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The Halfling's Gem

"He left this,” Pellman continued, handing the tiny pouch to Wil fgar." And
bade me to tell you that he will await your arrival in Calinport."

Wil f gar held the pouch tentatively, as if expecting it to explode in his
face.

"Qur thanks," Drizzt told Pellman. "We will tell our associate that you
performed the task admirably."

Pel | man nodded and bowed, turning away as he did so, to return to his
duti es.

Drizzt led Wil fgar off to the side, out of plain view Seeing the
barbarian's paling | ook, he took the tiny pouch and gingerly | oosened the draw
string, holding it as far away as possible. Wth a shrug to Wil fgar, who had
moved a cautious step away, Drizzt brought the pouch down to his belt |evel and
peeked in.

Wil f gar noved cl oser, curious and concerned when he saw Drizzt's shoul ders
droop. The drow | ooked to himin hel pl ess resignation and inverted the pouch,
revealing its contents.

A halfling' s finger.
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The wi zard | ooked down upon the young wonan with uncertainty. Her back was
to him he could see the thick mane of her auburn | ocks flow ng around her
shoul ders, rich and vibrant. But the wi zard knew, too, the sadness that was in
her eyes. So young she was, barely nore than a child, and so beautifully
i nnocent .

Yet this beautiful child had put a sword through the heart of his bel oved

Sydney.

Har kl e Harpell brushed away the unwanted nmenories of his dead | ove and
started down the hill. "A fine day," he said cheerily when he reached the young
woman.

"Do ye think they've made the tower?" Catti-brie asked him her gaze never
| eavi ng the sout hern horizon.

Har kl e shrugged. "Soon, if not yet." He studied Catti-brie and could find no
anger agai nst her for her actions. She had killed Sydney, it was true, but
Har kl e knew just by | ooking at her that necessity, not nalice, had guided her
sword arm And now he could only pity her

"How are you?" Harkle stanmered, amazed at the courage she had shown in
light of the terrible events that had befallen her and her friends.

Catti-brie nodded and turned to the wizard. Surely there was sorrow edgi ng
her deep blue eyes, but nostly they burned with a stubborn resol ve that chased
away any hints of weakness. She had | ost Bruenor, the dwarf who had adopted her
and had reared her as his own since the earliest days of her childhood. And
Catti-brie' s other friends even now were caught in the nmiddl e of a desperate
chase with an assassin across the southl and.

"How qui ckly things have changed," Harkl e whi spered under his breath,
feeling sympathy for the young wonan. He renenbered a tine, just a few weeks
earlier, when Bruenor Battlehanmmer and his small conpany had cone through
Longsaddl e in their quest to find Mthril Hall, the dwarf's |ost honel and. That
had been a jovial neeting of tales exchanged and prom ses of future friendships
with the Harpell clan. None of them could have known that a second party, |ed by
an evil assassin, and by Harkle's own Sydney, held Catti-brie hostage and was
gathering to pursue the conpany. Bruenor had found Mthril Hall, and had fallen
t here.

And Sydney, the fermal e mage that Harkle had so dearly | oved, had played a
part in the dwarf's death.

Harkl e took a deep breath to steady hinmself. "Bruenor will be avenged," he
said with a grimace

Catti-brie kissed himon the cheek and started back up the hill toward the
I vy Mansion. She understood the wi zard's sincere pain, and she truly adnmired his
decision to help her fulfill her vowto return to Mthril Hall and reclaimit
for Can Battlehanmer.

But for Harkle, there had been no other choice. The Sydney that he had | oved
was a facade, a sugar coating to a power-crazed, unfeeling nonster. And he
hi nsel f had played a part in the disaster, unwittingly revealing to Sydney the
wher eabouts of Bruenor's party.

Harkl e watched Catti-brie go, the weight of troubles slow ng her stride. He
coul d harbor no resentnent toward her - Sydney had brought about the
circunmstances of her own death, and Catti-brie had no choice but to play them
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out. The wi zard turned his gaze southward. He, too, wondered and worried for the
drow el f and the huge barbarian | ad. They had sl unped back into Longsaddl e just
three days before, a sorrowfilled and weary band in desperate need of rest.

There could be no rest, though, not now, for the w cked assassin had escaped
with the last of their group, Regis the halfling, in tow.

So nmuch had happened in those few weeks; Harkle's entire world had been
turned upsi de down by an odd m xture of heroes froma distant, forlorn | and
called Icewind Dale, and by a beautiful young wonan who coul d not be bl aned.

And by the lie that was his deepest |ove.

Harkl e fell back on the grass and watched the puffy clouds of |ate sumer
meander across the sky.

* * *

Beyond the cl ouds, where the stars shone eternally, Guenhwvar, the entity
of the panther, paced excitedly. Many days had passed since the cat's naster,
the drow el f named Drizzt Do' Urden, had summned it to the material plane
Guenhwyvar was sensitive to the onyx figurine that served as a link to its
master and that other world; the panther could sense the tingle fromthat
far-of f place even when its naster nerely touched the statuette.

But Guenhwyvar hadn't felt that link to Drizzt in sone tinme, and the cat was
nervous now, sonehow understanding in its otherworldly intelligence that the
drow no | onger possessed the figurine. Guenhwyvar remenbered the tine before
Drizzt, when another drow, an evil drow, had been its naster. Though in essence
an ani mal, GQuenhwyvar possessed dignhity, a quality that its original naster had
stol en away.

Guenhwyvar renmenbered those tinmes when it had been forced to perform cruel
cowardly acts agai nst hel pless foes for the sake of its nmaster's pleasure.

But things had been very different since Drizzt Do' Urden cane to possess the
figurine. Here was a being of conscience and integrity, and an honest bond of
| ove had devel oped between Guenhwyvar and Dri zzt.

