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INTO THE UNDERDARK!

Belwar heaved his beakless trophy into the corbies facing him and
dropped to his knees, reaching out with his pickaxe-hand to try to
aid his soaring friend. Drizzt caught the burrow-warden’s hand and

the ledge at the same time, slamming his face into the stone but
finding a hold.

The jolt ripped the drow’s piwafwi, though, and Belwar watched
helplessly as the onyx figurine rolled out and dropped toward the
acid.

Drizzt caught it between his feet.
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PRELUDE

I he monster lumbered along the quiet corridors of the Underdark,
*its eight scaly legs occasionally scuffing the stone. It did not recoil
at its own echoing sounds, fearing the revealing noise. Nor did it
scurry for cover, expecting the rush of another predator. For even in
the dangers of the Underdark, this creature knew only security,
confident of its ability to defeat any foe. Its breath reeked of deadly
poison, the hard edges of its claws dug deep gouges into solid stone,
and the rows of spearlike teeth that lined its wicked maw could tear
through the thickest of hides. But worst of all was the monster’s
gaze, the gaze of a basilisk, which could transmutate into solid stone
any living thing it fell upon.

This creature, huge and terrible, was among the greatest of its
kind. It did not know fear.

The hunter watched the basilisk pass as he had watched it earlier
that same day. The eight-legged monster was the intruder here,
coming into the hunter’s domain. He had witnessed the basilisk kill
several of his rothé—the small, cattlelike creatures that enhanced
his table—with its poison breath, and the rest of the herd had fled
blindly down the endless tunnels, perhaps never to return. The
hunter was angry.

He watched now as the monster trudged down the narrow
passageway, just the route the hunter had suspected it would take.
He slid his weapons from their sheaths, gaining confidence, as
always, as soon as he felt their fine balance. The hunter had owned
them since his childhood, and even after nearly three decades of
almost constant use, they bore only the slightest hints of wear. Now
they would be tested again.

The hunter replaced his weapons and waited for the sound that
would spur him to motion.

A throaty growl stopped the basilisk in its tracks. The monster
peered ahead curiously, though its poor eyes could distinguish little
beyond a few feet. Again came the growl, and the basilisk hunched



down, waiting for the challenger, its next victim, to spring out and
die.

Far behind, the hunter came out of his cubby, running impossibly
fast along the tiny cracks and spurs in the corridor walls. In his
magical cloak, his piwafwi, he was invisible against the stone, and
with his agile and practiced movements, he made not a sound.

He came impossibly silent, impossibly fast.

The growl issued again from ahead of the basilisk but had not
come any closer. The impatient monster shuffled forward, anxious
to get on with the killing. When the basilisk crossed under a low
archway, an impenetrable globe of absolute darkness enveloped its
head and the monster stopped suddenly and took a step back, as the
hunter knew it would.

The hunter was upon it then. He leaped from the passage wall,
executing three separate actions before he ever reached his mark.
First he cast a simple spell, which lined the basilisk’s head in
glowing blue and purple flames. Next he pulled his hood down over
his face, for he did not need his eyes in battle, and against a basilisk
a stray gaze could only bring him doom. Then, drawing his deadly
scimitars, he landed on the monster’s back and ran up its scales to
get to its head.

The basilisk reacted as soon as the dancing flames outlined its
head. They did not burn, but their outline made the monster an easy
target. The basilisk spun back, but before its head had turned
halfway, the first scimitar had dived into one of its eyes. The
creature reared and thrashed, trying to get at the hunter. It breathed
its noxious fumes and whipped its head about.

The hunter was the faster. He kept behind the maw, out of death’s
way. His second scimitar found the basilisk’s other eye, then the
hunter unleashed his fury.

The basilisk was the intruder; it had killed his rothé! Blow after
savage blow bashed into the monster’s armored head, flecked off
scales, and dived for the flesh beneath.

The basilisk understood its peril but still believed that it would
win. It had always won. If it could only get its poisonous breath in
line with the furious hunter.



The second foe, the growling feline foe, was upon the basilisk
then, having sprung toward the flame-lined maw without fear. The
great cat latched on and took no notice of the poisonous fumes, for
it was a magical beast, impervious to such attacks. Panther claws
dug deep lines into the basilisk’s gums, letting the monster drink of
its own blood.

Behind the huge head, the hunter struck again and again, a
hundred times and more. Savagely, viciously, the scimitars slammed
through the scaly armor, through the flesh, and through the skull,
battering the basilisk down into the blackness of death.

Long after the monster lay still, the pounding of the bloodied
scimitars slowed.

The hunter removed his hood and inspected the broken pile of
gore at his feet and the hot stains of blood on his blades. He raised
the dripping scimitars into the air and proclaimed his victory with a
scream of primal exultation.

He was the hunter and this was his home!

When he had thrown all of his rage out in that scream, though, the
hunter looked upon his companion and was ashamed. The panther’s
saucer eyes judged him, even if the panther did not. The cat was the
hunter’s only link to the past, to the civilized existence the hunter
once had known.

“Come, Guenhwyvar,” he whispered as he slid the scimitars back
into their sheaths. He reveled in the sound of the words as he spoke
them. It was the only voice he had heard for a decade. But every
time he spoke now, the words seemed more foreign and came to
him with difficulty.

Would he lose that ability, too, as he had lost every other aspect of
his former existence? This the hunter feared greatly, for without his
voice, he could not summon the panther.

He then truly would be alone.

Down the quiet corridors of the Underdark went the hunter and
his cat, making not a sound, disturbing no rubble. Together they
had come to know the dangers of this hushed world. Together they
had learned to survive. Despite the victory, though, the hunter wore



no smile this day. He feared no foes, but was no longer certain
whether his courage came from confidence or from apathy about
living.

Perhaps survival was not enough.



Tremember vividly the day I walked away from the city of my

*birth, the city of my people. All the Underdark lay before me, a
life of adventure and excitement, with possibilities that lifted my
heart. More than that, though, I left Menzoberranzan with the belief
that I could now live my life in accordance with my principles. I had
Guenhwyvar at my side and my scimitars belted on my hips. My
future was my own to determine.

But that drow, the young Drizzt Do’Urden who walked out of
Menzoberranzan on that fated day, barely into my fourth decade of
life, could not begin to understand the truth of time, of how its
passage seemed to slow when the moments were not shared with
others. In my youthful exuberance, I looked forward to several
centuries of life.

How do you measure centuries when a single hour seems a day
and a single day seems a year?

Beyond the cities of the Underdark, there is food for those who
know how to find it and safety for those who know how to hide.
More than anything else, though, beyond the teeming cities of the
Underdark, there is solitude.

As 1 became a creature of the empty tunnels, survival became
easier and more difficult all at once. I gained in the physical skills
and experience necessary to live on. I could defeat almost anything
that wandered into my chosen domain, and those few monsters that
I could not defeat, I could surely flee or hide from. It did not take
me long, however, to discover one nemesis that I could neither
defeat nor flee. It followed me wherever I went—indeed, the farther
I ran, the more it closed in around me. My enemy was solitude, the
interminable, incessant silence of hushed corridors.



Looking back on it these many years later, I find myself amazed
and appalled at the changes I endured under such an existence. The
very identity of every reasoning being is defined by the language,
the communication, between that being and others around it.
Without that link, I was lost. When I left Menzoberranzan, I
determined that my life would be based on principles, my strength
adhering to unbending beliefs. Yet after only a few months alone in
the Underdark, the only purpose for my survival was my survival. I
had become a creature of instinct, calculating and cunning but not
thinking, not using my mind for anything more than directing the
newest kill.

Guenhwyvar saved me, I believe. The same companion that had
pulled me from certain death in the clutches of monsters
unnumbered rescued me from a death of emptiness-less dramatic,
perhaps, but no less fatal. I found myself living for those moments
when the cat could walk by my side, when I had another living
creature to hear my words, strained though they had become. In
addition to every other value, Guenhwyvar became my time clock,
for I knew that the cat could come forth from the Astral Plane for a
half-day every other day.

Only after my ordeal had ended did I realize how critical that one-
quarter of my time actually was. Without Guenhwyvar, I would not
have found the resolve to continue. I would never have maintained
the strength to survive.

Even when Guenhwyvar stood beside me, I found myself growing
more and more ambivalent toward the fighting. I was secretly
hoping that some denizen of the Underdark would prove stronger
than I. Could the pain of tooth or talon be greater than the
emptiness and the silence?

I think not.
—Drizzt Do’Urden



[VERSARY PRESENT

Matron Malice Do’Urden shifted uneasily on the stone throne in the
* small and darkened anteroom to the great chapel of House
Do’Urden. To the dark elves, who measured time’s passage in
decades, this was a day to be marked in the annals of Malice’s
house, the tenth anniversary of the ongoing covert conflict between
the Do’Urden family and House Hun’ett. Matron Malice, never one
to miss a celebration, had a special present prepared for her
enemies.

Briza Do’Urden, Malice’s eldest daughter, a large and powerful
drow female, paced about the anteroom anxiously, a not uncommon
sight. “It should be finished by now,” she grumbled as she kicked a
small three-legged stool. It skidded and tumbled, chipping away a
piece of mushroom-stem seat.

“Patience, my daughter,” Malice replied somewhat recriminatory,
though she shared Briza’s sentiments. “Jarlaxle is a careful one.”
Briza turned away at the mention of the outrageous mercenary and
moved to the room’s ornately carved stone doors. Malice did not
miss the significance of her daughter’s actions.

“You do not approve of Jarlaxle and his band,” the matron mother
stated flatly.

“They are houseless rogues,” Briza spat in response, still not
turning to face her mother. “There is no place in Menzoberranzan
for houseless rogues. They disrupt the natural order of our society.
And they are males!”

“They serve us well,” Malice reminded her. Briza wanted to argue
about the extreme cost of hiring the mercenary band, but she wisely
held her tongue. She and Malice had been at odds almost
continually since the start of the Do’Urden-Hun’ett war.



“Without Bregan D’aerthe, we could not take action against our
enemies,” Malice continued. “Using the mercenaries, the houseless
rogues, as you have named them, allows us to wage war without
implicating our house as the perpetrator.”

“Then why not be done with it?” Briza demanded, spinning back
toward the throne. “We kill a few of Hun’ett’s soldiers, they kill a
few of ours. And all the while, both houses continue to recruit
replacements! It will not end! The only winners in the conflict are
the mercenaries of Bregan D’aerthe—and whatever band Matron
SiNafay Hun’ett has hired—feeding off the coffers of both houses!”

“Watch your tone, my daughter,” Malice growled as an angry
reminder. “You are addressing a matron mother.”

Briza turned away again. “We should have attacked House Hun’ett
immediately, on the night Zaknafein was sacrificed,” she dared to
grumble.

“You forget the actions of your youngest brother on that night,”
Malice replied evenly.

But the matron mother was wrong. If she lived a thousand more
years, Briza would not forget Drizzt’s actions on the night he had
forsaken his family. Trained by Zaknafein, Malice’s favorite lover
and reputably the finest weapon master in all of Menzoberranzan,
Drizzt had achieved a level of fighting ability far beyond the drow
norm. But Zak had also given Drizzt the troublesome and
blasphemous attitudes that Lolth, the Spider Queen deity of the dark
elves, would not tolerate. Finally, Drizzt’s sacrilegious ways had
invoked Lolth’s wrath, and the Spider Queen, in turn, had demanded
his death.

Matron Malice, impressed by Drizzt’s potential as a warrior, had
acted boldly on Drizzt’s behalf and had given Zaknafein’s heart to
Lolth to compensate for Drizzt’s sins. She forgave Drizzt in the hope
that without Zaknafein’s influences he would amend his ways and
replace the deposed weapon master.

In return, though, the ungrateful Drizzt had betrayed them all, had
run off into the Underdark—an act that had not only robbed House
Do’Urden of its only potential remaining weapon master, but also
had placed Matron Malice and the rest of the Do’Urden family out of



Lolth’s favor. In the disastrous end of all their efforts, House
Do’Urden had lost its premier weapon master, the favor of Lolth,
and its would-be weapon master. It had not been a good day.

Luckily, House Hun’ett had suffered similar woes on that same
day, losing both its wizards in a botched attempt to assassinate
Drizzt. With both houses weakened and in Lolth’s disfavor, the
expected war had been turned into a calculated series of covert
raids.

Briza would never forget.

A knock on the anteroom door startled Briza and her mother from
their private memories of that fateful time. The door swung open,
and Dinin, the elderboy of the house, walked in.

“Greetings, Matron Mother,” he said in appropriate manner and
dipping into a low bow. Dinin wanted his news to be a surprise, but
the grin that found its way onto his face revealed everything.

“Jarlaxle has returned!” Malice snarled in glee. Dinin turned
toward the open door, and the mercenary, waiting patiently in the
corridor, strode in. Briza, ever amazed at the rogue’s unusual
mannerisms, shook her head as Jarlaxle walked past her. Nearly
every dark elf in Menzoberranzan dressed in a quiet and practical
manner, in robes adorned with the symbols of the Spider Queen or
in supple chain-link armor under the folds of a magical and
camouflaging piwafwi cloak.

Jarlaxle, arrogant and brash, followed few of the customs of
Menzoberranzan’s inhabitants. He was most certainly not the norm
of drow society and he flaunted the differences openly, brazenly. He
wore not a cloak nor a robe, but a shimmering cape that showed
every color of the spectrum both in the glow of light and in the
infrared spectrum of heat-sensing eyes. The cape’s magic could only
be guessed, but those closest to the mercenary leader indicated that
it was very valuable indeed.

Jarlaxle’s vest was sleeveless and cut so high that his slender and
tightly muscled stomach was open for all to view. He kept a patch
over one eye, though careful observers would understand it as
ornamental, for Jarlaxle often shifted it from one eye to the other.



“My dear Briza,” Jarlaxle said over his shoulder, noting the high
priestess’s disdainful interest in his appearance. He spun about and
bowed low, sweeping off the wide-brimmed hat—another oddity,
and even more so since the hat was overly plumed in the monstrous
feathers of a diatryma, a gigantic Underdark bird—as he stooped.

Briza huffed and turned away at the sight of the mercenary’s
dipping head. Drow elves wore their thick white hair as a mantle of
their station, each cut designed to reveal rank and house affiliation.
Jarlaxle the rogue wore no hair at all, and from Briza’s angle, his
clean-shaven head appeared as a ball of pressed onyx.

Jarlaxle laughed quietly at the continuing disapproval of the eldest
Do’Urden daughter and turned back toward Matron Malice, his
ample jewelry tinkling and his hard and shiny boots clumping with
every step. Briza took note of this as well, for she knew that those
boots, and that jewelry, only seemed to make noise when Jarlaxle
wished them to do so.

“It is done?” Matron Malice asked before the mercenary could
even begin to offer a proper greeting.

“My dear Matron Malice,” Jarlaxle replied with a pained sigh,
knowing that he could get away with the informalities in light of his
grand news. “Did you doubt me? Surely I am wounded to my heart.”

Malice leaped from her throne, her fist clenched in victory.
“Dipree Hun’ett is dead!” she proclaimed. “The first noble victim of
the war!”

“You forget Masoj Hun’ett,” remarked Briza, “slain by Drizzt ten
years ago. And Zaknafein Do’Urden,” Briza had to add, against her
better judgment, “killed by your own hand.”

“Zaknafein was not noble by birth,” Malice sneered at her
impertinent daughter. Briza’s words stung Malice nonetheless.
Malice had decided to sacrifice Zaknafein in Drizzt’s stead against
Briza’s recommendations.

Jarlaxle cleared his throat to deflect the growing tension. The
mercenary knew that he had to finish his business and be out of
House Do’Urden as quickly as possible. Already he knew—though
the Do’Urdens did not—that the appointed hour drew near. “There
is the matter of my payment,” he reminded Malice.



“Dinin will see to it,” Malice replied with a wave of her hand, not
turning her eyes from her daughter’s pernicious stare.

“I will take my leave,” Jarlaxle said, nodding to the elderboy.

Before the mercenary had taken his first step toward the door,
Vierna, Malice’s second daughter, burst into the room, her face
glowing brightly in the infrared spectrum, heated with obvious
excitement.

“Damn,” Jarlaxle whispered under his breath. “What is it?” Matron
Malice demanded. “House Hun’ett,” Vierna cried. “Soldiers in the
compound! We are under attack!”
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Out in the courtyard, beyond the cavern complex, nearly five
hundred soldiers of House Hun’ett—fully a hundred more than the
house reportedly possessed—followed the blast of a lightning bolt
through House Do’Urden’s adamantite gates. The three hundred fifty
soldiers of the Do’Urden household swarmed out of the shaped
stalagmite mounds that served as their quarters to meet the attack.

Outnumbered but trained by Zaknafein, the Do’Urden troops
formed into proper defensive positions, shielding their wizards and
clerics so that they might cast their spells.

An entire contingent of Hun’ett soldiers, empowered with
enchantments of flying, swooped down the cavern wall that housed
the royal chambers of House Do’Urden. Tiny hand-held crossbows
clicked and thinned the ranks of the aerial force with deadly,
poison-tipped darts. The aerial invaders’ surprise had been achieved,
though, and the Do’Urden troops were quickly put into a precarious
position.
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“Hun’ett has not the favor of Lolth!” Malice screamed. “It would
not dare to openly attack!” She flinched at the refuting, thunderous
sounds of another, and then still another, bolt of lightning.

“Oh?” Briza snapped.

Malice cast her daughter a threatening glare but didn’t have time
to continue the argument. The normal method of attack by a drow



house would involve the rush of soldiers combined with a mental
barrage by the house’s highest-ranking clerics. Malice, though, felt
no mental attack, which told her beyond any doubt that it was
indeed House Hun’ett that had come to her gates. The clerics of
Hun’ett, out of the Spider Queen’s favor, apparently could not use
their Lolth-given powers to launch the mental assault. If they had,
Malice and her daughters, also out of the Spider Queen’s favor,
could not have hoped to counter.

“Why would they dare to attack?” Malice wondered aloud.

Briza understood her mother’s reasoning. “They are bold indeed,”
she said, “to hope that their soldiers alone can eliminate every
member of our house.” Everyone in the room, every drow in
Menzoberranzan, understood the brutal, absolute punishments
exacted upon any house that failed to eradicate another house. Such
attacks were not frowned upon, but getting caught at the deed most
certainly was.

Rizzen, the present patron of House Do’Urden, came into the
anteroom then, his face grim. “We are outnumbered and out-
positioned,” he said. “Our defeat will be swift, I fear.”

Malice would not accept the news. She struck Rizzen with a blow
that knocked the patron halfway across the floor, then she spun on
Jarlaxle. “You must summon your band!” Malice cried at the
mercenary. “Quickly!”

“Matron,” Jarlaxle stuttered, obviously at a loss. “Bregan D’aerthe
is a secretive group. We do not engage in open warfare. To do so
could invoke the wrath of the ruling council!”

“I will pay you whatever you desire,” the desperate matron mother
promised.

“But the cost—"

“Whatever you desire!” Malice snarled again. “Such action—”"
Jarlaxle began.

Again, Malice did not let him finish his argument. “Save my house,
mercenary,” she growled. “Your profits will be great, but I warn
you, the cost of your failure will be far greater!”



Jarlaxle did not appreciate being threatened, especially by a lame
matron mother whose entire world was fast crumbling around her.
But in the mercenary’s ears the sweet ring of the word “profits”
outweighed the threat a thousand times over. After ten straight
years of exorbitant rewards in the Do’Urden-Hun’ett conflict,
Jarlaxle did not doubt Malice’s willingness or ability to pay as
promised, nor did he doubt that this deal would prove even more
lucrative than the agreement he had struck with Matron SiNafay
Hun’ett earlier that same tenday.

“As you wish,” he said to Matron Malice with a bow and a sweep
of his garish hat. “I will see what I can do.” A wink at Dinin set the
elderboy on his heels as he exited the room.

When the two got out on the balcony overlooking the Do’Urden
compound, they saw that the situation was even more desperate
than Rizzen had described. The soldiers of House Do’Urden—those
still alive—were trapped in and around one of the huge stalagmite
mounds anchoring the front gate.

One of Hun’ett’s flying soldiers dropped onto the balcony at the
sight of a Do’Urden noble, but Dinin dispatched the intruder with a
single, blurring attack routine.

“Well done,” Jarlaxle commented, giving Dinin an approving nod.
He moved to pat the elderboy Do’Urden on the shoulder, but Dinin
slipped out of reach.

“We have other business,” he pointedly reminded Jarlaxle. “Call
your troops, and quickly, else I fear that House Hun’ett will win the
day.”

“Be at ease, my friend Dinin,” Jarlaxle laughed. He pulled a small
whistle from around his neck and blew into it. Dinin heard not a
sound, for the instrument was magically tuned exclusively for the
ears of members of Bregan D’aerthe.

The elderboy Do’Urden watched in amazement as Jarlaxle calmly
puffed out a specific cadence, then he watched in even greater
amazement as more than a hundred of House Hun’ett’s soldiers
turned against their comrades.

Bregan D’aerthe owed allegiance only to Bregan D’aerthe.
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“They could not attack us,” Malice said stubbornly, pacing about
the chamber. “The Spider Queen would not aid them in their
venture.”

“They are winning without the Spider Queen’s aid,” Rizzen
reminded her, prudently ducking into the room’s farthest corner
even as he spoke the unwanted words.

“You said that they would never attack!” Briza growled at her
mother. “Even as you explained why we could not dare to attack
them!” Briza remembered that conversation vividly, for it was she
who had suggested the open attack on House Hun’ett. Malice had
scolded her harshly and publicly, and now Briza meant to return the
humiliation. Her voice dripped of angry sarcasm as she aimed each
word at her mother. “Could it be that Matron Malice Do’Urden has
erred?”

Malice’s reply came in the form of a glare that wavered
somewhere between rage and terror. Briza returned the threatening
look without ambiguity and suddenly the matron mother of House
Do’Urden did not feel so very invincible and sure of her actions. She
started forward nervously a moment later when Maya, the youngest
of the Do’Urden daughters, entered the room.

