contorted weirdly, but could not even
find thewind to scream.

Drizzt, too, dmost cried out, but caught the words before he uttered them. “ Amazing,” he said, looking
back to where Montolio was fighting, for the cry he nearly shouted was a praise to the goddess Mielikki.
Drizzt shook his head helplesdy and smiled, stunned by the acute perceptions of hisnot so blind
companion.

With those thoughts in mind and a sense of righteousnessin his heart, Drizzt ran up the shaft and dashed
at the giant’ sthroat with both weapons. He continued on, stepping right on the giant’ s shoulder and head
and then legping off toward a group of watching orcs, whooping as he went.

The sght of the giant, their bully, quivering and gasping, had dready unnerved the orcs, but when this
ebony skinned and wild eyed drow monster legped at them, they broke rank atogether. Drizzt’s charge
got him to the closest two, and he promptly cut them down and charged on.

Twenty feet to the drow’ sleft, abal of blacknessrolled out of the trees, leading a dozen frightened orcs
beforeit. The orcs knew that to fal within that impenetrable globe wasto fal within the blind hermit's
reach and to die.

Two orcs and three worgs, al that remained of the torch bearers, regrouped and dipped quietly toward
the grove seastern edge. If they could get in behind the enemy, they believed the battle still could be
won.

The orc farthest to the north never even saw the rushing black form. Guenhwyvar plowed it down and
charged on, confident that that one would never rise again.




A worg was next in line. Quicker to react than the orc, the worg spun and faced the panther, itsteeth
bared and jaws snapping.

Guenhwyvar snarled, pulling up short right before it. Great claws camein dternately in aseries of daps.
The worg could not match the cat’ s speed. It swung itsjaws from side to side, dways a moment too late
to catch up to the darting paws. After only five daps, the worg was defeated. One eye had closed
forever, itstongue, hdf torn, lolled helplessy out one side of its mouth, and itslower jaw wasno longer in
line with its upper. Only the presence of other targets saved the worg, for when it turned and fled the way
it had come, Guenhwyvar, seeing closer prey, did not follow.

Drizzt and Montolio had flushed mogt of the invading force back out over the rock wall. “Bad magic!”
came the generd orc cry, voices edged on desperation. Hooter and his owl companions aided the
growing frenzy, flapping down al of asudden in orc faces, nipping with ataon or besk, then rushing off
again into the sky. Still another orc discovered one of the trgps asiit tried to flee. It went down howling
and ghrieking, its cries only heightening its companions' terror.

“No!” Roddy McGrigtle cried in dishelief. “Y € ve let two beet up yer wholeforce!”
Graul’ sglare settled on the burly man.

“We can turn ‘em back,” Roddy said. “If they seeye, they’ Il go back to thefight.” The mountain man's
gppraisal was not off the mark. If Graul and Roddy had made their entrance then, the orcs, ill
numbering more than fifty, might have regrouped. With most of thelr traps exhausted, Drizzt and
Montolio would have been in asore position indeed! But the orc king had seen another brewing problem
to the north and had decided, despite Roddy’ s protests, that the old man and the dark elf smply weren’t
worth the effort.

Most of the orcsin the field heard the newest danger before they saw it, for Bluster and hisfriendswere
anoisy lot. The largest obstacle the bears found as they rolled through the orc ranks was picking out a
singletarget in the mad rush. They swatted orcs asthey passed, then chased them into the copse and
beyond, al the way back to their holes by theriver. It was high spring, the air was charged with energy
and excitement, and how these playful bearsloved to swat orcs!

The whole horde of rushing bodies swarmed right past the fallen quickling. When Tephanis awvoke, he
found that he was the only one aive on the blood soaked fidld. Growls and shouts wafted in from the
west, the fleeing band, and sounds of battle till sounded in the ranger’ s grove. Tephanisknew that his
part in the battle, minor though it had been, was over. Tremendous pain rolled up the sprite’ sleg, more
pain than he had ever known. He looked down to historn foot and to his horror redlized that the only
way out of the wicked trgp was to complete the gruesome cut, losing the end of hisfoot and dl five of his
toesin the process. It was not adifficult job the foot was hanging by athin piece of skin and Tephanisdid
not hesitate, fearing that the drow would come out at any moment and find him.

The quickling stifled his scream and covered the wound with historn shirt, then ambted dowly off into
the trees.

Theorc crept dong slently glad for the covering noises of the fight between the panther and aworg. All
thoughts of killing the old man or the drow had flown from this orc now, it had seen its comrades chased
away by apack of bears. Now the orc only wanted to find away out, not an easy feat in the thick, low
tangle of pine branches.




It stepped on some dry leaves asit came into one clear area and froze at the resounding crackle. The
orc glanced to the left, then dowly brought its head back around to theright. All of a sudden, it Jumped
and spun, expecting an attack from therear. But dl was clear asfar asit could tell and dl, except for the
distant panther growls and worg yelps, was quiet. The orc let out aprofound sigh of relief and sought the
trail once again.

It stopped suddenly on instinct and threw its head way back to look up. A dark form crouched on a
branch just above the orc’ s head, and the silvery flash shot down before the orc could begin to react.
The curve of the scimitar’ s blade proved perfect for dipping around the orc’s chin and diving into its
throat.

The orc stood very still, arms wide and twitching, and tried to scream, but the whole length of its larynx
wastorn gpart. The scimitar came out in arush and the orc fell backward into death.

Not so far away, another orc finaly extracted itsdf from the hanging net and quickly cut freeits buddy.
The two of them, enraged and not as anxious to run away without afight, crept in quietly.

“Inthedark,” thefirst explained asthey came through one thicket and found the landscape blotted out
by an impenetrable globe. “ Deep.”

Together, the orcs raised their spears and threw, grunting savagely with the effort. The spears
disappeared into the dark globe, dead center, one banging into ametallic object but the other striking
something softer.

Theorcs criesof victory were cut short by two twangs of abowstring. One of the creatures lurched
forward, dead beforeit hit the ground, but the other, stubbornly holding its footing, managed to look
down to its chest, to the protruding point of an arrowhead. It lived long enough to see Montotio casualy
stride past and disappear into the darkness to retrieve his shield.

Drizzt watched the old man from adistance, shaking his head and wondering.

“Itisended,” the elven scout told the others when they caught up to him among the boulders just south
of Mooshie' s Grove.

“I am not so certain,” Kelindil replied, looking curioudy back to the west and hearing the echoes of bear
growls and orc screams. Keltindil suspected that something beyond Graul was behind this attack and,
feding somewhat responsible for the drow, he wanted to know what it might be.

“Theranger and drow have won the grove,” the scout explained.

“Agreed,” said Kellindil, “and so your part isended. Go back, al of you, to the campsite.”

“And will you join us?’ one of the eves asked, though he had aready guessed the answer.

“If thefates decreeit,” Kelindil replied. “For now, | have other businessto attend.”

The othersdid not question Kdtindil further. Rardly did he cometo their relm and never did heremain
with them for long. Kdlindil was an adventurer, the road was his home. He set off at once, running to

catch up to the fleeing orcs, then pardlding their movementsjust south of them.

“Yelet just two of them beat ye!” Roddy griped when he and Graul had a moment to stop and catch




thair breath. “Two of them!”

Grauls answer camein the swing of aheavy club. Roddy partialy blocked the blow, but its weight
knocked him backward.

“Y€Il pay for that!” the mountain man growled, tearing Bleeder from hisbelt A dozen of Graul’sminions
appeared beside the orc king then and immediately understood the Situation.

“Y ou has brought ruinto us” Graul snapped a Roddy. Then to his orcs, he shouted, “Kill him!”

Roddy’ s dog tripped the closest of the group and Roddy didn’t watt for the othersto catch up. He
turned and sprinted off into the night, using every trick he knew to get ahead of the pursuing band.

His efforts were quickly successful the orcsredly didn’t want any more battles this night and Roddy
would have been wise to stop looking over his shoulder.

He heard arustle up ahead and turned just in time to catch the pommel of a swinging sword squarely in
the face. The weight of the blow, multiplied by Roddy’ s own momentum, dropped the mountain man
sraight to the ground and into UNcoONSCioUSNESS.

“I am not surprised,” Kellindil said over the writhing body.

Separate Ways

Eight days had done nothing to ease the pain in Tephanis sfoot. The sprite ambled about as best he
could, but whenever he broke into a sprint, he inevitably veered to one side and more often than not
crashed into abush or, worse, the unbending trunk of atree.

“Will you please quit growling a me, stupid dog!” Tephanis snapped at the yellow canine he had been
with since the day after the battle. Neither had become comfortable around the other. Tephanis often
lamented that this ugly mutt wasin no way akin to Caroak.

But Caroak was dead, the quickling had found the winter wolfs torn body. Another companion gone,
and now the sprite was done again. “ Alone except for you, stupid dog!” he lamented.

The dog bared its teeth and growled.

Tephanis wanted to dice itsthroat, wanted to run up and down the length of the mangy animal, cutting
and dashing at every inch. He saw the sunriding low in the sky, though, and knew that the beast might
soon prove vauable.

“Timefor meto go!” the quickling spouted. Faster than the dog could react, Tephanis darted by it,
grabbed at the rope he had hung about the dog' s neck, and zipped three compl ete circuits of anearby
tree. The dog went after him, but Tephanis easily kept out of its reach until the leash snapped tadt,
flipping the dog right over. “Be back soon, you stupid thing!”

Tephanis sped dong the mountain paths, knowing that this night might be hislast chance. The lights of
Madobar burned in thefar distance, but it was adifferent light, acampfire, that guided the quickling. He
came upon the small camp just afew minutes later, glad to see that the elf was not around.




Hefound Roddy McGrigtle Sitting at the base of ahugetree, hisarms pulled behind him and tied at the
wrigts around the trunk. The mountain man seemed awretched thing as wretched as the dog but
Tephaniswas out of options. Ulgulu and Kempfanawere dead, Caroak was dead, and Graul, after the

disaster at the grove, had actually placed abounty on the quickling’ s head.

That |eft only Roddy not much of achoice, but Tephanis had no desire to survive on hisown ever again.
He sped, unnoticed, to the back of the tree and whispered in the mountain man’sear. “You will bein

Maldobar tomorrow.”
Roddy froze at the unexpected, squeaky voice.
“Youwill bein Madobar tomorrow,” Tephanis said again, as dowly as he could.
“Go away,” Roddy growled at him, thinking that the sprite wasteasing him.

“Y ou should be kinder to me, oh you should” Tephanis snapped right back. “ The elf meansto imprison
you, you know. For crimes againgt the blind ranger.”

“Shut yer mouth,” McGristle growled, louder than he had intended.
“Whet are you about?’ came Keilindil’s call from not so far away.
“There, you have doneit now, silly man!” Tephaniswhispered.

“1 told yeto go away!” Roddy replied.

“I might, and then where would you be? In prison?’ Tephanissaid angrily. “I can help you now, if you
want my hetp.”

Roddy was beginning to understand. “Untie my hands,” he ordered.

“They aready are untied,” Tephanisreplied, and Roddy found the sprite’ swords to be true. He started
to rise but changed his mind abruptly as Kdlindil entered the camp.

“Keep Hill,” Tephanisadvised. “1 will distract your captor.”

Tephanis had moved as he spoke the words and Roddy heard only an unintelligible murmur. He kept his
hands behind him, though, seeing no other course available with the heavily armed df approaching.

“Our last night on theroad,” Kellindil remarked, dropping by thefire the coney he had shot for amedl.

He moved in front of Roddy and bent low. “I will send for Lady Falconhand once we have arrived in
Maldobar he said. “ She names Montolio DeBrouchee as afriend and will be interested to learn of the

eventsinthegrove.”
“What do ye know?’ Roddy spat at him. “The ranger wasafriend o' mine, too!”

“If you are afriend of orc king Graul, then you are no friend of theranger in the grove,” Kdlindil
retorted.

Roddy had no immediate rebuttd, but Tephanis supplied one. A buzzing noise came from behind the df




and Kéellindil, dropping a hand to his sword, spun about.

“What manner of being areyou?’ he asked the quickling, his eyeswide in amazement.

Kdlindil never learned the answer, for Roddy came up suddenly behind him and dammed him to the
ground. Kellindil was a seasoned fighter, but in close he was no match for the sheer brawn of Roddy
McGrigtle. Roddy’ s huge and dirty hands closed on the dender fsthroat.

“I have your dog,” Tephanis said to Roddy when the foul businesswas done. “ Tied it to atree.”

“Who areye?’ Roddy asked, trying to hide hisdation, both for hisfreedom and for the knowledge that
hisdog 4till lived. “ And what do ye want with me?’

“I am alittle thing, you can seethat to be true,” Tephanis explained. “Like keeping big friends.”

Roddy consdered the offer for amoment. “Well, ye veearned it,” he said with alaugh. He found
Bleeder, histrusted axe, among the dead elfs belongings and rose up huge and grim faced. “Come on
then, let’ s get back to the mountains. I’ ve adrow to deal with.”

A sour expression crossed the quickling' s delicate features, but Tephanishid it before Roddy could
notice, Tephanis had no desire to go anywhere near the blind ranger’ sgrove. Asde from the fact that the
orc king had placed abounty on hishead, he knew that the other elves might get suspiciousif Roddy
showed up without Kellindil. More than that, Tephanisfound the pain in his head and foot even more
acute a the mere thought of facing the dark df again.

“No!” the sprite blurted. Roddy, not used to being disobeyed, eyed him dangeroudly.

“No need,” Tephanislied. “The drow isdead, killed by aworg.”

Roddy didn’t seem convinced.

“I led you to the drow once,” Tephanisreminded him.

Truly Roddy was disgppointed, but he no longer doubted the quickling. If it hadn’t been for Tephanis,
Roddy knew, he never would have located Drizzt. He would be more than a hundred miles away, sniffing
around Morueme' s Cave and spending all of hisgold on dragon lies. “What about the blind ranger?’
Roddy asked.

“Helives, but let him live,” Tephanisreplied. “Many powerful friends havejoined him.” Heled Roddy’s
gazeto Kdlindil’ sbody. “Elves, many dves”

Roddy nodded his assent. He had no redl grudge against Mooshie and had no desireto face Kellindil’s
kin.

They buried Kellindil and dl of the suppliesthey couldn’t take with them, found Roddy’ s dog, and set
out later that same night for the wide lands to the west.

Back at Mooshi€ sgrove, the summer passed peacefully and productively, with Drizzt coining into the
ways and methods of aranger even more easily than optimistic Montolio had believed. Drizzt learned the
name for every tree or bush in the region, and every anima, and more importantly, he learned how to
learn, how to observe the cluesthat Mielikki gave him. When he came upon an animal that he had not




encountered before, he found that smply by watching its movements and actions he could quickly discern
itsintent, demeanor, and mood.

“Go and fed itscoat,” Montolio whigpered to him one day in the gray and blustery twilight. The old

ranger pointed across afield, to the tree line and the white flicking of adeer’ stall. Eveninthedimlight,
Drizzt had trouble seeing the deer, but he sensed its presence, as Montolio obvioudy had.

“Will it let me?” Drizzt whispered back. Montolio smiled and shrugged.

Drizzt crept out sllently and carefully, following the shadows dong the edge of the meadow. He chosea
northern, downwind approach, but to get north of the deer, he had to come around from the east. He
knew his error when he was sill two dozen yards from the deer. It lifted its head suddenly, sniffed, and
flicked itswhitetall.

Drizzt froze and waited for along moment while the deer resumed its grazing. The skittish cresture was
on the dert now, and as soon as Drizzt took another measured step, the deer bolted away.

But not before Montalio, taking the southern approach, had gotten close enough to pat its rump asit ran
past.

Drizzt blinked in amazement. “Thewind favored me!l” he protested to the smug ranger.

Montolio shook his head. “Only over the last twenty yards, when you came north of the deer,” he
explained. “West was better than east until then.”

“But you could not get north of the deer from thewest,” Drizzt said.

“I did not haveto,” Montolio replied. “Thereisahigh bluff back there,” he pointed to the south. “It cuts
thewind at thisangle swirlsit back around.”

“1 did not know.”

“Y ou have to know,” Montolio said lightly. “ That isthetrick of it. but have to see asabird might and
look down upon al the region before you choose your course.”

“I' have not learned to fly,” Drizzt replied sarcadticaly.
“Nor have I!” roared the old ranger. “L ook above you.”

Drizzt squinted as he turned his eyesto the gray sky. He made out a solitary form, gliding easily with
great wings held wide to catch the breeze,

“A hawk,” the drow said.

“Rode the breeze from the south,” Montolio explained, “then banked west on the breaking currents
around the bluff. If you had observed itsflight, you might have suspected the changein terrain.”

“Thatisimpossble” Drizzt said hepledy.

“Isit?’ Montolio asked, and he started away to hide hissmile. Of course the drow was correct, one
could not tell the topography of the terrain by the flight patterns of ahawk. Montolio had learned of the




shifting wind from a certain snesky owl who had dipped in at the ranger’ s bidding right after Drizzt had
started out across the meadow, but Drizzt didn’'t have to know that. L et the drow consider thefib for a
while, the old ranger decided. The contemplation, recounting al he had learned, would be avauable
lesson.

“Hooter told you,” Drizzt said ahalf hour later, on thetrail back to the grove. “Hooter told you of the
wind and told you of the hawk.”

“Y ou seem sure of yoursdlf.”

“I am,” Drizzt said firmly. “The hawk did not cry | have become aware enough to know that. Y ou could
not see the bird, and | know that you did not hear the rush of wind over itswings, whatever you may

"
Montolio’slaughter brought asmile of confirmation to the drow’ sface.
“Y ou have done wel thisday,” the old ranger said.

“I did not get near the deer,” Drizzt reminded him.

“That was not the test” Montolio replied. “Y ou trusted in your knowledge to dispute my clams. You are
sure of the lessons you have learned. Now hear some more. Let metell you afew trickswhen
approaching a skittish deer!’

They talked al the way back to the grove and far into the night after that. Drizzt listened eagerly,
absorbing every word as hewaslet in on still more of the world’ s wondrous secrets.

A week later, in adifferent fidld, Drizzt placed one hand on the rump of adoe, the other on the rump of
Its speckle coated fawn. Both animals it out at the unexpected touch, but Montolio “saw” Drizzt’ ssmile
from ahundred yards away.

Drizzt’ slessons were far from complete when the summer waned, but Montolio no longer spent much
time ingructing the drow. Drizzt had learned enough to go out and learn on his own, listening and
watching the quiet voices and subtle sSigns of the trees and the animals. So caught up was Drizzt in his
unending revelationsthat he hardly noticed the profound changesin Montolio. The ranger felt much older
now. Hisback would hardly straighten on chill mornings and his hands often went numb. Montolio
remained toic about it al, hardly onefor sdf pity and hardly lamenting what he knew wasto come.

He had lived long and fully, had accomplished much, and had experienced life more vividly than most
men ever would.

“What are your plans’ he said unexpectedly to Drizzt one night asthey ate their dinner, a vegetable stew
that Drizzt had concocted.

The question hit Drizzt hard. He had no plans beyond the present, and why should he, with life so easy
and enjoyable more so than it had ever been for the bel eaguered drow renegade? Drizzt ready didn't
want to think about the question, so he threw abiscuit at Guenhwyvar to change the subject. The panther
was getting abit too comfortable on Drizzt’ s bedroll, wrapping up in the blankets to the point where
Drizzt worried that the only way to get Guenhwyvar out of the tangle would be to send it back to the
adtrd plane.




Montolio was persstent. “What are your plans, Drizzt Do’ Urden?’ the old ranger said again firmly.
“Where and how will you live?’

“Areyou throwing meout?’ Drizzt asked.

“Of course not.”

“Then | will livewith you,” Drizzt replied camly.

“I mean after,” Montolio said, growing flustered.

“After what?’ Drizzt asked, thinking that M ooshie knew something he did not.