The cat slunped against a star-trimed tree and issued a | ow growl that
observers to this astral spectacle nmight have taken as a resigned sigh

Deeper still would the cat's sigh have been if it knew that Artenis Entreri
the killer, now possessed the figurine.
Book 1:
Hal fway to Everywhere

1
Tower of Twilight

"A day and nore we have lost," the barbarian grunbled, reining in his horse
and | ooki ng back over his shoulder. The |ower rimof the sun had just dipped
bel ow the horizon. "The assassin noves away fromus even now "

"W do well to trust in Harkle's advice," replied Drizzt Do' Urden, the dark
elf. "He would not have led us astray." Wth the sunshine fading, Drizzt dropped
the cow of his black cloak back onto his shoul ders and shook free the | ocks of
his stark white hair.

Wil fgar pointed to sone tall pines. "That nust be the grove Harkl e Har pel
spoke of ," he said, "yet | see no tower, nor signs that any structure was ever
built in this forsaken area."

Hi s | avender eyes nore at hone in the deepening gloom Drizzt peered ahead
intently, trying to find sonme evidence to dispute his young friend. Surely this
was the place that Harkle had indicated, for a short distance ahead of them | ay
the smal|l pond, and beyond that the thick boughs of Neverw nter Wod. "Take
heart," he rem nded Wil fgar. "The wi zard called patience the greatest aid in
finding the home of Mal chor. W have been here but an hour."

"The road grows ever |onger," the barbarian nunbl ed, unaware that the drow s
keen ears did not miss a word. There was nerit in Wil fgar's conplaints, Drizzt
knew, for the tale of a farmer in Longsaddle - that of a dark, cloaked man and a
hal fling on a single horse - put the assassin fully ten days ahead of them and
moving swiftly.

But Drizzt had faced Entreri before and understood the enormity of the
chal l enge before him He wanted as much assistance as he could get in rescuing
Regis fromthe deadly man's clutches. By the farmer's words, Regis was stil
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alive, and Drizzt was certain that Entreri did not nmean to harmthe halfling
before getting to Calinport.

Har kl e Harpell would not have sent themto this place wi thout good reason

"Do we put up for the night?" asked Wilfgar. "By ny word, we'd ride back to
the road and to the south. Entreri's horse carries two and nmay have tired by
now. We can gain on himif we ride through the night."

Drizzt smled at his friend. "They have passed through the city of \Waterdeep
by now," he explained. "Entreri has acquired new horses, at the least." Drizzt
|l et the issue drop at that, keeping his deeper fears, that the assassin had
taken to the sea, to hinself.

"Then to wait is even nore folly!" Wl fgar was quick to argue

But as the barbarian spoke, his horse, a horse raised by Harpells, snorted
and noved to the snmall pond, pawing the air above the water as though searching
for a place to step. A nonent |later, the last of the sun di pped under the
western horizon and the daylight faded away. And in the magi cal di mess of
twilight, an enchanted tower phased into view before themon the little island
in the pond, its every point twinkling Iike starlight, and its nmany twi sting
spires reaching up into the evening sky. Emerald green it was, and nystically
inviting, as if sprites and faeries had lent a hand to its creation

And across the water, right bel ow the hoof of Wilfgar's horse, appeared a
shining bridge of green light.

Drizzt slipped fromhis nmount. "The Tower of Twilight," he said to Wil fgar,
as though he had seen the obvious logic fromthe start. He swept his arm out
toward the structure, inviting his friend to | ead themin.

But Wil fgar was stunned at the appearance of the tower. He clutched the
reins of his horse even tighter, causing the beast to rear up and flatten its
ears against its head.

"1 thought you had overcone your suspicions of magic," said Drizzt
sarcastically. Truly Wilfgar, like all the barbarians of |cew nd Dale, had been
raised with the belief that wi zards were weakling tricksters and not to be
trusted. H's people, proud warriors of the tundra, regarded strength of arm not
skill in the black arts of wi zardry, as the neasure of a true man. But in their
many weeks on the road, Drizzt had seen Wil fgar overcone his upbringing and
develop a tolerance, even a curiosity, for the practices of w zardry.

Wth a flex of his massive nuscles, Wl fgar brought his horse under control
"l have," he answered through gritted teeth. He slid fromhis seat. "It is
Harpells that worry ne!"

Drizzt's smrk widened across his face as he suddenly canme to understand his
friend' s trepidations. He hinself, who had been raised am dst many of the nobst
powerful and frightening sorcerers in all the Real ns, had shaken his head in
di sbelief many tines when they were guests of the eccentric famly in
Longsaddl e. The Harpells had a unique - and often disastrous - way of view ng
the world, though no evil festered in their hearts, and they wove their magic in
accord with their own perspectives - usually against the presuned | ogic of
rational nen.

"Mal chor is unlike his kin," Drizzt assured Wil fgar. "He does not reside in
the lvy Mansion and has played advisor to kings of the northland."”

"He is a Harpell," Wil fgar stated with a finality that Drizzt could not
di spute. Wth anot her shake of his head and a deep breath to steady hinself,
Wil f gar grabbed his horse's bridle and started out across the bridge. Drizzt,
still smling, was quick to foll ow

"Harpell," Wil fgar nuttered again after they had crossed to the island and
made a conplete circuit of the structure.

The tower had no door.

"Patience," Drizzt rem nded him

They did not have to wait long, though, for a few seconds later they heard a
bolt being thrown, and then the creak of a door opening. A nonent l|later, a boy
barely into his teens wal ked right through the green stone of the wall, |ike
sonme translucent specter, and noved toward them

Wil f gar grunted and brought Aegis-fang, his mighty war hamer, down off his
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shoul der. Drizzt grasped the barbarian's armto stay him fearing that his weary
friend might strike in sheer frustration before they could determine the lad's
i ntentions.

When the boy reached them they could see clearly that he was flesh and
bl ood, not sone otherworldly specter, and Wil fgar relaxed his grip. The youth
bowed | ow to them and notioned for themto follow

"Ml chor ?" asked Drizzt.

The boy did not answer, but he notioned again and started back toward the
t ower .

"I woul d have thought you to be older, if Ml chor you be," Drizzt said,
falling into step behind the boy.