“They have breached the house!” Briza cried, assuming the worst.
She grabbed at her snake-headed whip. “And we have not even
begun our preparations for defense!”

“No!” Maya quickly corrected. “No enemies have crossed the
balcony. The battle has turned against House Hun’ett!”

“As I knew it would,” Malice observed, pulling herself straight and
speaking pointedly at Briza. “Foolish is the house that moves
without the favor of Lolth!” Despite her proclamation, though,
Malice guessed that more than the judgment of the Spider Queen
had come into play out in the courtyard. Her reasoning led her
inescapably to Jarlaxle and his untrustworthy band of rogues.
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Jarlaxle stepped off the balcony and used his innate drow abilities
to levitate down to the cavern floor. Seeing no need to involve



himself in a battle that was obviously under control, Dinin rested
back and watched the mercenary go, considering all that had just
transpired. Jarlaxle had played both sides off against the other, and
once again the mercenary and his band had been the only true
winners. Bregan D’aerthe was undeniably unscrupulous, but Dinin
had to admit, undeniably effective.

Dinin found that he liked the renegade.

T T

“The accusation has been properly delivered to Matron Baenre?”
Malice asked Briza when the light of Narbondel, the magically
heated stalagmite mound that served as the time clock of
Menzoberranzan, began its steady climb, marking the dawn of the
next day.

“The ruling house expected the visit,” Briza replied with a smirk.
“All of the city whispers of the attack, and of how House Do’Urden
repelled the invaders of House Hun’ett.”

Malice futilely tried to hide her vain smile. She enjoyed the
attention and the glory that she knew would be lavished upon her
house.

“The ruling council will be convened this very day,” Briza went
on. “No doubt to the dismay of Matron SiNafay Hun’ett and her
doomed children.”

Malice nodded her agreement. To eradicate a rival house in
Menzoberranzan was a perfectly acceptable practice among the
drow. But to fail in the attempt, to leave even one witness of noble
blood alive to make an accusation, invited the judgment of the
ruling council, a wrath that wrought absolute destruction in its
wake.

A knock turned them both toward the room’s ornate door.

“You are summoned, Matron,” Rizzen said as he entered. “Matron
Baenre has sent a chariot for you.”

Malice and Briza exchanged hopeful but nervous glances. When
punishment fell upon House Hun’ett, House Do’'Urden would move
into the eighth rank of the city hierarchy, a most desirable position.



Only the matron mothers of the top eight houses were accorded a
seat on the city’s ruling council.

“Already?” Briza asked her mother.

Malice only shrugged in reply and followed Rizzen out of the room
and down to the house’s balcony. Rizzen offered her a hand of
assistance, which she promptly and stubbornly slapped away. Her
pride apparent with every move, Malice stepped over the railing and
floated down to the courtyard, where the bulk of her remaining
soldiery was gathered. The floating, blue-glowing disk bearing the
insignia of House Baenre hovered just outside the blasted
adamantite gate of the Do’Urden compound.

Malice proudly strode through the gathered crowd; dark elves fell
over each other trying to get out of her way. This was her day, she
decided, the day she achieved the seat on the ruling council, the
position she so greatly deserved.

“Matron Mother, I will accompany you through the city,” offered
Dinin, standing at the gate.

“You will remain here with the rest of the family,
corrected. “The summons is for me alone.”

“How can you know?” Dinin questioned, but he realized he had
overstepped his rank as soon as the words had left his mouth.

By the time Malice turned her reprimanding glare toward him, he
had already disappeared into the mob of soldiers.

“Proper respect,” Malice muttered under her breath, and she
instructed the nearest soldiers to remove a section of the propped
and tied gate. With a final, victorious glance at her subjects, Malice
stepped out and took a seat on the floating disk.

This was not the first time that Malice had accepted such an
invitation from Matron Baenre, so she was not the least bit surprised
when several Baenre clerics moved out from the shadows to encircle
the floating disk in a protective guard. The last time Malice had
made this trip, she had been tentative, not really understanding
Baenre’s intent in summoning her. This time, though, Malice folded
her arms defiantly across her chest and let the curious onlookers
view her in all the splendor of her victory.

”
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Malice accepted the stares proudly, feeling positively superior.
Even when the disk reached the fabulous weblike fence of House
Baenre, with its thousand marching guards and towering stalagmite
and stalactite structures, Malice’s pride had not diminished.

She was of the ruling council now, or soon would be; no longer
did she have to feel intimidated anywhere in the city. Or so she
thought.

“Your presence is requested in the chapel,” one of Baenre’s clerics
said to her when the disk came to a stop at the base of the great
domed building’s sweeping stairs.

Malice stepped down and ascended the polished stones. As soon as
she entered, she noticed a figure sitting on one of the chairs atop the
raised central altar. The seated drow, the only other person visible
in the chapel, apparently did not notice that Malice had entered.
She sat back comfortably, watching the huge illusionary image at
the top of the dome shift through its forms, first appearing as a
gigantic spider, then a beautiful drow female.

As she moved closer, Malice recognized the robes of a matron
mother, and she assumed, as she had all along, that it was Matron
Baenre herself, the most powerful figure in all of Menzoberranzan,
awaiting her. Malice made her way up the altar’s stairs, coming up
behind the seated drow. Not waiting for an invitation, she boldly
walked around to greet the other matron mother.

It was not, however, the ancient and emaciated form of Matron
Baenre that Malice Do’Urden encountered on the dais of the Baenre
chapel. The seated matron mother was not old beyond the years of a
drow and as withered and dried as some bloodless corpse. Indeed,
this drow was no older than Malice and quite diminutive. Malice
recognized her all too well.

“SiNafay!” she cried, nearly toppling.

“Malice,” the other replied calmly.

A thousand troublesome possibilities rolled through Malice’s mind.
SiNafay Hun’ett should have been huddling in fear in her doomed
house, awaiting the annihilation of her family. Yet here SiNafay sat,

comfortably, in the hallowed quarters of Menzoberranzan’s most
important family!



“You do not belong in this place!” Malice protested, her slender
fists clenched at her side. She considered the possibilities of
attacking her rival there and then, of throttling SiNafay with her
own hands.

“Be at ease, Malice,” SiNafay remarked casually. “I am here by the
invitation of Matron Baenre, as are you.”

The mention of Matron Baenre and the reminder of where they
were calmed Malice considerably. One did not act out of sorts in the
chapel of House Baenre! Malice moved to the opposite end of the
circular dais and took a seat, her gaze never leaving the smugly
smiling face of SiNafay Hun’ett.

After a few interminable moments of silence, Malice had to speak
her mind. “It was House Hun’ett that attacked my family in the last
dark of Narbondel,” she said. “I have many witnesses to the fact.
There can be no doubt!”

“None,” SiNafay replied, her agreement catching Malice off her
guard.

“You admit the deed?” she balked.
“Indeed,” said SiNafay. “Never have I denied it.”

“Yet you live,” Malice sneered. “The laws of Menzoberranzan
demand justice upon you and your house.”

“Justice?” SiNafay laughed at the absurd notion. Justice had never
been more than a facade and a means of keeping the pretense of
order in chaotic Menzoberranzan. “I acted as the Spider Queen
demanded of me.”

“If the Spider Queen approved of your methods, you would have
been victorious,” Malice reasoned.

“Not so,” interrupted another voice. Malice and SiNafay turned
about just as Matron Baenre magically appeared, sitting comfortably
in the chair farthest back on the dais.

Malice wanted to scream out at the withered matron mother, both
for spying on her conversation and for apparently refuting her
claims against SiNafay. Malice had managed to survive the dangers
of Menzoberranzan for five hundred years, though, primarily



because she understood the implications of angering one such as
Matron Baenre.

“I claim the rights of accusation against House Hun’ett,” she said
calmly.

“Granted,” replied Matron Baenre. “As you have said, and as
SiNafay agreed, there can be no doubt.”

Malice turned triumphantly on SiNafay, but the matron mother of
House Hun’ett still sat relaxed and unconcerned.

“Then why is she here?” Malice cried, her tone edged in explosive
violence. “SiNafay is an outlaw. She—”

“We have not argued against your words,” Matron Baenre
interrupted. “House Hun’ett attacked and failed. The penalties for
such a deed are well known and agreed upon, and the ruling council
will convene this very day to see that justice is carried through.”

“Then why is SiNafay here?” Malice demanded.

“Do you doubt the wisdom of my attack?” SiNafay asked Malice,
trying to keep a chuckle under her breath.

“You were defeated,” Malice reminded her matter-of-factly. “That
alone should provide your answer.”

“Lolth demanded the attack,” said Matron Baenre.

“Why, then, was House Hun’ett defeated?” Malice asked
stubbornly. “If the Spider Queen—"

“I did not say that the Spider Queen had imbued her blessings
upon House Hun’ett,” Matron Baenre interrupted, somewhat crossly.
Malice shifted back in her seat, remembering her place and her
predicament.

“lI said only that Lolth demanded the attack,” Matron Baenre
continued. “For ten years all of Menzoberranzan has suffered the
spectacle of your private war. The intrigue and excitement wore
away long ago, let me assure you both. It had to be decided.”

“And it was,” declared Malice, rising from her seat. “House
Do’Urden has proven victorious, and I claim the rights of accusation
against SiNafay Hun’ett and her family!”

”



“Sit down, Malice,” SiNafay said. “There is more to this than your
simple rights of accusation.”

Malice looked to Matron Baenre for confirmation, though,
considering the present situation, she could not doubt SiNafay’s
words.

“It is done,” Matron Baenre said to her. “House Do’Urden has won,
and House Hun’ett will be no more.”

Malice fell back into her seat, smiling smugly at SiNafay. Still,
though, the matron mother of House Hun’ett did not seem the least
bit concerned.

“I will watch the destruction of your house with great pleasure,”
Malice assured her rival. She turned to Baenre. “When will
punishment be exacted?”

“It is already done,” Matron Baenre replied mysteriously.
“SiNafay lives!” Malice cried.

“No,” the withered matron mother corrected. “She who was
SiNafay Hun’ett lives.”

Now Malice was beginning to understand. House Baenre had
always been opportunistic. Could it be that Matron Baenre was
stealing the high priestesses of House Hun’ett to add to her own
collection?

“You will shelter her?” Malice dared to ask. “No,” Matron Baenre
replied evenly. “That task will fall to you.”

Malice’s eyes went wide. Of all the many duties she had ever been
appointed in her days as a high priestess of Lolth, she could think of
none more distasteful. “She is my enemy! You ask that I give her
shelter?”

“She is your daughter,” Matron Baenre shot back. Her tone
softened and a wry smile cracked her thin lips. “Your oldest
daughter, returned from travels to Ched Nasad, or some other city of
our kin.”

“Why are you doing this?” Malice demanded. “It is
unprecedented!”

“Not completely correct,” replied Matron Baenre. Her fingers
tapped together out in front of her while she sank back within her
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thoughts, remembering some of the strange consequences of the
endless line of battles within the drow city.

“Outwardly, your observations are correct,” she continued to
explain to Malice. “But surely you are wise enough to know that
many things occur behind the appearances in Menzoberranzan.
House Hun’ett must be destroyed—that cannot be changed—and all
of the nobles of House Hun’ett must be slaughtered. It is, after all,
the civilized thing to do.” She paused a moment to ensure that
Malice was fully comprehending the meaning of her next statement.
“They must appear, at least, to be slaughtered.”

“And you will arrange this?” Malice asked.
“I already have,” Matron Baenre assured her.
“But what is the purpose?”

“When House Hun’ett initiated its attack against you, did you call
upon the Spider Queen in your struggles?” Matron Baenre asked
bluntly.

The question startled Malice, and the expected answer upset her
more than a little.

“And when House Hun’ett was repelled,” Matron Baenre went on
coldly, “did you give praise to the Spider Queen? Did you call upon
a handmaiden of Lolth in your moment of victory, Malice

Do’Urden?”

“Am I on trial here?” Malice cried. “You know the answer, Matron
Baenre.” She looked at SiNafay uncomfortably as she replied,
fearing that she might be giving some valued information away.
“You are aware of my situation concerning the Spider Queen. I dare
not summon a yochlol until I have seen some sign that I have
regained Lolth’s favor.”

“And you have seen no sign,” SiNafay remarked.

“None other than the defeat of my rival,” Malice growled back at
her.

“That was not a sign from the Spider Queen,” Matron Baenre
assured them both. “Lolth did not involve herself in your struggles.
She only demanded that they be finished!”

“Is she pleased at the outcome?” Malice asked bluntly.



“That is yet to be determined,” replied Matron Baenre. “Many
years ago, Lolth made clear her desires that Malice Do’Urden sit
upon the ruling council. Beginning with the next light of Narbondel,
it shall be so.”

Malice’s chin rose with pride.

“But understand your dilemma,” Matron Baenre scolded her, rising
up out of her chair. Malice slumped back immediately.

“You have lost more than half of your soldiers,” Baenre explained.
“And you do not have a large family surrounding and supporting
you. You rule the eighth house of the city, yet it is known by all that
you are not in the Spider Queen’s favor. How long do you believe
House Do’Urden will hold its position? Your seat on the ruling
council is in jeopardy even before you have assumed it!”

Malice could not refute the ancient matron’s logic. They both
knew the ways of Menzoberranzan. With House Do’Urden so
obviously crippled, some lesser house would soon take advantage of
the opportunity to better its station. The attack by House Hun’ett
would not be the last battle fought in the Do’Urden compound.

“So I give to you SiNafay Hun’ett ... Shi'nayne Do’Urden ... a new
daughter, a new high priestess,” said Matron Baenre. She turned
then to SiNafay to continue her explanation, but Malice found
herself suddenly distracted as a voice called out to her in her
thoughts, a telepathic message.

Keep her only as long as you need her, Malice Do’Urden, it said.
Malice looked around, guessing the source of the communication.
On a previous visit to House Baenre, she had met Matron Baenre’s
mind flayer, a telepathic beast. The creature was nowhere in sight,
but neither had Matron Baenre been when Malice had first entered
the chapel. Malice looked around alternately at the remaining
empty seats atop the dais, but the stone furniture showed no signs of
any occupants.

A second telepathic message left her no doubts.
You will know when the time is right.

“... and the remaining fifty of House Hun’ett’s soldiers,” Matron
Baenre was saying. “Do you agree, Matron Malice?”



Malice looked at SiNafay, an expression that might have been
acceptance or wicked irony. “I do,” she replied.

“Go, then, Shi’'nayne Do’Urden,” Matron Baenre instructed
SiNafay. “Join your remaining soldiers in the courtyard. My wizards
will get you to House Do’Urden in secrecy.”

SiNafay cast a suspicious glance Malice’s way, then moved out of
the great chapel.

“I understand,” Malice said to her hostess when SiNafay had gone.

“You understand nothing!” Matron Baenre yelled back at her,
suddenly enraged. “I have done all that I may for you, Malice
Do’Urden! It was Lolth’s wish that you sit upon the ruling council,
and I have arranged, at great personal cost, for that to be so.”

Malice knew then, beyond any doubt, that House Baenre had
prompted House Hun’ett to action. How deep did Matron Baenre’s
influence go, Malice wondered? Perhaps the withered matron
mother also had anticipated, and possibly arranged, the actions of
Jarlaxle and the soldiers of Bregan D’aerthe, ultimately the deciding
factor in the battle.

She would have to find out about that possibility, Malice promised
herself. Jarlaxle had dipped his greedy fingers quite deeply into her
purse.

“No more,” Matron Baenre continued. “Now you are left to your
own wiles. You have not found the favor of Lolth, and that is the
only way you, and House Do’Urden, will survive!”

Malice’s fist clenched the arm of her chair so tightly that she
almost expected to hear the stone cracking beneath it. She had
hoped, with the defeat of House Hun’ett, that she had put the
blasphemous deeds of her youngest son behind her.

“You know what must be done,” said Matron Baenre. “Correct the

wrong, Malice. I have put myself forward on your behalf. I will not
tolerate continued failure!”

MoM M M M

“The arrangements have been explained to us, Matron Mother,”
Dinin said to Malice when she returned to the adamantite gate of
House Do’Urden. He followed Malice across the compound and then



levitated up beside her to the balcony outside the noble quarters of
the house.

“All of the family is gathered in the anteroom,” Dinin went on.
“Even the newest member,” he added with a wink.

Malice did not respond to her son’s feeble attempt at humor. She
pushed Dinin aside roughly and stormed down the central corridor,
commanding the anteroom door to open with a single powerful
word. The family scrambled out of her way as she crossed to her
throne, on the far side of the spider-shaped table.

They had anticipated a long meeting, to learn the new situation
confronting them and the challenges they must overcome. What
they got instead was a brief glimpse at the rage burning within
Matron Malice. She glared at them alternately, letting each of them
know beyond any doubt that she would not accept anything less
than she demanded. Her voice grating as though her mouth were
filled with pebbles, she growled, “Find Drizzt and bring him to me!”

Briza started to protest, but Malice shot her a glare so utterly cold
and threatening that it stole the words away. The eldest daughter, as
stubborn as her mother and always ready for an argument, averted
her eyes. And no one else in the anteroom, though they shared
Briza’s unspoken concerns, made any motion to argue.

Malice then left them to sort out the specifics of how they would
accomplish the task. Details were not at all important to Malice.

The only part she meant to play in all of this was the thrust of the
ceremonial dagger into her youngest son’s chest.



VOICES IN 'THE DARK

Drlzzt stretched away his weariness and forced himself to his feet.
*The efforts of his battle against the basilisk the night before, of
slipping fully into that primal state so necessary for survival, had
drained him thoroughly. Yet Drizzt knew that he could afford no
more rest; his rothé herd, the guaranteed food supply, had been
scattered among the maze of tunnels and had to be retrieved.

Drizzt quickly surveyed the small and unremarkable cave that
served as his home, ensuring that all was as it should be. His eyes
lingered on the onyx statuette of the panther. He was held by a
profound longing for Guenhwyvar’s companionship. In his ambush
of the basilisk, Drizzt had kept the panther by his side for a long
period—nearly the entire night—and Guenhwyvar would need to
rest back on the Astral Plane. More than a full day would pass
before Drizzt could bring a rested Guenhwyvar forth again, and to
attempt to use the figurine before then in any but a desperate
situation would be foolish. With a resigned shrug, Drizzt dropped
the statuette into his pocket and tried vainly to dismiss his
loneliness.

After a quick inspection of the rock barricade blocking the
entrance to the main corridor, Drizzt moved to the smaller crawl
tunnel at the back of the cave. He noticed the scratches on the wall
by the tunnel, the notches he had scrawled to mark the passage of
the days. Drizzt absently scraped another one now, but realized that
it was not important. How many times had he forgotten to scratch
the mark? How many days had slipped past him unnoticed, between
the hundreds of scratches on that wall?

Somehow, it no longer seemed to matter. Day and night were one,
and all the days were one, in the life of the hunter. Drizzt hauled
himself up into the tunnel and crawled for many minutes toward the



dim light source at the other end. Though the presence of light, the
result of the glow of an unusual type of fungus, normally would
have been uncomfortable to a dark elf’s eyes, Drizzt felt a sincere
sense of security as he crossed through the crawl tunnel into the
long chamber.

Its floor was broken into two levels, the lower being a moss-filled
bed crossed by a small stream, and the upper being a grove of
towering mushrooms. Drizzt headed for the grove, though he was
not normally welcomed there. He knew that the myconids, the
fungus-men, a weird cross between humanoid and toadstool, were
watching him anxiously. The basilisk had come in here in its first
travels to the region, and the myconids had suffered a great loss.
Now they were no doubt scared and dangerous, but Drizzt suspected
that they knew, as well, that it was he who had slain the monster.
Myconids were not stupid beings; if Drizzt kept his weapons
sheathed and made no unexpected moves, the fungus-men probably
would accept his passage through their tended grove.

The wall to the upper tier was more than ten feet high and nearly
sheer, but Drizzt scaled it as easily and as quickly as if it had sported
a wide and flat staircase. A group of myconids fanned out around
him as he reached the top, some only half Drizzt’s height, but most
twice as tall as the drow. Drizzt crossed his arms over his chest, a
commonly accepted Underdark signal of peace.

The fungus-men found Drizzt’s appearance disgusting—as
disgusting as he considered them—but they did indeed understand
that Drizzt had destroyed the basilisk. For many years the myconids
had lived beside the rogue drow, each protecting the life-filled
chamber that served as their mutual sanctuary. An oasis such as this
place, with edible plants, a stream full of fish, and a herd of rothé,
was not common in the harsh and empty stone caverns of the
Underdark, and predators wandering along the outer tunnels
invariably found their way in. Then it was left to the fungus-men,
and to Drizzt, to defend their domain.

The largest of the myconids moved forward to stand before the
dark elf. Drizzt made no move, understanding the importance of
establishing an acceptance between himself and the new king of the



fungus-man colony. Still, Drizzt tensed his muscles, preparing a
spring to the side if things did not go as he expected.

The myconid spewed forth a cloud of spores. Drizzt studied them
in the split-second it took them to descend over him, knowing that
the mature myconids could emit many different types of spore, some
quite dangerous. But Drizzt recognized the hue of this particular
cloud and accepted it wholly.

King dead. Me king, came the myconid’s thoughts through the
telepathic bond inspired by the spore cloud.

You are king, Drizzt responded mentally. How he wished these
fungoids could speak aloud! As it was?

Bottom for dark elf, grove for myconid, replied the fungus-man.
Agreed.

Grove for myconid! the fungus-man thought again, this time
emphatically.

Drizzt silently dropped down off the ledge. He had accomplished
his mission with the fungoid; neither he nor the new king had any
desire to continue the meeting.

Off at a swift pace, Drizzt leaped the five-foot-wide stream and
padded out across the thick moss. The chamber was longer than it
was wide and it rolled back for many yards, turning a slight bend
before it reached the larger exit to the twisting maze of Underdark
tunnels. Around that bend, Drizzt looked again upon the destruction
wreaked by the basilisk. Several half-eaten rothé lay about—Drizzt
would have to dispose of those corpses before their stench attracted
even more unwelcome visitors—and other rothé stood perfectly still,
petrified by the gaze of the dreaded monster. Directly in front of the
chamber exit stood the former myconid king, a twelve-foot giant,
now no more than an ornamental statue.