Montolio’slaughter mocked his suspicions. “1 am an old man,” the ranger explained, “and you are a
young €lf. | am older than you, but even if | were ababe, your yearswould far outdistance my own.
Where will Drizzt Do’ Urden go when Montolio DeBrouchee isno more?’

Drizzt turned away. “I do not.. .” he began tentativey. “I will stay here.”

“No,” Montolio replied soberly. “Y ou have much more before you than this, | hope. Thislife would not
do.”

“It has suited you,” Drizzt snapped back, more forcefully than he had intended.

“For fiveyears” Montolio said calmly, taking no offense. “Five years after alife of adventure and
excitement.”

“My life has not been so quiet,” Drizzt reminded him.

“But you are dtill achild,” Montolio said. “ Five yearsis not five hundred, and five hundred iswhat you
have remaining. Promise me now that you will reconsider your course when | am no more. Thereisa
wideworld out there, my friend, full of pain, but filled with joy aswell. The former kegps you on the path
of growth, and the latter makes the Journey tolerable.

“Promise me now,” Montolio said, “that when Mooshieisno more, Drizzt will go and find his place.”

Drizzt wanted to argue, to ask the ranger how he was so certain that this grove was not Drizzt’ s ‘place.’
A menta scale dipped and leveled, then dipped again within Drizzt at that moment. He weighed the
memories of Maldobar, the farmers degths, and al the memories before that of the trials he had faced
and the evilsthat had so persistently followed him. Againgt this, Drizzt consdered his heartfelt desireto
go back out in the world. How many other Mooshies might he find? How many friends? And how empty
would be this grove when he and Guenhwyvar had it to themselves?

Montolio accepted the silence, knowing the drow’ s confusion. “ Promise me that when the timeis upon
you, you will at least consder what | have said.”

Trudting in Drizzt, Montolio did not have to see hisfriend’ s affirming nod.
Thefirst snow came early that year, just alight dusting from broken clouds that played hide and seek

with afull moon. Drizzt, out with Guenhwyvar, reveled in the seasonal change, enjoyed the reeffirmation
of the endless cycle. He was in high spirits when he bounded back to the grove, shaking the snow from




the thick pine branches as he picked hisway in.

The campfire burned low, Hooter sat still on alow branch and even the wind seemed not to make a
sound. Drizzt looked to Guenhwyvar for some explanation, but the panther only sat by the fire, somber
and ill.

Dread isastrange emotion, a culmination of too subtle cluesthat brings as much confuson asfear.

“Mooshie?’ Drizzt called softly, gpproaching the old ranger’ s den. He pushed aside the blanket and
used it to screen the light from the embers of the dying campfire, letting hiseyesdip into theinfrared

spectrum.

He remained there for avery long time, watching the last wisps of heat depart from the ranger’ s body.
But if Mooshie was cold, his contented smile emanated warmth.

Drizzt fought back many tears over the next few days, but whenever he remembered that last smile, the
final peace that had come over the aged man, he reminded himsdlf that the tearswerefor hisown loss
and not for Mooshie.

Drizzt buried the ranger in acairn beside the grove, then spent the winter quietly, tending to hisdaily
chorcs and wondering. Hooter came by less and less frequently, and on one occas on the departing ook
Hooter cast at Drizzt told the drow beyond doubt that the owl would never return to the grove.

In the spring, Drizzt came to understand Hooter’ s sentiments. For more than a decade, he had been
searching for ahome, and he had found one with Montolio. But with the ranger gone, the grove no longer
seemed so hospitable. Thiswas Mooshi€ s place, not Drizzt’s.

“Asl promised,” Drizzt mumbled one morning. Montolio had asked him to consider his course carefully
when the ranger was no more, and Drizzt now held to hisword He had become comfortablein the grove
and was still accepted here, but the grove was no longer his home. His home was out there, he knew, out
in that wide world that Montolio had assured him was “full of pain, but filled with joy aswell.”

Drizzt packed afew items practica supplies and some of the ranger’ s more interesting books belted on
his scimitars, and dung the longbow over his shoulder. Then hetook afina wak around the grove,
viewing one last time the rope bridges, the armory, the brandy barrel and trough, the tree root where he
had stopped the charging giant, the sheltered run where M ooshie had made his stand. He called
Guenhwyvar, and the panther understood as soon asit arrived.

They never looked back as they moved down the mountain trail, toward the wide world of painsand
joys

How different the trall seemed as| departed Mooshi€' s Grove from the road that had led me there.
Again | was aone, except when Guenhwyvar cameto my cal. On thisroad, though, | wasaoneonly in
body. In my mind | carried aname, the embodiment of my valued principles. Mooshie had caled
Mielikki agoddess, to me shewasaway of life.

She walked beside me dways along the many surface roads | traversed. Sheled me out to safety and
fought off my despair when | was chased away and then hunted by the dwarves of Citadel Adbar, a
fortress northeast of Mooshi€' s Grove. Midikki, and my belief in my own value, gave me the courage to
approach town after town throughout the northland. The receptions were aways the same, shock and
fear that quickly turned to anger. The more generous of those | encountered told me smply to go away,




others chased me with weapons bared. On two occasions | was forced to fight, though | managed to
escgpe without anyone being badly injured.

The minor nicks and scratches were asmall price to pay. Mooshie had bidden me not to live as he had,
and the old ranger’ s perceptions, as dways, proved true. On my journeys throughout the northland |
retained something hope that | never would have held if | had remained ahermit in the evergreen grove.
As each new village showed on the horizon, atingle of anticipation quickened my steps. Oneday, | was
determined, | would find acceptance and find my home.

It would happen suddenly, | imagined. | would approach

agate, speak aforma greeting, then revedl mysdf asadark elf. Even my fantasy was tempered by
redlity, for the gate would not swing wide a my approach. Rather, 1 would be alowed guarded entry, a
trid period much likethe one | endured in Blingdenstone, the svirfneblin city. Suspicionswould linger
about me for many months, but in the end, principleswould be seen and accepted for what they were,
the character of the person would outweigh the color of his skin and the reputation of his heritage.

| replayed that fantasy countlesstimes over the years. Every word of every meeting in my imagined town
became alitany againgt the continued rejections. It would not have been enough, but dways there was
Guenhwyvar, and now there was Midikki.

—Drizzt Do’ Urden

And Miles

The Harvest Inn in Westbridge was afavorite gathering place for travelers dong the Long Road that
stretched between the two great northern cities of Waterdeep and Mirabar. Aside from comfortable
bedding at reasonable rates, the Harvest offered Berry’ s Tavern and Eatery, arenowned story swapping
bar where on any night of any week a guest might find adventurers from regions as varied as L uskan and
Sundabar. The hearth was bright and warm, the drinks were plentiful, and the yarnswoven in Derry’s
were ones that would be told and retold al acrossthe realms.

Roddy kept the cowl of hisworn traveling cloak pulled low about him, hiding his scarred face, as hetore
into his mutton and biscuits. The old yellow dog sat on the floor beside him, growling, and every now and
then Roddy absently dropped it a piece of medt.

The ravenous bounty hunter rarely lifted his head from the plate, but Roddy’ s bloodshot eyes peered
suspicioudy from the shadows of his cowl. He knew some of the ruffians gathered in Derry’ sthis night,
persondly or by reputation, and he wouldn't trust them any more than they, if they were wise, would trust
him.

Onetal man recognized Roddy’ s dog as he passed the table and stopped, thinking to greet the bounty
hunter. Thetal man walked away dlently, though, redizing that miserable McGrigtlewas't redly worth
the effort. No one knew exactly what had happened those years before in the mountains near Madobar,
but Roddy had come out of that region deeply scarred, physicaly and emotionally. Alwaysasurly one,
McGrigtle now spent more time growling than talking.




Roddy gnawed abit longer then dropped the thick bone down to his dog and wiped his greasy hands on
his cloak, inadvertently brushing back the sde of his cowl that hid his gruesome scars. Roddy quickly
pulled the cowl back down, his gaze darting about for anyone who might have noticed. A single disgusted
glance had cost several men their liveswhere Roddy’ s scars were concerned.

No one seemed to notice, though, not thistime. Most of those who weren't busily egting were over at
the bar, arguing loudly.

“Never wasit!” one man growled.
“I told you what ye saw!” another shot back. “And | told you right!”

“Tyer eyed” thefirgt shouted back, and still another put in, “Y € d not know oneif ye seen onel” Severd
of the men closed in, bumping chest to chest.

“Stand quiet!” cameavoice. A man pushed out of the throng and pointed straight at Roddy, who, not
recognizing the man, ingtinctively dropped his hand to Bleeder, hiswell worn axe.

“Ask McGrigtle!” the man cried. “Roddy McGristle. He knows about dark elves better than any.”

A dozen conversations sprouted up at once as the whole group, looking like some amorphousrolling
blob, did over toward Roddy. Roddy’ s hand was off Bleeder again, crossing fingers with the other one
onthetablein front of him.

“YereMcGrigle, areye?’ the man asked Roddy, showing the bounty hunter agood measure of
respect.

“Might that | am,” Roddy replied camly, enjoying the attention. He hadn’t been surrounded by agroup
S0 interested in what he had to say since the Thistledown clan had been found murdered.

“Aw,” adisgruntled voice piped in from somewhere in the back, “what’ s he know about dark elves.”

Roddy’ s glare sent those in front back a step, and he noticed the movement. He liked the fedling, liked
being important again, respected.

“Drow df killed my dog,” he said gruffly. He reached down and yanked up the old yellow hound' s head,
displaying the scar. “ And dented this one’ shead. Damned dark f” he said deliberately, easing the cowl
back from hisface’ gave methis.” Normally Roddy hid the hideous scars, but the crowd' s gasps and
mumbles sounded immensdly satisfying to the wretched bounty hunter. He turned to the Sde, gavethem a
full view, and savored the reaction for aslong as he could.

“Black skinned and white haired?’ asked a short, fat bellied man, the one who had begun the debate
back at the bar with hisown tale of adark €lf.

“Would haveto beif hewasadark df,” Roddy huffed back. The man |ooked about triumphantly.

“Thatiswhat | tried to tell them,” he said to Roddy. “They claim that | saw adirty €f, or an orc maybe,
but | knew it was adrow!”

“If yeseeadrow,” Roddy said grimly and deliberatdly, weighing every word with importance, “then ye
know ye seen adrow. And y€ |l not forget that ye seen adrow! And let any man that doubts yer words




go and find adrow for himself. He'll come back to ye with aword of bein’ sorry!”

“Wel, | seen adark €f,” the man proclaimed. “| was camping in Lurkwood, north of Grunwald.
Peaceful enough night, | thought, so | let the fire up abit to beat the cold wind. Wdll, in waked this
stranger without awarning, without aword!”

Every man in the group hung on the words now, hearing them in adifferent light now that the drow
scarred stranger had somewhat confirmed thetae.

“Without aword, or abird cal, or nothing!” the fat bellied man went on. “He had his cloak pulled low,
suspicious, o | said to him, “What are you about?

“* Searching for aplace that my companionsand | may camp the night,” he answered, cam as you may.
Seemed reasonable enough to me, but | till did not like that low cowl.

‘Pull back’ your hood then told him. ‘| share nothing without seeing aman’ sface” He consdered my
words aminute, then he moved hishands up, real dow,” the man imitated the movement dramaticaly,
glancing around to ensure that he had everyone s attention.

“1 needed to see nothing more!” the man cried suddenly, and everyone, though they had heard the same
tale told the same way only amoment before, jumped back in surprise. “His hands were as black as cod
and asdender asan ef’s. | knew then, but | know not how | knew so surdly, that it was adrow before
me. A drow, | say, and let any man who doubts my words go and find adark f for himself!”

Roddy nodded his approval asthefat bellied man stared down hisformer doubters. “Seems|’ve heard
too much about dark elveslately,” the bounty hunter grumbled.

“I’ve beared of just the one,” another man piped in. “Until we spoke to you, | mean, and heard of your
battle. That makestwo drow in Sx years.”

“Asl sad,” Roddy remarked grimly, “seems|’ ve heard too much about dark” Roddy never finished as
the group exploded into exaggerated laughter around him. It seemed like the grand old timesto the
bounty hunter, the days when everyone about him hung tense on his every word.

The only man who wasn't laughing was the fat bellied storyteller, too shook up from his own recounting
of hismeseting with the drow. “ Still,” he said above the commotion, “when | think of those purple eyes
garing out a me from under that cowl!”

Roddy’ s smile disappeared in the blink of an eye. “Purple eyes?’ he barely managed to gasp. Roddy
had encountered many creatures that used infravison, the heat sensng sight most common among
denizens of the Underdark, and he knew that normally, such eyes showed as dots of red. Roddy il
remembered vividly the purple eyeslooking down a him when he was trapped under the maple tree. He
knew then, and he knew now, that those strange hued orbs were ararity even among the dark elves.

Those in the group closest to Roddy stopped their laughing, thinking that Roddy’ s question shed doulbt
on thetruth of the man’stde.

“They werepurple,” thefat bellied man inssted, though there was little conviction in his shaky voice. The
men around him waited for Roddy’ s agreement or rebuttal, not knowing whether or not to laugh &t the
doryteller.




“What wegpons did the drow widld?’ Roddy asked grimly, risng ominoudy to hisfeet.
The man thought for amoment. “Curved swords,” he blurted.

“Scimitars?”

“Scimitars,” the other agreed.

“Did the drow say hisname?’ Roddy asked, and when the man hesitated, Roddy grabbed him by the
collar and pulled him over thetable. “Did the drow say hisname?’ the bounty hunter said again, his
breeth hot on the fat bellied man’sface.

“No...er,uh, Driz...”
“Drizzit?

The man shrugged helplesdy, and Roddy threw him back to hisfeet. “Where?’ the bounty hunter
roared. “And when?’

“Lurkwood,” the quivering, full bellied man said again. “Three weeks ago. Drow’ sgoing to Mirabar with
the Weeping Friars, | would guess.” Most of the crowd groaned at the mention of the fanatic religious
group. The Weeping Friars were aragged hand of begging suffererswho believed or claimed to believe
that there was afinite amount of painin the world. The more suffering they took on themsdlves, thefriars
said, the lessremained for the rest of world to endure. Nearly everyone scorned the order. Some were
sincere, but some begged for trinkets, promising to suffer horribly for the good of the giver.

“Those were the drow’ s companions,” the fat bellied man continued. “ They dways go to Mirabar, go to
find the cold, aswinter comeson.”

“Long way,” someone remarked.
“Longer” said another. “The Weeping Friars dways take the tunnel route.”

“Three hundred miles,” thefirst man who had recognized Roddy put in, trying to cam the agitated
bounty hunter. But Roddy never even heard him. His dog in tow, he spun away and stormed out of
Berry’s, damming the door behind him and leaving the whole group mumbling to each other in absolute
urprise.

“It was Drizzit that took Roddy’ sdog and ear,” the man went on, now turning his attention to the group.
He had no previous knowledge of the strange drow’ s name, he merely had made an assumption based
on Roddy’ s reaction. Now the group flowed around him, holding their collective breath for himto tell
them of the tale of Roddy McGristle and the purple eyed drow. Like any proper patron of Derry’s, the
man didn’t let lack of real knowledge deter him from telling the tale. He hooked his thumbsinto his belt
and began, filling in the considerabl e blanks with whatever sounded appropriate.

A hundred more gasps and claps of appreciation and startled delight echoed on the street outside of
Derry’sthat night, but Roddy McGrigtle and hisyellow dog, their wagon wheels dready thick in the mud
of the Long Road, heard none of them.

“Hey, what are you doing?’ came aweary complaint from asack behind Roddy’ s bench. Tephanis
crawled out. “ Why are we leaving?’




Roddy twisted about and took a swipe, but Tephanis, even deepy eyed, had no trouble darting out of
harm’sway.

“Yeliedto me, ye cousin to akobold!” Roddy growled. “Y e telled me that the drow was dead. But
he’ snot! He' s on theroad to Mirabar, and | mean to catch him!”

“Mirabar?’ Tephaniscried. “Too far, too far!” The quickling and Roddy had passed through Mirabar
the previous spring. Tephanisthought it a perfectly miserable place, full of grim faced dwarves, sharp
eyed men, and awind much too cold for hisliking. “We must go south for the winter. South whereitis
wam!”

Roddy’ s ensuing glare silenced the sprite. “1'll forget what ye did to me,” he snarled, then he added an
ominouswarning, “if we get thedrow.” He turned from Tephanisthen, and the sprite crawled back into
his sack, feding miserable and wondering if Roddy McGristle was worth the trouble. Roddy drove
through the night, bending low to urge his horse onward and muttering “ Six years” over and over.

Drizzt huddled closeto the fire that roared out of an old orc barrel the group had found. Thiswould be
the drow’ s seventh winter on the surface, but still he remained uncomfortable in the chill. He had spent
decades, and his people had lived for many millennia, in the seasonless and warm Underdark. Although
winter was gtill months away, its gpproach was evident in the chill winds blowing down from the Spine of
the World Mountains. Drizzt wore only an old blanket, thin and torn, over his clothes, chain mail, and
weapon belt.

The drow smiled when he noticed his companions fidgeting and huffing over who got the next drow ona
bottle of wine they had begged and how much the last drinker had taken. Drizzt was done at the barrel
now, the Weeping Friars, while not actualy shunning the drow, didn’t often go near him. Drizzt accepted
thisand knew that the fanatics appreciated his companionship for practicd, if not aesthetic, reasons.
Some of the band actualy enjoyed attacks by the various monsters of the land, viewing them as
opportunities for some true suffering, but the more pragmatic of the group appreciated having the armed
and skilled drow around for protection.

The relaionship was acceptable to Drizzt, if not fulfilling. He had |eft Mooshi€' s Grove years ago filled
with hope, but hope tempered by the redities of his existence. Time after time, Drizzt had gpproached a
village only to be put out behind awall of harsh words, curses, and drawn weapons. Every time, Drizzt
shrugged away the snubbing. Trueto hisranger spirit for Drizzt wasindeed aranger now, intraining as
well asin heart he accepted hislot stoicdly.

Thelast rgjection had shown Drizzt that his resolve was wearing thin, though. He had been turned avay
from Luskan, on the Sword Coast, but not by any guards, for he had never even approached the place.
Drizzt’ sown fears had kept him away, and that fact had frightened him more than any swords he had
ever faced. On theroad outside the city, Drizzt had met up with this handful of Weeping Friars, and the
outcasts had tentatively accepted him, as much because they had no meansto keep him out as because
they weretoo full of their own wretchedness to care about any racia differences. Two of the group had
even thrown themsdves at Drizzt’ sfeet, begging him to unleash his“dark df terrors’ and make them
uffer.

Through the spring and summer, the relationship had evolved with Drizzt serving as Slent guardian while
the friarswent about their begging and suffering ways. All indl, it was quite distasteful, even sometimes
decatful, to the principled drow, but Drizzt had found no other options.




Drizzt stared into the legping flames and considered hisfate. He still had Guenhwyver & hiscall and had
put his scimitars and bow to gainful use many times. Every day hetold himself that beside the somewhat
hel pless fanatics, he was serving Midlikki, and hisown heart, well. Still, he did not hold thefriarsin high
regard and did not call them friends. Watching the five men now, drunk and dobbering adl over each
other, Drizzt suspected that he never would.

“Beat me! Sash me!” one of thefriars cried suddenly, and he ran over toward the barrel, sumbling into
Drizzt. Drizzt caught him and steedied him, but only for amoment.

“Loosh your drow whickedniss on me head!” the dirty, unshaven friar sputtered, and hislanky frame
tumbled down in an angular hesp.

Drizzt turned away, shook his head, and unconscioudy dropped ahand into his pouch to fed the onyx
figurine, needing the touch to remind him that he was not truly alone. He was surviving, fighting an endless
and londly battle, but was far from contented. He had found a place, perhaps, but not ahome.