"What of the horses?" Wil fgar asked.

Still the boy continued silently toward the tower.

Drizzt | ooked at Wil fgar and shrugged. "Bring themin, then, and |let our
mute friend worry about them " the dark el f said.

They found one section of the wall - at least - to be an illusion, masking a
door that led theminto a wi de, circular chanber that was the tower's | owest
level. Stalls lining one wall showed that they had done right in bringing the
horses, and they tethered the beasts quickly and rushed to catch up to the
yout h. The boy had not slowed and had entered anot her doorway.

"Hold for us," Drizzt called, stepping through the portal, but he found no
gui de inside. He had entered a dimy lit corridor that rose gently and arced
around as it rose, apparently tracing the circunference of the tower. "Only one
way to go," he told Wil fgar, who cane in behind him and they started off.

Drizzt figured that they had done one conplete circle and were up to the
second level - ten feet at |east - when they found the boy waiting for them
besi de a darkened si depassage that fell back toward the center of the structure.
The lad ignored this passage, though, and started off higher into the tower
along the main arcing corridor.

Wil f gar had run out of patience for such cryptic ganmes. H's only concern was
that Entreri and Regis were running farther away every second. He stepped by
Drizzt and grabbed the boy's shoul der, spinning himabout. "Are you Ml chor?" he
demanded bl untly.

The boy bl anched at the giant nan's gruff tone but did not reply.

"Leave him" Drizzt said. "He is not Malchor. | amsure. W will find the
master of the tower soon enough."” He | ooked to the frightened boy. "True?"

The boy gave a quick nod and started off again.

"Soon," Drizzt reiterated to quiet Wilfgar's growl. He prudently stepped by
the barbarian, putting hinself between Wil fgar and the gui de.

"Harpell," Wl fgar groaned at his back

The incline grew steeper and the circles tighter, and both friends knew t hat
they were nearing the top. Finally the boy stopped at a door, pushed it open,
and notioned for themto enter

Drizzt nmoved quickly to be the first inside the room fearing that the angry
barbarian night nmake | ess than a pleasant first inpression with their w zard
host .

Across the room sitting atop a desk and apparently waiting for them rested
a tall and sturdy man with neatly tri mmed salt-and-pepper hair. His arns were
crossed on his chest. Drizzt began to utter a cordial greeting, but Wil fgar
nearly bowl ed himover, bursting in from behind and striding right up to the
desk.

The barbarian, with one hand on his hip and one hol ding Aegis-fang in a
promi nent display before him eyed the man for a nonent. "Are you the w zard
named Mal chor Harpell ?" he demanded, his voice hinting at expl osive anger. "And
if not, where in the Nine Hells are we to find hin"

The man's | augh erupted straight fromhis belly. "OfF course," he answered,
and he sprang fromthe desk and cl apped Wil fgar hard on the shoulder. "I prefer
a guest who does not cover his feelings with rosy words!" he cried. He wal ked
past the stunned barbarian toward the door - and the boy.

"Did you speak to thenP" he denanded of the |ad.

The boy bl anched even nore than before and shook his head enphatically.
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"Not a single word?" Ml chor yelled

The boy trenbled visibly and shook his head again.

"He said not a-" Drizzt began, but Ml chor cut himoff with an outstretched
hand.

"If I find that you uttered even a single syllable, ...." he threatened. He
turned back to the roomand took a step away. Just when he figured that the boy
m ght have relaxed a bit, he spun back on him nearly causing himto junp from
hi s shoes.

"Why are you still here?" Mal chor demanded. "Be gone!"

The door slanmmed even before the wi zard had finished the command. Mal chor
| aughed again, and the tension eased fromhis nuscles as he noved back to his
desk. Drizzt came up beside Wil fgar, the two | ooking at each other in amazenent.

"Let us be gone fromthis place," Wilfgar said to Drizzt, and the drow could
see that his friend was fighting a desire to spring over the desk and throttle
the arrogant wi zard on the spot.

To a |l esser degree, Drizzt shared those feelings, but he knew the tower and
its occupants would be explained in tine. "Qur greetings, Ml chor Harpell," he
said, his lavender eyes boring into the man. "Your actions, though, do not fit
the description your cousin Harkle mantled upon you."

"l assure you that | amas Harkle described," Ml chor replied calmy. "And
my wel come to you, Drizzt Do' Urden, and to you, Wil fgar, son of Beornegar
Rarely have | entertained such fine guests in ny hunble tower." He bowed low to
themto conplete his gracious and diplomatic - if not entirely accurate -
greeting.

"The boy did nothing wong," Wil fgar snarled at him

"No, he has perfornmed admirably," Ml chor agreed. "Ah, you fear for hinP"
The wi zard took his nmeasure of the huge barbarian, Wil fgar's nuscles stil
knotted in rage. "l assure you, the boy is treated well."

"Not by ny eyes," retorted Wil fgar

"He aspires to be a wizard," Ml chor explained, not ruffled by the
barbarian's scowl. "His father is a powerful |andowner and has enployed ne to
gui de the lad. The boy shows potential, a sharp mnd, and a love for the arts.
But understand, Wil fgar, that wizardry is not so very different fromyour own
trade. "

Wil fgar's snirk showed a difference of opinion

"Di scipline," Mlchor continued, undaunted. "For whatever we do in our
lives, discipline and control over our own actions ultimately nmeasure the |eve
of our success. The boy has high aspirations and hints of power he cannot yet
begin to understand. But if he cannot keep his thoughts silent for a single
month, then |I shan't waste years of ny tine on him Your conpani on understands."

Wil fgar | ooked to Drizzt, standing relaxed by his side.

"l do understand," Drizzt said to Wil fgar. "Ml chor has put the youth on
trial, a test of his abilities to foll ow commands and a revelation to the depth
of his desires."

"I am forgiven?" the wi zard asked them

"It is not inportant," Wil fgar grunted. "We have not conme to fight the
battl es of a boy."