Drizzt paused to regard it. He had never learned the fungoid’s
name, and had never given it his, but Drizzt supposed that the thing
had been his ally at least, perhaps even his friend. They had lived
side by side for several years, though they had rarely encountered
each other, and both had realized a bit more security just by the
other’s presence. All told, though, Drizzt felt no remorse at the sight



of his petrified ally. In the Underdark, only the strongest survived,
and this time the myconid king had not been strong enough.

In the wilds of the Underdark, failure allowed for no second
chance.

Out in the tunnels again, Drizzt felt his rage beginning to build. He
welcomed it fully, focusing his thoughts on the carnage in his
domain and accepting the anger as an ally in the wilds. He came
through a series of tunnels and turned into the one where he had
placed his darkness spell the night before, where Guenhwyvar had
crouched, ready to spring upon the basilisk. Drizzt’s spell was long
gone now and using his infravision, he could make out several
warm-glowing forms crawling over the cooling mound that Drizzt
knew to be the dead monster.

The sight of the thing only heightened the hunter’s rage.

Instinctively, he grasped the hilt of one of his scimitars. As though
it moved of its own accord, the weapon shot out as Drizzt passed the
basilisk’s head, splatting sickeningly into the exposed brains. Several
blind cave rats took flight at the sound and Drizzt, again without
thinking, snapped off a thrust with his second blade, pinning one to
the stone. Without even slowing his pace, he scooped the rat up and
dropped it into his pouch. Finding the rothé could be a tedious
process, and the hunter would need to eat.

For the remainder of that day and half of the next, the hunter
moved out away from his domain. The cave rat was not a
particularly enjoyable meal, but it sustained Drizzt, allowing him to
continue, allowing him to survive. To the hunter in the Under-dark,
nothing else mattered.

That second day out, the hunter knew he was closing in on a
group of his lost beasts. He summoned Guenhwyvar to his side and
with the panther’s help, had little trouble finding the rothé. Drizzt
had hoped that all of the herd would still be together, but he found
only a half-dozen in the area. Six were better than none, though,
and Drizzt set Guenhwyvar into motion, herding the rothé back
toward the moss cave. Drizzt set a brutal pace, knowing that the
task would be much easier and safer with Guenhwyvar by his side.



By the time the panther tired and had to return to its home plane,
the rothé were comfortably grazing by the familiar stream.

The drow set out again immediately, this time taking two dead
rats along for the ride. He called Guenhwyvar again when he was
able and dismissed the panther when he had to, then again after
that, as the days rolled by without further sign. But the hunter did
not surrender his search. Frightened rothé could cover an incredible
amount of ground, and in the maze of twisting tunnels and huge
caverns, the hunter knew that many more days could pass before he
caught up to the beasts.

Drizzt found his food where he could, taking down a bat with a
perfect throw of a dagger—after tossing up a deceptive screen of
pebbles—and dropping a boulder onto the back of a giant
Underdark crab. Eventually, Drizzt grew weary of the search and
longed for the security of his small cave. Doubting that the rothé,
running blind, could have survived this long out in the tunnels, so
far from their water and food, he accepted his herd’s loss and
decided to return home via a route that would bring him back to the
region of the moss cavern from a different direction.

Only the clear tracks of his lost herd would detour him from his
set course, Drizzt decided, but as he rounded a bend halfway home,
a strange sound caught his attention and held it.

Drizzt pressed his hands against the stone, feeling the subtle,
rhythmical vibrations. A short distance away, something banged the
stone in succession. Measured hammering.

The hunter drew his scimitars and crept along, using the
continuing vibrations to guide him through the winding
passageways.

The flickering light of a fire dropped him into a crouch, but he did
not flee, drawn by the knowledge that an intelligent being was
nearby. Quite possibly the stranger would prove to be a threat, but
perhaps, Drizzt hoped in the back of his mind, it could be something
more than that.

Then Drizzt saw them, two banging at the stone with crafted

pickaxes, another collecting rubble in a wheelbarrow, and two more
standing guard. The hunter knew at once that more guards would be



about; he probably had penetrated their defenses without even
seeing them. Drizzt summoned one of the abilities of his heritage
and drifted slowly up into the air, guiding his levitation with his
hands along the stone. Luckily, the tunnel was high at this point, so
the hunter could observe the mining creatures in relative safety.

They were shorter that Drizzt and hairless, with squat and muscled
torsos perfectly designed for the mining that was their calling in life.
Drizzt had encountered this race before and had learned much of
them during his years at the Academy back in Menzoberranzan.
These were svirfnebli, deep gnomes, the most hated enemies of the
drow in all the Underdark.

Once, long ago, Drizzt had led a drow patrol into battle against a
group of svirfnebli and personally had defeated an earth elemental
that the deep gnome leader had summoned. Drizzt remembered that
time now, and like all of the memories of his existence, the thoughts
pained him. He had been captured by the deep gnomes, roughly
tied, and held prisoner in a secret chamber. The svirfnebli had not
mistreated him, though they suspected— and explained to Drizzt—
that they would eventually have to kill him. The group’s leader had
promised Drizzt as much mercy as the situation allowed.

Drizzt’s comrades, though, led by Dinin, his own brother, had
stormed in, showing the deep gnomes no mercy at all. Drizzt had
managed to convince his brother to spare the svirfneblin leader’s
life, but Dinin, showing typical drow cruelty, had ordered the deep
gnome’s hands severed before releasing him to flee to his homeland.

Drizzt shook himself from the anguishing memories and forced his
thoughts back to the situation at hand. Deep gnomes could be
formidable adversaries, he reminded himself, and they would not
likely welcome a drow elf to their mining operations. He had to
keep alert.

The miners apparently had struck a rich vein, for they began
talking in excited tones. Drizzt reveled in the sound of those words,
though he could not begin to understand the strange gnomish
language. A smile not inspired by victory in battle found its way
onto Drizzt’s face for the first time in years as the svirfnebli
scrambled about the stone, tossing huge chunks into their



wheelbarrows and calling for other nearby companions to come and
join in the fun. As Drizzt had suspected, more than a dozen unseen
svirfnebli came in from every direction.

Drizzt found a high perch against the wall and watched the miners
long after his levitation spell had expired. When at last their
wheelbarrows were overfilled, the deep gnomes formed a column
and started away. Drizzt realized that his prudent course at that
time would be to let them get far away, then slip back to his home.

But, against the simple logic that guided his survival, Drizzt found
that he could not so easily let the sound of the voices get away. He
picked his way down the high wall and fell into pace behind the
svirfneblin caravan, wondering where it would lead.

For many days Drizzt followed the deep gnomes. He resisted the
temptation to summon Guenhwyvar, knowing that the panther
could use the extended rest and himself satisfied in the company,
however distant, of the deep gnomes’ chatter. Every instinct warned
the hunter against continuing in his actions, but for the first time in
a very long time, Drizzt overruled the instincts of his more primal
self. He needed to hear the gnomish voices more than he needed the
simple necessities of survival.

The corridors became more worked, less natural, around him, and
Drizzt knew that he was approaching the svirfneblin homeland.
Again the potential dangers loomed up before him, and again he
dismissed them as secondary. He quickened his pace and put the
mining caravan in sight, suspecting that the svirfnebli would have
some cunning traps set about.

The deep gnomes measured their steps at this point, taking care to
avoid certain areas. Drizzt carefully mimicked their movements and
nodded knowingly as he noticed a loose stone here and a low trip-
wire there. Then Drizzt ducked back behind an outcropping as new
voices joined the sound of the miners.

The mining troupe had come to a long and wide stairway,
ascending between two walls of absolutely sheer and uncracked
stone. To the side of the stair was an opening barely high and wide
enough for the wheelbarrows, and Drizzt watched with sincere
admiration as the deep gnome miners moved the carts to this



opening and fastened the lead one to a chain. A series of taps on the
stone sent a signal to an unseen operator, and the chain creaked,
drawing the wheelbarrow into the hole. One by one the carts
disappeared, and the svirfneblin band thinned as well, taking to the
stairs as their load lessened.

As the two remaining deep gnomes hitched the last cart to the
chain and tapped out the signal, Drizzt took a gamble borne of
desperation. He waited for the deep gnomes to turn their backs and
darted to the cart, catching it just as it disappeared into the low
tunnel. Drizzt understood the depth of his foolishness when the last
deep gnome, still apparently unaware of his presence, replaced a
stone at the bottom of the passage, blocking any possible retreat.

The chain pulled on and the cart rolled up at an angle as steep as
the paralleling staircase. Drizzt could see nothing ahead, for the
wheelbarrow, designed for a perfect fit, took up the entire height
and width of the tunnel. Drizzt noticed then that the cart had little
wheels along its sides as well, aiding in its passage. It felt so good to
be in the presence of such intelligence again, but Drizzt could not
ignore the danger surrounding him. The svirfnebli would not take
well to an intruding drow elf; it was likely they would strike out
with weapons, not questions.

After several minutes, the passage leveled off and widened. A
single svirfneblin was there, effortlessly turning the crank that
hauled up the wheelbarrows. Intent on his business, the deep gnome
did not notice Drizzt’s dark form dart from behind the last cart and
silently slip through the room’s side door.

Drizzt heard voices as soon as he opened the door. He continued
ahead, though, having nowhere else to go, and dropped to his belly
on a narrow ledge. The deep gnomes, guards and miners, were
below him, talking on a landing at the top of the wide stairway. At
least a score stood there now, the miners recounting the tales of
their rich find.

At the back end of the landing, through two immense and partly
ajar metal-bound stone doors, Drizzt caught a glimpse of the
svirfneblin city. The drow could see but a fraction of the place, and
that not very well from his position on the ledge, but he guessed



that the cavern beyond those massive doors was not nearly as large
as the chamber housing Menzoberranzan.

Drizzt wanted to go in there! He wanted to jump up and rush
through those doors, give himself over to the deep gnomes for
whatever judgment they deemed fair. Perhaps they would accept
him; perhaps they would see Drizzt Do’Urden for who he truly was.

The svirfnebli on the landing, laughing and chatting, made their
way into the city.

Drizzt had to go now, had to spring up and follow them beyond
the massive doors.

But the hunter, the being who had survived a decade in the savage
wilds of the Underdark, could not move from the ledge. The hunter,
the being who had defeated a basilisk and countless other of this
dangerous world’s monsters, could not give himself over in the
hopes of civilized mercy. The hunter did not understand such
concepts.

The massive stone doors closed—and the moment of flickering
light in Drizzt’s darkening heart died—with a resounding crash.

After a long and tormented moment, Drizzt Do’Urden rolled off the
ledge and dropped to the landing at the top of the stairs. His vision
blurred suddenly as he made his way down, the path away from the
teeming life beyond the doors, and it was only the primal instincts
of the hunter that sensed the presence of still more svirfneblin
guards. The hunter leaped wildly over the startled deep gnomes and
rushed out again into the freedom offered by the wild Underdark’s
open passageways.

When he had put the svirfneblin city far behind, Drizzt reached
into his pocket and took out the statuette, the summons to his only
companion. A moment later, though, Drizzt dropped the figurine
back, refusing to call the cat, punishing himself for his weakness on
the ledge. If he had been stronger on the ledge beside the immense
doors, he could have put an end to his torment, one way or another.

The instincts of hunter battled Drizzt for control as he made his
way along the passages that would take him back to the moss-filled
cavern. As the Underdark and the press of undeniable danger
continued to close in around him, those primal, alert instincts took



command, denying any further distracting thoughts of the svirfnebli
and their city.

Those primal instincts were the salvation and the damnation of
Drizzt Do’Urden.



SNAKES AND SWORDS

How many tendays has it been?” Dinin signaled to Briza in the
*silent hand code of the drow. “How many tendays have we
hunted through these tunnels for our renegade brother?”

Dinin’s expression revealed his sarcasm as he motioned the
thoughts. Briza scowled at him and did not reply. She cared for this
tedious duty even less than he. She was a high priestess of Lolth and
had been the eldest daughter, accorded a high place of honor within
the family structure. Never before would Briza have been sent off on
such a hunt. But now, for some unexplained reason, SiNafay Hun’ett
had joined the family, relegating Briza to a lesser position.

“Five?” Dinin continued, his anger growing with each darting
movement of his slender fingers. “Six? How long has it been, sister?”
he pressed. “How long has SiNaf—Shi’nayne ... been sitting at
Matron Malice’s side?”

Briza’s snake-headed whip came off her belt, and she spun angrily
on her brother. Dinin, realizing that he had gone too far with his
sarcastic prodding, defensively drew his sword, and tried to duck
away. Briza’s strike came faster, easily defeating Dinin’s pitiful
attempt at a parry, and three of the six heads connected squarely on
the elderboy Do’Urden’s chest and shoulder. Cold pain spread
through Dinin’s body, leaving only a helpless numbness in its wake.
His sword arm drooped and he started to topple forward.

Briza’s powerful hand shot out and caught him by the throat as he
swooned, easily lifting him onto his toes. Then, looking around at
the other five members of the hunting party to ensure that none
were moving in Dinin’s favor, Briza slammed her stunned brother
roughly into the stone wall. The high priestess leaned heavily on
Dinin, one hand tight against his throat.



“A wise male would measure his gestures more carefully,” Briza
snarled aloud, though she and the others had been explicitly
instructed by Matron Malice not to communicate in any method
other than the silent code once they were beyond Menzoberranzan’s
borders.

It took Dinin a long while to fully appreciate his predicament. As
the numbness wore away, he realized that he could not draw breath,
and though his hand still held his sword, Briza, outweighing him by
a score of pounds, had it pinned close to his side. Even more
distressing, his sister’s free hand held the dreaded snake-whip aloft.
Unlike ordinary whips, that evil instrument needed little room to
work its snap. The animated snake heads could coil and strike from
close range simply as an extension of their wielder’s will.

“Matron Malice would not question your death,” Briza whispered
harshly. “Her sons have ever been trouble to her!”

Dinin looked past his hulking captor to the common soldiers of the
patrol.

“Witnesses?” Briza laughed, guessing his thoughts. “Do you really
believe they will speak against a high priestess for the sake of a
mere male?” Briza’s eyes narrowed and she moved her face right up
to Dinin’s. “A mere male corpse?” She cackled once again and
released Dinin suddenly, and he dropped to his knees, struggling to
regain a normal rhythm to his breathing.

“Come,” Briza signaled in the silent code to the rest of the patrol.
“I sense that my youngest brother is not in this area. We shall return
to the city and restock our packs.”

Dinin watched his sister’s back as she made the preparations for
their departure. He wanted nothing more than to put his sword
between her shoulder blades. Dinin was smarter than to try such a
move, though. Briza had been a high priestess of the Spider Queen
for more than three centuries and was now in the favor of Lolth,
even if Matron Malice and the rest of House Do’Urden was not. Even
if her evil goddess had not been looking over her, Briza was a
formidable foe, skilled in spells and with that cruel whip always
ready at her side.



“My sister,” Dinin called after her as she started away. Briza spun
on him, surprised that he would dare to speak aloud to her.

“Accept my apologies,” Dinin said. He motioned for the other
soldiers to keep moving, then returned to using the hand code, so
that the commoners would not know his further conversation with
Briza.

“I am not pleased by the addition of SiNafay Hun’ett to the
family,” Dinin explained.

Briza’s lips curled up in one of her typically ambiguous smiles;
Dinin couldn’t be sure if she was agreeing with him or mocking him.
“You think yourself wise enough to question the decisions of Matron
Malice?” her fingers asked.

“No!” Dinin signaled back emphatically. “Matron Malice does as
she must, and always for the welfare of House Do’Urden. But I do
not trust the displaced Hun’ett. SiNafay watched her house smashed
into bits of heated rock by the judgment of the ruling council. All of
her treasured children were slain; and most of her commoners as
well. Can she truly be loyal to House Do’Urden after such a loss?”

“Foolish male,” Briza signaled in reply. “Priestesses understand
that loyalty is owed only to Lolth. SiNafay’s house is no more, thus
SiNafay is no more. She is Shi'nayne Do’Urden now, and by the
order of the Spider Queen, she will fully accept all of the
responsibilities that accompany the name.”

“I do not trust her,” Dinin reiterated. “Nor am I pleased to see my
sisters, the true Do’Urdens, moved down the hierarchy to make
room for her. Shi'nayne should have been placed beneath Maya, or
housed among the commoners.”

Briza snarled at him, though she wholeheartedly agreed.
“Shi'nayne’s rank in the family is of no concern to you. House
Do’Urden is stronger for the addition of another high priestess. That
is all a male need care about!”

Dinin nodded his acceptance of her logic and wisely sheathed his
sword before beginning to rise from his knees. Briza likewise
replaced the snake-whip on her belt but continued to watch her
volatile brother out of the corner of her eye.



Dinin would be more careful around Briza now. He knew that his
survival depended on his ability to walk beside his sister, for Malice
would continue to send Briza out on these hunting patrols beside
him. Briza was the strongest of the Do’Urden daughters, with the
best chance of finding and capturing Drizzt. And Dinin, having been
a patrol leader for the city for more than a decade, was the most
familiar of anyone in the house with the tunnels beyond
Menzoberranzan.

Dinin shrugged at his rotten luck and followed his sister back
down the tunnels to the city. A short respite, no more than a day,
and they would be back on the march again, back on the prowl for
their elusive and dangerous brother, whom Dinin truly had no
desire to find.

Mo M M M

Guenhwyvar’s head turned abruptly and the great panther froze
perfectly still, one paw cocked and ready to move.

“You heard it, too,” Drizzt whispered, moving tightly to the
panther’s side. “Come, my friend. Let us see what new enemy has
entered our domain.”

They sped off together, equally silent, down corridors they knew
so very well. Drizzt stopped suddenly, and Guenhwyvar did
likewise, at the echo of a scuffle. It was made by a boot, Drizzt
knew, and not by some natural monster of the Underdark. Drizzt
pointed up to a broken pile of rubble overlooking a wide and many-
tiered cavern on its other side. Guenhwyvar led him there, where
they could find a better vantage point.

The drow patrol came into view only a few moments later, a group
of seven, though they were too far away for Drizzt to make out any
particulars. Drizzt was amazed that he had heard them so easily, for
he remembered those days when he had taken the point position on
such patrols. How alone he had felt then, up at the lead of more
than a dozen dark elves, for they made not a whisper with their
practiced movements and they kept to the shadows so well that
even Drizzt’s keen eyes could not begin to locate them.



And yet, this hunter that Drizzt had become, this primal,
instinctive self, had found this group easily.

T T

Briza stopped suddenly and closed her eyes, concentrating on the
emanations of her spell of location.

“What is it?” Dinin’s fingers asked her when she looked back to
him. Her startled and obviously excited expression revealed much.

“Drizzt?” Dinin breathed aloud, hardly able to believe.

“Silence!” Briza’s hands cried out at him. She glanced around to
survey her surroundings, then signaled to the patrol to follow her to
the shadows of the wall in the immense, and exposed, cavern.

Briza nodded her confirmation to Dinin then, confident that their
mission would at last be completed.

“Can you be sure it is Drizzt?” Dinin’s fingers asked. In his
excitement, he could barely keep the movements precise enough to
convey his thoughts. “Perhaps some scavenger—”

“We know that our brother lives,” Briza motioned quickly.
“Matron Malice would no longer be out of Lolth’s favor if it were
otherwise. And if Drizzt lives, then we can assume that he possesses
the item!”
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The sudden evasive movement of the patrol caught Drizzt by
surprise. The group could not possibly have seen him under the
cover of the jutting rocks, and he held faith in the silence of his
footfalls, and of Guenhwyvar’s. Yet Drizzt felt certain that it was he
the patrol was hiding from. Something felt out of place in this whole
encounter. Dark elves were rare this far from Menzoberranzan.
Perhaps it was no more than the paranoia necessary to survive in
the wilds of the Underdark, Drizzt told himself. Still, he suspected
that more than chance had brought this group to his domain.

“Go, Guenhwyvar,” he whispered to the cat. “View our guests and
return to me.” The panther sped away through the shadows
circumventing the large cavern. Drizzt sank low into the rubble,
listened, and waited.



Guenhwyvar returned to him only a minute later, though it
seemed an eternity to Drizzt.

“Did you know them?” Drizzt asked. The cat scratched a paw
across the stone.

“Of our old patrol?” Drizzt wondered aloud. “The fighters you and
I walked beside?”

Guenhwyvar seemed uncertain and made no definite movements.

“A Hun’ett then,” Drizzt said, thinking he had solved the riddle.
House Hun’ett had at last come looking for him to repay him for the
deaths of Alton and Masoj, the two Hun’ett wizards who had died
trying to kill Drizzt. Or perhaps the Hun’etts had come in search of
Guenhwyvar, the magical item that Masoj once had possessed.

When Drizzt took a moment from his pondering to study
Guenhwyvar’s reaction, he realized that his assumptions were
wrong. The panther had backed away from him a step and seemed
agitated by his stream of suppositions.

“Then who?” Drizzt asked. Guenhwyvar reared up on its hind legs
and straddled Drizzt’s shoulders, one great paw patting Drizzt’s
neck-purse. Not understanding, Drizzt slipped the item off his neck
and emptied its contents into a palm, revealing a few gold coins, a
small gemstone, and the emblem of his house, a silvery token
engraved with the initials of Daermon N’a’shezbaernon, House
Do’Urden. Drizzt realized at once what Guenhwyvar was hinting at.

“My family,” he whispered harshly. Guenhwyvar backed away
from him and again scratched a paw excitedly across the stone.

A thousand memories flooded through Drizzt at that moment, but
all of them, good and bad, led him inescapably to one possibility:
Matron Malice had neither forgiven nor forgotten his actions on that
fated day. Drizzt had abandoned her and the ways of the Spider
Queen, and he knew well enough the ways of Lolth to realize that
his actions had not left his mother in good standing.

Drizzt looked back into the gloom of the wide cavern. “Come,” he
panted to Guenhwyvar, and he ran off down the tunnels. His
decision to leave Menzoberranzan had been painful and uncertain,



and now Drizzt had no desire to encounter his kin and rekindle all
of the doubts and fears.