“Like the grove without Montolio,” the drow mused. “Never ahome.”

“Did you say something?’ asked a portly friar, Brother Mateus, coming over to collect hisdrunken
companion. “Please excuse Brother Jankin, friend. He hasimbibed too much, | fear.”

Drizzt’ s helpless smiletold that he had taken no offense, but his next words caught Brother Mateus, the
leader and mogt rationa member if not the most honest of the group, off guard.

“I will completethetrip to Mirabar with you,” Drizzt explained, “then | will leave.”
“Leave?’ asked Mateus, concerned.
“Thisisnot my place” Drizzt explained.

“Ten Townsish the place!” Jankin blurted.

“If anyone has offended you . . .” Mateus said to Drizzt, taking no heed of the drunken man,

“No one,” Drizzt said and smiled again. “Thereismore for mein thislife, Brother Mateus. Do not be
angry, | beg, but | am leaving. It wasnot adecison | cameto lightly.”

Mateus took a moment to consider the words. “ Asyou choose,” he said, “but might you at least escort
usthrough the tunnd into Mirabar?’

“Ten Townd!” Jankin ingsted. “ Thast the place fer sufferin’! bu'd likeit, too, drow. Land 0’ rogues,
where arogue might find hish place!”

“Often there are rakes in the shadows who would prey on unarmed friars,” Mateus interrupted, giving
Jankin arough shake.,

Drizzt paused amoment, transfixed on Jankin’ swords. Jankin had collapsed, though, and the drow
looked up to Mateus. “Isthat not why you take the tunnel route into the city?’ Drizzt asked the portly
friar. The tunne was normaly reserved for mine carts, rolling down from the Spine of the World, but the
friars dways went through it, even in Stuations such asthis, when they had to make acomplete circuit of
the city just to get to thelong route' sentrance. “ To fdl victim and suffer?’ Drizzt continued. “ Surely the




road is clear and more convenient with winter still monthsaway.” Drizzt did not like the tunnd to
Mirabar. Any wanderers they met on that road would be too close for the drow to hide hisidentity.
Drizzt had been accosted there on both his previous trips through.

“The othersing & that we go through the tunndl, though it is many milesout of our way” replied Mateus,
asharp edgeto histone. “But | prefer more persona forms of suffering and would appreciate your
company through to Mirabar’

Drizzt wanted to scream at the phony friar Mateus considered missing asingle meal aharsh suffering and
only used his facade because many gullible people handed coinsto the cloaked fanatics, more often than
not just to berid of the smelly men.

Drizzt nodded and watched as Mateus hauled Jankin away. “Then | leave,” he whispered under his
bresth. He could tell himself over and over that he was serving his goddess and his heart by protecting
the seemingly helpless band, but their behavior often flew in the face of those words.

“Dwow! Dwow!” Brother Jankin dobbered as Mateus dragged him back to the others.
Heptaaestas

Tephanis watched the party of sx—thefive friars and Drizzt make their dow way toward the tunndl on
the western approach to Mirabar. Roddy had sent the quickling ahead to scout out the region, telling
Tephanisto turn the drow, if he found the drow, back toward Roddy. “Bleeder’ Il be taking care of that
one,” Roddy had snarled, dapping hisformidable axe across hispam.

Tephaniswasn't so sure. The sprite had watched Ulgulu, amaster arguably more powerful than Roddy
McGiristle, dispatched by the drow, and another mighty master, Caroak, had been torn apart by the
drow’ s black panther. If Roddy got hiswish and met the drow in battle, Tephanis might soon be
searching for yet another magter,

“Not thistime, drow,” the sprite whigpered suddenly, an ideacoming to mind. “Thistime | get you!”
Tephanis knew the tunnd to Mirabar he and Roddy had used it the winter before last, when snow had
buried the western road and had learned many of its secrets, including one that the sprite now planned to
useto his advantage.

He made awide circuit around the group, not wanting to dert the sharp eared drow, and still madethe
tunnel entrance long before the others. A few minutes|ater, the sprite was more than amilein, picking at
an intricate lock, one that seemed clumsy to the skilled quickling, on aportcullis crank.

Brother Mateus led the way into the tunnd, with another friar at his Sde and the remaining three
completing ashielding circle around Drizzt. Drizzt had requested this so that he could remain
inconspicuous if anyone happened by. He kept his cloak pulled up tightly and his shoulders hunched. He
stayed low in the middle of the group.

They met no other travelers and moved adong the torch lit passage at a steady pace. They cameto an
intersection and Mateus stopped abruptly, seeing the raised portcullisto a passage on theright side. A
dozen stepsin, an iron door swung wide, and the passage beyond that was pitch black, not torch lit like
themantunnd.

“How curious,” Mateus remarked.




“Careless,” another corrected. “Let us pray that no other travelers, who might not know the way as well
aswe, happen by here and take the wrong path!”

“Perhaps we should close the door,” till another offered.

“No,” Mateus quickly interjected. “ There may be some down there, merchants perhaps, who would not
be so pleased if we followed that plan.”

“No!” Brother Jankin cried suddenly and ran to the front of the group. “Itisasign! A sign from God!
We are beckoned, my brethren, to Phaestus, the ultimate suffering!”

Jankin turned to charge down the tunnel, but Mateus and one other, hardly surprised by Jankin's
customarily wild outburst, immediately sprang upon him and bore him to the ground.

“Phaestud” Jankin cried wildly, hislong and shaggy black hair flying al about hisface. “I am coming!”

“What isit?’ Drizzt had to ask, having no idea of what the friars were talking about, though he thought
he recognized the reference. “Who, or what, is Phaestus?’

“Hephaestus,” Brother Mateus corrected.

Drizzt did know the name. One of the books he had taken from Mooshi€’ s Grove was of dragon lore,
and Hephaestus, avenerable red dragon living in the mountains northwest of Mirabar, had an entry.

“That isnot the dragon’ sred name, of course,” Mateus

went on between grunts as he struggled with Jankin. “I do not know that, nor does anyone else
anymore.” Jankin twisted suddenly, throwing the other monk aside, and promptly stomped down on
Mateus ssandd.

“Hephaestusis an old red dragon who haslived in the caves west of Mirabar for aslong as anyone,
even the dwarves, can remember,” explained another friar, Brother Herschel, one less engaged than
Mateus. “ The city tolerates him because heisalazy one and a stupid one, though | would not tell him so.
Mog cities, | presume, would chooseto tolerate ared if it meant not fighting the thing! But Hephaestusis
not much for pillaging, none can recdll the last time he even came out of his hole and he even does some
orc melting for hire, though thefeeis steep.”

“Some pay it, though,” added Mateus, having Jankin back under control, “especidly late in the season,
looking to make the last caravan south. Nothing can separate metd like ared dragon’sbreath!” His
laughter disappeared quickly as Jankin dugged him, dropping him to the ground.

Jankin bolted free, for just amoment. Quicker than anyone could react, Drizzt threw off his cloak and
rushed after the fleeing monk, catching him just insde the heavy iron door. A single step and twisting
maneuver put Jankin down hard on his back and took thewild eyed friar’ s breath away.

“Let usget by thisregion a once,” the drow offered, staring down at the stunned friar. “I grow tired of
Jankin’santics | might just dlow him to run down to the dragon!”

Two of the others came over and gathered Jankin up, then the whole troupe turned to depart.

“Hep!” cameacry from farther down the dark tunndl.




Drizzt' sscimitars came out in hishands. Thefriarsdl gathered around him, peering down into the gloom.

“Do you see anything?’ Mateus asked the drow, knowing that Drizzt’ s night vision was much keener
than hisown.

“No, but the tunnel turnsashort way from here,” Drizzt replied.

“Help!” camethe cry again. Behind the group, around the corner in the main tunnel, Tephanis had to
suppress his laughter. Quicklings were adept ventriloquists, and the biggest problem Tephanishad in
deceiving the group was kegping his cries dow enough to be understood.

Drizzt took a cautious step in, and the friars, even Jankin, sobered by the distress cdll, followed right
behind. Drizzt motioned for them to go back, even as he suddenly redlized the potentia for atrap.

But Tephaniswastoo quick. The door dammed with aresounding thud and before the drow, two steps
away, could push through the startled friars, the sprite aready had the door locked. A moment | ater,
Drizzt and the friars heard a second crash as the portcullis came down.

Tepharawas back out in the daylight afew minuteslater, thinking himsdlf quite clever and reminding
himself to keep a puzzled expression when he explained to Roddy that the drow’ s party was nowhereto
be found.

Thefriarsgrew tired of yelling as soon as Drizzt reminded them that their screams might arouse the
occupant & the other end of the tunnel. “Even if someone happens by the portcullis, he will not hear you
through thisdoor,’ the drow said, ingpecting the heavy portd with the single candle Mateus had lit. A
combination of iron, stone, and leather, and perfectly fitted, the door had been crafted by dwarves. Drizzt
tried pounding on it with the pommel of ascimitar, but that produced only adull thud that went no farther
than the screams.

“Wearefadt,” groaned Mateus. “We have no way out, and our stores are not too plentiful”

“Another sgn!” Jankin blurted suddenly, but two of the friars knocked him down and sat on him before
he could run off toward the dragon’ s den.

“Perhgps there is something to Brother Jankin' sthinking,” Drizzt said after along pause.

Mateuslooked at him suspicioudy. “ Are you thinking that our storeswould last longer if Brother Jankin
went to meet

Hephaestus?’ he asked.

Drizzt could not hold hislaughter. “I have no intention of sacrificing anyone,” he said and looked at
Jankin struggling under the friars. “No matter how willing! But we have only oneway out, it would seem.”

Mateus followed Drizzt' s gaze down the dark tunnel. “1f you plan no sacrifices, then you arelooking the
wrong way,” the portly friar huffed. “ Surely you are not thinking to get past the dragon!”

“Weshdl see” wasdl that the drow answered. He lit another candle from thefirst one and moved a
short distance down the tunndl. Drizzt’ s good sense argued againgt the undeniable excitement hefelt at
the prospect of facing Hephaestus, but it was an argument that he expected Smple necessity to overrule.




Montolio had fought a dragon, Drizzt remembered, had lost hiseyesto ared. The ranger’s memories of
the battle, asde from hiswounds, were not so terrible. Drizzt was beginning to understand what the blind
ranger had told him about the differences between surviva and fulfillment. How vauable would be the
five hundred years Drizzt might have left to live?

For thefriar' s sake, Drizzt did hope that someone would come aong and open the portcullis and door.
The drow’ sfingerstingled with promised thrills, though, when he reached into his sack and pulled out a
book on dragon lore he had taken from the grove.

The drow’ s sengitive eyes needed little light, and he could make out the script with only minor difficulty.
As he suspected, there was an entry for the venerable red who lived west of Mirabar. The book
confirmed that Hephaestus was not the dragon’ sreal name, rather the name givento it in referenceto
some obscure god of blacksmiths.

The entry was not extensve, mostly tales from the merchants who went in to hire the dragon for its
breath, and other tales of merchants who apparently said the wrong thing or haggled too much about the
cost or perhaps the dragon was merely hungry or in afoul mood for they never came back out. Most
importantly to Drizzt, the entry confirmed the friar’ s description of the beast as lazy and somewhat stupid.
According to the notes, Hephaestus was overly proud, as dragons usualy were, and able to speak the
common tongue, but “lacking in the area of suspiciousinsght normally associated with the breed,
particularly with venerable reds”

“Brother Herschd isattempting to pick thelock,” Mateus said, coming over to Drizzt. “faur fingers are
nimble. Would you giveit atry?’

“Neither Herschel nor | could get through that lock,” Drizzt said absently, not looking up from the book.

“Atleast Herschel istrying,” Mateus growled, “and not huddled off by himsalf wasting candlesand
reading some worthlesstome!”

“Not so worthlessto any of uswho mean to get out of heredive,” Drizzt said, still not looking up. He
had the portly friar’ s attention.

“What isit?” Mateus asked, leaning closely over Drizzt’ s shoulder, even though he could not read.
“Ittdlsof vanity,” Drizzt replied.
“Vanity? What does vanity havetodo ...

“Dragon vanity’ Drizzt explained. “A very important point, perhaps. All dragons possessit in excess, evil
ones more than good ones.”

“Widding claws aslong as swords and bregth that can melt astone, well they should!” grumbled
Mateus.

“Perhaps,” Drizzt conceded, “ but vanity is aweakness do not doubt even to adragon. Severa heroes
have exploited thistrait to adragon’ sdemise.”

“Now you'rethinking of killing thething? Mateus gawked.

“If I mugt,” Drizzt said, again absently. Mateus threw up his hands and walked away, shaking hishead to




answer the questioning stares of the others.

Drizzt smiled privately and returned to hisreading. His plans were taking definite form now. He read the
entire entry severa times, committing every word of it to memory.

Three candles|ater, Drizzt was till reading and the friars were growing impatient and hungry. They
prodded Mateus, who stood, hiked his belt up over hisbelly, and strode toward Drizzt.

“Morevanity?’ he asked sarcadtically.

“Donewith that part’ Drizzt answered. He held up the book, showing Mateus a sketch of a huge black
dragon curled up around severd fdlen treesin athick swamp. “I am learning now of the dragon that may
ad our cause.”

“Hephaestusisared’” Mateus remarked scornfully, “not ablack.”

“Thisisadifferent dragon” Drizzt explained. “Mergan devinasander of Chult, possibly avigtor to
converse with Hephaestus.”

Brother Mateus was at a complete loss. “Reds and blacks do not get on well,” he snipped, his
skepticism obvious. “Every fool knowsthat.”

“Rarely do | ligento fools,” Drizzt replied, and again the friar turned and walked away, shaking his
head.

“Thereis something more that you do not know, but Hephaestus most probably will,” Drizzt said quietly,
too low for anyoneto hear. “Mergandevinasander has purple eyes!” Drizzt closed the book, confident
that it had given him enough understanding to make his attempt. If he had ever witnessed the terrible
splendor of avenerable red before, he would not have been smiling at that moment. But both ignorance
and memories of Montolio bred courage in the young drow warrior who had so little to lose, and Drizzt
had no intention of giving in to arvation for fear of some unknown danger. Hewouldn’t go forward
ether, not yet.

Not until he had time to practice his best dragon voice.

Of al the splendors Drizzt had seen in his adventurous life, none not the great houses of
Menzoberranzan, the cavern of theillithids, even the lake of acid began to gpproach the awve inspiring
gpectacle of the dragon’slair. Mounds of gold and gemsfilled the huge chamber in rolling waves, tike the
wake of some giant ship on the sea. Wegpons and armor, gleaming magnificently, were piled dl about,
and the abundance of crafted items chadlices, goblets and the like could have fully stocked the treasure
rooms of ahundred rich kings.

Drizzt had to remind himsdlf to breathe when he looked upon the splendor. It wasn't the riches that held
him so he cared little for materid things but the adventures that such wondrous items and wealth hinted at
tugged Drizzt in ahundred different directions. Looking at the dragon’slair belittled hissmple surviva on
the road with the Weeping Friars and his smple desire to find a peaceful and quiet placeto cal hishome.
He thought again of Montolio’ sdragon tale, and of all the other adventurous tales the blind ranger had
told him. Suddenly he needed those adventures for himsdlf.

Drizzt wanted ahome, and he wanted to find acceptance, but he redized then, looking at the spoils, that
he also desired a place in the books of the bards. He hoped to travel roads dangerous and exciting and




evenwrite hisown tales.

The chamber itsdf wasimmense and uneven, rolling back around blind corners. Thewhole of it was
dimly lit in asmoky, reddish golden glow. It was warm, uncomfortably so when Drizzt and the others
took the time to consider the source of that hest.

Drizzt turned back to the waiting friars and winked, then pointed down to hisleft, to the single exit, “Y ou
know thesgnd,” he mouthed slently.

Mateus nodded tentatively, still wondering if it had been wiseto trust the drow. Drizzt had been a
vauable dly to the pragmatic friar on the road these last few months, but a dragon was adragon.

Drizzt surveyed the room again, thistime looking past the treasures. Between two piles of gold he
gpotted histarget, and that was no less splendid than the jewels and gems. Lying in the valey of those
moundswas ahuge, scaded tall, red gold like the hue of thelight, swishing dightly and rhythmically back
and forth, each swipe piling the gold deeper around it.

Drizzt had seen pictures of dragons before, one of the wizard mastersin the Academy had even created
illusions of the various dragon typesfor the students to inspect. Nothing, though, could have prepared the
drow for thismoment, hisfirst view of aliving dragon. In dl the known relmsthere was nothing more
Impressive, and of dl the dragon types, huge reds were perhaps the most imposing.

When Drizzt findly managed to tear his gaze from thetail, he sorted out his path into the chamber. The
tunnd exited high on the side of awall, but aclear trail led down to thefloor. Drizzt studied thisfor along
moment, memorizing every step. Then he scooped two handfuls of dirt into his pockets, removed an
arrow from his quiver, and placed adarkness spdll over it. Carefully and quietly, Drizzt picked hisblind
steps down thetrail, guided by the continuing swish of the scaly tail. He nearly ssumbled when he reached
thefirst pile of gemsand heard the tail come to an abrupt stop.

“Adventure,” Drizzt reminded himself quietly, and he went on, concentrating on his mental image of his
surroundings. Heimagined the dragon rearing up before him, seeing through his darkness globe disguise.
Hewinced ingtinctively, expecting aburst of flame to engulf him and shrivel him where he sood. But he
pressed on, and when he a last came over the gold pile, he was glad to hear the easy, thundertike,
breathing of the dumbering dragon.

Drizzt garted up the second mound dowly, letting aspell of levitation form in histhoughts. He didn’t
redly expect the spell to work very well it had been failing more completely each time he attempted it.
Any help he could get would add to the effect of his deception. Halfway up the mound, Drizzt broke into
arun, spraying coins and gemswith every step. He heard the dragon rouse, but didn’t dow, drawing his
bow as he went.

When he reached the ridge, he legped out and enacted the levitation, hanging motionlessinthear for a
split second before the spdll failed. Then Drizzt dropped, firing the

bow and sending the darkness globe soaring across the chamber.

He never would have believed that amonster of such size could be so nimble, but when he crashed
heavily onto a pile of goblets and jewe ed trinkets, he found himsdf staring into the face of avery angry
besst.

Those eyed Like twin beams of damnation, their gaze latched onto Drizzt, bored right through him,




impelled himto fal on hisbelly and grovel for mercy, and to reved every deception, to confessevery sin
to Hephaestus, this god thing. The dragon’ s greet, serpentine neck angled dightly to the side, but the gaze
never let go of the drow, holding him asfirmly as one of Bluster the bear’ s hugs.

A voice sounded faintly but firmly in Drizzt’ sthoughts, the voice of ablind ranger spinning tales of battle
and heroism. At firg, Drizzt hardly heard it, but it was an ingstent voice, reminding Drizzt initsown
specid way that five other men depended on him now. If hefailed, thefriarswould die.

This part of the plan was not too difficult for Drizzt, for he truly believed in hiswords. “ Hephaestus!” he
cried in the common tongue. “ Can it be, a long last? Oh, most magnificent! More magnificent than the
tales, by far!”

The dragon’ s head rolled back a dozen feet from Drizzt, and a confused expression cameinto those dl
knowing eyes, reveding the facade, “tou know of me?” Hephaestus boomed, the dragon’ s hot bresth
blowing Drizzt’ swhite mane behind him.

“All know of you, mighty Hephaestusl” Drizzt cried, scrambling to his knees but not daring to stand. “It
was you whom | sought, and now | have found you and am not disappointed!”