"Of course,” said Malchor. "Your business presses; Harkle has told ne. Go
back down to the stables and wash. The boy is setting supper. He shall come for
you when it is time to eat."

"Does he have a nanme?" Wil fgar said with obvious sarcasm

"None that he has yet earned,"” Ml chor replied curtly.

* * %

Though he was anxious to be back on the road, Wil fgar could not deny the
spl endor of the table of Ml chor Harpell. He and Drizzt feasted well, know ng
this to be, nost probably, their last fine meal for nmany days.

"You shall spend the night," Ml chor said to themafter they had finished
eating. "A soft bed would do you well," he argued against Wil fgar's disgruntled
| ook. "And an early start, | promse."
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"W will stay, and thank you," Drizzt replied. "Surely this tower will do us
better than the hard ground outside."

"Excellent," said Malchor. "Cone along, then. | have sone itens which should
aid your quest." He led them out of the roomand back down the decline of the
corridor to the lower |levels of the structure. As they wal ked, Ml chor told his
guests of the tower's formation and features. Finally they turned down one of
t he dar kened si de- passages and passed through a heavy door

Drizzt and Wil fgar had to pause at the entrance for a |long nonment to di gest
t he wondrous sight before them for they had cone to Mal chor's nuseum a
collection of the finest itenms, magical and otherw se, that the nage had found
during the many years of his travels. Here were swords and full suits of
pol i shed arnor, a shining mithril shield, and the crowm of a |ong dead King.
Anci ent tapestries lined the walls, and a gl ass case of priceless gens and
jewels glittered in the flicker of the room s torches.

Mal chor had noved to a cabinet across the room and by the tinme Wl fgar and
Drizzt | ooked back to him he was sitting atop the thing, casually juggling
three horseshoes. He added a fourth as they watched, effortlessly guiding them
through the rise and fall of the dance.

"l have placed an enchantnent upon these that will nake your steeds run
swifter than any beasts in the land," he explained. "For a short tine only, but
| ong enough to get you to Waterdeep. That al one should be worth your delay in
com ng here."

"Two shoes to a horse?" Wil fgar asked, ever doubting.

"That would not do," Ml chor came back at him tolerant of the weary young
barbarian. "Unl ess you wi sh your horse to rear up and run as a man!" He | aughed,
but the scow did not |eave Wil fgar's face

"Not to fear," Malchor said, clearing his throat at the failed joke. "I have
another set." He eyed Drizzt. "I have heard it spoken that few are as agile as
the drow el ves. And | have heard, as well, by those who have seen Drizzt
Do' Urden at fight and at play, that he is brilliant even considering the

standards of his dark kin." Wthout interrupting the rhythmof his juggling, he
flipped one of the horseshoes to Drizzt.

Drizzt caught it easily and in the same notion put it into the air above
him Then cane the second and third shoes, and Drizzt, without ever taking his
eyes of f Malchor, put theminto notion with easy novenents.

The fourth shoe cane in |ow, causing Drizzt to bend to the ground to catch
it. But Drizzt was up to the task, and he never missed a catch or a throw as he
i ncluded the shoe in his juggling.

Wil f gar watched curiously and wondered at the notives of the wizard in
testing the drow.

Mal chor reached down into the cabinet and pulled out the other set of shoes.
"Afifth," he warned, |aunching one at Drizzt. The drow renai ned unconcer ned,
catching the shoe deftly and tossing it in |ine.

"Discipline!" said Ml chor enphatically, ainmng his remark at Wil fgar. "Show
me, drow" he demanded, firing the sixth, seventh, and eighth at Drizzt in rapid
successi on.

Drizzt grinmaced as they cane at him deternined to neet the challenge. His
hands noving in a blur, he quickly had all eight horseshoes spinning and
droppi ng harnoni ously. And as he settled into an easy rhythm Drizzt began to
understand the wi zard' s pl oy.

Mal chor wal ked over to Wil fgar and cl apped hi m agai n on the shoul der.
"Discipline," he said again. "Look at him young warrior, for your dark-skinned
friend is truly a master of his novenents and, thus, a master of his craft. You
do not yet understand, but we two are not so different." He caught Wil fgar's
eyes squarely with his own. "W three are not so different. Different nethods,
agree. But to the sane ends!"

Tiring of his game, Drizzt caught the shoes one by one as they fell and
hooked them over his forearm all the while eyeing Mal chor Wth approval. Seeing
his young friend slunp back in thought, the drow wasn't sure which was the
greater gift, the enchanted shoes or the | esson

"But enough of this," Ml chor said suddenly, bursting into notion. He
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crossed to a section of the wall that held dozens of swords and ot her weapons.

"l see that one of your scabbards is enpty," he said to Drizzt. Mal chor
pulled a beautifully crafted scimtar fromits nount. "Perhaps this will fill it
properly."

Drizzt sensed the power of the weapon as he took it fromthe w zard, felt
the care of its crafting and the perfection of its balance. A single, star-cut
bl ue sapphire glittered in its pomel.

"I'ts name is Twinkle," Mlchor said. "Forged by the elves of a past age."

"Twi nkl e," echoed Drizzt. Instantly a bluish light |imed the weapon's
bl ade. Drizzt felt a sudden surge within it, and sonehow sensed a finer edge to
its cut. He swng it a fewtines, trailing blue light with each notion. How
easily it arced through the air; howeasily it would cut down a foe! Drizzt slid
it reverently into his enpty scabbard.

"It was forged in the magic of the powers that all the surface elves hold
dear," said Malchor. "OF the stars and the nobon and the nysteries of their
souls. You deserve it, Drizzt Do Uden, and it will serve you well."

Drizzt could not answer the tribute, but Wl fgar, touched by the honor
Mal chor had paid to his oft-maligned friend, spoke for him "Qur thanks to you,
Mal chor Harpell," he said, biting back the cynicismthat had domi nated his
actions of late. He bowed I ow.