He and Guenhwyvar ran on for more than an hour, turning down
secret passageways and crossing into the most confusing sections of
the area’s tunnels. Drizzt knew the region intimately and felt certain
that he could leave the patrol group far behind with little effort.

But when at last he paused to catch his breath, Drizzt sensed—and
he only had to look at Guenhwyvar to confirm his suspicions—that
the patrol was still on his trail, perhaps even closer than before.

Drizzt knew then that he was being magically tracked; there could
be no other explanation. “But how?” he asked the panther. “I am
hardly the drow they knew as a brother, in appearance or in
thought. What could they be sensing that would be familiar enough
for their magical spells to hold on to?” Drizzt surveyed himself
quickly, his eyes first falling upon his crafted weapons.

The scimitars were indeed wondrous, but so were the majority of
the drow weapons in Menzoberranzan. And these particular blades
had not even been crafted in House Do’Urden and were not of any
design favored by Drizzt’s family. His cloak then, he wondered? The
piwafwi was a signpost of a house, bearing the stitch patterns and
designs of a single family.

But Drizzt’s piwafwi had been tattered and torn beyond recognition
and he could hardly believe that a location spell would recognize it
as belonging to House Do’Urden.

“Belonging to House Do’Urden,” Drizzt whispered aloud. He
looked at Guenhwyvar and nodded suddenly—he had his answer.
He again removed his neck pouch and took out the token, the
emblem of Daermon N’a’shezbaernon. Created by magic, it
possessed its own magic, a dweomer distinct to that one house. Only
a noble of House Do’Urden would carry one.

Drizzt thought for a moment, then replaced the token and slipped
the neck-purse over Guenhwyvar’s head. “Time for the hunted to
become the hunter,” he purred to the great cat.

2
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“He knows he is being followed,” Dinin’s hands flashed to Briza.
Briza didn’t justify the statement with a reply. Of course Drizzt
knew of the pursuit; it was obvious that he was trying to evade
them. Briza remained unconcerned. Drizzt’s house emblem burned
as a distinct directional beacon in her magically enhanced thoughts.

Briza stopped, though, when the party came to a fork in the
passage. The signal came from beyond the fork, but not in any
definitive way to either side. “Left,” Briza signaled to three of the
commoner soldiers, then, “Right,” to the remaining two. She held
her brother back, signaling that she and Dinin would hold their
position at the fork to serve as a reserve for both groups.

High above the scattering patrol, hovering in the shadows of the
stalactite-covered ceiling, Drizzt smiled at his cunning. The patrol
might have kept pace with him, but it would have no chance at all
of catching Guenhwyvar.

The plan had been executed and completed to perfection, for
Drizzt had only meant to lead the patrol on until it was far from his
domain and weary of the hopeless search. But as Drizzt floated
there, looking down upon his brother and eldest sister, he found
himself longing for something more. A few moments passed, and
Drizzt was certain that the dispatched soldiers were a good distance
away. He drew out his scimitars, thinking then that a meeting with
his siblings might not be so bad after all.

“He moves farther away,” Briza spoke to Dinin, not fearing the
sound of her own voice, since she felt certain of her renegade
brother’s distant position. “At great speed.”

“Drizzt was always adept in the Underdark,” Dinin replied,
nodding. “He will prove a difficult catch.”

Briza snickered. “He will tire long before my spells expire. We will
find him breathless in a dark hole.” But Briza’s cockiness turned to
blank amazement a second later when a dark form dropped right
between her and Dinin.

Dinin, too, hardly even registered the shock of it all. He saw Drizzt
for just a split second, then his eyes crisscrossed, following the
descending arc of a scimitar’s rushing hilt. Dinin went down heavily,



with the smooth stone of the floor pressing against his cheek, a
sensation to which Dinin was oblivious.

Even as one hand did its work on Dinin, Drizzt’s other hand shot a
scimitar tip close to Briza’s throat, meaning to force her surrender.
Briza was not as surprised as Dinin, though, and she always kept a
hand close to her whip. She danced back from Drizzt’s attack, and
six snake heads shot up into the air, coiled and searching for an
opening.

Drizzt turned full to face her, weaving his scimitars into defensive
patterns to keep the stinging vipers at bay. He remembered the bite
of those dreaded whips; like every drow male, he had been taught it
many times during his childhood.

“Brother Drizzt,” Briza said loudly, hoping the patrol would hear
her and understand the call back to her side. “Lower your weapons.
It does not have to be like this.”

The sound of familiar words, of drow words, overwhelmed Drizzt.
How good it was to hear them again, to remember that he was more
than a single-minded hunter, that his life was more than mere
survival.

“Lower your weapons,” Briza said again, more pointedly.
“Wh—why are you here?” Drizzt stammered at her.

“For you, of course, my brother,” Briza replied, too kindly. “The
war with House Hun’ett is, at long last, ended. It is time for you to
come home.”

A part of Drizzt wanted to believe her, wanted to forget those facts
of drow life that had forced him out of the city of his birth. A part of
Drizzt wanted to drop the scimitars to the stone and return to the
shelter—and the companionship—of his former life. Briza’s smile
was so inviting.

Briza recognized his weakening resolve. “Come home, dear
Drizzt,” she purred, her words holding the bindings of a minor
magical spell. “You are needed. You are the weapon master of
House Do’Urden now.”

The sudden change in Drizzt’s expression told Briza that she had
erred. Zaknafein, Drizzt’s mentor and dearest friend, had been the



weapon master of House Do’Urden, and Zaknafein had been
sacrificed to the Spider Queen. Drizzt would never forget that fact.

Indeed, Drizzt remembered much more than the comforts of home
at that moment. He remembered even more clearly the wrongs of
his past life, the wickedness that his principles simply could not
tolerate.

“You should not have come,” Drizzt said, his voice sounding like a
growl. “You must never come this way again!”

“Dear brother,” Briza replied, more to buy time than to correct her
obvious error. She stood still, her face frozen in that double-edged
smile of hers.

Drizzt looked behind Briza’s lips, which were thick and full by
drow standards. The priestess spoke no words, but Drizzt could
clearly see that her mouth was moving behind that frozen smile.

A spell!

Briza had always been skilled at such deceptions. “Go home!”
Drizzt cried at her, and he launched an attack.

Briza ducked away from the blow easily enough, for it was not
meant to strike, only to disrupt her spellcasting.

“Damn you, Drizzt the rogue,” she spat, all pretense of friendship
gone. “Lower your weapons at once, on pain of death!” Her snake-
whip came up in open threat.

Drizzt set his feet wide apart. Fires burned in his lavender eyes as
the hunter within him rose to meet the challenge.

Briza hesitated, taken aback by the sudden ferocity brewing in her
brother. This was no ordinary drow warrior standing before her, she
knew beyond doubt. Drizzt had become something more than that,
something more formidable.

But Briza was a high priestess of Lolth, near the top of the drow
hierarchy. She would not be frightened away by a mere male.

“Surrender!” she demanded. Drizzt couldn’t even decipher her
words, for the hunter standing against Briza was no longer Drizzt
Do’Urden. The savage, primal warrior that memories of dead
Zaknafein had invoked was impervious to words and lies.



Briza’s arm pumped, and the whip’s six viper heads whirled in,
twisting and weaving of their own volition to gain the best angles of
attack.

The hunter’s scimitars responded in an indistinguishable blur.
Briza couldn’t begin to follow their lightning-quick motions, and
when her attack routine was ended, she knew only that none of the
snakeheads had found a mark, but that only five of the heads
remained attached to the whip.

Now in rage that nearly matched her opponent’s, Briza charged in,
flailing away with her damaged weapon. Snakes and scimitars and
slender drow limbs intertwined in a deadly ballet.

A head bit into the hunter’s leg, sending a burst of cold pain
coursing through his veins. A scimitar defeated another deceptive
attack, splitting a head down the middle, right between the fangs.

Another head bit into the hunter. Another head fell free to the
stone.

The opponents separated, taking measure of each other. Briza’s
breath came hard after the few furious minutes, but the hunter’s
chest moved easily and rhythmically. Briza had not been struck, but
Drizzt had taken two hits.

The hunter had learned long ago to ignore pain, though. He stood
ready to continue, and Briza, her whip now sporting only three
heads, stubbornly came in on him. She hesitated for a split-second
when she noticed Dinin still prone on the floor but with his senses
apparently returning. Might her brother rise to her aid?

Dinin squirmed and tried to stand but found no strength in his legs
to lift him.

“Damn you,” Briza growled, her venom aimed at Dinin, or at
Drizzt—it didn’t matter. Calling on the power of her Spider Queen
deity, the high priestess of Lolth lashed out with all of her strength.

Three snake heads dropped to the floor after a single cross of the
hunter’s blades.
“Damn you!” Briza screamed again, this time pointedly at Drizzt.

She grasped the mace from her belt and swung a vicious overhand
chop at her defiant brother’s head.



Crossed scimitars caught the clumsy blow long before it found its
mark, and the hunter’s foot came up and kicked once, twice, and
then a third time into Briza’s face before it went back to the floor.

Briza staggered backward, blood in her eyes and running freely
from her nose. She made out the lines of her brother’s form beyond
the blurring heat of her own blood, and she launched a desperate,
wide-arcing hook.

The hunter set one scimitar to parry the mace, turning its blade so
that Briza’s hand ran down its cruel edge even as the mace swept
wide of its mark. Briza screamed in agony and dropped her weapon.

The mace fell to the floor beside two of her fingers.

Dinin was up then, behind Drizzt, with his sword in his hand.
Using all of her discipline, Briza kept her eyes locked on Drizzt,
holding his attention. If she could distract him long enough ...

The hunter sensed the danger and spun on Dinin.

All that Dinin saw in his brother’s lavender eyes was his own
death. He threw his sword to the ground and crossed his arms over
his chest in surrender.

The hunter issued a growling command, hardly intelligible, but
Dinin fathomed its meaning well enough, and he ran away as fast as
his legs could carry him.

Briza started to slip around, meaning to follow Dinin, but a
scimitar blade cut her off, locking under her chin and forcing her
head so far back that all she could see was the dark stone of the
ceiling.

Pain burned in the hunter’s limbs, pain inflicted by this one and
her evil whip. Now the hunter meant to end the pain and the threat.
This was his domain!

Briza uttered a final prayer to Lolth as she felt the razor-sharp
edge begin its cut. But then, in the instant of a black blur, she was
free. She looked down to see Drizzt pinned to the floor by a huge
black panther. Not taking the time to ask questions, Briza sped off
down the tunnel after Dinin.

The hunter squirmed away from Guenhwyvar and leaped to his
feet. “Guenhwyvar!” he cried, pushing the panther away. “Get her!



Kill ... 1”

Guenhwyvar replied by falling into a sitting position and issuing a
wide and drawn out yawn. With one lazy movement, the panther
brought a paw under the string of the neck-purse and snapped it off
to the ground.

The hunter burned with rage. “What are you doing?” he screamed,
snatching up the purse. Had Guenhwyvar sided against him? Drizzt
backed away a step, hesitantly bringing his scimitars up between
him and the panther. Guenhwyvar made no move, but just sat there
staring at Drizzt.

A moment later, the click of a crossbow told Drizzt of the absolute
absurdity of his line of thinking. The dart would have found him, no
doubt, but Guenhwyvar sprang up suddenly and intercepted its
flight. Drow poison had no effect on the likes of a magical cat.

Three drow fighters appeared on one side of the fork, two more on
the other. All thoughts of revenge on Briza flew from Drizzt then,
and he followed Guenhwyvar in full flight down the twisting
passageways. Without the guidance of the high priestess and her
magic, the commoner fighters did not even attempt to follow.

A long while later, Drizzt and Guenhwyvar turned into a side
passage and paused in their flight, listening for any sounds of
pursuit.

“Come,” Drizzt instructed, and he started slowly away, certain that
the threat of Dinin and Briza had been successfully repelled.

Again Guenhwyvar dropped to a sitting position.

Drizzt looked curiously at the panther. “I told you to come,” he
growled. Guenhwyvar fixed a stare upon him, a look that filled the
renegade drow with guilt. Then the cat rose and walked slowly
toward its master.

Drizzt nodded his accord, thinking that Guenhwyvar meant to
obey him. He turned and started again to walk off, but the panther
circled around him, stopping his progress. Guenhwyvar continued
the circular pacing and slowly the telltale mist began to appear.

“What are you doing?” Drizzt demanded. Guenhwyvar did not
slow.



“I did not dismiss you!” Drizzt shouted as the panther’s corporeal
form melted away. Drizzt spun about frantically, trying to catch
hold of something.

“I did not dismiss you!” he cried again, helplessly.
Guenhwyvar had gone.

It was a long walk back to Drizzt’s sheltered cave. That last image
of Guenhwyvar followed his every step, the cat’s saucer eyes boring
into his back. Guenhwyvar had judged him, he realized beyond any
doubt. In his blind rage, Drizzt had almost killed his sister; he surely
would have slain Briza if Guenhwyvar had not pounced upon him.

At last, Drizzt crawled into the little stone cubby that served as his
bedroom.

His contemplations crawled in with him. A decade before, Drizzt
had killed Masoj Hun’ett, and on that occasion had vowed never to
kill a drow again. To Drizzt, his word was the core of his principles,
those very same principles that had forced him to give up so very
much.

Drizzt surely would have forsaken his word this day had it not

been for Guenhwyvar’s actions. How much better, then, was he from
those dark elves he had left behind?

Drizzt clearly had won the encounter against his siblings and was
confident that he could continue to hide from Briza—and from all
the other enemies that Matron Malice sent against him. But alone in
that tiny cave, Drizzt realized something that distressed him greatly.

He couldn’t hide from himself.



FLIGHT FROM THE
HUNTER

Dr1zzt gave no thought at all to his actions as he went about his

dally routines over the next few days. He would survive, he knew.
The hunter would have it no other way. But the rising price of that
survival struck a deep and discordant note in the heart of Drizzt
Do’Urden.

If the constant rituals of the day warded away the pain, Drizzt
found himself unprotected at day’s end. The encounter with his
siblings haunted him, stayed in his thoughts as vividly as if it were
recurring every night. Inevitably, Drizzt awoke terrified and alone,
engulfed by the monsters of his dreams. He understood—and the
knowledge heightened his helplessness—that no swordplay,
however dazzling, could hope to defeat them.

Drizzt did not fear that his mother would continue her quest to
capture and punish him, though he knew beyond any doubt that she
certainly would. This was his world, far different from
Menzoberranzan’s winding avenues, with ways that the drow living
in the city could not begin to understand. Out in the wilds, Drizzt
held confidence that he could survive against whatever nemeses
Matron Malice sent after him.

Drizzt also had managed to release himself from the overwhelming
guilt of his actions against Briza. He rationalized that it was his
siblings who had forced the dangerous encounter, and it was Briza,
in trying to cast a spell, who had initiated the combat. Still, Drizzt
realized that he would spend many days finding answers to the
questions his actions had raised concerning the nature of his
character.



Had he become this savage and merciless hunter because of the
harsh conditions imposed on him? Or was this hunter an expression
of the being Drizzt had been all along? They were not questions that
Drizzt would easily answer, but at this time, they were not foremost
among his thoughts.

The thing that Drizzt could not dismiss about the encounter with
his siblings was the sound of their voices, the melody of spoken
words that he could understand and respond to. In all of his
recollections of those few moments with Briza and Dinin, the words,
not the blows, stood out most clearly. Drizzt clung to them
desperately, listening to them over and over again in his mind and
dreading the day when they would fade away. Then, though he
might remember them, he would no longer hear them.

He would be alone again.

Drizzt pulled the onyx figurine out of his pocket for the first time
since Guenhwyvar had drifted away from him. He placed it on the
stone before him and looked at his wall scratches to determine just
how long it had been since he had last summoned the panther.
Immediately, Drizzt realized the futility of that approach. When was
the last time he had scratched that wall? And what use were the
markings anyway? How could Drizzt be certain of his count even if
he dutifully notched the mark after every one of his sleep periods?

“Time is something of that other world,” Drizzt mumbled, his tone
clearly a lament. He lifted his dagger toward the stone, an act of
denial against his own proclamation.

“What does it matter?” Drizzt asked rhetorically, and he dropped
the dagger to the ground. The ring as it struck the stone sent a
shiver along Drizzt’s spine, as though it was a bell signaling his
surrender.

His breathing came hard. Sweat beaded on his ebony brow, and
his hands felt suddenly cold. All around him, the walls of his cave,
the close stone that had sheltered him for years against the ever-
encroaching dangers of the Underdark, now pressed in on him. He
imagined leering faces in the lines of cracks and the shapes of rocks.
The faces mocked him and laughed at him, belittling his stubborn
pride.



He turned to flee but stumbled on a stone and fell to the ground.
He scraped a knee in the process and tore yet another hole in his
tattered piwafwi. Drizzt hardly cared for his knee or his cloak when
he looked back to the stumbling stone, for another fact assailed him,
leaving him in utter confusion.

The hunter had tripped. For the first time in more than a decade,
the hunter had tripped.

“Guenhwyvar!” Drizzt cried frantically. “Come to me! Oh, please,
my Guenhwyvar!”

He didn’t know if the panther would respond. After their last less-
than-friendly parting, Drizzt couldn’t be certain that Guenhwyvar
would ever walk by his side again. Drizzt clawed his way toward the
figurine, every inch seeming a tedious fight in the weakness of his
despair.

Presently the swirling mist appeared. The panther would not
desert its master, would not hold lasting judgment against the drow
who had been its friend.

Drizzt relaxed as the mist took form, using the sight of it to block
the evil hallucinations in the stones. Soon Guenhwyvar was sitting
beside him and casually licking at one great paw. Drizzt locked the
panther’s saucer eyes in a stare and saw no judgment there. It was
just Guenhwyvar, his friend and his salvation.

Drizzt curled his legs under him, sprang out to the cat, and
wrapped the muscled neck in a tight and desperate embrace.
Guenhwyvar accepted the hold without response, wiggling loose
only enough to continue the paw-licking. If the cat, in its
otherworldly intelligence, understood the importance of that hug, it
offered no outward signs.

MoM M M M

Restlessness marked Drizzt’s next days. He kept on the move,
running the circuits of the tunnels around his sanctuary. Matron
Malice was after him, he continually reminded himself. He could not
afford any holes in his defenses.

Deep inside himself, beyond the rationalizations, Drizzt knew the
truth of his movements. He could offer himself the excuse of



patrolling, but he had, in fact, taken flight. He ran from the voices
and the walls of his small cave. He ran from Drizzt Do’Urden and
back toward the hunter.

Gradually, his routes took a wider course, often keeping him from
his cave for many days at a stretch. Secretly, Drizzt hoped for an
encounter with a powerful foe. He needed a tangible reminder of
the necessity of his primal existence, a battle against some horrid
monster that would place him in a mode of purely instinctive
survival.

What Drizzt found instead one day was the vibration of a distant
tapping on the wall, the rhythmical, measured tap of a miner’s pick.

Drizzt leaned back against the wall and carefully considered his
next move. He knew where the sound would lead him; he was in the
same tunnels that he had wandered when he went in search of his
lost rothé, the same tunnels where he had encountered the
svirfneblin mining party a few tendays before. At that time, Drizzt
could not admit it to himself, but it was no simple coincidence that
he had happened into this region again. His subconscious had
brought him to hear the tapping of the svirfneblin hammers, and
more particularly, to hear the laughter and chatter of the deep
gnomes’ voices.

Now Drizzt, leaning heavily against a wall, truly was torn. He
knew that going to spy on the svirfneblin miners would only bring
him more torment, that in hearing their voices he would become
even more vulnerable to the pangs of loneliness. The deep gnomes
surely would go back to their city, and Drizzt again would be left
empty and alone.

But Drizzt had come to hear the tapping, and now it vibrated in
the stone, beckoning him with a pull too great to ignore. His better
judgment fought the urges that pulled him toward that sound, but
his decision had been made even as he had taken the first steps into
this region. He berated himself for his foolishness, shook his head in
denial. In spite of his conscious reasoning, his legs were moving,
carrying him toward the rhythmic sound of the tapping pickaxes.

The alert instincts of the hunter argued against remaining near the
miners even as Drizzt looked down from a high ledge upon the



group of svirfnebli. But Drizzt did not leave. For several days, as far
as he could measure, he stayed in the vicinity of the deep gnome
miners, catching bits of their conversations wherever he could,
watching them at work and at play.

When the inevitable day came that the miners began to pack up
their wagons, Drizzt understood the depth of his folly. He had been
weak in coming to the deep gnomes; he had denied the brutal truth
of his existence. Now he would have to go back to his dark and
empty hole, all the more lonely for the memories of the last few
days.

The wagons rolled out of sight down the tunnels toward the
svirfneblin city. Drizzt took the first steps back toward his
sanctuary, the moss-covered cave with the fast-running stream and
the myconid-tended mushroom grove.

In all the centuries of life he had left to live, Drizzt Do’Urden
would never look upon that place again.

He did not later remember when his direction had turned; it had
not been a conscious decision. Something pulled at him—the
lingering rumble of the ore-filled wagons perhaps—and only when
Drizzt heard the slam of Blingdenstone’s great outer doors did he
realize what he meant to do.

“Guenhwyvar,” Drizzt whispered to the figurine, and he flinched
at the disturbing volume of his own voice. The svirfneblin guards on
the wide staircase were engaged in a conversation of their own,
though, and Drizzt was quite safe.

The gray mist swirled around the statuette and the panther came
to its master’s call. Guenhwyvar’s ears flattened and the panther
sniffed around cautiously, trying to resolve the unfamiliar setting.

Drizzt took a deep breath and forced the words from his mouth. “I
wanted to say good-bye to you, my friend,” he whispered.
Guenhwyvar’s ears came up straight, and the pupils of the cat’s
shining yellow eyes widened then narrowed again as Guenhwyvar
took a quick study of Drizzt.