The dragon’ sterrible eyes narrowed suspicioudy. “Why would adark elf seek Hephaestus, Destroyer
of Cockleby, Devourer of Ten Thousand Cattle, He Who Crushed Anga lander the Stupid Silver, He
Who. ..” It went on for many minutes, with Drizzt bearing the foul breath stoicdly, dl thewhilefeigning
enchantment with the dragon’ s listing of his many wicked accomplishments. When Hephaestus was done,
Drizzt had to pause amoment to remember theinitid question.

Hisred confuson only added to the deception at thetime. “Dark df?’ he asked asif hedidn’t
understand. He looked up at the dragon and repeated the words, even more confused. “Dark ef?’

The dragon looked dl around, his gaze faling like twin beacons across the treasure mounds, then
lingering for sometime on Drizzt’ s blackness globe, hafway acrossthe room. “I mean you!” Hephaestus
roared suddenly, and the force of the yell knocked Drizzt over backward. “Dark df!”

“Drow?’ Drizzt said, recovering quickly and daring now to stand. “No, not I.” He surveyed himself and
nodded in sudden recognition. “Yes, of course,” he said. “ So often do | forget thismantle | wear!”

Hephaestusissued along, low, increasingly impatient growl and Drizzt knew he had better move quickly.

“Not adrow,” he said. “Though soon | might be if Hephaestus cannot help me!” Drizzt could only hope
that he had piqued the dragon’ s curiosity. “Y ou have heard of me, | am sure, mighty Hephaestus. | am,
or was and hope to be again, Mergandevinasander of Chult, an old black of no small fame.”

“Mergandevin .,. 7" Hephaestus began, but the dragon let the word trail away. Hephaestus had heard of
the black, of course, dragons knew the names of most of the other dragonsin al the world. Hephaestus
knew, too, as Drizzt had hoped he would, that Mergandevinasander had purple eyes.

To aid him through the explanation, Drizzt recalled his experiences with Clacker, the unfortunate pech
who had been transformed by awizard into the form of ahook horror. “ A wizard defeated me,” he
began somberly. “ A party of adventurers entered my lair. Thieves! | got one of them, though, apaadin!”

Hephaestus seemed to like thislittle detail, and Drizzt, who had just thought of it, congratulated himsalf
Slently.




“How hisslvery armor szzled under the acid of my breath!”
“Pity to so waste him,” Hephaestus interjected. “Paadins do make such fine meas”

Drizzt smiled to hide his uneasiness at the thought. How would adark df taste? he could not help but
wonder with the dragon’s mouth so very near. “| would have killed them dl and afine treasure take it
would have been but for that wretched wizard! It was hethat did thisterrible thing to me!” Drizzt |ooked
at hisdrow form reprovingly.

“Polymorph?’ Hephaestus asked, and Drizzt noted a bit of sympathy he prayed in the voice.

Drizzt nodded solemnly. “An evil spell. Took my form, my wings, and my breseth, tet | remained
Mergandevinasander in thought, though . ..” Hephaestus widened his eyes a the pause, and the pitiful,
confused look that Drizzt gave actudly backed the dragon up.

“I have found this sudden affinity to spiders,” Drizzt muttered. “To pet them and kissthem ...” Sothat is
what adisgusted red dragon looks like, Drizzt thought when he glanced back up at the beast. Coins and
trinketstinkled dl throughout the room as an involuntary shudder coursed through the dragon’ s spine.

Thefriarsinthelow tunnel couldn’t see the exchange, but they could make out the conversation well
enough and understood what the drow had in mind. For thefirst time that any of them could recall,
Brother Jankin was stricken speechless, but Mateus managed to whisper afew words, echoing their
shared sentiments.

“He has got ameasure of fortitude, that one!” The portly friar chuckled, and he dapped ahand across
his own mouth, fearing that he had spoken too loudly.

“Why have you cometo me?’ Hephaestus roared angrily. Drizzt skidded backward under the force but
managed to hold hisbaance thistime.

“1 beg, mighty Hephaestus!” Drizzt pleaded. “1 have no choice. | traveled to Menzoberranzan, the city of
drow, but thiswizard' s spell was powerful, they told me, and they could do nothing to dispel it. So
cometo you, great and powerful Hephaestus, renowned for your abilitieswith spells of transmutation.
Perhaps one of my own kind ...”

“A black?’ camethe thunderous roar, and thistime, Drizzt did fall. “Y our own kind?”

“No, no, adragon,” Drizzt said quickly, retracting the gpparent insult and hopping back to his
feet—thinking that he might be running soon. Hephaestus s continuing growl told Drizzt that he needed a
diverson, and he found it behind the dragon, in the deep scorch marks along the walls and back of a
rectangular dcove. Drizzt figured thiswas where Hephaestus earned his considerable pay melting ores.
The drow couldn’t help but shudder as he wondered how many unfortunate merchants or adventurers
might have found their end between those blasted walls.

“What caused such a cataclysm?’ Drizzt cried in awe. Hephaestus dared not turn away, suspecting
treachery. A moment later, though, the dragon redized what the dark ef had noticed and the growl
disappeared.

“What god has come down to you, mighty Hephaestus, and blessed you with such a spectacle of
power? Nowherein dl the reelmsisthere stone so torn! Not since the firesthat formed theworld . . "




“Enough!” Hephaestus boomed. “Y ou who are so learned does not know the breath of ared?’

“Surely fireisthe means of ared,” Drizzt replied, never taking his gaze from the acove, “but how intense
might the flames be? Surely not so asto wreak such devastation!”

“Would you liketo see?’ came the dragon’ sanswer in asinister, smoking hiss.

“Yed” Drizzt cried, then, “No!” he said, dropping into afetd curl. He knew he was walking atentative
line here, but

he knew it was a necessary gamble. “Truly | would desire to witness such ablast, but truly | fear to fedl
itsheat.”

“Then watch, Mergandevinasander of Chult!” Hephaestus roared. “ See your better!” The sharp intake
of the dragon’ s breath pulled Drizzt two steps forward, brought hiswhite hair stinging around into his
eyes, and nearly tore the blanket cloak from his back. On the mound behind him, coins toppled forward
inanaoisy rush.

Then the dragon’ s serpentine neck swung about in along and wide arc, putting the great red’ shead in
linewith theacove.

The ensuing blast stole the air from the chamber, Drizzt’ slungs burned and his eyes stung, both from the
heat and the brightness. He continued to watch, though, as the dragon fire consumed the alcoveina
roaring, thunderous blaze. Drizzt noted, too, that Hephaestus closed his eyestightly when he breathed his

fire

When the conflagration was finished, Hephaestus swung back triumphantly. Drizzt, till looking &t the
acove, a the molten rock running down the walls and dripping from the celling, did not haveto feign his
awe.

“By thegodd” he whispered harshly. He managed to look back at the dragon’ s smug expression. “By
the gods,” he said again. “Mergandevinasander of Chult, who thought himsdlf supreme, ishumbled.”

“And well he should be!” Hephaestus boomed. “No black isthe equal of ared! Know that now,
Mergandevinasander. It isafact that could save your lifeif ever ared comesto your door!”

“Indeed,” Drizzt promptly agreed. “But | fear that | shal have no door!” Again he looked down at his
form and scowled with disdain. “No door beyond one in the city of dark elves!”

“That isyour fate, not mine,” Hephaestus said. “But | shdl take pity onyou. | shall |et you depart dive,
though that is more than you deserve for disturbing my dumber!”

Thiswasthe critical moment, Drizzt knew. He could have taken Hephaestus up on the offer, at that
moment, he wanted nothing more than to be out of there. But his principles and Mooshie' s memory
wouldn’t let him go. What of his companionsin the tunnd? he reminded himsdf. And what of the
adventuresfor the bards books?

“Devour methen,” he said to the dragon, though he could hardly believe the words as he spoke them. “I
who have known the glory of dragonkind cannot be content with lifeasadark df.”




Hephaestus s huge maw inched forward. “ Alasfor al the dragonkind!” Drizzt wailed. “ Our numbers
ever decreasing, while the humans multiply like vermin. Alasfor the treasures of dragons, to be stolen by
wizards and paading” Theway he spat that last word gave Hephaestus pause.

“And dasfor Mergandevinasander’ Drizzt continued dramaticaly, “to be struck down thus by ahuman
wizard whose power outshines even that of Hephaestus, mightiest of dragonkind!”

“Outshines!” Hephaestus cried, and the whole chamber trembled under the power of that roar.

“What am | to believe?’ Drizzt yelled back, somewhat pitifully compared to the dragon’ s volume.
“Would Hephaestus not aid one of hisown diminishing kind? Nay, that | cannot believe, that theworld
shdl not believel” Drizzt aimed a pointed finger at the celling aove him, preaching for dl he wasworth.
He did not have to be reminded of the price of failure. “They will say, oneand dl from al the wide
realms, that Hephaestus dared not try to dispel the wizard’ s magic, that the great red dared not reved his
weakness againgt so powerful aspell for fear that his weaknesswould invite that samewizard led party
to come north for another haul of dragon plunder!

“Ahl” Drizzt shouted, wide eyed. “But will not Hephaestus s perceived surrender dso give thewizard
and his nasty thieving friends hope of such plunder? And what dragon possesses more to steal than
Hephaestus, the red of rich Mirabar?’ The dragon was at aloss. Hephaestus liked hisway of life,
deeping on treasures ever growing from high paying merchants. He didn’t need the likes of heroic
adventurers poking around in hislair! Those were the exact sentiments Drizzt had been counting on.

“Tomorrow!” the dragon roared. “Thisday | contemplate the spell and tomorrow Mergandevinasander
shdl be ablack once more! Then he shall depart, histail aflame, if he dares utter one more blasphemous

word! Now | must take my rest to recall the spell. Y ou shadl not move, dragon in drow form. | smell you
whereyou are and hear aswell asanything in al the world. 1 am not as sound adeeper as many thieves
have wished!”

Drizzt did not doubt aword of it, of course, so while things had gone as well as he had hoped, he found
himself in abit of amess. He couldn’t wait aday to resume his conversation with the red, nor could his
friends. How would proud Hephaestus react, Drizzt wondered, when the dragon tried to counter a spell
that didn’t even exist? And what, Drizzt told himself as he neared panic, would he do if Hephaestus
actudly did change himinto ablack dragon?

“Of course, the breath of ablack has advantages over ared’s,” Drizzt blurted as Hephaestus swung
away.

Thered cameback a him in afrightening flash and with frightening fury.

“Would you liketo fed my breath?’ Hephaestus snarled. “How great would come your boasts then, |
must wonder?’

“No, not that,” Drizzt replied. “ Take no insult, mighty Hephaestus. Truly the spectacle of your firesstole
my pride! But the breath of ablack cannot be underestimated. It has qualities beyond even the power of
ared' sfire!”

“How say you?’

“Acid, O Hephaestus the Incredible, Devourer of Ten Thousand Cattle’ Drizzt replied. “Acid clingsto a




knight'sarmor, digsthrough in lasting torment.”
“Asdripping meta might?’ Hephaestus asked sarcagticdly. “Metd melted by ared' sfire?’

“Longer, | fear” Drizzt admitted, dropping hisgaze. “A red’ s breath comesin aburst of destruction, but
ablack’ slingers, to the enemy’sdismay.”

“A burst?” Hephaestus growled. “How long can your breeth last, pitiful black? Longer can | breath, |
Know!”

“But. . .” Drizzt began, indicating the alcove. Thistime, the dragon’s sudden intake pulled Drizzt severd
seps forward and nearly whipped him from hisfeet. The drow kept hiswits enough to cry out the
gppointed sgnd, “Fires of the Nine Hellsl” as Hephaestus siwung his head back in line with the dcove.

“Theggnd!” Mateus said above the tumult. “Run for your livest Run!”

“Never!” cried the terrified Brother Herschel, and the others, except for Jankin, didn’t disagree.

“Oh, to suffer s0!” the shaggy haired fanatic wailed, stepping from the tunnel.

“We haveto! Onour lives” Mateus reminded them, catching Jankin by the hair to keep him from going
the wrong way.

They struggled at the tunndl exit for severa seconds and then the other friars, realizing that perhapstheir
only hope soon would pass them by, burst out of the tunnel and the whole group tumbled out and down
the doping path from the wall. When they recovered, they were surely in afix, and they danced about

amlessy, not sure of whether to climb back up to the tunnel or light out for the exit. Their desperate
scrambling hardly made any headway up the dope, especidly with Mateus il trying to rein in Jankin, so
the exit wasthe only way. Tripping al over themsdves, the friars fled across the room.

Even ther terror did not prevent each of them, even Jankin, from scooping up a pocketful of baubles as
he.

Never had there been such ablast of dragon fire! Hephaestus, eyes closed, roared on and on,
disntegrating the stone in the acove. Greet gouts of flame burst out into the room Drizzt was nearly
overcome by the heat but the angry dragon did not relent, determined to humble the annoying visitor once
andfor al.

The dragon peeked once, to witness the effects of his display. Dragons knew their treasure rooms better
than anything in the world, and Hephaestus did not miss the image of five flegting figures darting across
the main chamber toward the exit.

The breath stopped abruptly and the dragon swung about. “ Thieves!” he roared, splitting stonewith his
thunderous voice.

Drizzt knew that the game was up.

The great, spear filled maw snapped at the drow. Drizzt stepped to the Side and legped, having nowhere
elseto go. He caught one of the dragon’ s horns and rode up with the beast’ s head. Drizzt managed to
scramble on top of it and held on for dl hislife asthe outraged dragon tried to shake him free. Drizzt
reached for ascimitar but found a pocket instead, and he pulled out a handful of dirt. Without the




dightest hesitation, the drow flung the dirt down into the dragon’sevil eye.

Hephaestus went berserk, snapping his head violently, up and down and al about. Drizzt held on
stubbornly, and the devious dragon discerned a better method.

Drizzt understood Hephaestus sintent as the head shot up into the air at full speed. The celling was not
0 high not compared with Hephaestus s serpentine neck. It was along fal, but apreferable fate by far,
and Drizzt dropped off just before the dragon’ s head dammed into the rock.

Drizzt dizzily regained hisfeet as Hephaestus, hardly dowed by the crushing impact, sucked in his
breath. Luck saved the drow, and not for thefirst or the last time, as a considerable chunk of stonefell
from the battered ceiling and crashed into the dragon’ s head. Hephaestus' s breath blurted out in a
harmless puff and Drizzt darted with al speed over the treasure mound, diving down behind.

Hephaestus roared in rage and loosed the rest of his breath, without thinking, straight for the mound.
Gold coins melted together, enormous gemstones cracked under the pressure. The mound was fully
twenty feet thick and tightly packed, but Drizzt, against the opposite side, felt hisback aflame. He
jumped out from the pile, leaving his cloak smoking and meshed with molten gold.

Out came Drizzt, scimitars drawn, as the dragon reared. The drow rushed straight in bravely, stupidly,
whacking away with dl his strength. He stopped, stunned, after only two blows, both scimitarsringing
painfully in his hands, he might aswell have banged them against astonewall!

Hephaestus, head high, had paid the attack no heed. “My gold!” the dragon wailed. Then the beast
looked down, his lamplight gaze boring through the drow once more. “My gold!” Hephaestus said again,
wickedly.

Drizzt shrugged sheepishly, then heran.

Hephaestus snapped histail about, damming it into yet another mound of treasure and showering the
room in flying gold and sllver coins and gemstones. “My gold!” the dragon roared over and over ashe
dammed hisway through thetight piles.

Drizzt fell behind another mound. “Help me, Guenhwyvar,” he begged, dropping thefigurine.

“I smdl you, thief!” The dragon purred—asif athunderstorm could purr not far from Drizzt’s mound.

In response, the panther came to the top of the mound, roared in defiance, then sprang away. Drizzt,
down at the bottom, listened carefully, measuring the steps, as Hephaestus rushed forward.

“| shal chew you apart, shape changer!” the dragon bellowed, and his gaping mouth snapped down at
Guenhwyvar.

But teeth, even dragon teeth, had little effect on the insubstantia mist that Guenhwyvar suddenly became.

Drizzt managed to pocket afew baubles as he rushed out, hisretreat covered by the din of the frustrated
dragon’ s tantrum. The chamber was large and Drizzt was not quite gone when Hephaestus recovered
and spotted him. Confused but no less enraged, the dragon roared and started after Drizzt.

In the goblin tongue, knowing from the book that Hephaestus spoke it but hoping that the dragon
wouldn’'t know he knew, Drizzt ydled, “When the stupid beast follows me out, come out and get the




rest!”

Hephaestus skidded to a stop and spun about, eyeing the low tunnel that led to the mines. The stupid
dragon wasin afrightful fit, wanting to munch on the imposing drow but fearing arobbery from behind.
Hephaestus stalked over to the tunnel and dammed his scay head into the wall aboveit, for good
measure, then moved back to think things over.

The thieves had made the exit by now, the dragon knew, he would have to go out under the wide sky if
he wanted to catch them not awise proposition at thistime of year, considering the dragon’ slucrative
business. In the end, Hephaestus settled the dilemma as he settled every problem, He vowed to
thoroughly eat the next merchant party that came hisway. His pride restored in that resolution, one that
he undoubtedly would forget as soon as he returned to his deep, the dragon moved back about his
chamber, repiling the gold and salvaging what he could from the mounds he inadvertently had melted.

“You got usthrough!” Brother Herschel cried. All of the friars except Jonkin threw agreat hug on Drizzt
as soon as the drow caught up to them in arocky vale west of the dragon lair’ s entrance.

“If ever thereisaway that we canrepay you . . .!”

Drizzt emptied his pocketsin response, and five sets of eager eyes widened as gold trinkets and baubles
rolled forth, glittering in the afternoon sun. One gem in particular, atwo inch ruby, promised wedth
beyond anything the friars had ever known.

“For you,” Drizzt explained. “All of it. | have no need of treasures.”

Thefriarslooked about guiltily, none of them willing to reved the booty stored in his own pockets.
“Perhaps you should keep abit,” Mateus offered, “if you till plan to strike out on your own.”

“I do,” Drizzt sad firmly.
“Y ou cannot stay here,” reasoned Mateus. “Where will you go?’

Drizzt redly hadn’t given it much thought. All hereally knew wasthat his place was not among the
Weeping Friars. He pondered awhile, recalling the many dead end roads he had traveled. A thought
popped into his head.

“Yousadit,” Drizzt remarked to Jankin. “'Y ou named the place aweek before we entered the tunnel.”
Jankin looked a him curioudy, hardly remembering.

“Ten Towns,” Drizzt said. “Land of rogues, where arogue might find his place.”

“Ten Towns?’ Mateus baked. “ Surely you should reconsider your course, friend. Icewind Daeisnot a
welcoming place, nor arethe hardy killers of Ten Towns.”

“Thewindisever blowing,” Jankin added with awistful look in hisdark and hollow eyes, “filled with
dinging sand and anicy hite. | will go with you!”

“And the monsters!” added one of the others, dapping Jankin on the back of the head. “ Tundra yeti and
white bears, and fierce barbarians! No, | would not go to Ten Townsif Hephaestus himsdlf tried to chase
methere!”




“Well the dragon might,” said Herschel, glancing nervoudy back toward the not so distant lair. “There
are some farmhouses nearby. Perhaps we could stay there the night and get back to the tunnel
tomorrow.”

“I'll not go with you,” Drizzt said again. “'Y ou name Ten Towns an unwelcoming place, but would | find
any warmer reception in Mirabar?’

“Wewill go to the farmersthis night,” Mateus replied, reconsidering hiswords. “Wewill buy you a
horse there, and the supplies you will need. | do not wish you to go away a dl,” he said, “but Ten Towns
seemsagood choice’” Helooked pointedly at Jankin” for adrow. Many have found their place there.
Truly itisahomefor he who has none.”

Drizzt understood the sincerity in the friar’ s voice and appreciated Mateus s graciousness. “How do |
findit?" he asked.

“Follow the mountains,” Mateus replied. “ Keep them aways at your right hand’ s reach. When you get
around the range, you have entered |cewind Dde. Only asingle peak markstheflat land north of the
Spine of the World. Thetowns are built around it. May they be dl that you hope!”