"Keep to your heart, Wil fgar, son of Beornegar," Ml chor answered him
"Pride can be a useful tool, or it can close your eyes to the truths about you
Go now and take your sleep. | shall awaken you early and set you back al ong your
road."

Drizzt sat up in his bed and watched his friend after Wil fgar had settl ed
into sleep. Drizzt was concerned for Wil fgar, so far fromthe enpty tundra that
had ever been his hone. In their quest for Mthril Hall, they had trudged
hal fway across the northland, fighting every mle of the way. And in finding
their goal, their trials had only begun, for they had then battled their way
through the ancient dwarven conplex. Wil fgar had |l ost his nentor there, and
Drizzt his dearest friend, and truly they had dragged thensel ves back to the
vill age of Longsaddle in need of a long rest.

But reality had allowed no breaks. Entreri had Regis in his clutches, and
Drizzt and Wil fgar were their halfling friend's only hope. In Longsaddl e, they
had conme to the end of one road but had found the begi nning of an even | onger
one.

Drizzt could deal with his own weariness, but Wl fgar seened cloaked in
gl oom always running on the edge of danger. He was a young man out of |cew nd
Dale - the |l and that had been his only hone - for the first tine in his life.
Now t hat sheltered strip of tundra, where the eternal wind blew, was far to the
nort h.

But Calinport was nuch farther still, to the south.

Drizzt lay back on his pillow, rem nding hinself that Wl fgar had chosen to
conme along. Drizzt couldn't have stopped him even if he had tried.

The drow cl osed his eyes. The best thing that he could do, for hinmself and
for Wil fgar, was to sleep and be ready for whatever the next dawn woul d bring.

Mal chor's student awakened them - silently - a few hours later and | ed them
to the dining room where the wizard waited. A fine breakfast was brought out
before them

"Your course is south, by ny cousin's words," Ml chor said to them "Chasing
a man who holds your friend, this halfling, Regis, captive."

"H's name is Entreri," Drizzt replied, "and we will find hima hard catch,
by ny nmeasure of him He flies for Calinport."”
"Harder still," Wil fgar added, "we had him placed on the road." He expl ai ned

to Mal chor, though Drizzt knew the words to be ainmed at him "Now we shall have
to hope that he did not turn fromits course."

"There was no secret to his path," argued Drizzt. "He nmade for Waterdeep, on
the coast. He may have passed by there already."
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"Then he is out to sea," reasoned Ml chor.

Wil f gar nearly choked on his food. He hadn't even consi dered that
possibility.

"That is ny fear," said Drizzt. "And | had thought to do the sane."

"It is a dangerous and costly course," said Malchor. "The pirates gather for
the last runs to the south as the summer draws to an end, and if one has not
made the proper arrangenents, " He let the words hang oni nously before
t hem

"But you have little choice," the wi zard continued. "A horse cannot match
the speed of a sailing ship, and the sea route is straighter than the road. So
take to the sea, is ny advice. Perhaps | can nake sone arrangenents to speed
your accommpdations. My student has al ready set the enchanted shoes on your
mounts, and with their aid, you may get to the great port in short days."

"And how | ong shall we sail?" Wil fgar asked, disnmayed and hardly believing
that Drizzt would go along with the wi zard' s suggesti on.

"Your young friend does not understand the breadth of this journey," Ml chor
said to Drizzt. The wizard laid his fork on the table and another a few inches
fromit. "Here is Icewind Dale," he explained to Wil fgar, pointing to the first
fork. "And this other, the Tower of Twilight, where you now sit. A distance of
nearly four hundred mles |ies between."

He tossed a third fork to Drizzt, who laid it out in front of him about
three feet fromthe fork representing their present position.

"It is a journey you would travel five times to equal the road ahead of
you," Mal chor told Wil fgar, "for that last fork is Calinport, two thousand niles
and several kingdons to the south."

"Then we are defeated," npaned Wil fgar, unable to conprehend such a
di st ance.

"Not so," said Malchor. "For you shall ride with sails full of the northern
wi nd, and beat the first snows of winter. You will find the |and and the people
nmore accommodating to the south.”

"W shall see," said the dark elf, unconvinced. To Drizzt, people had ever
spel | ed trouble.

"Ah," agreed Mal chor, realizing the hardships a drow elf would surely find
anong the dwellers of the surface world. "But | have one nore gift to give to
you: a map to a treasure that you can recover this very day."

"Anot her del ay," said Wil fgar.

"A small price to pay," replied Ml chor, "and this short trip shall save you
many days in the popul ated South, where a drow elf may wal k only in the night.
O this | amcertain."

Drizzt was intrigued that Malchor so clearly understood his dilenma and was
apparently hinting at an alternative. Drizzt would not be wel come anywhere in
the South. Cities that would grant the foul Entreri free passage woul d throw
chains upon the dark elf if he tried to cross through, for the drow had | ong ago
earned their reputation as ultimately evil and unspeakably vile. Fewin all the
Real ms woul d be quick to recognize Drizzt Do' Urden as the exception to the rule.

"Just to the west of here, down a dark path in Neverw nter Whod and in a
cave of trees, dwells a nonster that the | ocal farmers have named Agatha," said
Mal chor. "Once an elf, | believe, and a fair mage in her own right, according to
| egend, this wetched thing lives on after death and calls the night her tine."

Drizzt knew the sinister |egends of such creatures, and he knew their nane.
"A banshee?" he asked.

Mal chor nodded. "To her lair you should go, if you are brave enough, for the
banshee has collected a fair hoard of treasure, including one itemthat would
prove invaluable to you, Drizzt Do' U den."

He saw that he had the drow s full attention. Drizzt |eaned forward over the
tabl e and wei ghed Mal chor's every word.

"A mask," the wi zard expl ained. "An enchanted mask that will allow you to
hi de your heritage and walk freely as a surface elf - or as a man, if that suits
you. "

Drizzt slunped back, a bit unnerved at the threat to his very identity.
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"l understand your hesitancy," Malchor said to him "It is not easy to hide
fromthose who accuse you unjustly, to give credibility to their false
perceptions. But think of your captive friend and know that | nake this
suggestion only for his sake. You may get through the southlands as you are,
dark el f, but not unhindered."