“In case ...” Drizzt continued. “I cannot live out there anymore,
Guenhwyvar. I fear I am losing everything that gives meaning to
life. I fear I am losing my self.” He glanced back over his shoulder at



the ascending stairway to Blingdenstone. “And that is more precious
to me than my life. Can you understand, Guenhwyvar? I need more,
more than simple survival. I need a life defined by more than the
savage instincts of this creature I have become.”

Drizzt slumped back against the passageway’s stone wall. His
words sounded so logical and simple, yet he knew that every step up
that stair to the deep gnome city would be a trial of his courage and
his convictions. He remembered the day he’d stood on the ledge
outside Blingdenstone’s great doors. As much as he wanted to,
Drizzt could not bring himself to follow the deep gnomes in. He was
fully caught in a very real paralysis that had gripped him and held
him firmly when he thought of rushing through the portals into the
deep gnome city.

“You have rarely judged me, my friend,” Drizzt said to the
panther. “And in those times, always you have judged me fairly. Can
you understand, Guenhwyvar? In the next few moments, we may
become lost from each other forever. Can you understand why I
must do this?”

Guenhwyvar padded over to Drizzt’s side and nuzzled its great
feline head into the drow’s ribs.

“My friend,” Drizzt whispered into the cat’s ear. “Go back now
before I lose my courage. Go back to your home and hope that we
shall meet again.”

Guenhwyvar turned away obediently and paced to the figurine.
The transition seemed too fast to Drizzt this time, then only the
figurine remained. Drizzt scooped it up and considered it. He
considered again the risk before him. Then, driven by the same
subconscious needs that had brought him this far, Drizzt rushed to
the stair and started up. Above him, the deep gnome conversation
had ceased; apparently the guards sensed that someone or
something was approaching.

But the svirfnebli guards’ surprise was no less when a drow elf
walked over the top of the staircase and onto the landing before the
doors of their city.

Drizzt crossed his arms over his chest, a defenseless gesture that
the drow elves took as a signal of truce. Drizzt could only hope that



the svirfnebli were familiar with the motion, for his mere
appearance had absolutely unnerved the guards. They fell over each
other, scrambling around the small landing, some rushing to protect
the doors to the city, others surrounding Drizzt within a ring of
weapon tips, and still others rushing frantically to the stairs and
down a few, trying to see if this dark elf was just the first of an
entire drow war party.

One svirfneblin, the leader of the guard contingent and apparently
looking for some explanation, barked out a series of pointed
demands at Drizzt. Drizzt shrugged helplessly, and the half-dozen
deep gnomes around him jumped back a cautious step at his
innocuous movement.

The svirfneblin spoke again, more loudly, and jabbed the very
sharp point of his iron spear in Drizzt’s direction. Drizzt could not
begin to understand or respond to the foreign tongue. Very slowly
and in obvious view, he slid one hand down over his stomach to the
clasp of his belt buckle. The deep gnome leader’s hands wrung
tightly over the shaft of his weapon as he watched the dark elf’s
every movement.

A flick of Drizzt’s wrist released the clasp and his scimitars clanged
loudly on the stone floor.

The svirfnebli jumped in unison, then recovered quickly and came
in on him. On a single word from the leader of the group, two of the
guards dropped their weapons and began a complete, and not overly
gentle, search of the intruder. Drizzt flinched when they found the
dagger he had kept in his boot. He thought himself stupid for
forgetting the weapon and not revealing it openly from the
beginning.

A moment later, when one of the svirfnebli reached into the
deepest pocket of Drizzt’s piwafwi and pulled out the onyx figurine,
Drizzt flinched even more.

Instinctively, Drizzt reached for the panther, a pleading expression
on his face.
He received the butt end of a spear in the back for his efforts.

Deep gnomes were not an evil race, but they held no love for dark
elves. The svirfnebli had survived for centuries untold in the



Underdark with few allies but many enemies, and they ever ranked
the drow elves as foremost among the latter. Since the founding of
the ancient city of Blingdenstone, the majority of all of the many
svirfnebli who had been killed in the wilds had fallen at the ends of
drow weapons.

Now, inexplicably, one of these same dark elves had walked right
up to their city doors and willingly surrendered his weapons.

The deep gnomes bound Drizzt’s hands tightly behind his back,
and four of the guards kept their weapon tips resting on him, ready
to drive them home at Drizzt’s slightest threatening movement. The
remaining guards returned from their search of the stairway,
reporting no other drow elves anywhere in the vicinity. The leader
remained suspicious, though, and he posted guards at various
strategic positions, then motioned to the two deep gnomes waiting
at the city’s doors.

The massive portals parted, and Drizzt was led in. He could only
hope in that moment of fear and excitement that he had left the
hunter out in the wilds of the Underdark.



UNHOLy ALLy

Tn no hurry to stand before his outraged mother, Dinin wandered

slowly toward the anteroom to House Do’Urden’s chapel. Matron
Malice had called for him, and he could not refuse the summons. He
found Vierna and Maya in the corridor beyond the ornate doors,
similarly tentative.

“What is it about?” Dinin asked his sisters in the silent hand code.

“Matron Malice has been with Briza and Shi’'nayne all the day,”
Vierna’s hands replied.

“Planning another expedition in search of Drizzt,” Dinin motioned
half heartedly, not liking the idea that he would no doubt be
included in such plans.

The two females did not miss their brother’s disdainful scowl.
“Was it really so terrible?” Maya asked. “Briza would say little about
it.”

“Her severed fingers and torn whip revealed much,” Vierna put in,
a wry smile crossing her face as she motioned. Vierna, like every
other sibling of House Do’Urden, had little love for her eldest sister.

No agreeing smile spread on Dinin’s face as he remembered his
encounter with Drizzt. “You witnessed our brother’s prowess when
he lived among us,” Dinin’s hands replied. “His skills have improved
tenfold in his years outside the city.”

“But what was he like?” Vierna asked, obviously intrigued by
Drizzt’s ability to survive. Ever since the patrol had returned with
the report that Drizzt was still alive, Vierna had secretly hoped that
she would see her younger brother again. They had shared a father,
so it was said, and Vierna held more sympathy for Drizzt than was
wise, given Malice’s feelings for him.



Noticing her excited expression, and remembering his own
humiliation at Drizzt’s hands, Dinin cast a disapproving scowl at
her. “Fear not, dear sister,” Dinin’s hands said quickly. “If Malice
sends you out into the wilds this time, as I suspect she will, you will
see all of Drizzt you wish to see, and more!” Dinin clapped his hands
together for emphasis as he ended, and he strode right between the
two females and through the anteroom’s door.

“Your brother has forgotten how to knock,” Matron Malice said to
Briza and Shi’'nayne, who stood at her sides.

Rizzen, kneeling before the throne, looked up over his shoulder to
see Dinin.

“I did not give you permission to lift your eyes!” Malice screamed
at the patron. She pounded her fist on the arm of her great throne,
and Rizzen fell down to his belly in fear. Malice’s next words carried
the strength of a spell.

“Grovel!” she commanded, and Rizzen crawled to her feet. Malice
extended her hand to the male, all the while looking straight at
Dinin. The elderboy did not miss his mother’s point.

“Kiss,” she said to Rizzen, and he quickly began lavishing kisses
onto her extended hand. “Stand,” Malice issued her third command.

Rizzen got about halfway to his feet before the matron punched
him squarely in the face, dropping him in a heap to the stone floor.

“If you move, I shall kill you,” Malice promised, and Rizzen lay
perfectly still, not doubting her in the least.

Dinin knew that the continued show had been more for his benefit
than for Rizzen’s. Still, unblinking, Malice eyed him.

“You have failed me,” she said at length. Dinin accepted the
berating without argument, without even daring to breathe until
Malice turned sharply on Briza.

“And you!” Malice shouted. “Six trained drow warriors beside you,
and you, a high priestess, could not bring Drizzt back to me.”

Briza clenched and unclenched the weakened fingers that Malice
had magically restored to her hand.

“Seven against one,” Malice ranted, “and you come running back
here with tales of doom!”



“I will get him, Matron Mother,” Maya promised as she took her
place beside Shi’nayne. Malice looked to Vierna, but the second
daughter was more reluctant to make such grand claims.

“You speak boldly,” Dinin said to Maya. Immediately, Malice’s
disbelieving grimace fell upon him in a harsh reminder that it was
not his place to speak.

But Briza promptly completed Dinin’s thought. “Too boldly,” she
growled. Malice’s gaze descended upon her on cue, but Briza was a
high priestess in the favor of the Spider Queen and was well within
her rights to speak. “You know nothing of our young brother,” Briza
went on, speaking as much to Malice as to Maya.

“He is only a male,” Maya retorted. “I would—"

“You would be cut down!” Briza yelled. “Hold your foolish words
and empty promises, youngest sister. Out in the tunnels beyond
Menzoberranzan, Drizzt would kill you with little effort.”

Malice listened intently to it all. She had heard Briza’s account of
the meeting with Drizzt several times, and she knew enough about
her oldest daughter’s courage and powers to understand that Briza
did not speak falsely.

Maya backed down from the confrontation, not wanting any part
of a feud with Briza.

“Could you defeat him?” Malice asked Briza, “now that you better
understand what he has become?”

In response, Briza flexed her wounded hand again. It would be
several tendays before she regained full use of the replaced fingers.

“Or you?” Malice asked Dinin, understanding Briza’s pointed
gesture as a conclusive answer.

Dinin fidgeted about, not knowing how to respond to his volatile
mother. The truth might put him at odds with Malice, but a lie
surely would land him back in the tunnels against his brother.

“Speak truly with me!” Malice roared. “Do you wish another hunt
for Drizzt, so that you may regain my favor?”
“I ...” Dinin stuttered, then he lowered his eyes defensively. Malice

had put a detection spell on his reply, Dinin realized. She would
know if he tried to lie to her. “No,” he said flatly. “Even at the cost



of your favor, Matron Mother, I do not wish to go out after Drizzt
again.”

Maya and Vierna—even Shi’nayne—started in surprise at the
honest response, thinking nothing could be worse than a matron
mother’s wrath. Briza, though, nodded in agreement, for she, too,
had seen as much of Drizzt as she cared to see. Malice did not miss
the significance of her daughter’s motion.

“Your pardon, Matron Mother,” Dinin went on, trying desperately
to heal any ill feelings he had stirred. “I have seen Drizzt in combat.
He took me down too easily—as I believed that no foe ever could.
He defeated Briza fairly, and I have never seen her beaten! I do not
wish to hunt my brother again, for I fear that the result would only
bring more anger to you and more trouble to House Do’Urden.”

“You are afraid?” Malice asked slyly.

Dinin nodded. “And I know that I would only disappoint you
again, Matron Mother. In the tunnels that he names as home, Drizzt
is beyond my skills. I cannot hope to outdo him.”

“I can accept such cowardice in a male,” Malice said coldly. Dinin,
with no recourse, accepted the insult stoically.

“But you are a high priestess of Lolth!” Malice taunted Briza.
“Certainly a rogue male is not beyond the powers that the Spider
Queen has given to you!”

“Hear Dinin’s words, my matron,” Briza replied.
“Lolth is with you!” Shi’'nayne shouted at her.

“But Drizzt is beyond the Spider Queen,” Briza snapped back. “I
fear that Dinin speaks the truth—for all of us. We cannot catch
Drizzt out there. The wilds of the Underdark are his domain, where
we are only strangers.”

“Then what are we to do?” Maya grumbled.

Malice rested back in her throne and put her sharp chin in her
palm. She had coaxed Dinin under the weight of a threat, and yet he
still declared that he would not willingly venture after Drizzt. Briza,
ambitious and powerful, and in the favor of Lolth even if House
Do’Urden and Matron Malice were not, came back without her
prized whip and the fingers of one hand.



“Jarlaxle and his band of rogues?” Vierna offered, seeing her
mother’s dilemma. “Bregan D’aerthe has been of value to us for
many years.”

“The mercenary leader will not agree,” Malice replied, for she had
tried to hire the soldier of fortune for the endeavor years before.
“Every member of Bregan D’aerthe abides by the decisions of
Jarlaxle, and all the wealth we possess will not tempt him. I suspect
that Jarlaxle is under the strict orders of Matron Baenre. Drizzt is
our problem, and we are charged by the Spider Queen with
correcting that problem.”

“If you command me to go, I shall,” Dinin spoke out. “I fear only
that I will disappoint you, Matron Mother. I do not fear Drizzt’s
blades, or death itself if it is in service to you.” Dinin had read his
mother’s dark mood well enough to know that she had no intention
of sending him back out after Drizzt, and he thought himself wise in
being so generous when it didn’t cost him anything.

“I thank you, my son,” Malice beamed at him. Dinin had to hold
his snicker when he noticed all three of his sisters glaring at him.
“Now leave us,” Malice continued condescendingly, stealing Dinin’s
moment. “We have business that does not concern a male.”

Dinin bowed low and swept toward the door. His sisters took note
of how easily Malice had stolen the proud spring from his step.

“I will remember your words,” Malice said wryly, enjoying the
power play and the silent applause. Dinin paused, his hand on the
handle of the ornate door. “One day you will prove your loyalty to
me, do not doubt.”

All five of the high priestesses laughed at Dinin’s back as he
rushed out of the room.

On the floor, Rizzen found himself in quite a dangerous dilemma.
Malice had sent Dinin away, saying in essence that males had no
right to remain in the room. Yet Malice had not given Rizzen
permission to move. He planted his feet and fingers against the
stone, ready to spring away in an instant.

“Are you still here?” Malice shrieked at him. Rizzen bolted for the
door.



“Hold!” Malice cried at him, her words once again empowered by
a magical spell.

Rizzen stopped suddenly, against his better judgment and unable
to resist the dweomer of Matron Malice’s spell.

“I did not give you permission to move!” Malice screamed behind
him.

“But—" Rizzen started to protest.

“Take him!” Malice commanded her two youngest daughters, and
Vierna and Maya rushed over and roughly grabbed Rizzen.

“Put him in a dungeon cell,” Malice instructed them. “Keep him
alive. We will need him later.”

Vierna and Maya hauled the trembling male out of the anteroom.
Rizzen did not dare offer any resistance.

“You have a plan,” Shi’'nayne said to Malice. As SiNafay, the
matron mother of House Hun’ett, the newest Do’Urden had learned
to see purpose in every action. She knew the duties of a matron
mother well and understood that Malice’s outburst against Rizzen,
who had in fact done nothing wrong, was more of calculated design
than of true outrage.

“I agree with your assessment,” Malice said to Briza. “Drizzt has
gone beyond us.”

“But by the words of Matron Baenre herself, we must not fail,”
Briza reminded her mother. “Your seat on the ruling council must be
strengthened at all cost.”

“We shall not fail,” Shi’'nayne said to Briza, eyeing Malice all the
while. Another wry look came across Malice’s face as Shi’nayne
continued. “In ten years of battle against House Do’Urden,” she said,
“I have come to understand the methods of Matron Malice. Your
mother will find a way to catch Drizzt.” She paused, noting her
mother’s widening smile. “Or has she, perhaps, already found a
way?”

“We shall see,” Malice purred, her confidence growing in her
former rival’s decree of respect. “We shall see.”
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More than two hundred commoners of House Do’Urden milled
about the great chapel, excitedly exchanging rumors of the coming
events. Commoners were rarely allowed in this sacred place, only on
the high holidays of Lolth or in communal prayer before a battle.
Yet there were no expectations among them of any impending war,
and this was no holy day on the drow calendar.

Dinin Do’Urden, also anxious and excited, moved about the crowd,
settling dark elves into the rows of seats encircling the raised central
dais. Being only a male, Dinin would not partake of the ceremony at
the altar and Matron Malice had told him nothing of her plans.
From the instructions she had given him, though, Dinin knew that
the results of this day’s events would prove critical to the future of
his family. He was the chant leader; he would continually move
throughout the assembly, leading the commoners in the appropriate
verses to the Spider Queen.

Dinin had played this role often before, but this time Matron
Malice had warned him that if a single voice called out incorrectly,
Dinin’s life would be forfeit. Still another fact disturbed the elderboy
of House Do’Urden. He was normally accompanied in his chapel
duties by the other male noble of the house, Malice’s present mate.
Rizzen had not been seen since that day when the whole family had
gathered in the anteroom. Dinin suspected that Rizzen’s reign as
patron soon would come to a crashing end. It was no secret that
Matron Malice had given previous mates to Lolth.

When all of the commoners were seated, magical red lights began
to glow softly all about the room. The illumination increased
gradually, allowing the gathered dark elves to comfortably shift
their dual-purpose eyes from the infrared spectrum into the realm of
light.

Misty vapors rolled out from under the seats, hugged the floor,
and rose in curling wisps. Dinin led the crowd in a low hum, the
calling of Matron Malice.

Malice appeared at the top of the room’s domed ceiling, her arms
outstretched and the folds of her spider-emblazoned black robes
whipping about in an enchanted breeze. She descended slowly,



turning complete circuits to survey the gathering—and to let them
look upon the splendor that was their matron mother.

When Malice alighted on the central dais, Briza and Shi’nayne
appeared on the ceiling, floating down in similar fashion. They
landed and took their places, Briza at the cloth-covered case off to
the side of the spider-shaped sacrificial table and Shi’'nayne behind
Matron Malice.

Malice clapped her hands and the humming stopped abruptly.
Eight braziers lining the central dais roared to life, their flames’
brightness less painful to the sensitive drow eyes in the red, mist-
enshrouded glow.

“Enter, my daughters!” Malice cried, and all heads turned to the
chapel’s main doors. Vierna and Maya came in, with Rizzen,
sluggish and apparently drugged, supported between them and a
casket floating in the air behind them.

Dinin, among others, thought this an odd arrangement. He could
assume, he supposed, that Rizzen was to be sacrificed, but he had
never heard of a coffin being brought in to the ceremony.

The younger Do’Urden daughters moved up to the central dais and
quickly strapped Rizzen down to the sacrificial table. Shi’'nayne
intercepted the floating casket and guided it to a position off to the
side opposite Briza.

“Call to the handmaiden!” Malice cried, and Dinin immediately
sent the gathering into the desired chant. The braziers roared
higher; Malice and the other high priestesses prodded the crowd on
with magically enhanced shouts of key words in the summoning. A
sudden wind came up from nowhere, it seemed, and whipped the
mist into a frenzied dance.

The flames of all eight braziers shot out in high lines over Malice
and the others, joining in a furious burst above the center of the
circular platform. The braziers puffed once in a unified explosion,
throwing the last of their flames into the summoning, then burned
low as the lines of fire rolled together in a gathered ball and became
a singular pillar of flame.

The commoners gasped but continued their chanting as the pillar
rolled through the colors of the spectrum, gradually cooling until



the flames were no more. In their place stood a tentacled creature,
taller than a drow elf and resembling a half-melted candle with
elongated, drooping facial features. All the crowd recognized the
being, though few commoners had ever actually seen one before,
except perhaps in illustrations in the clerical books. All in
attendance knew well enough the importance of this gathering at
that moment, for no drow could possibly miss the significance of the
presence of a yochlol, a personal handmaiden of Lolth.

“Greetings, Handmaiden,” Malice said loudly. “Blessed is Daermon
N’a’shezbaernon for your presence.”

The yochlol surveyed the gathering for a long while, surprised that
House Do’Urden had issued such a summons. Matron Malice was not
in the favor of Lolth.

Only the high priestesses felt the telepathic question. Why dare you
call to me?

“To right our wrongs!” Malice cried out aloud, drawing the whole
of the gathering into the tense moment. “To regain the favor of your
Mistress, the favor that is the only purpose of our existence!” Malice
looked pointedly at Dinin, and he began the correct song, the
highest song of praise to the Spider Queen.

I am pleased by your display, Matron Malice, came the yochlol’s
thoughts, this time directed solely at Malice. But you know that this
gathering does nothing to aid in your peril!

This is but the beginning, Malice answered mentally, confident that
the handmaiden could read her every thought. The matron took
comfort in that knowledge, for she held faith that her desires to
regain the favor of Lolth were sincere. My youngest son has wronged
the Spider Queen. He must pay for his deeds.

The other high priestesses, excluded from the telepathic
conversation, joined in the song to Lolth.

Drizzt Do’Urden lives, the yochlol reminded Malice. And he is not in
your custody.

That shall soon be corrected, Malice promised.
What do you desire of me?
“Zin-carla!” Malice cried aloud.



The yochlol swayed backward, momentarily stunned by the
boldness of the request. Malice held her ground, determined that
her plan would not fail. Around her, the other priestesses held their
breath, fully realizing that the moment of triumph or disaster was
upon them all.

It is our highest gift, came the yochlol’s thoughts, given rarely even to
matrons in the favor of the Spider Queen. And you, who have not
pleased Lolth, dare to ask for Zin-carla?

It is right and fitting, Malice replied. Then aloud, needing the
support of her family, she cried, “Let my youngest son learn the
folly of his ways and the power of the enemies he has made. Let my
son witness the horrible glory of Lolth revealed, so that he will fall
to his knees and beg forgiveness!” Malice reverted to telepathic
communication. Only then shall the spirit-wraith drive a sword into his
heart!

The yochlol’s eyes went blank as the creature fell into itself,
seeking guidance from its home plane of existence. Many minutes—
agonizing minutes to Matron Malice and all of the hushed gathering
—passed before the yochlol’s thoughts came back.

Have you the corpse?

Malice signaled to Maya and Vierna, and they rushed over to the
casket and removed the stone lid. Dinin understood then that the
box was not brought for Rizzen, but was already occupied. An
animated corpse crawled out of it and staggered over to Malice’s
side. It was badly decomposed and many of its features had rotted
away altogether, but Dinin and most of the others in the great
chapel recognized it immediately: Zaknafein Do’Urden, the
legendary weapon master.

Zin-carla, the yochlol asked, so that the weapon master you gave to
the Spider Queen might correct the wrongs of your youngest son?

It is appropriate, Malice replied. She sensed that the yochlol was
pleased, as she had expected. Zaknafein, Drizzt’s tutor, had helped
to inspire the blasphemous attitudes that had ruined Drizzt. Lolth,
the queen of chaos, enjoyed ironies, and to have this same
Zaknafein serve as executioner would inevitably please her.

Zin-carla requires great sacrifice, came the yochlol’s demand.