With that, the friars prepared to leave. Drizzt clagped his hands behind his head and leaned back against
the valey wal. It wasindeed timefor his parting with the friars, he knew, but he could not deny both the
guilt and loneliness that the progpect offered. The smdll richesthey had taken from the dragon’slair
would greatly change his companions’ lives, would give them shelter and dl the necessities,

but wedlth could do nothing to alter the barriersthat Drizzt faced.

Ten Towns, theland that Jankin had named a house for the homeless, a gathering ground for those who
had nowhere else to go, brought the drow ameasure of hope. How many times had fate kicked him?
How many gates had he approached hopefully only to be turned away at thetip of aspear? Thistime will
be different, Drizzt told himsdlf, for if he could not find aplace in the land of rogues, where then might he

turn?

For the bel eaguered drow, who had spent so very long running from tragedy, guilt, and prejudices he
could not escape, hope was not a comfortable emotion.

Drizzt camped inasmall copsethat night while the friarswent into the smal farming village. They
returned the next morning leading afine horse, but with one of their group conspicuoudy absent.

“Whereis Jankin?’ Drizzt asked, concerned.

“Tied upinabarn,” Mateusreplied. “Hetried to get awvay last night, to go back . . .”

“To Hephaestus” Drizzt finished for him.

“If heisdill inamind for it thisday, we might just let him go,” added adisgusted Herschel.
“Hereisyour horse” Mateus said, “if the night has not changed your mind.”

“And hereisanew wrap,” offered Herschdl. He handed Drizzt afine, fur lined cloak. Drizzt knew how
uncharacterigticaly generousthe friars were being, and he dmost changed his mind. He could not dismiss




his other needs, though, and he would not satisfy them among this group.

To display hisresolve, the drow moved straight to the anima, meaning to climb right on. Drizzt had seen
ahorse before, but never so close. He was amazed by the beast’ s sheer strength, the musclesrippling
aong the anima’ s neck, and he was amazed, too, by the height of the animal’ s back.

He spent amoment staring into the horse' s eyes, communicating hisintent as best he could. Then, to
everyone s shock, even Drizzt’ s, the horse bent low, allowing the drow to climb easily into the saddle.

“You have away with horses,” remarked Mateus. “Never did you mention that you were askilled
rider.”

Drizzt only nodded and did his very best to remain in the saddle when the horse started into atrot. It
took the drow many momentsto figure out how to control the beast and he had circled far to the
east—the wrong way—»before he managed to turn about. Throughout the circuit, Drizzt tried hard to
keep up hisfacade, and the friars, never onesfor horses themsalves, merely nodded and smiled.

Hours later, Drizzt was riding hard to the west, following the southern edge of the Spine of the World.

“The Weeping Friars,” Roddy McGristle whispered, looking down from astony bluff at the band asthey
made their way back toward Mirabar’ stunnel later that same week.

“What?’ Tephanis gawked, rushing from his sack to join Roddy. For the very first time, the sprite's
speed proved aliability. Before he even redized what he was saying, Tephanis blurted, “1t cannot be!
Thedragon...”

Roddy’ sglarefell over Tephanislike the shadow of athundercloud.

“I mean | assumed . . .” Tephanis sputtered, but he redized that Roddy, who knew the tunnel better than
he and knew, too, the sprite’ sways with locks, had pretty much guessed the indiscretion.

“Yetook it on yersdf to kill the drow,” Roddy said camly.

“Please, my master,” Tephanisreplied. “1 did not mean ... | feared for you. Thedrow isadevil, | say! |
sent them down the dragon’ stunndl. | thought that you'. ..”

“Forget it” Roddy growled. “Y e did what ye did, and no more about it. Now get in yer sack. Mighten
that we can fix what ye done, if the drow’ s not dead.”

Tephanis nodded, relieved, and zipped back into the sack. Roddy scooped it up and called his dog to
hissde.

“I'll get thefriarstaking,” the bounty hunter vowed, “but first . . .” Roddy whipped the sack about,
dammingit into the sonewall.

“Mager!” camethe sprite smuffled cry.

“Yedrow gedin . . .” Roddy huffed, and he beat the sack mercilessly againgt the unyielding stone.
Tephanis squirmed for the first few whacks, even managed to begin atear with hislittle dagger. But then
the sack darkened with wetness and the sprite struggled no more.




“Drow stealing mutant,” Roddy mumbled, tossing the gory package away. “Come on, dog. If thedrow’s
dive, thefriars Il know whereto find him.”

The Weeping Friars were an order dedicated to suffering, and a couple of them, particularly Jankin, had
indeed suffered much in their lives. None of them, though, had ever imagined theleve of crudty they
found at the hands of wild eyed Roddy McGristle, and before an hour had passed, Roddy, too, was
driving hard to the west along the southern edge of the mountain range.

The cold eastern wind filled his earswith its endless song. Drizzt had heard it every second since he had
rounded the western edge of the Spine of the World and turned north and then east, into the barren
stretch of land named for thiswind, Icewind Dale. He accepted the mournful groan and thewind's
freezing bitewillingly, for to Drizzt therush of air came asagust of freedom.

Another symbol of that freedom, the sight of the wide sea, came as the drow rounded the mountain
range. Drizzt had visited the shoreline once, on his passage to L uskan, and now he wanted to pause and
goto few milestoits shores again. But the cold wind reminded him of the impending winter, and he
understood the difficulty he would find in traveling the dae once the first snows had falen.

Drizzt spotted Kelvin's Cairn, the solitary mountain on the tundra north of the great range, thefirst day
after he had turned into the dale. He made for it anxioudy, visudizing its Sngular pesk asthe marking
post to the land he would call home. Tentative hope filled him whenever he focused on that mountain.

He passed several small groups, solitary wagons or a handful of men on horseback, as he neared the
region of Ten Towns dong the caravan route, a southwestern approach. The sun waslow in the west and
dim, and Drizzt kept the cowl of hisfine cloak pulled low, hiding his ebony skin. He nodded curtly as
each traveler passed.

Three |akes dominated the region, dong with the pesk of rocky Kelvin's Cairn, which rose athousand
feet above the broken plain and was capped with snow even through the short summer. Of the ten towns
that gave the arealits name, only the principle city, Bryn Shander, stood apart from the lakes. It sat above
the plain, on ashort hill, itsflag whipping defiantly againg the stiff wind. The caravan route, Drizzt’ strall,
led to this city, the region’ s principle marketplace.

Drizzt could tdl from the rising smoke of digtant firesthat severa other communities were within afew
miles of the city on the hill. He considered his course for amoment, wondering if he should go to one of
these smdller, more secluded townsinstead of continuing straight on to the principle city.

“No,” the drow said firmly, dropping ahand into his pouch to fed the onyx figurine. Drizzt kicked his
horse ahead, up the hill to the walled city’ sforbidding gates.

“Merchant?’ asked one of the two guards standing bored before theiron bound portd. “Y € re abit late
inthe year for trading.”

“No merchant,” Drizzt replied softly, losing agood measure of his nerve now that the hour was upon
him. He reached up dowly to hishood, trying to keep histrembling hand moving.

“From what town, then?’ the other guard asked. Drizzt dropped his hand back, his courage deflected by
the blunt question.

“From Mirabar,” he answered honestly, and then, before he could stop himsdlf and before the guards
posed another distracting question, he reached up and pulled back his hood.




Four eyes popped wide and hands immediately dropped to belted swords.

“No!” Drizzt retorted suddenly. “No, please.” A weariness came into both hisvoice and his posture that
the guards could not understand. Drizzt had no strength left for senseless battles of misunderstanding.
Againg agoblin horde or amarauding giant, the drow’ s scimitars came easily into his hands, but against
onewho only battled him because of misperceptions, his blades weighed heavily indeed.

“I have come from Mirabar,” Drizzt continued, hisvoice growing steadier with each syllable, “to Ten
Townsto residein peace.” He hdd his hands out wide, offering no threst.

The guards hardly knew how to react. Neither of them had ever seen adark df though they knew
beyond doubt that Drizzt was one or knew more about the race than fireside tales of the ancient war that
had split the elven peoples apart.

“Wait here,” one of the guards breathed to the other, who didn’t seem to appreciate the order. “I will go
inform Spokesman Cassius,” He banged on the iron bound gate and dipped insde as soon asit was
opened wide enough to let him through. The remaining guard eyed Drizzt unblinking, his hand never
leaving his sword hilt.

“If you kill me, ahundred crossbowswill cut you down,” he declared, trying but utterly failing to sound
confident.

“Why would 1?7’ Drizzt asked innocently, keeping his hands wide gpart and his posture unthreatening.
This encounter had gone well so far, he believed. In every other village he had dared approach, those
first seeing him had fled in terror or chased him with bared weapons.

The other guard returned ashort time later with asmall and dender man, clean shaven and with bright
blue eyes that scanned continuoudly, taking in every detail. He wore fine clothes, and from the respect the
two guards showed the man, Drizzt knew at once that he was of high rank.

He studied Drizzt for along while, consdering every move and every feature. “I am Cassius,” hesad at
length, “ Spokesman of Bryn Shander and Principle Spokesman of Ten Towns Ruling Council.”

Drizzt dipped ashort bow. “I am Drizzt Do’ Urden,” he said, “of Mirabar and points beyond, now come
toTen Towns”

“Why?" Cassius asked sharply, trying to catch him off guard.

Drizzt shrugged. “Is areason required?’
“For adark df, perhaps,” Cassus replied honestly.

Drizzt’ s accepting smile disarmed the spokesman and quieted the two guards, who now stood
protectively closeto hissdes. “I can offer no reason for coming, beyond my desireto come,” Drizzt
continued. “Long has been my road, Spokesman Cassius. | am weary and in need of rest. Ten Townsis
the place of rogues, | have been told, and do not doubt that adark €lf isarogue among the dwellers of
the surface.”

It seemed logica enough, and Drizzt’ s sincerity came through clearly to the observant spokesman.
Cassus dropped his chinin his palm and thought for along while. He didn't fear the drow, or doubt the




ef’ swords, but he had no intention of alowing the stir that a drow would causein hiscity.

“Bryn Shander isnot your place,” Cassius said bluntly, and Drizzt’ s lavender eyes narrowed &t the unfair
proclamation. Undaunted, Cassius pointed to the north. “ Go to Lonely wood, in the forest on the
northern banks of Maer Duadon,” he offered. He swung his gaze to the southeast. “ Or to Good Mead
or Dougan’ s Hole on the southern lake, Redwaters. These are smaller towns, where you will causeless
dir and find lesstrouble.”

“And when they refuse my entry?’ Drizzt asked. “Where then, fair spokesman? Out in thewind to die
onthe empty plan?’

“1 do not know—"*

“I know,” Drizzt interrupted. “I have played this game many times. Who will welcome adrow, even one
who has forsaken his people and their ways and who desires nothing more than peace?’ Drizzt’ svoice
was stern and showed no sdlf pity, and Cassius again understood the wordsto be true.

Truly Cassius sympathized. He himself had been arogue once and had been forced to the ends of the
world, to forlorn Icewind Dale, to find ahome. There were no ends farther than this, Icewind Dalewasa
rogue' slast stop. Another thought came to Cassius then, apossible solution to the dilemmathat would
not nag at his conscience,

“How long have you lived on the surface?’ Cassius asked, Sncerdly interested.

Drizzt congdered the question for amoment, wondering what point the spokesman meant to make.
“Sevenyears,” hereplied.

“In the northland?’

“Y et you have found no home, no villageto takeyou in,” Cassus said. “Y ou have survived hostile
winters and, doubtless, more direct enemies. Are you skilled with those blades you hang on your belt?’

“l amaranger,” Drizzt said evenly.
“An unusud profession for adrow,” Cassius remarked.

“l amaranger,” Drizzt said again, more forcefully, “well trained in the ways of nature and in the use of
my weapons.”

“1 do not doubt,” Cassius mused. He paused, then said, “ There is a place offering shelter and secluson.”
The spokesman led Drizzt’ s gaze to the north, to the rocky dopes of Kelvin's Cairn. “Beyond the
dwarven vaeliesthe mountain,” Cassus explained, “and beyond that the open tundra. It would do Ten
Townswaéll to have a scout on the

mountain’s northern dopes. Danger dways seemsto come from that direction.”

“I cameto find my home,” Drizzt interrupted. “Y ou offer meaholein apile of rock and a duty to those
whom | owe nothing.” In truth, the suggestion gppeded to Drizzt’ sranger pirit.




“Would you have metell you that things are different?” Cassiusreplied. “I’ll not let awandering drow
into Bryn Shander.”

“Would aman haveto prove himsdf worthy?’

“A man does not carry so grim areputation,” Cassius replied evenly, without hesitation. “If | were so
magnanimous, if | welcomed you on your words alone and threw my gateswide, would you enter and
find your home? We both know better than that, drow. Not everyonein Bryn Shander would be so open
hearted, | promise. Y ou would cause an uproar wherever you went and, whatever your demeanor and
Intent, you would be forced into battles.

“It would be the samein any of thetowns,” Cassius went on, guessing that his words had struck a chord
of truth in the homeessdrow. “| offer you aholein apile of rock, within the borders of Ten Towns,
where your actions, good or bad, will become your reputation beyond the color of your skin. Does my
offer seem so shdlow now?’

“I shall need supplies,” Drizzt said, accepting the truth of Cassius swords. “And what of my horse? | do
not think the dopes of amountain are a proper place for such abeast.”

“Trade your horsethen,” Cassus offered. “My guard will get afair price and return here with the
suppliesyou will need.”

Drizzt thought about the suggestion for amoment, then handed the reinsto Cassius.

The spokesman |eft then, thinking himself quite clever. Not only had he averted any immediate trouble,
he had convinced Drizzt to guard hisborders, al in a place where Bruenor Battlehammer and his clan of
grim faced dwarves could certainly keep the drow from causing any trouble.

Roddy McGrigtle pulled hiswagon into asmall village nestled in the shadows of the mountain range's
western end. Snow would come soon, the bounty hunter knew, and he had no desire to be caught
hafway up the dale when it began. He' d stay here with the farmers and wait out the winter. Nothing
could leave the ddle without passing thisarea, and if Drizzt had gone there, asthe friars had reveded, he
had nowhere |ft to run.

Drizzt set out from the gates that night, preferring the darknessfor his journey, despite the cold. His
direct approach to the mountain took him along the eastern rim of the rocky gorge that the dwarves had
claimed astheir home. Drizzt took extracare to avoid any guards the bearded folk might have set. He
had encountered dwarves only once before, when he had passed Citadel Adbar on hisearliest
wanderings out of Mooshi€’ s Grove, and it had not been a pleasant experience. Dwarven patrols had
chased him off without waiting for any explanations, and they had dogged him through the mountainsfor
many days.

For dl his prudencein getting past the valley, though, Drizzt could not ignore a high mound of rocks he
came upon, aclimb with steps cut into the piled stones. He was | ess than halfway to the mountain, with
several milesand hours of night still to go, but Drizzt moved up the detour, step over step, enchanted by
the widening panoramaof town lights about him.

The dlimb was not high, only fifty feet or so, but with the flat tundraand clear night Drizzt was afforded a
view of five cities. two on the banks of the lake to the east, two to the west on the largest lake, and Bryn
Shander, onitshillock afew milesto the south.




How many minutes passed Drizzt did not know, for the sights sparked too many hopes and fantasies for
him to notice. He had been in Ten Townsfor barely aday, but dready he was feeling comfortable with
the sights, with knowing that thousands of people about the mountain would hear of him and possibly
come to accept him.

A grumbling, gravelly voice shook Drizzt from his contemplations. He dropped into a defensive crouch
and circled behind arock. The stream of complaints marked the coming figure clearly. Hewaswide
shouldered and about afoot shorter than Drizzt, though obvioudy heavier than the drow. Drizzt knew it
was adwarf even before the figure paused to adjust its helmet—by damming its head into astone.

“Dagnaggit blasted,” the dwarf muttered, “adjusting” the helmet a second time.

Drizzt was certainly intrigued, but he was aso smart enough to redize that agrumbling dwarf wouldn't
likely welcome an uninvited drow in the middle of adark night. Asthe dwarf moved for yet another
adjustment, Drizzt skipped off, running lightly and slently along the sde of thetrail. He passed close by
the dwarf but then was gone with no more rustle than the shadow of a cloud.

“Eh?’ the dwarf mumbled when he came back up, thistime satisfied with his headgear’ sfit. “Who's
that? What' re ye about?’ He went into a series of short, spinning hops, eyes darting alertly al about.

There was only the darkness, the stones, and the wind.

A MeraoR*/ Coree To Life

The season’ sfirgt snow fell lazily over Icewind Dde, large flakes drifting down in mesmerizing zigzeg
dances, so different from the wind whipped blizzards most common to the region. The young girl,
Catti-brie, watched it with obvious enchantment from the doorway of her cavern home, the hue of her
deep blue eyes seeming even purer in the reflection of the ground’ s white blanket.

“Laeincomin’, but hard when it gets here,” grumbled Bruenor Battlehammer, ared bearded dwarf, as
he came up behind Catti-brie, his adopted daughter. “ Suren to be ahard season, asare dl in thisplace
for white dragond!”

“Oh, me Daddy!” replied Catti-brie sternly. “Stop yer whining! Suren ‘tisabeautiful fal, and harmless
enough without thewind to driveit.”

“Humans” huffed the dwarf derisively, still behind the girl. Catti-brie could not see his expression, tender
toward her even as he grumbled, but she didn’t need to. Bruenor was nine parts bluster and one part
grouch, by Catti-brie’ s estimation.

Catti-brie spun on the dwarf suddenly, her shoulder length, auburn locks twirling about her face. “Can |
go out to play?’ she asked, ahopeful smile on her face. “ Oh, please, me Daddy!”

Bruenor forced on his best grimace. “Go out!” he roared. “None but afool’d look for an lcewind Dae
winter asaplacefor playin’! Show some sense, girl! The season’ d freeze yer bones!”

Catti-brie’ s smile disappeared, but she refused to surrender so easily. “Well said for adwarf,” she
retorted, to Bruenor’ s horror. “Y € rewel enough fit for the holesand thelessye see 0’ the sky, the
more ye resmiling! But I’ ve along winter ahead, and this might be me last chance to seethe sky. Please,




Daddy?

Bruenor could not hold his snarling visage againgt his daughter’ s charm, but he did not want her to go
out. “I’m fearing there’ s something prowlin’ out there,” he explained, trying to sound authoritetive.
“Sensed it on the climb afew nights back, though | never seen it. Mighten be awhitelion, or awhite
bear. Best to . . .” Bruenor never finished, for Catti-bri€' s disheartened look more than destroyed the
dwarfsimagined fears.

Catti-brie was no novice to the dangers of the region. She had lived with Bruenor and his dwarven clan
for more than seven years. A raiding goblin band had killed Catti-bri€’ s parents when shewas only a
toddler, and, though she was human, Bruenor had taken her in as hisown.

“Yéereahard one, megirl,” Bruenor said in answer to Catti-brie s relentless, sorrow filled expression.
“Go out and find yer play, then, but don’t ye be goin’ too far! On yer word, ye spirited filly, keep the
cavesin Sght and asword and horn on yer belt.”

Caitti-brie rushed over and planted awet kiss on Bruenor’s cheek, which the taciturn dwarf promptly
wiped away, grumbling at the girl’ s back as she disgppeared into the tunndl. Bruenor was the leader of
the clan, astough as the stone they mined. But every time Catti-brie planted an gppreciative kisson his
cheek, the dwarf realized he had givenin to her.

“Humang!” the dwarf growled again, and he scomped down the tunnel to the mine, thinking to batter a
few piecesof iron, just to remind himsdlf of histoughness.