Wil fgar bit his lip and said nothing, knowing this to be Drizzt's own
deci sion. He knew that even his concerns about further delay could not weigh
into such a personal discussion

"W will go to this lair in the wood," Drizzt said at last, "and | shal
wear such a mask if | must." He | ooked at Wil fgar. "Qur only concern nust be
Regis."

* * *

Drizzt and Wil fgar sat atop their nounts outside the Tower of Twilight, with
Mal chor standi ng besi de them

"Be wary of the thing," Mlchor said, handing Drizzt the map to the
banshee's lair and another parchnment that generally showed their course to the
far South. "Her touch is deathly cold, and the | egends say that to hear her keen
isto die."

"Her keen?" asked Wil fgar

"An unearthly wail too terrible for nortal ears to bear," said Ml chor
"Take all care!"

"We shall," Drizzt assured him

"W will not forget the hospitality or the gifts of Ml chor Harpell," added
Wil f gar .

"Nor the lesson, | hope," the wizard replied with a wi nk, draw ng an

enbarrassed smile from Wil fgar.

Drizzt was pleased that his friend had shaken at |east some of his
surliness.

Dawn cane upon themthen, and the tower quickly faded into nothingness.

"The tower is gone, yet the wizard remains," renmarked Wil f gar

"The tower is gone, yet the door inside remains," Mlchor corrected. He took
a few steps back and stretched his armout, his hand di sappearing from sight.

Wil fgar jerked in bew | dernent.

"For those who know how to find it," Ml chor added. "For those who have
trained their mnds to the properties of magic." He stepped through the
ext radi mensi onal portal and was gone from sight, but his voice canme back to them
one last time. "Discipline!" he called, and Wil fgar knew hinmself to be the
target of Malchor's final statenent.

Drizzt kicked his horse into notion, unrolling the map as he started away.
"Harpel | ?" he asked over his shoulder, imtating Wilfgar's derisive tone of the
previous night.

"Wwuld that all of the Harpells were |like Ml chor!" Wilfgar replied. He sat
staring at the enptiness that had been the Tower of Twilight, fully
under st andi ng that the w zard had taught himtwo val uabl e I essons in a single
ni ght: one of prejudice and one of hunility.

From i nside the hidden dimension of his home, Ml chor watched them go. He
wi shed that he could join them to travel along the road of adventure as he had
so often in his youth, finding a just course and followi ng it agai nst any odds.
Har kl e had judged the principles of those two correctly, Mlchor knew, and had
been right in asking Malchor to help them

The w zard | eaned agai nst the door to his honme. Al as, his days of adventure,
his days of carrying the crusade of justice on his shoulders, were fading behind
hi m

But Ml chor took heart in the events of the last day. If the drow and his
barbarian friend were any indication, he had just helped to pass the torch into
abl e hands.

2
A Thousand Thousand Little Candl es

The assassin, nesnerized, watched as the ruby turned slowy in the

candl el i ght, catching the dance of the flane in a thousand thousand perfect
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mniatures - too many reflections; no gemcould have facets so snmall and so
flaw ess.

And yet the procession was there to be seen, a swirl of tiny candl es draw ng
hi m deeper into the redness of the stone. No jeweler had cut it; its precision
went beyond a level attainable with an instrunent. This was an artifact of
magi ¢, a deliberate creation designed, he rem nded hinsel f cautiously, to pull a
viewer into that descending swirl, into the serenity of the reddened depths of
t he stone.

A thousand thousand little candl es.

No wonder he had so easily duped the captain into giving himpassage to
Cal i nport. Suggestions that cane fromwi thin the narvel ous secrets of this gem
could not easily be dism ssed. Suggestions of serenity and peace, words spoken
only by friends ..

A smle cracked the usually grimset of his face. He could wander deep into
the calm

Entreri tore hinself fromthe pull of the ruby and rubbed his eyes, anmmzed
that even one as disciplined as he m ght be vulnerable to the gens insistent
tug. He glanced into the corner of the small cabin, where Regis sat huddl ed and
t horoughly m serabl e.

"l can now understand your desperation in stealing this jewel,"'
the hal fling.

Regi s snapped out of his own neditation, surprised that Entreri had spoken
to him- the first tine since they had boarded the boat back in Waterdeep

"And | know now why Pasha Pook is so desperate to get it back," Entreri
continued, as much to hinself as to Regis.

Regi s cocked his head to watch the assassin. Could the ruby pendant take
even Artemis Entreri into its hold? "Truly it is a beautiful gem" he offered
hopeful ly, not quite knowing how to handl e this uncharacteristic enpathy from
the col d assassin.

"Much nore than a genstone," Entreri said absently, his eyes falling
irresistibly back into the nystical swirl of the deceptive facets.

Regi s recogni zed the cal mvisage of the assassin, for he hinself had worn
such a | ook when he had first studi ed Pook's wonderful pendant. He had been a
successful thief then, living a fine life in Calinport. But the prom ses of that
magi cal stone outwei ghed the conforts of the thieves' guild. "Perhaps the
pendant stole nme," he suggested on a sudden i nmpul se.

But he had underestimated the w |l power of Entreri. The assassin snapped a
cold look at him with a smrk clearly revealing that he knew where Regi s was

he said to

| eadi ng.

But the halfling, grabbing at whatever hope he could find, pressed on
anyway. "The power of that pendant overcame ne, | think. There could be no
crime; | had little choice-"

Entreri's sharp laugh cut himshort. "You are a thief, or you are weak," he
snarled. "Either way you shall find no nercy in ny heart. Either way you deserve
the wath of Pook!" He snapped the pendant up into his hand fromthe end of its
gol den chain and dropped it into his pouch

Then he took out the other object, an onyx statuette intricately carved into
the likeness of a panther

"Tell me of this," he instructed Regis.