The creature looked over to the spider-shaped table, where Rizzen
lay oblivious to his surroundings. The yochlol seemed to frown, if
such creatures could frown, at the sight of such a pitiful sacrifice.
The creature then turned back to Matron Malice and read her
thoughts.

Do continue, the yochlol prompted, suddenly very interested.

Malice lifted her arms, beginning yet another song to Lolth. She
motioned to Shi'nayne, who walked to the case beside Briza and
took out the ceremonial dagger, the most precious possession of
House Do’Urden. Briza flinched when she saw her newest “sister”
handle the item, its hilt the body of a spider with eight blade-like
legs reaching down under it. For centuries it had been Briza’s place
to drive the ceremonial dagger into the hearts of gifts to the Spider
Queen.

Shi'nayne smirked at the eldest daughter as she walked away,
sensing Briza’s anger. She joined Malice at the table beside Rizzen
and moved the dagger out over the doomed patron’s heart.

Malice grabbed her hands to stop her. “This time I must do it,”
Malice explained, to Shi'nayne’s dismay. Shi'nayne looked back over
her shoulder to see Briza returning her smirk tenfold.

Malice waited until the song had ended, and the gathering
remained absolutely silent as Malice alone began the proper chant.
“Takken bres duis bres,” she began, both her hands wringing over the
hilt of the deadly instrument.

A moment later, Malice’s chant neared completion and the dagger
went up high. All the house tensed, awaiting the moment of ecstacy,
the savage giving to the foul Spider Queen.

The dagger came down, but Malice turned it abruptly to the side
and drove it instead into the heart of Shi’nayne, Matron SiNafay
Hun’ett, her most hated rival.

“No!” gasped SiNafay, but the deed was done. Eight blade-legs
grasped at her heart. SiNafay tried to speak, to cast a spell of
healing on herself or a curse upon Malice, but only blood came out
of her mouth. Gasping her last breaths, she fell forward over Rizzen.



All the house erupted in screams of shock and joy as Malice tore
the dagger out from under SiNafay Hun’ett, and her enemy’s heart
along with it.

“Devious!” Briza screamed above the tumult, for even she had not
known Malice’s plans. Once again, Briza was the eldest daughter of
House Do’Urden, back in the position of honor that she so dearly
craved.

Devious! the yochlol echoed in Malice’s mind. Know that we are
pleased!

Behind the gruesome scene, the animated corpse fell limply to the
floor. Malice looked at the handmaiden and understood. “Put
Zaknafein on the table! Quickly!” she instructed her younger
daughters. They scrambled about, roughly displacing Rizzen and
SiNafay and getting Zaknafein’s body in place.

Briza, too, went into motion, carefully lining up the many jars of
unguents that had been painstakingly prepared for this moment.
Matron Malice’s reputation as the finest salve maker in the city
would be put to the test in this effort.

Malice looked at the yochlol. “Zin-carla?” she asked aloud.

You have not regained the favor of Lolth! came the telepathic reply,
so powerfully that Malice was driven to her knees. Malice clutched
at her head, thinking it would explode from the building pressure.

Gradually the pain eased away. But you have pleased the Spider
Queen this day, Malice Do’Urden, the yochlol explained. And it is
agreed that your plans for your sacrilegious son are appropriate. Zin-
carla is granted, but know it as your final chance, Matron Malice
Do’Urden! Your greatest fears cannot begin to approach the truth of the
consequences of failure!

The yochlol disappeared in an explosive fireball that rocked the
chapel of House Do’Urden. Those gathered only rose to a higher
frenzy at the bared power of the evil deity, and Dinin led them
again in a song of praise to Lolth.

“Ten tendays!” came the final cry of the handmaiden, a voice so
mighty that the lesser drow covered their ears and cowered on the
floor.



And so for ten tendays, for seventy cycles of Narbondel, the daily
time clock of Menzoberranzan, all of House Do’Urden gathered in
the great chapel, Dinin and Rizzen leading the commoners in songs
to the Spider Queen, while Malice and her daughters worked over
Zaknafein’s corpse with magical salves and combinations of
powerful spells.

The animation of a corpse was a simple spell for a priestess, but
Zin-carla went far beyond that feat. Spirit-wraith, the undead result
would be called, a zombie imbued with the skills of its former life
and controlled by the matron mother appointed by Lolth. It was the
most precious of Lolth’s gifts, rarely asked for and even more rarely
granted, for Zin-carla—returning the spirit to the body—was a risky
practice indeed. Only through the sheer willpower of the enchanting
priestess were the undead being’s desired skills kept separate from
the unwanted memories and emotions. The edge of consciousness
and control was a fine line to walk, even considering the mental
discipline required of a high priestess. Furthermore, Lolth only
granted Zin-carla for the completion of specific tasks, and stumbling
from that fine line of discipline inevitably would result in failure.

Lolth was not merciful in the face of failure.



BILINGDENS TONE

Blingdenstone was different from anything that Drizzt had ever
*seen. When the svirfneblin guards ushered him in through the
immense stone and iron doors, he had expected a sight not unlike
Menzoberranzan, though on a lesser scale. His expectations could
not have been further from the truth.

While Menzoberranzan sprawled in a single huge cavern,
Blingdenstone was composed of a series of chambers interconnected
by low tunnels. The largest cavern of the complex, just beyond the
iron doors, was the first section Drizzt entered. The city guard was
housed there, and the chamber had been shaped and designed solely
for defense. Dozens of tiers and twice that number of smooth
stairways rose and fell, so that while an attacker might be only ten
feet from a defender, he would possibly have to climb down several
levels and up several others to get close enough to strike. Low walls
of perfectly fitted piled stone defined the walkways and weaved
around higher, thicker walls that could keep an invading army
bottled up for a painfully long time in the chamber’s exposed
sections.

Scores of svirfnebli rushed about their posts to confirm the
whispers that a drow elf had been brought in through the doors.
They leered down at Drizzt from every perch, and he couldn’t be
certain if their expressions signified curiosity or outrage. In either
case, the deep gnomes were certainly prepared against anything he
might attempt; every one of them clutched darts or heavy
crossbows, cocked and ready.

The svirfnebli led Drizzt through the chamber, up as many stairs
as they went down, always within the defined walkways and always
with several other deep gnome guards nearby. The path turned and
dropped, rose up quickly, and cut back on itself many times, and the



only way that Drizzt could keep his bearing was by watching the
ceiling, which was visible even from the lowest levels of the
chamber. The drow smirked inwardly but dared not show a smile at
the thought that even if no deep gnome soldiers were present, an
invading army would likely spend hours trying to find its way
through this single chamber.

Down at the end of a low and narrow corridor, where the deep
gnomes had to travel single file and Drizzt had to crouch with every
step, the troupe entered the city proper. Wider but not nearly as
long as the first room, this chamber, too, was tiered, though with far
fewer levels. Dozens of cave entrances lined the walls to all sides
and fires burned in several areas, a rare sight in the Underdark, for
fuel was not easily found. Blingdenstone was bright and warm by
Underdark standards but not uncomfortable in either case.

Drizzt felt at ease, despite his obvious predicament, as he watched
the svirfnebli go about their daily routines all around him. Curious
gazes fell on him but did not linger, for the deep gnomes of
Blingdenstone were an industrious lot with hardly the time to stand
idly and watch.

Again Drizzt was led down clearly defined roadways. These in the
city proper were not as twisting and difficult as the ones in the
entrance cavern. Here the roads rolled out smoothly and straight,
and all apparently led to a large, central stone building.

The leader of the group escorting Drizzt rushed ahead to speak
with two pick-wielding guards at this central structure. One of the
guards bolted inside, while the other held the iron door open for the
patrol and its prisoner. Moving with urgency for the first time since
they had entered the city, the svirfnebli rushed Drizzt through a
series of bending corridors ending in a circular chamber no more
than eight feet in diameter and with an uncomfortably low ceiling.
The room was empty except for a single stone chair. As soon as he
was placed in this, Drizzt understood its purpose. Iron shackles were
built into the chair, and Drizzt was belted down tightly at every
joint. The svirfnebli were not overly gentle, but when Drizzt
flinched as the chain around his waist doubled up and pinched him,



one of the deep gnomes quickly released then reset it, firmly but
smoothly.

They left Drizzt alone in the dark and empty room. The stone door
closed with a dull thud of finality, and Drizzt could hear not a sound
from beyond.

The hours passed.

Drizzt flexed his muscles, seeking some give in the tight shackles.
One hand wiggled and pulled, and only the pain of the iron biting
into his wrist alerted him to his actions. He was reverting to the
hunter again, acting to survive and desiring only to escape.

“No!” Drizzt yelled. He tensed every muscle and forced them back
under his rational control. Had the hunter gained that much of a
place? Drizzt had come here willingly, and thus far, the meeting had
proceeded better than he had expected. This was not the time for
desperate action, but was the hunter strong enough to overrule even
Drizzt’s rational decisions?

Drizzt didn’t find the time to answer those questions, for a second
later, the stone door banged open and a group of seven elderly—
judging from the extraordinary number of wrinkles crossing their
faces—svirfnebli entered and fanned out around the stone chair.
Drizzt recognized the apparent importance of this group, for where
the guards had worn leather jacks set with mithral rings, these deep
gnomes wore robes of fine material. They bustled about, inspecting
Drizzt closely and chattering in their undecipherable tongue.

One svirfneblin held up Drizzt’s house emblem, which had been
taken from his neck purse, and uttered, “Menzoberranzan?”

Drizzt nodded as much as his iron collar would allow, eager to
strike up some kind of communication with his captors. The deep
gnomes had other intentions, however. They went back to their
private—and now even more excited—conversation.

It went on for many minutes, and Drizzt could tell by the
inflections of their voices that a couple of the svirfnebli were less
than thrilled at having a dark elf prisoner from the city of their
closest and most-hated enemies. By the angry tone of their arguing,
Drizzt almost expected one of them to turn at any moment and slice
his throat.



It didn’t happen like that, of course; deep gnomes were neither
rash nor cruel creatures. One of the group did turn from the others
and walk over to face Drizzt squarely. He asked, in halting but
unmistakably drow language, “By the stones, dark elf, why have you
come?”

Drizzt did not know how to answer that simple question. How
could he even begin to explain his years of loneliness in the
Underdark? Or the decision to forsake his evil people and live in
accordance with his principles?

“Friend,” he replied simply, and then he shifted uncomfortably,
thinking his response absurd and inadequate.

The svirfneblin, though, apparently thought otherwise. He
scratched his hairless chin and considered the answer deeply. “You
... you came in to us from Menzoberranzan?” he asked, his hawklike
nose crinkling as he uttered each word.

“I did,” Drizzt replied, gaining confidence.
The deep gnome tilted his head, waiting for Drizzt to extrapolate.

“I left Menzoberranzan many years ago,” Drizzt tried to explain.
His eyes stared away into the past as he remembered the life he had
deserted. “It was never my home.”

“Ah, but you lie, dark elf!” the svirfneblin shrieked, holding up the
emblem of House Do’Urden and missing the private connotations of
Drizzt’s words.

“I lived for many years in the city of the drow,” he replied quickly.
“I am Drizzt Do’Urden, once the secondboy of House Do’Urden.” He
looked at the emblem the svirfneblin held, stamped with the
insignia of his family, and tried to explain. “Daermon
N’a’shezbaernon.”

The deep gnome turned to his comrades, who began talking all at
once. One of them nodded excitedly, apparently recognizing the
drow house’s ancient name, which surprised Drizzt.

The deep gnome who had been questioning Drizzt tapped his
fingers over his wrinkled lips, making annoying little smacking
sounds while he contemplating the interrogation’s direction. “By all
of our information, House Do’Urden survives,” he remarked



casually, noting Drizzt’s reactions. When Drizzt did not immediately
respond, the deep gnome snapped at him accusingly, “You are no
rogue!”

How could the svirfnebli know that? Drizzt wondered. “I am a
rogue by choice ...” he started to explain.

“Ah, dark elf,” the deep gnome replied, again calmly. “You are
here by choice, that much I can believe. But a rogue? By the stones,
dark elf—” the deep gnome’s face contorted suddenly and fearfully
—“you are a spy!” Then, suddenly, the deep gnome once again
calmed and relaxed into a comfortable posture.

Drizzt eyed him carefully. Was this svirfneblin adept at such
abrupt attitude changes, designed to keep a prisoner off guard? Or
was such unpredictability the norm for this race? Drizzt struggled
with it for a moment, trying to remember his one previous
encounter with deep gnomes. But then his questioner reached into
an impossibly deep pocket in his thick robes and produced a
familiar figurine.

“Tell me, now tell me true, dark elf, and spare yourself much
torment. What is this?” the deep gnome asked quietly.

Drizzt felt his muscles twitching again. The hunter wanted to call
to Guenhwyvar, to bring the panther in so that it could tear these
wrinkled old svirfnebli apart. One of them might hold the keys to
Drizzt’s chains—then he would be free ...

Drizzt shook the thoughts from his head and drove the hunter out
of his mind. He knew the desperation of his situation and had
known it from the moment he had decided to come to
Blingdenstone. If the svirfnebli truly believed him a spy, they surely
would execute him. Even if they were not certain of his intent, could
they dare to keep him alive?

“It was folly to come here,” Drizzt whispered under his breath,
realizing the dilemma he had placed upon himself and upon the
deep gnomes. The hunter tried to get back into his thoughts. A
single word, and the panther would appear.

“No!” Drizzt cried for the second time that day, dismissing that
darker side of himself. The deep gnomes jumped back, fearing that



the drow was casting a spell. A dart nicked into Drizzt’s chest,
releasing a puff of gas on impact.

Drizzt swooned as the gas filled his nostrils. He heard the
svirfnebli shuffling about him, discussing his fate in their foreign
tongue. He saw the form of one, only a shadow, close in on him and
grasp at his fingers, searching his hands for possible magical
components.

When Drizzt’s thoughts and vision had at last cleared, all was as it
had been. The onyx figurine came up before his eyes. “What is
this?” the same deep gnome asked him again, this time a bit more
insistently.

“A companion,” Drizzt whispered. “My only friend.” Drizzt
thought hard about his next actions for a long moment. He really
couldn’t blame the svirfnebli if they killed him, and Guenhwyvar
should be more than a statuette adorning some unknowing deep
gnome’s mantle.

“Its name is Guenhwyvar,” Drizzt explained to the deep gnome.
“Call to the panther and it will come, an ally and friend. Keep it
safe, for it is very precious and very powerful.”

The svirfneblin looked to the figurine and then back to Drizzt,
curiously and cautiously. He handed the figurine to one of his
companions and sent him out of the room with it, not trusting the
drow. If the drow had spoken truly, and the deep gnome did not
doubt that he had, Drizzt had just given away the secret to a very
valuable magical item. Even more startling, if Drizzt had spoken
truly, he might have relinquished his single chance of escape. This
svirfneblin had lived for nearly two centuries and was as
knowledgeable in the ways of the dark elves as any of his people.
When a drow elf acted unpredictably, as this one surely had, it
troubled the svirfneblin deeply. Dark elves were cruel and evil by
well-earned reputation, and when an individual drow fit that usual
pattern, he could be dealt with efficiently and without remorse. But
what might the deep gnomes do with a drow who showed a
measure of unexpected morals?

The svirfnebli went back to their private conversation, ignoring
Drizzt altogether. Then they left, with the exception of the one who



could speak the dark elf tongue.
“What will you do?” Drizzt dared to ask.

“Judgment is reserved for the king alone,” the deep gnome replied
soberly. “He will rule on your fate in several days perhaps, based on
the observations of his advising council, the group you have met.”
The deep gnome bowed low, then looked Drizzt in the eye as he
rose and said bluntly, “I suspect, dark elf, that you will be
executed.”

Drizzt nodded, resigned to the logic that would call for his death.

“But I believe you are different, dark elf,” the deep gnome went
on. “I suspect, as well, that I will recommend leniency, or at least
mercy, in the execution.” With a quick shrug of his heavyset
shoulders, the svirfneblin turned about and headed for the door.

The tone of the deep gnome’s words struck a familiar chord in
Drizzt. Another svirfneblin had spoken to Drizzt in a similar manner,
with strikingly similar words, many years before.

“Wait,” Drizzt called. The svirfneblin paused and turned, and
Drizzt fumbled with his thoughts, trying to remember the name of
the deep gnome he had saved on that past occasion.

“What is it?” the svirfneblin asked, growing impatient.

“A deep gnome,” Drizzt sputtered. “From your city, I believe. Yes,
he had to be.”

“You know one of my people, dark elf?” the svirfneblin prompted,
stepping back to the stone chair. “Name him.”

“I do not know,” Drizzt replied. “I was a member of a hunting
party, years ago, a decade perhaps. We battled a group of svirfnebli
that had come into our region.” He flinched at the deep gnome’s
frown but continued on, knowing that the single svirfneblin survivor
of that encounter might be his only hope. “Only one deep gnome
survived, I think, and returned to Blingdenstone.”

“What was this survivor’s name?” the svirfneblin demanded
angrily, his arms crossed tightly over his chest and his heavy boot
tapping on the stone floor.

“I do not remember,” Drizzt admitted.



“Why do you tell me this?” the svirfneblin growled. “I had thought
you different from—"

“He lost his hands in the battle,” Drizzt went on stubbornly.
“Please, you must know of him.”

“Belwar?” the svirfneblin replied immediately. The name
rekindled even more memories in Drizzt.

“Belwar Dissengulp,” Drizzt spouted. “Then he is alive! He might
remember—”

“He will never forget that evil day, dark elf!” the svirfneblin
declared through clenched teeth, an angry edge evident in his voice.
“None in Blingdenstone will ever forget that evil day!”

“Get him. Get Belwar Dissengulp,” Drizzt pleaded.

The deep gnome backed out of the room, shaking his head at the
dark elf’s continued surprises.

The stone door slammed shut, leaving Drizzt alone to contemplate
his mortality and to push aside hopes he dared not hope.

'77
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“Did you think that I would let you go away from me?” Malice
was saying to Rizzen when Dinin entered the chapel’s anteroom. “It
was but a ploy to keep SiNafay Hun’ett’s suspicions at ease.”

“Thank you, Matron Mother,” Rizzen replied in honest relief.
Bowing with every step, he backed away from Malice’s throne.

Malice looked around at her gathered family. “Our tendays of toil
are ended,” she proclaimed. “Zin-carla is complete!”

Dinin wrung his hands in anticipation. Only the females of the
family had seen the product of their work. On cue from Malice,
Vierna moved to a curtain on the side of the room and pulled it
away. There stood Zaknafein, the weapon master, no longer a
rotting corpse, but showing the vitality he had possessed in life.

Dinin rocked back on his heels as the weapon master came
forward to stand before Matron Malice.

“As handsome as you always were, my dear Zaknafein,” Malice
purred to the spirit-wraith. The undead thing made no response.



“And more obedient,” Briza added, drawing chuckles from all the
females.

“This ... he ... will go after Drizzt?” Dinin dared to ask, though he
fully understood that it was not his place to speak. Malice and the
others were too absorbed by the spectacle of Zaknafein to punish
the elderboy’s oversight.

“Zaknafein will exact the punishment that your brother so deeply
deserves,” Malice promised, her eyes sparkling at the notion.

“But wait,” Malice said coyly, looking from the spirit-wraith to
Rizzen. “He is too pretty to inspire fear in my impudent son.” The
others exchanged confused glances, wondering if Malice was further
trying to placate Rizzen for the ordeal she had put him through.

“Come, my husband,” Malice said to Rizzen. “Take your blade and
mark your dead rival’s face. It will feel good to you, and it will
inspire terror in Drizzt when he looks upon his old mentor!”

Rizzen moved tentatively at first, then gained confidence as he
closed on the spirit-wraith. Zaknafein stood perfectly still, not
breathing or blinking, seemingly oblivious to the events around him.
Rizzen put a hand to his sword, looking back to Malice one final
time for confirmation.

Malice nodded. With a snarl, Rizzen brought his sword out of its
sheath and thrust it at Zaknafein’s face.

But it never got close.

Quicker than the others could follow, the spirit-wraith exploded
into motion. Two swords came out and cut away, diving and
crossing with perfect precision. The sword went flying from Rizzen’s
hand and before the doomed patron of House Do’Urden could even
speak a word of protest, one of Zaknafein’s swords crossed over his
throat and the other plunged deep into his heart.

Rizzen was dead before he hit the floor, but the spirit-wraith was
not so quickly and cleanly finished with him. Zaknafein’s weapons
continued their assault, hacking and slicing into Rizzen a dozen
times until Malice, satisfied with the display, called him off.

“That one bores me,” Malice explained to the disbelieving stares of
her children. “I have another patron already selected from among



the commoners.”

It was not, however, Rizzen’s death that inspired the awestruck
expressions of Malice’s children; they cared nothing for any of the
mates that their mother chose as patron of the house, always a
temporary position. It was the speed and skill of the spirit-wraith
that had stolen their breath.

“As good as in life,” Dinin remarked.

“Better!” Malice replied. “Zaknafein is all that he was as a warrior,
and now that fighting skill holds his every thought. He will view no
distractions from his chosen course. Look upon him, my children.
Zin-carla, the gift of Lolth.” She turned to Dinin and smiled
wickedly.

“I’ll not approach the thing,” Dinin gasped, thinking his macabre
mother might desire a second display.

Malice laughed at him. “Fear not, Elderboy. I have no cause to
harm you.”

Dinin hardly relaxed at her words. Malice needed no cause; the
hacked body of Rizzen showed that fact all too clearly. “You will
lead the spirit-wraith out,” Malice said.

“Out?” Dinin replied tentatively.

“Into the region where you encountered your brother,” Malice
explained.

“I am to stay beside the thing?” Dinin gasped.

“Lead him out and leave him,” Malice replied. “Zaknafein knows
his prey. He has been imbued with spells to aid him in his hunt.”

Off to the side, Briza seemed concerned.
“What is it?” Malice demanded of her, seeing her frown.

“I do not question the spirit-wraith’s power, or the magic that you
have placed upon it,” Briza began tentatively, knowing that Malice
would accept no discord regarding this all-important matter.