It was easy for the spirited young girl to rationdize her disobedience when she looked back acrossthe
vdley from

the lower dopes of Kelvin's Cairn, more than three miles from Bruenor’ s front door. Bruenor had told
Catti-brie to keep the cavesin sight, and they were, or at least the wider terrain around them was, from
this high vantage point.

But Catti-brie, happily diding down one bumpy expanse, soon found aflaw in not heeding to her
experienced father’ swarnings. She had come to the bottom, addightful ride, and was briskly rubbing the
stinging chill out of her hands, when she heard alow and ominous growl.

“Whitelion,” Catti-brie mouthed sillently, remembering Bruenor’ s suspicion. When she looked up, she
saw that her father’ s guess had not quite hit the mark. It wasindeed a greet feline the girl saw looking
down at her from abare, stony mound, but the cat was black, not white, and a huge panther, not alion.

Defiantly, Catti-brie pulled her knife from its sheath. “Keep yerself back, cat!” she sad, only the dightest
tremor in her voice, for she knew that fear invited attack from wild animals.

Guenhwyvar flattened its ears and plopped to its belly, then issued along and resounding roar that
echoed throughout the stony region.

Catti-brie could not respond to the power in that roar, or to the very long and abundant teeth the
panther showed. She searched around for some escape but knew that no matter which way sheran she
could not get beyond the panther’ sfirst mighty spring.

“Guenhwyvar!” came acal from above. Catti-brie looked back up the snowy expanse to see adender,
cloaked form picking a careful route toward her. “ Guenhwyvar!” the newcomer caled again. “Be gone




from herel”

The panther growled athroaty reply, then bounded away, leaping the snow covered boulders and
goringing up smdl diffsaseasly asif it were running across asmooth and flat field.

Despite her continuing fears, Caiti-brie watched the departing panther with sincere admiration. She had
awaysloved animas and had often studied them, but the interplay of Guenhwyvar’ s deek muscleswas
more mg estic than anything she had ever imagined. When she at last came out of her trance, sheredized
that the dender figure wasright behind her. She whirled about, knife till in hand.

The blade dropped from her grasp and her breathing halted abruptly as soon as she looked upon the
drow.

Drizzt, too, found himsdf stunned by the encounter. He wanted to make certain that the girl wasal right,
but when he looked upon Catti-brie, al thoughts of his purpose faded away in aflood of memories.

She was about the same age as the sandy haired boy on the farm, Drizzt noted initidly, and that thought
inevitably brought back the agonizing memories of Madobar. When Drizzt looked more closdy, though,
into Catti-bri€' s eyes, histhoughts were sent flying back further into his padt, to his days marching
alongside hisdark kin. Catti-brie’ s eyes possessed that same joyful and innocent sparkle that Drizzt had
seen inthe eyes of an even child, agirl he had rescued from the savage blades of hisraiding kin. The
memory overwhelmed Drizzt, sent him whirling back to that bloody glade in the even wood, where his
brother and fellow drow had brutally daughtered an elven gathering. In the frenzy, Drizzt had dmost
killed the elven child, had dmost put himsdf forever on that same dark road that hiskin so willingly
followed.

Drizzt shook himself free of the recollection and reminded himsdlf that thiswas adifferent child of a
different race. He meant to speak a greeting, but the girl was gone.

That damning word, “drizzit,” echoed in the drow’ s thoughts severd times as he made hisway back to
the cave he had set up as his home on the mountain’s northern face.

That same night, the ondaught of the season began in full. The cold eastern wind blowing off the Reghed
Glacier drove the snow into high, impassable drifts.

Catti-brie watched the snow forlornly, fearing that many weeks might pass before she could again go to
Kevin's Cairn. She hadn’t told Bruenor or any of the other dwarves about the drow, for fear of
punishment and that Bruenor would drive the drow away. Looking at the piling snow, Catti-brie wished
that she had been braver, had remained and talked to the strange elf. Every howl of the wind heightened
that wish and made the girl wonder if she had lost her only chance.

“I’'m off to Bryn Shander,” Bruenor announced one morning more than two monthslater. An unexpected
break had comein Icewind Da€ s normal seven month winter, arare January thaw. Bruenor eyed his
daughter suspicioudy for along moment. “Y € re meaninl to go out yerself thisday?’ he asked.

“If I may,” Catti-brie answered. “ The caves re tight around me and the wind’ s not so cold.”

“I'll get adwarf or two to go with ye,” Bruenor offered.

Catti-brie, thinking that now might be her chance to go back to investigate the drow, balked at the
notion. “They'redl| for mendin’ their doors!” she retorted, more sharply than she intended. “Don’t ye be




botherin’ them for the likes of mesdf!”

Bruenor’ s eyes narrowed. *Y € ve too much stubbornnessinye.”

“I getitfrommedad,” Catti-brie said with awink that shot down any more forthcoming arguments.
“Take care, then,” Bruenor began, “and keep”

“...the cavesin sight!” Catti-briefinished for him. Bruenor spun about and stomped out of the cave,
grumbling hel plessy arid cursing the day he had ever taken ahuman in for adaughter. Catti-brie only
laughed at the unending facade.

Once again it was Guenhwyvar who first encountered the auburn haired girl. Catti-brie had set straight
out for the mountain and was making her way around its western mogt trails when she spotted the black

panther above her, watching her from arock spur.

“Guenhwyvar,” the girl called, remembering the name the drow had used. The panther growled lowly
and dropped from the spur, moving closer.

“Guenhwyvar?’ Catti-brie said again, less certain, for the panther was only afew dozen strides away .
Guenhwyvar’' s ears came up at the second mention of the name and the cat’ s taut muscles visibly relaxed.

Catti-brie approached dowly, one deliberate step at atime. “Where sthe dark €f, Guenhwyvar?’ she
asked quietly. “ Can yetake meto him?’

“And why would you want to go to him?’ came a question from behind.

Catti-brie froze in her tracks, remembering the smooth toned, melodic voice, then turned dowly to face
the drow. He was only three steps behind her, hislavender eyed gaze locking onto hers as soon asthey
met. Catti-brie had no idea of what to say, and Drizzt, absorbed again by memories, stood quiet,
watching and waiting.

“Beyeadrow?" Catti-brie asked after the silence became unbearable. As soon as she heard her own
words, she privately berated hersdlf for asking such astupid question.

“I am,” Drizzt replied. “What does that mean to you?’

Catti-brie shrugged at the strange response. “I’ ve heard that drow be evil, but ye don't seem so to me.”
“Then you have taken agreat risk in coming out here dl by yourself,” Drizzt remarked. “But fear not,” he
quickly added, seeing the girl’ s sudden uneasiness, “for | am not evil and will bring no harmto you.”

After the months donein his comfortable but empty cave, Drizzt did not want this meeting to end quickly.

Catti-brie nodded, believing hiswords. “Me name's Catti-brie,” she said. “Me dad is Bruenor, King o
Clan Battlehammer”

Drizzt cocked hishead curioudly.

“The dwarves,” Ctti-brie explained, pointing back to the valey. She understood Drizzt' s confusion as
soon as she spoke the words. “He snot merea dad,” she said. “Bruenor took meinwhen | wasjust a
babe, when mereal parentswere .. .”




She couldn’t finish, and Drizzt didn’t need her to, understanding her pained expression.

“l am Drizzt Do’ Urden,” the drow interjected. “Well met, Catti-brie, daughter of Bruenor. It isgood to
have another to talk with. For al these weeks of winter, | have had only Guenhwyvar, there, when the
cat isaround, and my friend does not say much, of course!”

Catti-brie’ ssmile nearly took in her ears. She glanced over her shoulder to the panther, now reclining
lazily in the path. “ She’ sabeautiful cat,” Catti-brie remarked.

Drizzt did not doubt the sincerity in the girl’ stone, or in the admiring gaze she dropped on Guenhwyvar.
“Come here, Guenhwyvar,” Drizzt said, and the panther stretched and dowly rose. Guenhwyvar waked
right beside Catti-brie, and Drizzt nodded to answer her unspoken but obvious desire. Tentatively at first,
but then firmly, Catti-brie stroked the panther’ s deek coat, fedling the beast’ s power and perfection.
Guenhwyvar accepted the petting without complaint, even bumped into Catti-brie’ s sde when she
stopped for amoment, prodding her to continue.

“Areyou aone?’ Drizzt asked.

Catti-brie nodded. “Me dad said to keep the cavesin sight.” Shelaughed. “I can see them well enough,
by methinkin!”

Drizzt looked back into the valley, to the far rock wall severd milesaway. “Y our father would not be
pleased. Thisland isnot so tame. | have been on the mountain for only two months, and | have fought
twice aready shaggy white beasts | do not know.”

“Tundrayeti,” Catti-brie replied. *Y e must be on the northern sde. Tundrayeti don’t come around the
mountain.”

“Areyou so certain?’ Drizzt asked sarcastically.

“I’'venot ever seen one,” Catti-briereplied, “but I' m not fearing them. | cameto find yersalf, and now |
have”

“You have,” sad Drizzt, “ and now what?’
Catti-brie shrugged and went back to petting Guenhwyvar’ s deek coat

“Come,” Drizzt offered. “Let usfind amore comfortable place to talk. The glare off the snow stings my
eyes”

“Y € re used to the dark tunnels?’ Catti-brie asked hopefully, eager to hear tales of lands beyond the
borders of Ten Towns, the only place Catti-brie had ever known.

Drizzt and the girl spent amarvelous day together. Drizzt told Catti-brie of Menzoberranzan and
Catti-brie answered histales with stories of Icewind Dde, of her life with the dwarves. Drizzt was
especialy interested in hearing about Bruenor and hiskin, since the dwarves were his closest, and most
feared, neighbors.

“Bruenor talks rough as stone, but I'm knowin™ him better than all that!” Catti-brie assured the drow.
“He saright fine one, and so'stherest 0’ theclan.”




Drizzt was glad to hear it, and glad, too, that he had made this connection, both for the implications of
having such afriend and even more so because he truly enjoyed the charming and spirited lass's
company. Catti-brie’ senergy and zest for life verily bubbled over. In her presence, the drow could not
recal his haunting memories, could only fed good about his decision to save the even child those many
years before. Catti-brie’ s sngsong voice and the careless way she flipped her flowing hair about her
shoulderslifted the burden of guilt from Drizzt’s back as surely asagiant could have hoisted arock.

Their tales could have gone on dl that day and night, and for many weeks afterward, but when Drizzt
noticed the sun riding low aong the western horizon, he redlized that the time had come for the girl to
head back to her home.

“I will takeyou,” Drizzt offered.

“No,” Catti-briereplied. “Y e best not. Bruenor’ d not understand, and ye' d get mein amountain o
trouble. | can get back, don’'t ye be worrying! | know thesetrails better’ n yer salf, Drizzt Do’ Urden, and
ye couldn’'t keep up to meif yetried!”

Drizzt laughed at the boast but dmost believed it. He and the girl set out a once, moving to the
mountain’s southern most spur and then saying their good byes with promises that they would meet again
during the next thaw, or in the oring if none came sooner.

Truly the girl was skipping lightly when she entered the dwarven complex, but one look at her surly
father stole ameasure of her ddight. Bruenor had gone to Bryn Shander that morning on business with
Cassius. The dwarf wasn't thrilled to learn that adark elf had made ahome so close to his door, but he
guessed that his curious too curious daughter would think it agrand thing.

“Keep yersalf away from the mountain,” Bruenor said as soon as he noticed Catti-brie, and then she
wasin despair.

“But me Dad” shetried to protest.

“Onyer word, girl!” the dwarf demanded. “ Y € Il not set foot on that mountain again without me
permission! There' sadark ef there, by Cassus stdling. Onyer word!”

Catti-brie nodded helplesdy, then followed Bruenor back to the dwarven complex, knowing she would
have ahard time changing her father’ smind, but knowing, too, Bruenor held viewsfar from justified
where Drizzt Do’ Urden was concerned.

Another thaw came amonth later and Catti-brie heeded her promise. She never put onefoot on
Kevin'sCairn, but from the valey trailsaround it, she called out to Drizzt and to Guenhwyvar. Drizzt and
the panther, looking for the girl with the break in the weether, were soon beside her, inthe valey this
time, sharing more tales and a picnic lunch that Catti-brie had packed.

When Catti-brie got back to the dwarven minesthat evening, Bruenor suspected much and asked her
only onceif she had kept her word. The dwarf had dways trusted his daughter, but when Catti-brie
answered that she had not been on Kelvin's Cairn, his suspicions did not diminish.




Bruenor ambled adong the lower dopes of Kelvin's Cairn for the better part of the morning. Mogt of the
snow was melted now with spring thick in the air, but stubborn pockets gtill made the trails difficult. Axe
in one hand and shidd, emblazoned with the foaming mug standard of Clan Battle hammer, in the other,
Bruenor trudged on, spitting curses at every dick spot, at every boulder obstacle, and at dark elvesin
generd.

He rounded the northwesternmost spur of the mountain, hislong, pointed nose cherry red from the biting
wind and his breath coming hard. “Timefor arest,” the dwarf muttered, spotting a stone alcove sheltered
by high wdlsfrom the relentlesswind.

Bruenor wasn't the only one who had noticed the comfortable spot. Just before he reached the ten foot
wide break in the rock wall, a sudden flap of leathery wings brought a huge, insectlike head risng up
before him. The dwarf fell back, startled and wary. He recognized the beast as aremorhaz, apolar
worm, and was not so eager to jJump in againgt it.

Theremorhaz came out of the cubby in pursuit, its snakelike, forty foot long body rolling out like anice
blue ribbon behind it. Multifaceted bug eyes, shining bright white, honed in on the dwarf. Short, leathery
wings kept the creature sfront haf reared and ready to strike while dozens of scrambling legs propelled
the remainder of thelong torso.

Bruenor felt theincreasing heet asthe agitated creature’ s back began to glow, first to adull brown, then
brightening to red.

“That’ Il stop thewind for abit!” the dwarf chuckled, redlizing that he could not outrun the beast. He
stopped hisretreat and waved his axe threateningly.

The remorhaz came straight in, its formidable maw, large enough to swalow the diminutive target whole,
sngpping down hungrily.

Bruenor jumped aside and angled his shield and body to keep the maw from snapping off hislegs, while
damming hisaxe right between the monger’ shorns.

The wings best ferocioudy, lifting the head back up. The remorhaz, hardly injured, poised to strike again
quickly, but Bruenor bedt it to the spot. He snatched his bulky axe with his shield hand, drew along
dagger, and dove forward, right between the monster’ sfirst set of legs.

The great head came down in arush, but Bruenor had already dipped under the low belly, the beast’s
most vulnerable spot. “Y e get me point?’ Bruenor chided, driving the dagger up between the scaleridge.

Bruenor was too tough and too well armored to be serioudy injured by the worm’ sthrashing, but then
the creature began to roll, meaning to put its glowing hot back on the dwarf.

“No, yedon't, ye confused dragon worm bird bug!” Bruenor howled, scrambling to keep away from the
heat. He came to the creature' s Sde and heaved with dl his strength, tumbling the off balance remorhaz
right over.

Snow sputtered and sizzled when the fiery back touched down. Bruenor kicked and swatted his way
past the thrashing legsto get to the vulnerable underside. The dwarf’s many notched axe smashed in,
opening awide and deep gash.




The remorhaz coiled and snapped its long body to and fro, throwing Bruenor to the side. The dwarf was
up in an ingtant, but not quickly enough, as the polar worm rolled a him. The searing back caught
Bruenor on the thigh as hetried to legp away, and the dwarf came out limping, grab bing at his smoking
lesther leggings.

Then they farad off again, both showing considerably more respect for the other.

The maw gaped, with aquick snap, Bruenor’ s axe took atooth from it and deflected it aside. The
dwarfs wounded leg buckled with the blow, though, and a stumbling Bruenor could not get out of the
way. A long horn hooked Bruenor under the arm and hurled him far to the Side.

He crashed amid asmall field of rocks, recovered, and purposely banged his head against alarge stone
to adjust hishemet and knock the dizziness away.

The remorhaz left atrail of blood, but it did not relent. The huge maw opened and the creature hissed,
and Bruenor promptly chucked astone down its gullet.

Guenhwyvar aerted Drizzt to the trouble down at the northwestern spur. The drow had never seena
polar worm before, but as soon as he spotted the combatants, from aridge high above, he knew that the
dwarf wasin trouble. Lamenting that he had | eft his bow back in the cave, Drizzt drew his scimitarsand
followed the panther down the mountainside as quickly asthe dippery trailswould dlow.

“Come on, then!” the stubborn dwarf roared at the remorhaz, and indeed the monster did charge.
Bruenor braced himself, meaning to get in at least one good shot before becoming worm food.

The great head came down a him, but then the remorhaz, hearing aroar from behind, hesitated and
looked away.

“Fool move!l” the dwarf cried in glee, and Bruenor dashed with his axe a the monster’ slower jaw,
gplitting it cleanly between two greet incisors. The remorhaz screeched in pain, its leathery wings flapped
wildly, trying to get the head out of the wicked dwarfsreach.

Bruenor hit it again, and then athird time, each blow cutting huge creases in the maw and driving the
head down.

“Think ye' reto bite at me, en?’ the dwarf cried. Helashed out with his shield hand and grabbed at a
horn as the remorhaz head began to rise again. A quick jerk turned the monster’ s head at avulnerable
angle and the knotted musclesin Bruenor’ s arm snapped vicioudy, cleaving his mighty axe into the polar
worm’'sskull.

The creature shuddered and thrashed for a second longer, then lay ill, its back till glowing hotly.

A second roar from Guenhwyvar took the proud dwarfs eyesfrom hiskill. Bruenor, injured and
tentative, looked up ‘to see Drizzt and the panther fast approaching, the drow with both scimitars drawn.

“Comeon!” Bruenor roared at them both, misunderstanding their charge. He banged his axe againgt his
heavy shield. “Come on and fed me blade!”

Drizzt stopped abruptly and called for Guenhwyvar to do the same. The panther continued to stalk,
though, earsflattened.




“Be gone, Guenhwyvar!” Drizzt commanded.
The panther growled indignantly onefind time and sprang away.

Satisfied that the cat was gone, Bruenor snapped his glare on Drizzt, stlanding at the other end of the
fdlen polar worm.

“Yersdf and me, then?’ the dwarf spat. “Y e got the belly to face me axe, drow, or do little girls be more
toyer likin?’

The obvious reference to Catti-brie brought an angry light to Drizzt’ s eyes, and his grasp on hisweapons
tightened.

Bruenor swung hisaxe eadly. “Come on” he chided derisively. “ Y e got the belly to come and play with
adwarf?’

Drizzt wanted to scream out for al the world to hear. He wanted to spring over the dead monster and
smash the dwarf, deny the dwarfswords with sheer and bruta force, but he couldn’t. Drizzt couldnt deny
Mielikki and couldn’t betray Mooshie. He had to sublimate his rage once again, had to teke the insults
goicaly and with the redlization that he, and his goddess, knew the truth of what lay in his heart.

The scimitars spun into their sheaths and Drizzt walked away, Guenhwyvar coming up beside him.

Bruenor watched the pair go curioudy. At first he thought the drow a coward, but then, asthe
excitement of the battle gradually diminished, Bruenor came to wonder about the drow’ sintent. Had he
come down to finish off both combatants, as Bruenor had first assumed? Or had he, possibly, come
down to Bruenor’said?

“Nah,” the dwarf muttered, dismissing the possbility. “Not adark ef!”

Thewak back waslong for the limping dwarf, giving Bruenor many opportunitiesto replay the events
around the northwestern spur. When hefinally arrived back at the mines, the sun bad long set and
Catti-brie and several dwarves were gathered, ready to go out to look for him.

“Y€erehurt,” one of the dwarvesremarked. Catti-brie immediately imagined a fight between Drizzt and
her father.

“Polar worm,” the dwarf explained casudly. “Got him good, but got abit of aburn for me effort.”