Regi s had wondered when Entreri would show sonme curiosity for the figurine
He had seen the assassin toying with it back at Garumm's Gorge in Mthril Hall,
teasing Drizzt fromacross the chasm But until this nonent, that was the | ast
Regi s had seen of Guenhwyvar, the nagi cal panther

Regi s shrugged hel pl esslYy.

"I''"l'l not ask again," Entreri threatened, and that icy certainty of doom
the i nescapabl e aura of dread that all of Artem s Entreri's victins cane to know
well, fell over Regis once nore

"It is the Drow s," Regis stamered. "Its nane is Quen-" Regis caught the
word in his nouth as Entreri's free hand suddenly snapped out a jewel ed dagger,
readi ed for a throw
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"Calling an ally?" Entreri asked w ckedly. He dropped the statuette back
into his pocket. "I know the beast's name, halfling. And | assure you, by the
time the cat arrived, you would be dead."

"You fear the cat?" Regis dared to ask

"I take no chances," Entreri replied.

"But will you call the panther yoursel f?" Regis pressed, |ooking for sone
way to change the bal ance of power. "A conpanion for your |onely roads?"

Entreri's | augh nocked the very thought. "Conpanion? Wiy would | desire a

conmpanion, little fool? Wat gain could | hope to nake?"
"Wth nunbers cones strength," Regis argued
"Fool ," repeated Entreri. "That is where you err. In the streets, conpanions

bri ng dependence and dooml Look at yourself, friend of the drow Wat strength
do you bring to Drizzt Do' Urden now? He rushes blindly to your aid, to fulfil
his responsibility as your conpanion." He spat the word out w th obvious
distaste. "To his ultinmte demnise!"

Regi s. hung his head and could not answer. Entreri's words rang true enough
His friends were conming into dangers they could not inmagine, and all for his
sake, all because of errors he had made before he had ever met them

Entreri replaced the dagger in its sheath and | eaped up in a rush. "Enjoy
the night, little thief. Bask in the cold ocean wind; relish all the sensations
of this trip as a man staring death in the face, for Calinport surely spells
your doom and the doom of your friends!" He swept out of the room banging the
door behind him

He hadn't |ocked it, Regis noted. He never |ocked the door! But he didn't
have to, Regis admitted in anger. Terror was the assassin's chain, as tangible
as iron shackl es. Nowhere to run; nowhere to hide

Regi s dropped his head into his hands. He becane aware of the sway of the
ship, of the rhythmic, nonotonous creaking of old boards, his body irresistibly
keepi ng tine.

He felt his insides churning.

Hal flings weren't normally fond of the sea, and Regis was tim d even by the
measures of his kind. Entreri could not have found a greater torment to Regis
t han passage south on a ship, on the Sea of Swords.

"Not again," Regis groaned, dragging hinself to the snmall portal in the
cabin. He pulled the wi ndow open and stuck his head out into the refreshing
chill of the night air.

Entreri wal ked across the enpty deck, his cloak tight about him Above him
the sails swelled, as they filled with wind; the early wi nter gales pushed the
ship along its southern route. A billion stars dotted the sky, twinkling in the
enpty darkness to horizons bordered only by the flat |ine of the sea.

Entreri took out the ruby pendant again and let its nagic catch the
starlight. He watched it spin and studied its swirl, neaning to know it well
before his journey's end.

Pasha Pook would be thrilled to get the pendant back. It had gi ven him such
power! More power, Entreri now realized, than others had assuned. Wth the
pendant, Pook had nmade friends of enenies and slaves of friends.

"Even ne?" Entreri nused, enthralled by the little stars in the red wash of
the gem "Have | been a victin? O shall | be?" He wouldn't have believed that
he, Artenis Entreri, could ever be caught by a nagic charm but the insistence
of the ruby pendant was undeni abl e.

Entreri |aughed al oud. The hel nsman, the only other person on the deck, cast
hi ma curious glance but thought no nore about it.

"No," Entreri whispered to the ruby. "You shan't have ne again. | know your
tricks, and I'Il learn thembetter still!l | will run the path of your tenpting
descent and find ny way back out again!" Laughing, he fastened the pendant's
gol den chain around his neck and tucked the ruby under his |eather jerkin.

Then he felt in his pouch, grasped the figurine of the panther, and turned
his gaze back to the north. "Are you watching, Drizzt Do' Uden?" he asked into
t he night.

He knew t he answer. Sonmewhere far behind, in Waterdeep or Longsaddl e or
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sonmewhere in between, the drow s | avender eyes were turned southward

They were destined to neet again; they both knew. They had battled once, in
Mthril Hall, but neither could claimuvictory.

There had to be a wi nner.

Never before had Entreri encountered anyone with reflexes to match his own
or as deadly with a blade as he, and nenories of his clash with Drizzt Do' Urden
haunted his every thought. They were so akin, their noverments cut fromthe sane
dance. And yet, the drow, conpassionate and caring, possessed a basic humanity
that Entreri had | ong ago discarded. Such enpbtions, such weaknesses, had no
place in the cold void of a pure fighter's heart, he believed.

Entreri's hands twitched with eagerness as he thought of the drow. His
breath puffed out angrily in the chill air. "Come, Drizzt Do' Urden," he said
through his clenched teeth. "Let us learn who is the stronger!"”

Hi s voice reflected deadly determ nation, with a subtle, al nost
i nperceptive, hint of anxiety. This would be the truest chall enge of both their
lives, the test of the differing tenets that had guided their every actions. For
Entreri, there could be no draw. He had sold his soul for his skill, and if
Drizzt Do' Urden defeated him or even proved his equal, the assassin's existence
woul d be no nore than a wasted lie.

But he didn't think like that.

Entreri lived to win.