“You still fear your youngest brother?” Malice asked her. Briza
didn’t know how to answer.

“Allay your fears, as valid as you may think them,” Malice said
calmly. “All of you. Zaknafein is the gift of our queen. Nothing in all



the Underdark will stop him!” She looked at the undead monster.
“You will not fail me, will you my weapon master?”

Zaknafein stood impassive, bloodied swords back in their
scabbards, hands at his sides, and eyes unblinking. A statue, he
seemed, not breathing. Unalive.

But any who thought Zaknafein inanimate needed only to look at
the spirit-wraith’s feet, to the mutilated lump of gore that had been
the patron of House Do’Urden.



BELWAR

Friendship: The word has come to mean many different things
*among the various races and cultures of both the Underdark and
the surface of the Realms. In Menzoberranzan, friendship is
generally born out of mutual profit. While both parties are better off
for the union, it remains secure. But loyalty is not a tenet of drow
life, and as soon as a friend believes that he will gain more without
the other, the union—and likely the other’s life—will come to a
swift end.

I have had few friends in my life, and if I live a thousand years, I
suspect that this will remain true. There is little to lament in this
fact, though, for those who have called me friend have been persons
of great character and have enriched my existence, given it worth.
First there was Zaknafein, my father and mentor, who showed me
that I was not alone and that I was not incorrect in holding to my
beliefs. Zaknafein saved me, from both the blade and the chaotic,
evil, fanatic religion that damns my people.

Yet I was no less lost when a handless deep gnome came into my
life, a svirfneblin that I had rescued from certain death, many years
before, at my brother Dinin’s merciless blade. My deed was repaid
in full, for when the svirfneblin and I again met, this time in the
clutches of his people, I would have been killed—truly would have
preferred death—were it not for Belwar Dissengulp.

My time in Blingdenstone, the city of the deep gnomes, was such a
short span in the measure of my years. I remember well Belwar’s
city and his people, and I always shall. Theirs was the first society I
came to know that was based on the strengths of community, not
the paranoia of selfish individualism. Together the deep gnomes
survive against the perils of the hostile Underdark, labor in their



endless toils of mining the stone, and play games that are hardly
distinguishable from every other aspect of their rich lives.

Greater indeed are pleasures that are shared.
—Drizzt Do’Urden



Most HONORED
BURROW-WARDPEN

Our thanks for your coming, Most Honored Burrow-Warden,” said
*one of the deep gnomes gathered outside the small room holding
the drow prisoner. The entire group of svirfneblin elders bowed low
at the burrow-warden’s approach.

Belwar Dissengulp flinched at the gracious greeting. He had never
come to terms with the many laurels his people had mantled upon
him since that disastrous day more than a decade before, when the
drow elves had discovered his mining troupe in the corridors east of
Blingdenstone, near Menzoberranzan. Horribly maimed and nearly
dead from loss of blood, Belwar had limped back to Blingdenstone
as the only survivor of the expedition.

The gathered svirfnebli parted for Belwar, giving him a clear view
of the room and the drow. To prisoners strapped in the chair, the
circular chamber seemed solid, unremarkable stone with no opening
other than the heavy iron-bound door. There was, however, a single
window in the chamber, covered by illusions of both sight and
sound, that allowed the svirfneblin captors to view the prisoner at
all times.

Belwar studied Drizzt for several moments. “He is a drow,” the
burrow-warden huffed in his resonant voice, sounding a bit
perturbed. Belwar still could not understand why he had been
summoned. “Appearing as any other drow.”

“The prisoner claims he met you out in the Underdark,” an ancient
svirfneblin said to Belwar. His voice was barely a whisper, and he
dropped his gaze to the floor as he completed the thought. “On that
day of great loss.”



Belwar flinched again at the mention of that day. How many times
must he relive it?

“He may have,” Belwar said with a noncommittal shrug. “Not
much can I distinguish between the appearances of drow elves, and
not much do I wish to try!”

“Agreed,” said the other. “They all look alike.”

As the deep gnome spoke, Drizzt turned his face to the side and
faced them directly, though he could not see or hear anything
beyond the illusion of stone.

“Perhaps you may remember his name, Burrow-Warden,” another
svirfneblin offered. The speaker paused, seeing Belwar’s sudden
interest in the drow.

The circular chamber was lightless, and under such conditions, the
eyes of a creature seeing in the infrared spectrum shone clearly.
Normally, these eyes appeared as dots of red light, but that was not
the case with Drizzt Do’Urden. Even in the infrared spectrum, this
drow’s eyes showed clearly as lavender.

Belwar remembered those eyes.

“Magga cammara,” Belwar breathed. “Drizzt,” he mumbled in reply
to the other deep gnome.

“You do know him!” several of the svirfnebli cried together.
Belwar held up the handless stumps of his arms, one capped with
the mithral head of a pickaxe, the other with the head of a hammer.
“This drow, this Drizzt,” he stammered, trying to explain.
“Responsible for my condition, he was!”

Some of the others murmured prayers for the doomed drow,
thinking the burrow-warden was angered by the memory. “Then
King Schnicktick’s decision stands,” one of them said. “The drow is
to be executed immediately.”

“But he, this Drizzt, he saved my life,” Belwar interjected loudly.
The others, incredulous, turned on him.

“Never was it Drizzt’s decision that my hands be severed,” the
burrow-warden went on. “It was his offering that I be allowed to
return to Blingdenstone. ’As an example,’ this Drizzt said, but I
understood even then that the words were uttered only to placate



his cruel kin. The truth behind those words, I know, and that truth
was mercy!”

T T

An hour later, a single svirfneblin councilor, the one who had
spoken to Drizzt earlier, came to the prisoner. “It was the decision of
the king that you be executed,” the deep gnome said bluntly as he
approached the stone chair.

“I understand,” Drizzt replied as calmly as he could. “I will offer
no resistance to your verdict.” Drizzt considered his shackles for a
moment. “Not that I could.”

The svirfneblin stopped and considered the unpredictable prisoner,
fully believing in Drizzt’s sincerity. Before he continued, meaning to
expand on the events of the day, Drizzt completed his thought.

“I ask only one favor,” Drizzt said. The svirfneblin let him finish,
curious of the unusual drow’s reasoning.

“The panther,” Drizzt went on. “You will find Guenhwyvar to be a
valued companion and a dear friend indeed. When I am no more,
you must see to it that the panther is given to a deserving master—
Belwar Dissengulp perhaps. Promise me this, good gnome, I beg.”

The svirfneblin shook his hairless head, not to deny Drizzt’s plea,
but in simple disbelief. “The king, with much remorse, simply could
not allow the risks of keeping you alive,” he said somberly. The
deep gnome’s wide mouth turned up in a smile as he quickly added,
“But the situation has changed!”

Drizzt cocked his head, hardly daring to hope.

“The burrow-warden remembers you, dark elf,” the svirfneblin
proclaimed. “Most Honored Burrow-Warden Belwar Dissengulp has
spoken for you and will accept the responsibility of keeping you!”

“Then ... I am not to die?”
“Not unless you bring death upon yourself.”

Drizzt could barely utter the words. “And I am to be allowed to
live among your people? In Blingdenstone?”

“That is yet to be determined,” replied the svirfneblin. “Belwar
Dissengulp has spoken for you, and that is a very great thing. You



will go to live with him. Whether the situation will be continued or
expanded ...” He let it hang at that, giving an unanswering shrug.

Following his release, the walk through the caverns of
Blingdenstone was truly an exercise in hope for the beleaguered
drow. Drizzt saw every sight in the deep gnome city as a contrast to
Menzoberranzan. The dark elves had worked the great cavern of
their city into shaped artwork, undeniably beautiful. The deep
gnome city, too, was beautiful, but its features remained the natural
traits of the stone. Where the drow had taken their cavern as their
own, cutting it to their designs and tastes, the svirfnebli had fitted
themselves into the native designs of their complex.

Menzoberranzan held a vastness, with a ceiling up beyond sight,
that Blingdenstone could not approach. The drow city was a series
of individual family castles, each a closed fortress and a house unto
itself. In the deep gnome city was a general sense of home, as if the
entire complex within the mammoth stone-and-metal doors was a
singular structure, a community shelter from the ever-present
dangers of the Underdark.

The angles of the svirfneblin city, too, were different. Like the
features of the diminutive race, Blingdenstone’s buttresses and tiers
were rounded, smooth, and gracefully curving. Conversely,
Menzoberranzan was an angular place, as sharp as the point of a
stalactite, a place of alleyways and leering terraces. Drizzt
considered the two cities distinctive of the races they housed, sharp
and soft like the features—and the hearts, Drizzt dared to imagine—
of their respective inhabitants.

Tucked away in a remote corner of one of the outer chambers sat
Belwar’s dwelling, a tiny structure of stone built around the opening
of an even smaller cave. Unlike most of the open-faced svirfneblin
dwellings, Belwar’s house had a front door.

One of the five guards escorting Drizzt tapped on the door with
the butt of his mace. “Greetings, Most Honored Burrow-Warden!” he
called. “By orders of King Schnicktick, we have delivered the drow.”

Drizzt took note of the respectful tone of the guard’s voice. He had
feared for Belwar on that day a decade and more ago, and had
wondered if Dinin’s cutting off the deep gnome’s hands wasn’t more



cruel than simply killing the unfortunate creature. Cripples did not
fare well in the savage Underdark.

The stone door swung open and Belwar greeted his guests.
Immediately his gaze locked with Drizzt’s in a look they had shared
ten years before, when they had last parted.

Drizzt saw a somberness in the burrow-warden’s eyes, but the
stout pride remained, if a bit diminished. Drizzt did not want to look
upon the svirfnebli’s disfigurement; too many unpleasant memories
were tied up in that long-ago deed. But inevitably, the drow’s gaze
dropped, down Belwar’s barrel-like torso to the ends of his arms,
which hung by his side.

Far from his fears, Drizzt’s eyes widened in wonderment when he
looked upon Belwar’s “hands.” On the right side, wondrously fitted
to cap the stub of his arm, was the blocked head of a hammer
crafted of mithral and etched with intricate, fabulous runes and
carvings of an earth elemental and some other creatures that Drizzt
did not know.

Belwar’s left appendage was no less spectacular. There the deep
gnome wielded a two-headed pickaxe, also of mithral and equally
crafted in runes and carvings, most notably a dragon taking flight
across the flat surface of the instrument’s wider end. Drizzt could
sense the magic in Belwar’s hands, and he realized that many other
svirfnebli, both artisans and magic-users, had played a part in
perfecting the items.

“Useful,” Belwar remarked after allowing Drizzt to study his
mithral hands for a few moments.

“Beautiful,” Drizzt whispered in reply, and he was thinking of
more than the hammer and pick. The hands themselves were indeed
marvelous, but the implications of their crafting seemed even more
so to Drizzt. If a dark elf, particularly a drow male, had crawled
back into Menzoberranzan in such a disfigured state, he would have
been rejected and put out by his family to wander about as a
helpless rogue until some slave or other drow finally put an end to
his misery. There was no room for apparent weakness in the drow
culture. Here, obviously, the svirfnebli had accepted Belwar and had
cared for him in the best way they knew how.



Drizzt politely returned his stare to the burrow-warden’s eyes.
“You remembered me,” he said. “I had feared—"

“Later we shall talk, Drizzt Do’Urden,” Belwar interrupted. Using
the svirfneblin tongue, which Drizzt did not know, the burrow-
warden said to the guards, “If your business is completed, then take
your leave.”

“We are at your command, Most Honored Burrow-Warden,” one of
the guards replied. Drizzt noticed Belwar’s slight shudder at the
mention of the title. “The king has sent us as escorts and guards, to
remain by your side until the truth of this drow is revealed.”

“Be gone, then,” Belwar replied, his booming voice rising in
obvious ire. He looked directly at Drizzt as he finished. “I know the
truth of this one already. I am in no danger.”

“Your pardon, Most Honor—”

“You are excused,” Belwar said abruptly, seeing that the guard
meant to argue. “Be gone. I have spoken for this one. He is in my
care, and I fear him not at all.”

The svirfneblin guards bowed low and slowly moved away. Belwar
took Drizzt inside the door, then turned him back to slyly point out
that two of the guards had taken up cautious positions beside
nearby structures. “Too much do they worry for my health,” he
remarked dryly in the drow tongue.

“You should be grateful for such care,” Drizzt replied.

“I am not ungrateful!” Belwar shot back, an angry flush coming to
his face.

Drizzt read the truth behind those words. Belwar was not
ungrateful, that much was correct, but the burrow-warden did not
believe that he deserved such attention. Drizzt kept his suspicions
private, not wanting to further embarrass the proud svirfneblin.

The inside of Belwar’s house was sparsely furnished with a stone
table and single stool, several shelves of pots and jugs, and a fire pit
with an iron cooking grate. Beyond the rough-hewn entrance to the
back room, the room within the small cave, was the deep gnome’s
sleeping quarters, empty except for a hammock strung from wall to
wall. Another hammock, newly acquired for Drizzt, lay in a heap on



the floor, and a leather, mithral-ringed jack hung on the back wall,
with a pile of sacks and pouches underneath it.

“In the entry room we shall string it,” Belwar said, pointing with
his hammer-hand to the second hammock. Drizzt moved to get the
item, but Belwar caught him with his pick-hand and spun him
about.

“Later,” the svirfneblin explained. “First you must tell me why you
have come.” He studied Drizzt’s battered clothing and scuffed and
dirty face. It was obvious that the drow had been out in the wilds
for some time. “And tell me, too, you must, where you have come
from.”

Drizzt flopped down on the stone floor and put his back against
the wall. “I came because I had nowhere else to go,” he answered
honestly.

“How long have you been out of your city, Drizzt Do’Urden?”
Belwar asked him softly. Even in quieter tones, the solid deep
gnome’s voice rang out with the clarity of a finely tuned bell. Drizzt
marveled at its emotive range and how it could convey sincere
compassion or inspire fear with subtle changes of volume.

Drizzt shrugged and let his head roll back so that his gaze was
raised to the ceiling. His mind already looked down a road to his
past. “Years—I have lost count of the time.” He looked back to the
svirfneblin. “Time has little meaning in the open passages of the
Underdark.”

From Drizzt’s ragged appearance, Belwar could not doubt the truth
of his words, but the deep gnome was surprised nonetheless. He
moved over to the table in the center of the room and took a seat on
a stool. Belwar had witnessed Drizzt in battle, had once seen the
drow defeat an earth elemental—no easy feat! But if Drizzt was
indeed speaking the truth, if he had survived alone out in the wilds
of the Underdark for years, then the burrow-warden’s respect for
him would be even more considerable.

“Of your adventures, you must tell me, Drizzt Do’Urden,” Belwar
prompted. “I wish to know everything about you, so that I may
better understand your purpose in coming to a city of your racial
enemies.”



Drizzt paused for a long time, wondering where and how to begin.
He trusted Belwar—what other choice did he have?—but he wasn’t
sure if the svirfneblin could begin to understand the dilemma that
had forced him out of the security of Menzoberranzan. Could
Belwar, living in a community of such obvious friendship and
cooperation, understand the tragedy that was Menzoberranzan?
Drizzt doubted it, but again, what choice did he have?

Drizzt quietly recounted to Belwar the story of the last decade of
his life; of the impending war between House Do’Urden and House
Hun’ett; of his meeting with Masoj and Alton, when he acquired
Guenhwyvar; of the sacrifice of Zaknafein, Drizzt’s mentor, father,
and friend; and of his subsequent decision to forsake his kin and
their evil deity, Lolth. Belwar realized that Drizzt was talking about
the dark goddess the deep gnomes called Lolth, but he calmly let the
regionalism pass. If Belwar had any suspicions at all, not really
knowing Drizzt’s true intent on that day when they had met many
years before, the burrow-warden soon came to believe that his
guesses about this drow had been accurate. Belwar found himself
shuddering and trembling as Drizzt told of life in the Underdark, of
his encounter with the basilisk, and the battle with his brother and
sister.

Before Drizzt even mentioned his reason for seeking the svirfnebli
—the agony of his loneliness and the fear that he was losing his very
identity in the savagery necessary to survive in the wilds—Belwar
had guessed it all. When Drizzt came to the final days of his life
outside of Blingdenstone, he picked his words carefully. Drizzt had
not yet come to terms with his feelings and fears of who he truly
was, and he was not yet ready to divulge his thoughts, however
much he trusted his new companion.

The burrow-warden sat silently, just looking at Drizzt when the
drow had finished his tale. Belwar understood the pain of the
recounting. He did not prod for more information or ask for details
of personal anguish that Drizzt had not openly shared.

“Magga cammara,” the deep gnome whispered soberly.
Drizzt cocked his head.
“By the stones,” Belwar explained. “Magga cammara.”



“By the stones indeed,” Drizzt agreed. A long and uncomfortable
silence ensued.

“A fine tale, it is,” Belwar said quietly. He patted Drizzt once on
the shoulder, then walked into the cave-room to retrieve the spare
hammock. Before Drizzt even rose to assist, Belwar had set the
hammock in place between hooks on the walls.

“Sleep in peace, Drizzt Do’Urden,” Belwar said, as he turned to
retire. “No enemies have you here. No monsters lurk beyond the
stone of my door.”

Then Belwar was gone into the other room and Drizzt was left

alone in the undecipherable swirl of his thoughts and emotions. He
remained uncomfortable, but surely, his was hope renewed.



STRANGERS

Drizzt looked out Belwar’s open door at the daily routines of the
* svirfneblin city, as he had every day for the last few tendays.
Drizzt felt as though his life was in a state of limbo, as though
everything had been put into stasis. He had not seen or heard of
Guenhwyvar since he had come to Belwar’s house, nor had he any
expectations of getting his piwafwi or his weapons and armor back
anytime soon. Drizzt accepted it all stoically, figuring that he, and
Guenhwyvar, were better off now than they had been in many years
and confident that the svirfnebli would not harm the statuette or
any of his other possessions. The drow sat and watched, letting
events take their due course.

Belwar had gone out this day, one of the rare occasions that the
reclusive burrow-warden left his house. Despite the fact that the
deep gnome and Drizzt rarely conversed—Belwar was not the type
who spoke simply for the sake of hearing his own voice—Drizzt
found that he missed the burrow-warden. Their friendship had
grown, even if the substance of their conversations had not.

A group of young svirfnebli walked past and shouted a few quick
words at the drow within. This had happened many times before,
particularly in the first days after Drizzt had entered the city. On
those previous occasions, Drizzt had been left wondering if he had
been greeted or insulted. This time, though, Drizzt understood the
basic friendly meaning of the words, for Belwar had taken the time
to instruct him in the basics of the svirfneblin tongue.

The burrow-warden returned hours later to find Drizzt sitting on
the stone stool, watching the world slip past.

“Tell me, dark elf,” the deep gnome asked in his hearty, melodic
voice, “what do you see when you look upon us? Are we so foreign
to your ways?”



“I see hope,” Drizzt replied. “And I see despair.”

Belwar understood. He knew that the svirfneblin society was
better suited to the drow’s principles, but watching the bustle of
Blingdenstone from afar could only evoke painful memories in his
new friend.

“King Schnicktick and I met this day,” the burrow-warden said. “I
tell you in truth that he is very interested in you.”

“Curious would seem a better word,” Drizzt replied, but he smiled
as he did so, and Belwar wondered how much pain was hidden
behind the grin.

The burrow-warden dipped into a short, apologetic bow,
surrendering to Drizzt’s blunt honesty. “Curious, then, as you wish.
You must know that you are not as we have come to regard drow
elves. I beg that you take no offense.”

“None,” Drizzt answered honestly. “You and your people have
given me more than I dared hope. If I had been killed that first day
in the city, I would have accepted the fate without placing blame on
the svirfnebli.”

Belwar followed Drizzt’s gaze out across the cavern, to the group
of gathered youngsters. “You should go among them,” Belwar
offered.

Drizzt looked at him, surprised. In all the time he had spent in
Belwar’s house, the svirfneblin had never suggested such a thing.
Drizzt had assumed that he was to remain the burrow-warden’s
guest, and that Belwar had been made personally responsible for
curtailing his movements.

Belwar nodded toward the door, silently reiterating his suggestion.
Drizzt looked out again. Across the cavern, the group of young
svirfnebli, a dozen or so, had begun a contest of heaving rather large
stones at an effigy of a basilisk, a life-sized likeness built of stones
and old suits of armor. Svirfnebli were highly skilled in the magical
crafts of illusion, and one such illusionist had placed minor
enchantments upon the likeness to smooth out the rough spots and
make the effigy appear even more lifelike.



“Dark elf, you must go out sometime,” Belwar reasoned. “How
long will you find my home’s blank walls fulfilling?”

“They suit you,” Drizzt retorted, a bit more sharply than he had
intended.

Belwar nodded and slowly turned about to survey the room. “So
they do,” he said quietly, and Drizzt could clearly see his great pain.
When Belwar turned back to the drow, his round-featured face held
an unmistakably resigned expression. “Magga cammara, dark elf. Let
that be your lesson.”

“Why?” Drizzt asked him. “Why does Belwar Dissengulp, the Most
Honored Burrow-Warden—” Belwar flinched again at the title
—“remain within the shadows of his own door?”

Belwar’s jaw firmed up and his dark eyes narrowed. “Go out,” he
said in a resonating growl. “Young you are, dark elf, and all the
world is before you. Old I am. My day is long past.”

“Not so old,” Drizzt started to argue, determined this time to press
the burrow-warden into revealing what it was that troubled him so.
But Belwar simply turned and walked silently into his cave-room,
pulling closed behind him the blanket he had strung up as a door.

Drizzt shook his head and banged his fist into his palm in
frustration. Belwar had done so much for him, first by saving him
from the svirfneblin king’s judgment, then by befriending him over
the last few tendays and teaching him the svirfneblin tongue and the
deep gnomes’ ways. Drizzt had been unable to return the favor,
though he clearly saw that Belwar carried some great burden. Drizzt
wanted to rush through the blanket now, go to the burrow-warden,
and make him speak his gloomy thoughts.