The other dwarves nodded admiringly at their leader’ s battle prowess—a polar worm was no easy Kill
and Cati-brie sghed audibly.

“1 saw the drow!” Bruenor growled at her, suspecting the source of that sigh. The dwarf remained
confused about his meeting with the dark df, and confused, too, about where Catti-briefit into al of this.
Had Catti-brie actualy met the dark €l f? he wondered.

“I seen him, | did!” Bruenor continued, now speaking more to the other dwarves. “Drow and the biggest
an’ blackest cat me eyes ever set on. He came down for me, just as| dropped the worm.”

“Drizzt would not!” Catti-brie interrupted before her father could get into his customary story telling roll.




“Drizzt?’ Bruenor asked, and the girl turned away, realizing that her lie was up. Bruenor let it go for the
moment.

“Hedid, | say!” the dwarf continued. “Camein at me with both his blades drawn! | chased that one an’
the cat off”

“We could hunt him down,” offered one of the dwarves. “ Run him off the mountain!” The others nodded
and mumbled their agreement, but Bruenor, still struggling with the drow’ sintent, cut them short.

“He sgot the mountain,” Bruenor told them. “Cassus gave it to him, and we need no trouble with Bryn
Shander. Aslong as the drow stays put and stays outa our way, we'll leave him be.

“But,” Bruenor continued, eyeing Catti-brie directly, “ye re not to spesk to, ye re not to go near, that
oneagan!”

“But” Catti-brie started futilely.

“Never!” Bruenor roared. “I’ll have yer word now, girl, or by Moradin, I'll have that dark elfs head!”
Catti-brie hesitated, horribly trapped.

“Tel me!” Bruenor demanded.

“Ife have meword,” the girl mumbled, and she fled back to the dark shelter of the cave.

“Cassius, Spokesman o' Bryn Shander, sent meyer way,” the gruff man explained. “ Saysye d know
thedrow if any would.”

Bruenor glanced around hisformal audience hal to the many other dwarvesin attendance, none of them
overly impressed by the rude stranger. Bruenor dropped his bearded chin into his palm and yawned
widely, determined to remain outside this gpparent conflict. He might have bluffed the crude man and his
smdly dog out of the halswithout further bother, but Catti-brie, Stting at her father’ s Sde, shuffled
unessly.

Roddy McGrigtle did not miss her reveaing movement. “ Cassius says ye must’ ve seen the drow, him
bein’ so close”

“If any of me people’ have,” Bruenor replied absently, “they’ ve spoke not abit of it. If yer drow’s
about, he' s been no bother’

Catti-brie looked curioudy at her father and breathed easier.

“No bother?” Roddy muttered, ady took coining into hiseye. “Never is, that one.” Sowly and
dramatically, the mountain man peded back his hood, reveding his scars. “ Never abother, until ye don’t
expect what ye get!”

“Drow giveyethat?’ Bruenor asked, not overly darmed or impressed. “ Fancy scars better’ n most |
seen.” “Hekilled my dog!” Roddy growled. “Don’'t look dead to me,” Bruenor quipped, drawing
chucklesfrom every corner.

“My other dog,” Roddy snarled, understanding where he stood with this stubborn dwarf. “Y e carenot a




thing for me, and well ye shouldn’t. But it' s not for myself that I’'m hunting this one, and not for any
bounty on hishead. Y e ever beared 0 Madobar?’ Bruenor shrugged.

“North o' Sundabar,” Roddy explained. “ Small, peaceable place. Farmersdl. One family, the
Thistledowns, lived onthesde o’ town, three generationsin asingle house, as good familieswill.
Bartholomew Thistledown wasagood man, | tdl ye, ashispaafore him, an’ hischildren, four ladsand a
filly—much like yer own standing tall and straight with aheart of pirit and alove o’ theworld.”

Bruenor suspected where the burly man was leading, and by Catti-brie’ s uncomfortable shifting beside
him, he figured that his perceptive daughter knew aswell.

“Good family,” Roddy mused, feigning awispy, distant expression. “Ninein the house.” The mountain
man’ s visage hardened suddenly and he glared straight at Bruenor. “Ninedied in the house,” he declared.
“Hacked by yer drow, and one ate up by hisdevil cat!”

Catti-brie tried to respond, but her words came out in agarbled shriek. Bruenor was glad of her
confusion, for if she had spoken clearly, her argument would have given the mountain man more than
Bruenor wanted him to know. The dwarf laid ahand across his daughter’ s shoulders, then answered
Roddy camly. “Y € ve cometo uswith adark tae.

te shook me daughter, and I’'m not for liking me daughter shook!”

“I beg yer forgivings kingly dwarf,” Roddy said with abow, “but ye must be told of the danger on yer
door. Drow’sabad one, and so's hisdevil cat! | want no repeating 0’ the Maldobar tragedy.”

“And ydl get nonein me halls,” Bruenor assured him. “ Were not smplefarmers, taketo yer heart.
Drow won't be botherin’ us any more' n ye ve bothered us aready.”

Roddy wasn't surprised that Bruenor wouldn't help him, but he knew well that the dwarf, or at least the
girl, knew more about Drizzt' s whereabouts than they had |et on. “If not for me, then for Bartholemew
Thistledown, | beg ye, good dwarf. Tl meif ye know where | might find the black demon. Or if ye dont
know, then give me some soldiersto help me sniff him out.”

“Me dwarves ve much to do with the melt,” Bruenor explained. “Can't be spared chasin’ another’s
fiends.” Bruenor redly didn’t care oneway or another for Roddy’ s gripe with the drow, but the mountain
man’sstory did confirm the dwarfs belief that the dark ef should be avoided, particularly by his daughter.
Bruenor actudly might have helped Roddy and been done with it, more to get them both out of hisvaley
than for any mora reasons, but he couldn’t ignore Catti-brie’ s obvious distress.

Roddy unsuccessfully tried to hide his anger, looking for some other option. “Wherewould ye go if ye
was runnin’, King Bruenor?’ he asked. “Y e know the mountain better' n any living, so Cassustdled me.
Where should | look?’

Bruenor found that he liked seeing the unpleasant human so distressed. “Big valey,” he said cryptically.
“Wide mountain. Lot o' holes.” He sat quiet for along moment, shaking his head.

Roddy’ s facade blew away dtogether. “Y € d help the mur derin’ drow?’ heroared. “If call yerself a
king, butye'd...”

Bruenor leaped up from his stone throne, and Roddy backed away a cautious step and dropped a hand
to Bleeder'shandle.




“I’vetheword o' one rogue againgt another rogue!” Bruenor growled at him. “One' sas good as bad! as
the other, by me guess!

“Not by a Thistledown’sguess!” Roddy cried, and his dog, sensing his outrage, bared its teeth and
growled menacingly.

Bruenor looked at the strange, yellow beast curioudy. It was getting near dinner time and arguments did
S0 make Bruenor hungry! How might ayellow dog fill hisbelly? he wondered.

“Have ye nothing more to giveto me?’ Roddy demanded.

“1 could give ye me boot,” Bruenor growled back. Severd well armed dwarven soldiers moved in close
to make certain that the volatile human didn’t do anything foolish. “1’d offer ye supper’ Bruenor
continued, “but ye smell too bad for me table, and ye don’t seem the type what' d be takin’ a bath.”

Roddy yanked his dog’ s rope and stormed away, banging his heavy boots and damming through each
door he came upon. At Bruenor’ s nod, four soldiers followed the mountain man to make certain that he
left without any unfortunate incidents. In the forma audience hdl, the others laughed and howled about
theway their king had handled the human.

Catti-briedidn’t join in on the mirth, Bruenor noted, and the dwarf thought he knew why. Roddy’ stale,
true or not, had ingtilled some doubtsin the girl.

“So now ye haveit,” Bruenor said to her roughly, trying to push her over the edge in their running
argument. “The drow’ sahunted killer. Now y€ Il take me warningsto heart, girl!”

Catti-brie’ slips disappeared in abitter bite. Drizzt had not told her much about hislife on the surface,
but she could not believe that this drow whom she had come to know would be capable of murder.
Neither could Catti-brie deny the obvious: Drizzt was adark df, and to her more experienced father, a
least, that fact alone gave credenceto McGrigtle stae.

“te hear me, girl?’ Bruenor growled.

“teVegot to get them dl together’ Catti-brie said suddenly. “The drow and Cassius, and ugly Roddy
McGridle. Y€ vegot to”

“Not me problem!” Bruenor roared, cutting her short, tears came quickly to Catti-bri€' s soft eyesin the
face of her father’ s sudden rage. All the world seemed to turn over before her. Drizzt wasin danger, and
more o was the truth about his past. Just as stinging to Catti-brie, her father, whom she had loved and
admired for al her remembered life, seemed now to turn adeaf ear to the callsfor justice.

In that horrible moment, Catti-brie did the only thing an e even year old could do against such odds she
turned from Bruenor and fled.

Catti-brie didn’t redlly know what she meant to accomplish when shefound hersalf running along the
lower trails of Kelvin's Cairn, breaking her promise to Bruenor. Catti-brie could not refuse her desireto
come, though she had little to offer Drizzt beyond awarning that McGristle was looking for him.

She couldn’t sort through dl the worries, but then she stood before the drow and understood the redl
reason she had ventured out. It was not for Drizzt that she had come, though she wanted him safe. It was




for her own peace.

“Yenever speaked o' the Thistledowns of Madobar’ shesaidicily in greeting, stedling the drow’ s amile.
The dark expression that crossed Drizzt' s face clearly showed his pain.

Thinking that Drizzt, by his melancholy, had accepted blame for the tragedy, the wounded girl spun and
tried to flee. Drizzt caught her by the shoulder, though, turned her about, and held her close. He would be
adamned thing indeed if thisgirl, who had accepted him with al her heart, cameto believethelies.

“I killed no one,” Drizzt whispered above Catti-brie’ s sobs.

“except the mongtersthat dew the Thistledowns. On my word!” He recounted the tae then, in full, even
telling of hisflight from Dove Fd conhand' s party.

“And now | am here’ he concluded, “wishing to put the experience behind me, though never, on my
word, shall | ever forget it!”

“Yeweavetwo taes gpart,” Catti-briereplied. “Yersdf an’ McGristle, | mean.”

“McGristle?’ Drizzt gasped as though his bresth had been blasted from his body. Drizzt hadn’t seen the
burly man in years and had thought Roddy to be athing of his distant past.

“Cameintoday,” Cdtti-brie explained. “ Big man with ayellow dog. HE s hunting ye.”

The confirmation overwhelmed Drizzt. Would he ever escape his past? he wondered. If not, how could
he ever hope to find acceptance?

“McGridle said yekilled them,” Catti-brie continued.

“Then you have our words aone,” Drizzt reasoned, “and thereis no evidence to prove either tale.” The
ensuing silence seemed to go for hours.

“Never did likethat ugly brute.” Cetti-brie sniffed, and she managed her first smile since she had met
McGridtle.

The affirmation of their friendship struck Drizzt profoundly, but he could not forget the trouble that was
now hovering dl about him. He would have to fight Roddy, and maybe othersif the bounty hunter could
gtir up resentment not adifficult task consdering Drizzt’ s heritage. Or Drizzt would have to run away,
again accept the road as hishome.

“What'll yedo?" Catti-brie asked, sensing hisdistress.

“Do not fear for me,” Drizzt assured her, and he gave her ahug as he spoke, one that he knew might be
hisway of saying good bye. “The day growslong. Y ou must get back to your home.”

“Hell find ye,” Catti-briereplied grimly.
“No,” Drizzt said camly. “Not soon anyway. With Guenhwyvar by my side, we will keep Roddy

McGristle away until | can figure my best course. Now, be off! The night comes swiftly and | do not
believe that your father would gppreciate your coming here.”




The reminder that she would have to face Bruenor again set Catti-brie in motion. She bid Drizzt farewell
and turned away, then rushed back up to the drow and threw a hug around him. Her step was lighter as
she moved back down the mountain. She hadn’t resolved anything for Drizzt, at least asfar as she knew,
but the drow’ s troubles seemed a distant second compared to her own relief that her friend was not the
mongter some claimed himto be.

The night would be dark indeed for Drizzt Do’ Urden. He had thought M cGristle along distant problem,
but the menace was here now, and none save Catti-brie had jumped to his defense.

Hewould have to stand done again if he meant to stand at dl. He had no dlies beyond Guenhwyvar and
his own scimitars, and the prospects of battling McGristle win or lose did not apped to him.

“Thisisno home,” Drizzt muttered to the frosty wind. He pulled out the onyx figurine and called to his
panther companion. “Come, my friend” he said to the cat. “L et us be away before our adversary isupon
S

Guenhwyvar kept an alert guard while Drizzt packed up his possessions, while the road weary drow
emptied hishome.

Catti-brie heard the growling dog, but she had no time to react when the huge man legped out from
behind aboulder and grabbed her roughly by the arm. 1 knowed ye knowed!” McGristle cried, putting
hisfoul bregth right in the girl’ sface.

Catti-briekicked himinthe shin. “Yelet mego!” sheretorted. Roddy was surprised that she had no
trace of fear in her voice. He gave her agood shake when shetried to kick him again.

“Y e cameto the mountain for areason,” Roddy said evenly, not relaxing hisgrip. “Y e cameto seethe
drow | knowed that ye was friends with that one. Seeniit in yer eyes!”

“Yeknow not athing!” Caiti-brie spat in hisface. “Yetakinlies”

“So the drow told ye hisstory o' the Thistledowns, eh?” Roddy replied, easily guessing the girl’s
meaning. Catti-brie knew then that she had erred in her anger, had given the wretch confirmation of her
destination.

“Thedrow? Catti-brie said absently. “I’m not for guessing what ye re speaking about.”

Roddy’ s laughter mocked her. *Y e been with the drow, girl. face said it plain enough. And now ye're
goin’ totakemeto seehim.”

Caitti-brie sneered at him, drawing another rough shake.

Roddy’ s grimace softened then, suddenly, and Catti-brie liked even lessthelook that cameinto hiseye.
“You'reagpirited girl, ain't ye?’ Roddy purred, grabbing Catti-brie' s other shoulder and turning her to
face him squardly. “Full o' life, en? Y€ ll take meto the drow, girl, don’t ye doubt. But mighten be
there’ s other things we can do firgt, things to show ye not to crossthelikeso’ Roddy McGristle” His
caress on Catti-brie' s cheek seemed ridiculoudy grotesgue, but horribly and undeniably threatening, and
Catti-brie thought she would gag.

It took every hit of Catti-brie’ sfortitude to face up to Roddy at that moment. She was only ayoung girl
but had been raised among the grim faced dwarves of Clan Battlehammer, aproud and rugged group.




Bruenor was afighter, and so was his daughter. Caiti-brie' s knee found Roddy’ sgroin, and as his grip
suddenly relaxed, the girl brought one hand up to claw at hisface. She kneed him asecond time, with
less effect, but Roddy’ s defensive twist dlowed her to pull away, dmost free.

Roddy’ siron grip tightened suddenly around her wrist, and they struggled for just amoment. Then
Catti-brie felt an equaly rough grab at her free hand, and before she could understand what had
happened, she was pulled from Roddy’ s grasp and adark form stepped by her.

“So ye cometo face yer fate,” Roddy snarled delightedly at Drizzt.

“Run off,” Drizzt told Catti-brie. “ Thisisnot your affair’ Catti-brie, shaken and terribly afraid, did not
argue.

Roddy’ s gnarled hands clenched Bleeder’ s handle. The bounty hunter had faced the drow in battle
before and had no intention of trying to keep up with that one' s agile steps and twists. With anod, he
loosed hisdog.

The dog got halfway to Drizzt, was just about to legp at him, when Guenhwyvar buried it, rolling it far to
the sde. The dog came back to itsfeet, not serioudy wounded but backing off severd steps every time
the panther roared in itsface.

“Enough of this,” Drizzt said, suddenly serious. *Y ou have pursued me through years and leagues. |
saute your resilience, but your anger ismisplaced, | tll you. | did not kill the Thistledowns. Never would
| haveraised ablade againgt thein”

“To Nine Hdlswith the Thistledowns!” Roddy roared back. “Y ou think that’ s what thisis about?’
“My head would not bring you your bounty” Drizzt retorted.

“To NineHelswith the gold!” Roddy yelled. “Y ou took my dog, drow, an’ my ear!” He banged adirty
finger againgt the Sde of his scarred face.

Drizzt wanted to argue, wanted to remind Roddy that it was he who had initiated the fight, and that his
own axe swing had felled the tree that had torn hisface. But Drizzt understood Roddy’ s motivation and
knew that mere words would not soothe. Drizzt had wounded Roddy’ s pride, and to aman like Roddy
that injury far outweighed any physical pain.

“I want no fight,” Drizzt offered firmly. “ Take your dog and be gone, on your word aonethat you'll
pursue me no longer.”

Roddy’ s mocking laughter sent ashudder up Drizzt's spine. “I’ll chaseyetotheendso’ the world,
drow!” Roddy roared. “And I'll find ye every time. No hol€' s deep enough to keep me from ye. No
sedl swide enough! I'll haveye, drow. I'll haveye now or, if yerun, I'll have yelater!”

Roddy flashed ayelow toothed smile and cautioudy stalked toward Drizzt. “I'll have ye drow,” the
bounty hunter growled again quietly. A sudden rush brought him close and Bleeder swiped acrosswildly.
Drizzt hopped back.

A second gtrike promised smilar results, but Roddy, instead of following through, camewith a
deceptively quick backhand that glanced Drizzt’ s chin.




Hewas on Drizzt in an ingtant, his axe whipping furioudy every which way. “ Stand till!” Roddy cried as
Drizzt deftly sidestepped, hopped over, or ducked under each blow. Drizzt knew that he wastaking a
dangerous chance in not countering the wicked blows, but he hoped that if he could tire the burly man, he
might till find amore peaceful solution.

Roddy was agile and quick for abig man, but Drizzt wasfar quicker, and the drow believed that he
could play the game agood while longer.

Bleeder camein aside swipe, diving across at Drizzt’ s chest. The attack was afeint with Roddy wanting
Drizzt to duck under so that he might kick the drow in the face.

Drizzt saw through the deception. He leaped instead of ducked, turned a somersault above the cutting
axe, and came down lightly, even closer to Roddy. Now Drizzt did wade in, punching with both scimitar
hilts straight into Roddy’ s face. The bounty hunter staggered backward, fegling warm blood rolling out of
hisnose. ‘Go away,” Drizzt said sincerdly. “Take your dog back to Maldobar, or wherever it isthat you
cdl home”

If Drizzt believed that Roddy would surrender in the face of further humiliation, he was badly mistaken.
Roddy bellowed in rage and charged straight in, dipping his shoulder in an attempt to bury the drow.

Drizzt pounded his weapon hilts down onto Roddy’ s dipped head and launched himsdlf into aforward
roll right over Roddy’ s back. The bounty hunter went down hard but came quickly to hisknees, drawing
and firing adagger a Drizzt even as the drow turned back.

Drizzt saw the slvery flicker at the last instant and snapped a blade down to deflect the weapon.
Another dagger followed, and another after that, and each time, Roddy advanced a step on the
distracted drow.

“I’'m knowing yer tricks, drow,” Roddy said with an evil grin. Two quick steps brought him right up to
Drizzt and Bleeder again dicedin.

Drizzt doveinto asidelong roll and came up afew feet away. Roddy’ s continuing confidence began to
unnerve Drizzt, he had hit the bounty hunter with blows that would have dropped most men, and he
wondered how much damage the burly human could withstand. That thought led Drizzt to the inevitable
conclusion that be might have to start hitting Roddy with more than his scimitar hilts.