Drizzt would not yet be so bold with his new friend, however. He
would find the key to the burrow-warden’s pain in time, he vowed,
but right now he had his own dilemma to overcome. Belwar had
given him permission to go out into Blingdenstone!

Drizzt looked back to the group across the cavern. Three of them
stood perfectly still before the effigy, as if turned to stone. Curious,
Drizzt moved to the doorway, and then, before he realized what he
was doing, he was outside and approaching the young deep gnomes.



The game ended as the drow neared, the svirfnebli being more
interested in meeting the dark elf they had rumored about for so
many tendays. They rushed over to Drizzt and surrounded him,
whispering curiously.

Drizzt felt his muscles tense involuntarily as the svirfnebli moved
all about him. The primal instincts of the hunter sensed a
vulnerability that could not be tolerated. Drizzt fought hard to
sublimate his alter ego, silently but firmly reminding himself that
the svirfnebli were not his enemies.

“Greetings, drow friend of Belwar Dissengulp,” one of the
youngsters offered. “I am Seldig, fledgling and pledgling, and to be
an expedition miner in but three years hence.”

It took Drizzt a long moment to sort out the deep gnome’s rapid
speech patterns. He did understand the significance of Seldig’s
future occupation, though, for Belwar had told him that expedition
miners, those svirfnebli who went out into the Underdark in search
of precious minerals and gems, were among the highest ranking
deep gnomes in all the city.

“Greetings, Seldig,” Drizzt answered at length. “I am Drizzt
Do’Urden.” Not really knowing what he should do next, Drizzt
crossed his arms over his chest. To the dark elves, this was a gesture
of peace, though Drizzt was not certain if the motion was
universally accepted throughout the Underdark.

The svirfnebli looked around at each other, returned the gesture,
then smiled in unison at the sound of Drizzt’s relieved sigh.

“You have been in the Underdark, so it is said,” Seldig went on,
motioning for Drizzt to follow him back to the area of their game.

“For many years,” Drizzt replied, falling into step beside the young
svirfneblin. The hunting ego within the drow grew ill at ease at the
following deep gnomes’ proximity, but Drizzt was in full control of
his reflexive paranoia. When the group reached the fabricated
basilisk’s side, Seldig sat on the stone and bid Drizzt to give them a
tale or two of his adventures.

Drizzt hesitated, doubting that his command of the svirfneblin
tongue would be sufficient for such a task, but Seldig and the others
pressed him. At length, Drizzt nodded and stood. He spent a



moment in thought, trying to remember some tale that might
interest the youngsters. His gaze unconsciously roamed the cavern,
searching for some clue. It fell upon, and locked upon, the illusion-
heightened basilisk effigy.

“Basilisk,” Seldig explained.

“I know,” Drizzt replied. “I have met such a creature.” He turned
casually back to the group and was startled by its appearance. Seldig
and every one of his companions had rocked forward, their mouths
hanging open in a mixture of expressed intrigue, terror, and delight.

“Dark elf! You have seen a basilisk?” one of them asked
incredulously. “A real, living basilisk?”

Drizzt smiled as he came to decipher their amazement. The
svirfnebli, unlike the dark elves, sheltered the younger members of
their community. Though these deep gnomes were probably as old
as Drizzt, they had rarely, if ever, been out of Blingdenstone. By
their age, drow elves would have spent years patrolling the
corridors beyond Menzoberranzan. Drizzt’s recognition of the
basilisk would not have been so unbelievable to the deep gnomes
then, though the formidable monsters were rare even in the
Underdark.

“You said that basilisks were not real!” one of the svirfnebli
shouted to another, and he pushed him hard on the shoulder.

“Never I did!” the other protested, returning the shove.
“My uncle saw one once,” offered another.

“Scrapings in the stone was all your uncle saw!” Seldig laughed.
“They were the tracks of a basilisk, by his own proclamation.”

Drizzt’s smile widened. Basilisks were magical creatures, more
common on other planes of existence. While drow, particularly the
high priestesses, often opened gates to other planes, such monsters
obviously were beyond the norm of svirfneblin life. Few were the
deep gnomes who had ever looked upon a basilisk. Drizzt chuckled
aloud. Fewer still, no doubt, were the deep gnomes who ever
returned to tell that they had seen one!

“If your uncle followed the trail and found the monster,” Seldig
continued, “he would sit to this day as a pile of stone in a



passageway! I say to you now that rocks do not tell such tales!”

The berated deep gnome looked around for some rebuttal. “Drizzt
Do’Urden has seen one!” he protested. “He is not so much a pile of
stone!” All eyes turned back to Drizzt.

“Have you really seen one, dark elf?” Seldig asked. “Answer only
in truth, I beg.”

“One,” Drizzt replied.

“And you escaped from it before it could return the gaze?” Seldig
asked, a question he and the other svirfnebli considered rhetorical.

“Escaped?” Drizzt echoed the gnomish word, unsure of its
meaning.

“Escape ... err ... run away,” Seldig explained. He looked to one of
the other svirfnebli, who promptly feigned a look of sheer horror,
then stumbled and scrambled frantically a few steps away. The
other deep gnomes applauded the performance, and Drizzt joined in
their laughter.

“You ran from the basilisk before it could return your gaze,” Seldig
reasoned.

Drizzt shrugged, a bit embarrassed, and Seldig guessed that he was
withholding something.

“You did not run away?”

“I could not ... escape,” Drizzt explained. “The basilisk had
invaded my home and had killed many of my rothé. Homes,” he
paused, searching for the correct svirfneblin word. “Sanctuaries,” he
explained at length, “are not commonplace in the wilds of the
Underdark. Once found and secured, they must be defended at all
costs.”

“You fought it?” came an anonymous cry from the rear of the
svirfneblin group.

“With stones from afar?” asked Seldig. “That is the accepted
method.”

Drizzt looked over at the pile of boulders the deep gnomes had
been hurling at the effigy, then considered his own slender frame.
“My arms could not even lift such stones.” He laughed.



“Then how?” asked Seldig. “You must tell us.”

Drizzt now had his story. He paused for a few moments, collecting
his thoughts. He realized that his limited skills with his new
language would not allow him to weave much of an intricate tale, so
he decided to illustrate his words. He found two poles that the
svirfnebli had been carrying, explained them as scimitars, then
examined the effigy’s construction to ensure that it would hold his
weight.

The young deep gnomes huddled around anxiously as Drizzt set up
the situation, detailing his darkness spell—actually placing one just
beyond the basilisk’s head—and the positioning of Guenhwyvar, his
feline companion. The svirfnebli sat on their hands and leaned
forward, gasping at every word. The effigy seemed to come alive in
their minds, a lumbering monster, with Drizzt, this stranger to their
world, lurking in the shadows behind it.

The drama played out and the time came for Drizzt to enact his
movements in the battle. He heard the svirfnebli gasp in unison as
he sprang lightly onto the basilisk’s back, carefully picking his steps
up toward the thing’s head. Drizzt became caught up in their
excitement, and this only heightened his memories.

It all became so real.

The deep gnomes moved in close, anticipating a dazzling display
of swordsmanship from this remarkable drow who had come to
them from the wilds of the Underdark.

Then something terrible happened.

One moment he was Drizzt the showman, entertaining his new
friends with a tale of courage and weaponry. The next moment, as
the drow lifted one of his pole props to strike at the phony monster,
he was Drizzt no longer. The hunter stood atop the basilisk, just as
he had that day back in the tunnels outside the moss filled cave.

Poles jabbed at the monster’s eyes; poles slammed viciously into
the stone head.
The svirfnebli backed away, some in fear, others in simple caution.

The hunter pounded away, and the stone chipped and cracked. The
slab that served as the creature’s head broke away and fell, the dark



elf tumbling behind. The hunter went down in a precise roll, came
back to his feet, and charged right back in, slamming away furiously
with his poles. The wooden weapons snapped apart and Drizzt’s
hands bled, but he—the hunter—would not yield.

Strong deep gnome hands grabbed the drow by the arms, trying to
calm him. The hunter spun on his newest adversaries. They were
stronger than he, and two held him tightly, but a few deft twists had
the svirfnebli off balance. The hunter kicked at their knees and
dropped to his own, turning about as he fell and launching the two
svirfnebli into headlong rolls.

The hunter was up at once, broken scimitars at the ready as a
single foe moved in at him.

Belwar showed no fear, held his arms defenselessly out wide.
“Drizzt!” he called over and over. “Drizzt Do’Urden!”

The hunter eyed the svirfnebli’s hammer and pick, and the sight of
the mithral hands invoked soothing memories. Suddenly, he was
Drizzt again. Stunned and ashamed, he dropped the poles and eyed
his scraped hands.

Belwar caught the drow as he swooned, hoisted him up in his arms
and carried him back to his hammock.
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Troubled dreams invaded Drizzt’s sleep, memories of the
Underdark and of that other, darker self that he could not escape.

“How can I explain?” he asked Belwar when the burrow-warden
found him sitting on the edge of the stone table later that night.
“How can I possibly offer an apology?”

“None is needed,” Belwar said to him.

Drizzt looked at him incredulously. “You do not understand,”
Drizzt began, wondering how he could possibly make the burrow-
warden comprehend the depth of what had come over him.

“Many years you have lived out in the Underdark,” Belwar said,
“surviving where others could not.”

“But have I survived?” Drizzt wondered aloud.



Belwar’s hammer-hand patted the drow’s shoulder gently, and the
burrow-warden sat down on the table beside him. There they
remained throughout the night. Drizzt said no more, and Belwar
didn’t press him. The burrow-warden knew his role that night: a
silent support.

Neither knew how many hours had passed when Seldig’s voice
came in from beyond the door. “Come, Drizzt Do’Urden,” the young
deep gnome called. “Come and tell us more tales of the Underdark.”

Drizzt looked at Belwar curiously, wondering if the request was
part of some devious trick or ironic joke.

Belwar’s smile dispelled that notion. “Magga cammara, dark elf,”
the deep gnome chuckled. “They’ll not let you hide.”

“Send them away,” Drizzt insisted.

“So willing are you to surrender?” Belwar retorted, a distinct edge
to his normally round-toned voice. “You who have survived the
trials of the wilds?”

“Too dangerous,” Drizzt explained desperately, searching for the
words. “I cannot control ... cannot be rid of ...”

“Go with them, dark elf,” Belwar said. “They will be more cautious
this time.”

“This ... beast ... follows me,” Drizzt tried to explain.

“Perhaps for a while,” the burrow-warden replied casually. “Magga
cammara, Drizzt Do’Urden! Five tendays is not such a long time, not
measured against the trials you have endured over the last ten
years. Your freedom will be gained from this ... beast.”

Drizzt’s lavender eyes found only sincerity in Belwar Dissengulp’s
dark gray orbs.

“But only if you seek it,” the burrow-warden finished.

“Come out, Drizzt Do’Urden,” Seldig called again from beyond the
stone door.

This time, and every time in the days to come, Drizzt, and only
Drizzt, answered the call.
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The myconid king watched the dark elf prowl across the cavern’s
moss-covered lower level. It was not the same drow that had left,
the fungoid knew, but Drizzt, an ally, had been the king’s only
previous contact with the dark elves. Oblivious to its peril, the
eleven-foot giant crept down to intercept the stranger.

The spirit-wraith of Zaknafein did not even attempt to flee or hide
as the animated mushroom-man closed in. Zaknafein’s swords were
comfortably set in his hands. The myconid king puffed a cloud of
spores, seeking a telepathic conversation with the newcomer.

But undead monsters existed on two distinct planes, and their
minds were impervious to such attempts. Zaknafein’s material body
faced the myconid, but the spirit-wraith’s mind was far distant,
linked to his corporeal form by Matron Malice’s will. The spirit-
wraith closed over the last few feet to his adversary.

The myconid puffed a second cloud, this one of spores designed to
pacify an opponent, and this cloud was equally futile. The spirit-
wraith came on steadily, and the giant raised its powerful arms to
strike it down.

Zaknafein blocked the swings with quick cuts of his razor-edged
swords, severing the myconid’s hands. Too fast to follow, the spirit-
wraith’s weapons slashed at the king’s mushroomlike torso, and dug
deep wounds that drove the fungoid backward and to the ground.

From the top level, dozens of the older and stronger myconids
lumbered down to rescue their injured king. The spirit-wraith saw
their approach but did not know fear. Zaknafein finished his
business with the giant, then turned calmly to meet the assault.

Fungus-men came on, blasting their various spores. Zaknafein
ignored the clouds, none of which could possibly affect him, and
concentrated fully on the clubbing arms. Myconids came charging in
all around him.

And they died all around him.
They had tended their grove for centuries untold, living in peace
and going about their own way. But when the spirit-wraith returned

from the crawl-tunnel that led to the now-abandoned small cave
that once had served as Drizzt’s home, Zak’s fury would tolerate no



semblance of peace. Zaknafein rushed up the wall to the mushroom
grove, hacking at everything in his path.

Giant mushrooms tumbled like cut trees. Below, the small rothé
herd, nervous by nature, broke into a frenzied stampede and rushed
out into the tunnels of the open Underdark. The few remaining
fungus-men, having witnessed the power of this dark elf, scrambled
to get out of his thrashing way. But myconids were not fast-moving
creatures, and Zaknafein relentlessly chased them down.

Their reign in the moss-covered cave, and the mushroom grove
they had tended for so very long, came to a sudden and final end.
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HISPERS IN THE
"TUNNELS

The svirfneblin patrol inched its way around the bends of the
*broken and twisting tunnel, war hammers and pickaxes held at
the ready. The deep gnomes were not far from Blingdenstone— less
than a day out—but they had gone into their practiced battle
formations usually reserved for the deep Underdark. The tunnel
reeked of death.

The lead deep gnome, knowing that the carnage lay just beyond,
gingerly peeked over a boulder. Goblins! his senses cried out to his
companions, a clear voice in the racial empathy of the svirfnebli.
When the dangers of the Underdark closed in on the deep gnomes,
they rarely spoke aloud, reverting to a communal empathic bond
that could convey basic thoughts.

The other svirfnebli clutched their weapons and began deciphering
a battle plan from the excited jumble of their mental
communications. The leader, still the only one who had peered over
the boulder, halted them with an overriding notion. Dead goblins!

The others followed him around the boulder to the grisly scene. A
score of goblins lay about, hacked and torn.

“Drow,” one of the svirfneblin party whispered, after seeing the
precision of the wounds and the obvious ease with which the blades
had cut through the unfortunate creatures’ hides. Among the

Underdark races, only the drow wielded such slender and wicked-
edged blades.

Too close, another deep gnome responded empathetically,
punching the speaker on the shoulder.

“These have been dead for a day and more,” another said aloud,
refuting his companion’s caution. “The dark elves would not lie in



wait in the area. It is not their way.”

“Nor is it their way to slaughter bands of goblins,” the one who
had insisted on the silent communications replied. “Not when there
are prisoners to be taken!”

“They would take prisoners only if they meant to return directly to
Menzoberranzan,” remarked the first. He turned to the leader.
“Burrow-Warden Krieger, at once we must go back to Blingdenstone
and report this carnage!”

“A thin report it would be,” Krieger replied. “Dead goblins in the
tunnels? It is not such an uncommon sight.”

“This is not the first sign of drow activity in the region,” the other
remarked. The burrow-warden could deny neither the truth of his
companion’s words nor the wisdom of the suggestion. Two other
patrols had returned to Blingdenstone recently with tales of dead
monsters—most probably slain by drow elves—lying in the corridors
of the Underdark.

“And look,” the other deep gnome continued, bending low to
scoop a pouch off one of the goblins. He opened it to reveal a
handful of gold and silver coins. “What dark elf would be so
impatient as to leave such booty behind?”

“Can we be sure that this was the doings of the drow?” Krieger
asked, though he himself did not doubt the fact. “Perhaps some
other creature has come to our realm. Or possibly some lesser foe,
goblin or orc, has found drow weapons.”

Drow! the thoughts of several of the others agreed immediately.

“The cuts were swift and precise,” said one. “And I see nothing to
indicate any wounds beyond those suffered by the goblins. Who else
but dark elves are so efficient in their killing?”

Burrow-Warden Krieger walked off alone a bit farther down the
passage, searching the stone for some clue to this mystery. Deep
gnomes possessed an affinity to the rock beyond that of most
creatures, but this passage’s stone walls told the burrow-warden
nothing. The goblins had been killed by weapons, not the clawed
hands of monsters, yet they hadn’t been looted. All of the kills were
confined to a small area, showing that the unfortunate goblins



hadn’t even found the time to flee. That twenty goblins were cut
down so quickly implicated a drow patrol of some size, and even if
there had been only a handful of the dark elves, one of them, at
least, would have pillaged the bodies.

“Where shall we go, Burrow-Warden?” one of the deep gnomes
asked at Krieger’s back. “Onward to scout out the reported mineral
cache or back to Blingdenstone to report this?”

Krieger was a wily old svirfneblin who thought that he knew every
trick of the Underdark. He wasn’t fond of mysteries, but this scene
had him scratching his bald head without a clue. Back, he relayed to
the others, reverting to the silent empathic method. He found no
arguments among his kin; deep gnomes always took great care to
avoid drow elves whenever possible.

The patrol promptly shifted into a tight defensive formation and
began its trek back home.

Levitating off to the side, in the shadows of the high ceiling’s
stalactites, the spirit-wraith of Zaknafein Do’Urden watched their
progress and marked well their path.
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King Schnicktick leaned forward in his stone throne and
considered the burrow-warden’s words carefully. Schnicktick’s
councilors, seated around him, were equally curious and nervous,
for this report only confirmed the two previous tales of potential
drow activity in the eastern tunnels.

“Why would Menzoberranzan be edging in on our borders?” one
of the councilors asked when Krieger had finished. “Our agents have
made no mention of any intent of war. Surely we would have had
some indications if Menzoberranzan’s ruling council planned
something dramatic.”

“We would,” King Schnicktick agreed, to silence the nervous
chatter that sprang up in the wake of the councilor’s grim words.
“To all of you I offer the reminder that we do not know if the
perpetrators of these reported kills were drow elves at all.”

“Your pardon, my King,” Krieger began tentatively.



“Yes, Burrow-Warden,” Schnicktick replied immediately, slowly
waving one stubby hand before his craggy face to prevent any
protests. “You are quite certain of your observations. And well
enough do I know you to trust in your judgments. Until this drow
patrol has been seen, however, no assumptions will I make.”

“Then we may agree only that something dangerous has invaded
our eastern region,” another of the councilors put in.

“Yes,” answered the svirfneblin king. “We must set about
discovering the truth of the matter. The eastern tunnels are
therefore sealed from further mining expeditions.” Schnicktick again
waved his hands to calm the ensuing groans. “I know that several
promising veins of ore have been reported—we will get to them as
soon as we may. But for the present, the east, northeast, and
southeast regions are hereby declared war patrol exclusive. The
patrols will be doubled, both in the number of groups and in the
size of each, and their range will be extended to encompass all the
region within a three-day march of Blingdenstone. Quickly must this
mystery be resolved.”

“What of our agents in the drow city?” asked a councilor. “Should
we make contact?”

Schnicktick held his palms out. “Be at ease,” he explained. “We
will keep our ears open wide, but let us not inform our enemies that
we suspect their movements.” The svirfneblin king did not have to
express his concerns that their agents within Menzoberranzan could
not be entirely relied upon. The informants might readily accept
svirfneblin gemstones in exchange for minor information, but if the
powers of Menzoberranzan were planning something drastic in
Blingdenstone’s direction, agents would quite likely work double-
deals against the deep gnomes.

“If we hear any unusual reports from Menzoberranzan,” the king
continued, “or if we discover that the intruders are indeed drow
elves, then we will increase our network’s actions. Until then, let the
patrols learn what they may.”

The king dismissed his council then, preferring to remain alone in
his throne room to consider the grim news. Earlier that same



tenday, Schnicktick had heard of Drizzt’s savage attack on the
basilisk effigy.

Lately, it seemed, King Schnicktick of Blingdenstone had heard too
much of dark elves’ exploits.
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The svirfneblin scouting patrols moved farther out into the eastern
tunnels. Even those groups that found nothing came back to
Blingdenstone full of suspicions, for they had sensed a stillness in
the Underdark beyond the quiet norm. Not a single svirfneblin had
been injured so far, but none seemed anxious to travel out on the
patrols. There was something evil in the tunnels, they knew
instinctively, something that killed without question and without
mercy.

One patrol found the moss-covered cavern that once had served as
Drizzt’s sanctuary. King Schnicktick was saddened when he heard
that the peaceable myconids and their treasured mushroom grove
were destroyed.

Yet, for all of the endless hours the svirfnebli spent wandering the
tunnels, not an enemy did they spot. They continued with their
assumption that dark elves, so secretive and brutal, were involved.

“And we now have a drow living in our city,” a deep gnome
councilor reminded the king during one of their daily sessions.

“Has he caused any trouble?” Schnicktick asked.

“Minor,” replied the councilor. “And Belwar Dissengulp, the Most
Honored Burrow-Warden, speaks for him still and keeps him in his
house as guest, not prisoner. Burrow-Warden Dissengulp will accept
no guards around the drow.”

“Have the drow watched,” the king said after a moment of
consideration. “But from a distance. If he is a friend, as Master
Dissengulp most obviously believes, then he should not suffer our
intrusions.”

“And what of the patrols?” asked another councilor, this one a
representative from the entrance cavern that housed the city guard.
“My soldiers grow weary. They have seen nothing beyond a few



signs of battle, have heard nothing but the scrape of their own tired
feet.”

“We must be alert,” King Schnicktick reminded him. “If the dark
elves are massing ...”

“They are not,” the councilor replied firmly. “We have found no
camp, nor any trace of a camp. This patrol from Menzoberranzan, if
it is a patrol, attacks and then retreats to some sanctuary we cannot
locate, possibly magically inspired.”

“And if the dark elves truly meant to attack Blingdenstone,”
offered another, “would they leave so many signs of their activity?
The first slaughter, the goblins found by Burrow-Warden Krieger’s
expedition, occurred nearly a tenday ago, and the tragedy of the
myconids was some time before that. I have never heard of dark
elves wandering about an enemy city, and leaving signs such as
slaughtered goblins, for days before they execute