Agan Bleeder came from the side. Thistime, Drizzt did not dodge. He stepped within the arc of the axe
blade and blocked with one wegpon, leaving Roddy open for astrike with the other scimitar. Three
quick right Jabs closed one of Roddy’ s eyes, but the bounty hunter only grinned and charged, catching
hold of Drizzt and bearing the lighter combatant to the ground.

Drizzt squirmed and dapped, understanding that his conscience had betrayed him. In such close
quarters, he could not match Roddy’ s strength, and his limited movements destroyed his advantage of
gpeed. Roddy held his position on top and maneuvered one arm to chop down with Bleeder.

A yelp from hisyellow dog was the only warning he got, and that didn’t register enough for him to avoid
the panther’ s rush. Guenhwyvar bowled Roddy off Drizzt, damming him to the ground. The burly man
kept hiswits enough to swipe a the panther asit continued past, nicking Guenhwyvar on the rear flank.

The stubborn dog came rushing in, but Guenhwyvar recovered, pivoted right around Roddy, and drove
it away.




When Roddy turned back to Drizzt, he was met by a savage flurry of scimitar blows that he could not
follow and could not counter. Drizzt had seen the strike on the panther and thefiresin hislavender eyes
no longer indicated compromise. A hilt smashed Roddy’ s face, followed by the flat of the other blade. A
foot kicked his ssomach, his chest, and then his groin in what seemed asingle motion. Impervious, Roddy
accepted it adl with asnarl, but the enraged drow pressed on. One scimitar caught again under the axe
head, and Roddy moved to charge, thinking to bear Drizzt to the ground once more.

Drizzt’ s second wespon struck firgt, though, dicing across Roddy’ s forcarm. The bounty hunter recoiled,
grasping at hiswounded limb as Bleeder fdl to the ground.

Drizzt never dowed. His rush caught Roddy off guard and severa kicks and puncheseft the man
reding. Drizzt then legped high into the air and kicked straight out with both feet, connecting squarely on
Roddy’ sjaw and dropping him heavily to the ground. Still Roddy shrugged it off and tried to rise, but this
time, the bounty hunter felt the edges of two scimitars come to rest on opposite Sdes of histhroat.

“| told you to be on your way” Drizzt said grimly, not moving his blades an inch but letting Roddy fed
the cold metal acutely.

“Kill me” Roddy said camly, sensing aweaknessin his opponent, “if ye got the bdly for it”

Drizzt hesitated, but his scowl did not soften. “Be on your way” he said with as much calm as he could
muster, cam that denied the coming trid he knew hewould face.

Roddy laughed at him. “Kill me, ye black skinned devil!” he roared, bulling hisway, though he remained
on hisknees, toward Drizzt. “Kill meor I'll catch ye! Not for doub tin’, drow. I'll hunt ye to the corners
o' theworld and under it if need!”

Drizzt blanched and glanced a Guenhwyvar for support.

“Kill me!” Roddy cried, bordering on hysteria. He grabbed Drizzt’ swrists and pulled them forward.
Lines of bright blood appeared on both sides of the man’s neck. “Kill me asyekilled my dog!”

Horrified, Drizzt tried to pull away, but Roddy’ s grip waslikeiron.

“Yegot not the belly for it?’ the bounty hunter bellowed. “Then I'll help ye!” He jerked the wrists
sharply againgt Drizzt’ s pull, cutting deeper lines, and if the crazed man felt pain, it did not show through
hisunyielding grin.

Waves of jumbled emotions assaulted Drizzt. He wanted to kill Roddy at that moment, more out of
stupefied frustration than vengeance, and yet he knew that he could not. Asfar as Drizzt knew, Roddy’ s
only crime was an unwarranted hunt against him and that was not reason enough. For dl that he held
dear, Drizzt had to respect ahuman life, even one as wretched as Roddy McGrigle's.

“Kill me!” Roddy shouted over and over, taking lewd pleasure in the drow’ s growing disgust.

“No!” Drizzt screamed in Roddy’ s face with enough force to silence the bounty hunter. Enragedto a
point where he could not contain histrembling, Drizzt did not wait to seeif Roddy would resume his
insane cry. He drove aknee into Roddy’ s chin, pulled hiswrists free of Roddy’ s grasp, then dammed his
wegpon hilts smultaneoudy into the bounty hunter’ stemples.




Roddy’ s eyes crossed, but he did not swoon, stubbornly shaking the blow away. Drizzt dammed him
again and again, findly beating him down, horrified at hisown actions and at the bounty hunter’s
continuing defiance.

When the rage had played itsdf out, Drizzt stood over the burly man, trembling and with tearsrimming
hislavender eyes. “ Drive that dog far away!” he yelled to Guenhwyvar. Then he dropped his bloodied
blades in horror and bent down to make sure that Roddy was not dead.

Roddy awoke to find hisyellow dog standing over him. Night wasfast faling and the wind had picked
up again. His head and arm ached, but he dismissed the pain, wanting only to resume his hunt, confident
now that Drizzt would never find the strength to kill him. His dog caught the scent at once, leading back
to the south, and they set off. Roddy’ s nerve dissipated only alittle when they came around arocky
outcropping and found ared bearded dwarf and agirl waiting for him.

“Youdon't betouchin’ megirl, McGrigtle,” Bruenor said evenly. “Y ejust shouldn’t be touchin’ megirl.”

“She'sin league with the drow!” Roddy protested. “ She told the murdering devil of my comin’”

“Drizzt’ snot amurderer!” Catti-brie yeled back. “He never did kill the farmers! He saysye re saying
that just S0 others |l help yeto catch him!” Catti-brie redlized suddenly that she had just admitted to her
father that she had met with the drow. When Catti-brie had found Bruenor, she had told him only of
McGrigl€ srough handling.

“Yewent to him,” Bruenor said, obvioudy wounded. “Yelied to me, an’ ye went to the drow | telled ye
not to. Yesaid

yewouldn't. . .”

Bruenor’s lament stung Catti-brie profoundly, but she held fast to her beliefs. Bruenor had raised her to
be honest, but that included being honest to what she knew was right. “Once ye said to me that everyone
getshisdue,” Catti-brieretorted. “Y e telled me that each is different and each should be seen for what he
Is. I've seen Drizzt, and seen himtrue, | tell ye. HE sno killer! And he's” She pointed accusingly at
McGrigle’aliar! | take no pridein me own lie, but never could | let Drizzt get caught by thisone!”

Bruenor considered her words for amoment, then wrapped one arm about her waist and hugged her
tightly. His daughter’ s deception still stung, but the dwarf was “proud that his girl had stood up for what
she believed. In truth, Bruenor had come out here, not looking for Catti-brie, whom he believed was
sulking in the mines, but to find the drow. The more he recounted hisfight with the remorhaz, the more
Bruenor became convinced that Drizzt had come down to help him, not to fight him. Now, in light of
recent events, few doubts remained.

“Drizzt came and pulled mefree of that one,” Catti-brie went on. “He saved me.”

“Drow’sgot her mixed,” Roddy said, sensng Bruenor’ s growing attitude and wanting no fight with the
dangerous dwarf. “He samurderin’ dog, | say, and so would Bartholomew Thistledown if adead man
could!”

“Bah!” Bruenor snorted. “Yedon't know megirl or ye d be thinking the better than to call her aliar.
And | telled ye before, McGridtle, that | don't like me daughter shook! Me thinkin’sthat ye should be
gettin’ outamevaley. Methinldn' sthat ye should begoin’ now.”




Roddy growled and so did his dog, which sprung between the mountain man and the dwarf and bared
itsteeth at Bruenor. Bruenor shrugged, unconcerned, and growled back at the beast, provoking it further.

The dog lurched at the dwarfs ankle, and Bruenor promptly put aheavy boot inits mouth and pinned its
bottom jaw to the ground. “ And take yer stinkin’ dog with ye!”

Bruenor roared, though in admiring the dog' s meaty flank, he was thinking again that he might have
better use for the surly beast.

“1 go where | choose, dwarf!” Roddy retorted. “1’m gonna get me adrow, and if the drow’sin yer
vdley, thensoam”

Bruenor recognized the clear frustration in the man’ s voice, and he took closer note then of the bruises
on Roddy’ sface and the gash on hisarm. “ The drow got away from ye,” the dwarf said, and his chuckle
stung Roddy acutely.

“Not for long,” Roddy promised. “And no dwarf I’ll stand in my way!”

“Get aong back to the mines;” Bruenor said to Catti-brie. “ Tell the others | mighten be abit late for
dinner’ The axe came down from Bruenor’ s shoulder.

“Get him good,” Catti-brie mumbled under her breath, not doubting her father’ s prowessin the least.
She kissed Bruenor atop his helmet, then rushed off happily. Her father had trusted her, nothing in al the
world could be wrong.

Roddy McGrigtle and histhree legged dog |eft the valley ashort while later. Roddy had seen aweakness

in Drizzt and thought he could win against the drow, but he saw no such signsin Bruenor Battlehammer.
When Bruenor had Roddy down, afeat that hadn’t taken very long, Roddy did not doubt for a second
that if he had asked the dwarf to kill him, Bruenor gladly would have complied.

From the top of the southern climb, where he had gone for hislast ook at Ten Towns, Drizzt watched
thewagon roll out of the vale, suspecting that it was the bounty hunter’s. Not knowing what it al meant,
but hardly believing that Roddy had undergone a change of heart, Drizzt looked down at his packed
bel ongings and wondered where he should turn next.

Thelights of the towns were coming on now, and Drizzt watched them with mixed emotions. He had
been on this climb severa times, enchanted by his surroundings and thinking he had found his home. How
different now wasthisview! McGristle s appearance had given Drizzt pause and reminded him that he
was till an outcast, and ever to be one,

“Drizzit,” he mumbled to himself, adamning word indeed. At that moment, Drizzt did not believe he
would ever find ahome, did not believe that a drow who was not in heart adrow had aplacein dl the
realms, surface or Underdark. The hope, ever fleeting in Drizzt’ sweary heart, had flown atogether.
“Bruenor’s Climb, thisplaceis cdled,” said agruff voice behind Drizzt. He spun about, thinking to flee,
but the red bearded dwarf wastoo close for him to dip by. Guenhwyvar rushed to the drow’ s Side, teeth
bared.

“Put yer pet away, df,” Bruenor said. “If cat tastes as bad asdog, I’ Il want none of it!

“My place, thisis,” the dwarf went on, “mebein’ Bruenor and thisbein’ Bruenor’s Climb!”




“I saw no sign of ownership,” Drizzt replied indignantly, his patience exhausted from the long road that
now seemed to grow longer. “I know your claim now, and so | will leave. Take heart, dwarf. | shall not
return.”

Bruenor put a hand up, both to silence the drow and to stop him from leaving. “Just apile o’ rocks,” he
said, as close to an apology as Bruenor had ever given. “1 named it as me own, but does that make it so?
Just adamned piled o' rocks!”

Drizzt cocked his head at the dwarfs unexpected rambling.

“Nothin’'swhat it seems, drow!” Bruenor declared. “Nothin’! Yetry to follow what ye know, ye know?
But then yefind that ye know not what ye thought ye knowed! Thought adog'd betastin' good |ooked
good enough but now me belly’ s cursing me every move!”

The second mention of the dog sparked a sudden revel ation concerning Roddy McGristl€ s departure.
“Y ou sent him away,” Drizzt said, pointing down to the route out of the vale. *'Y ou drove McGristle off

my trail.”

Bruenor hardly heard him, and certainly wouldn’t have admitted the kind hearted deed, in any case.
“Never trusted humans,” he said evenly. “Never know what one' s about, and when ye find out, too
many’ sthetimeit’ stoo late for fixinl But aways had me thoughts straight about other folks. An éf san
f, after dl, and so’'sagnome. And orcs are straight out stupid and ugly. Never knew one to be other
ways, an’ | known afew!” Bruenor patted hisaxe, and Drizzt did not miss his meaning.

“So was me thoughts about the drow,” Bruenor continued. “Never met one never wanted to. Who
would, | ask? Drow’ re bad, mean hearted, so | been telled by me dad an’ by me dad’ sdad, an’ by any
who'sever telled me.” Helooked out to the lights of Termalaine on Maer Dua don in the west, shook his
head, and kicked astone. “Now | beared adrow’ s prowlin” about me valley, and what'saking to do?
Then me daughter goesto him!” A sudden fire came into Bruenor’ seyes, but it mellowed quickly, dmost
asif in embarrassment, as soon as helooked at Drizzt. “ She liesin me face never has she done that afore,
and never again if she sasmart onel”

“It was not her fault,” Drizzt began, but Bruenor waved his hands about wildly to dismissthe whole
thing.

“Thought I knowed what | knowed,” Bruenor continued after a short pause, his voice amost alament.
“Had the world figured, sure enough. Easy to do when ye stay in yer own hote.”

Helooked back to Drizzt, straight into the dim shine of the drow’ slavender eyes. “Bruenor’s Climb?’
the dwarf asked with aresigned shrug. “What' sit mean, drow, to put aname on apile 0’ rocks?
Thought I knowed, | did, an’ thought adog’ d taste good.” Bruenor rubbed a hand over hisbelly and
frowned. “Cdl it apite o' rocksthen, an’ I'veno clam on it more nyersdf Call it Drizzt’ s Climb then,
an' ye d bekicking me out!”

“I would not,” Drizzt replied quietly. “I do not know that | could if | wished to!”
“Cdl it what yewill!” Bruenor cried, suddenly distressed. “ And cal adog a cow—that dont change the

way thething!! tastel” Bruenor threw up his hands, flustered, and turned away, ssomping down the rock
path, grumbling with every step.




“And ye be keepinl yer eyeson megirl,” Drizzt heard Bruenor snarl above hisgenera grumbles, “if
she' sso ore headed asto keep goin’ to the stinkin® yeti an’” worm filled mountain! Be knowin’ that | hold
yersdf...” Therest faded away as Bruenor disappeared around a bend.

Drizzt couldn’t begin to dig hisway through that rambling dialogue, but he didn’t need to put Bruenor’'s
gpeech in perfect order. He dropped ahand on Guenhwyvar, hoping that the panther shared the
suddenly wondrous panoramic view. Drizzt knew then that he would St up on the climb, Bruenor’s
Climb, many times and watch the lightsflicker to life, for, adding up al that the dwarf had said, Drizzt
surmised one phrase clearly, words he had waited so many yearsto hear:

We come home.

Epilogue

Of dl theracesin the known redlms, noneis more confusing, or more confused, than humans. Mooshie
convinced methat gods, rather than being outside entities, are personifications of what liesin our hearts.
If thisistrue, then the many, varied gods of the human sects—deities of vastly different demeanorsreved
much about the race.

If you approach ahalfling, or an éf, or adwarf, or any of the other races, good and bad, you have afair
idea of what to expect. There are exceptions, of course, | name mysalf as one most fervently! But a
dwarf islikely to be gruff, though fair, and | haye never met an df, or even heard of one, that preferred a
caveto the open sky. A human'’s preference, though, ishis own to know—if even he can sort it out.

In terms of good and evil, then, the human race must be judged most carefully, I’ ve have battled vile
human ns, witnessed human wizards so caught up in their power that they mercilesdy destroyed all
other beingsin their paths, and seen cities where groups of humans preyed upon the unfortunate of their
own race, living in kingly palaces while other men and women, and even children, starved and died in the
gutters of the muddy streets. But | have met other humans—Catti-brie, Mooshie, Wulfgar, Agorwa of
Termaaine—whaose honor could not be questioned and whose contributions to the good of theredmsin
their short life spanswill outweigh that of most dwarves and veswho might live ahaf amillennium and
more.

They are indeed a confusing race, and the fate of the world comes more and more into their ever
reaching hands. It may prove addicate balance, but certainly not adull one. Humans encompassthe
gpectrum of character more fully than any other beings, they arethe only “goodly” race that wages war
upon itsdf with darming frequency.

The surface dves hold out hopein the end. They who have lived the longest and seen the birth of many
centuriestake faith that the human race will mature to goodness, that the evil init will crushitsdlf to
nothingness, leaving the world to those who remain.

Inthe city of my birth | witnessed the limitations of evil, the self destruction and inability to achieve higher
gods, even goals based upon the acquisition of power. For thisreason, |, too, will hold out hope for the
humans, and for ‘ the redlms. Asthey are the most varied, so too are humans the most malleable, the
most able to disagree with that within themsalvesthat they learn to befase.

My very surviva has been based upon my belief that thereisahigher purposeto thislife: that principles
areareward in and of themsalves. | cannat, therefore, look forward in despair, but rather with higher




hopesfor al in mind and with the determination that | might help to reach those heights.

Thisismy tae, then, told as completely as| can recal and as completely as| chooseto divulge. Mine
has been along road filled with ruts and barriers, and only now that | have put so much so far behind me
am | ableto recount it honestly.

I will never look back on those days and laugh, the toll wastoo great for humor to seep through. | do
often remember Zaknafein, though, and Belwar and Mooshie, and dl the other friends | have |eft behind.

| have often wondered, too, of the many enemies| have faced, of the many lives my blades have ended.
Mine has been aviolent lifein aviolent world, full of enemiesto mysdf andto dl that | hold dear. | have
been praised for the perfect cut of my scimitars, for my abilitiesin battle and | must admit that | have
many times alowed mysdf to fed pridein those hard earned skills.

Whenever | remove mysdlf from the excitement and consider the whole more fully, though, | lament that

things could not have been different. It pains me to remember Maso Hun' ett, the only drow | ever killed,

it was he who initiated our battle and he certainly would have killed meif | had not proven the stronger. |

can justify my actions on that fated day, but never will | be comfortable with their necessity. There should
be a better way than the sword.

In aworld so filled with danger, where orcs and trolls loom, seemingly, around every bend in the road,
he who can fight is most often hailed as the hero and given generous applause. Thereismoreto the
mantle of “hero,” | say, than strength of arm or prowess in battle. Mooshie was a hero, truly, because he
overcame adversity, because he never blinked at unfavorable odds, and mostly because he acted within a
code of clearly defined principles. Can less be said of Belwar Dissengulp, the handless deep gnome who

befriended arenegade drow? Or of Clacker, who offered his own life rather than bring danger to his
friends?

Smilarly, | name Wulfgar of Icewind Dae ahero, who adhered to principle above battle lust. Wulfgar
overcame the misperceptions of his savage boyhood, learned to see the world as a place of hope rather
than afield of potentid conquests. And Bruenor, the dwarf who taught Wulfgar that important difference,
isasrightful aking asever therewasin dl the redms. He embodies those tenets that his people hold
most dear, and they will gladly defend Bruenor with their very lives, singing asong to him even with their
dying bregths.

In the end, when he found the strength to deny Matron Malice, my father, too, was ahero. Zaknafein,
who had logt his battle for principles and identity throughout most of hislife, won in the end.

None of these warriors, though, outshinesayoung girl | cameto know when | first traveled across Ten
Towns. Of dl the people | have ever met, none has held themsalves to higher standards of honor and
decency than Catti-brie. She has seen many battles, yet her eyes sparkle clearly with innocence and her
smile shines untainted. Sad will bethe day, and let dl the world lament, when a discordant tone of
cynicism spoilsthe harmony of her melodic voice.

Often those who call me a hero spesk solely of my battle prowess and know nothing of the principles
that guide my blades. | accept their mantle for what it isworth, for their satisfaction and not my own.
When Catti-brie names me so, then will | dllow my heart to swel with the satisfaction of knowing that |
have been judged for my heart and not my sword arm, then will | dare to believe that the mantleis
judtified.

And so my taleends—do | dareto say?| St now in comfort beside my friend, the rightful king of Mithril




Hall, and dll is quiet and peaceful and prosperous. Indeed this drow has found his home and his place.
But | am young, | must remind mysdf. | may have ten timesthe years remaining as those that have
aready passed. And for al my present contentment, the world remains adangerous place, where a
ranger must hold to his principles, but dso to his wespons.

Do | dareto believethat my story isfully told?

| think not.

—Drizzt Do’ Urden
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