* * *

Regi s, too, was watching the night sky. The crisp air had settled his
stomach, and the stars had sent his thoughts across the long niles to his
friends. How often they had sat together on such nights in Icewind Dale, to
share tal es of adventure or just sit quietly in each others' conpany. |cew nd
Dal e was a barren strip of frozen tundra, a | and of brutal weather and brutal
peopl e, but the friends Regis had nade there, Bruenor and Catti-brie, Drizzt and
Wil f gar, had warned the col dest of the winter nights and taken the sting out of
the biting north w nd.

In context, lIcewi nd Dale had been but a short stopover for Regis on his
extensive travels, where he had spent less than ten of his fifty years. But now,
headi ng back to the southern ki ngdom where he had lived for the bulk of his
life, Regis realized that Icewind Dale had truly been his home. And those
friends he so often took for granted were the only fanmily he woul d ever know.

He shook away his |anment and forced hinself to consider the path before him
Drizzt would cone for him probably Wil fgar and Catti-brie, too.

But not Bruenor.

Any relief that Regis had felt when Drizzt returned unharnmed fromthe bowel s
of Mthril Hall had flown over Garumm's Gorge with the valiant dwarf. A dragon
had them trapped while a host of evil gray dwarves had closed in from behind.
But Bruenor, at the cost of his own life, had cleared the way, crashing down
onto the dragon's back with a keg of burning oil, taking the beast - and hinself
- down into the deep gorge

Regis couldn't bear to recall that terrible scene. For all of his gruffness
and teasing, Bruenor Battlehamer had been the halfling's dearest comnpanion.

A shooting star burned a trail across the night sky. The sway of the ship
remai ned and the salty snell of the ocean sat thick in his nose, but here at the
portal, in the sharpness of the clear night, Regis felt no sickness - only a sad
serenity as he renenbered all of those crazy times with the wild dwarf. Truly
Bruenor Battlehammer's flane had burned |like a torch in the wi nd, |eaping and
dancing and fighting to the very end.

Regi s's other friends had escaped, though. The halfling was certain of it -
as certain as Entreri. And they would cone for him Drizzt would come for him
and set things right.

Regi s had to believe that.

And for his own part, the m ssion seened obvious. Once in Calinport, Entreri
would find allies anong Pook's people. The assassin would then be on his own
ground, where he knew every dark hole and held every advantage. Regis had to
sl ow hi m down.
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Finding strength in the narrow vision of a goal, Regis glanced about the
cabin, |ooking for sonme clue. Again and again, he found his eyes drawn to the
candl e.

"The flame," he nmuttered to hinself, a smle beginning to spread across his
face. He noved to the table and plucked the candle fromits holder. A small poo
of liquid wax glittered at the base of the w ck, pronising pain.

But Regis didn't hesitate.

He hitched up one sl eeve and dripped a series of wax droplets along the
I ength of his arm grimacing away the hot sting.

He had to slow Entreri down.

Regi s made one of his rare appearances on the deck the next norning. Dawn
had conme bright and clear, and the halfling wanted to finish his business before
the sun got too high in the sky and created that unpl easant m xture of hot rays
in the cool spray. He stood at the rail, rehearsing his lines and nustering the
courage to defy the unspoken threats of Entreri

And then Entreri was beside him Regis clutched the rail tightly, fearing
that the assassin had sonehow guessed his plan.

"The shoreline," Entreri said to him

Regis followed Entreri's gaze to the horizon and a distant |ine of |and.

"Back in sight," Entreri continued, "and not too far." He glanced down at
Regi s and di spl ayed his wicked smle once again for his prisoner's benefit.

Regi s shrugged. "Too far."

"Per haps," answered the assassin, "but you m ght make it, though your
hal f-si zed breed is not spoken of as the swimm ng sort. Have you wei ghed the
odds?"

"I do not swm" Regis said flatly.

"Apity," laughed Entreri. "But if you do decide to try for the land, tel
me first."

Regi s stepped back, confused.

"I would allow you to nake the attenpt,'
the show "

The halfling' s expression turned to anger. He knew that he was bei ng nocked,
but he couldn't figure the assassin's purpose.

"They have a strange fish in these waters," said Entreri, |ooking back to
the water. "Smart fish. It follows the boats, waiting for soneone to go over."
He | ooked back to Regis to weigh the effect of his chiding.

"A pointed fin marks it," he continued, seeing that he had the halfling's
full attention. "Cutting through the water |ike the prow of a ship. If you watch
fromthe rail Iong enough, you will surely spy one."

"Wy would | want to?"

"Sharks, these fish are called,"” Entreri went on, ignoring the question. He
drew his dagger, putting its point against one of his fingers hard enough to
draw a speck of blood. "Marvelous fish. Rows of teeth as |ong as daggers, sharp
and ridged, and a nouth that could bite a nan in half." He | ooked Regis in the
eye. "Or take a halfling whole."

"I do not swim" Regis grow ed, not appreciating Entreri's nacabre, but
undeni ably effective, nmethods.

"A pity," chuckled the assassin. "But do tell nme if you change your mnd."
He swept away, his black cloak flow ng behind him

"Bastard," Regis nunbled under his breath. He started back toward the rail
but changed his nmind as soon as he saw the deep water |ooning before him he
turned on his heel and sought the security of the m ddle of the deck

Again the color left his face as the vast ocean seenmed to close in over him
and the interm nable, nauseating sway of the ship .

"Ye seemripe fer de rail, little one," canme a cheery voice. Regis turned to
see a short, bow egged sailor with few teeth and eyes scrunched in a pernanent
squint. "Ain't to findin' yer sea |legs yet?"

Entreri assured him "I woul d enjoy

Regi s shuddered t hrough his dizziness and renenbered his mssion. "It is the
other thing," he replied.
The sailor missed the subtlety of his statement. Still grinning through the
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dark tan and darker stubble of his dirty face, he started away.

"But thank you for your concern," Regis said enphatically. "And for all of
your courage in taking us to Calinport."”

The sail or stopped, perplexed. "Many a tinme, we's to taking ones to the
south," he said, not understanding the reference to "courage."

"Yes, but considering the danger - though | amsure it is not great!" Regis
added quickly, giving the inpression that he was trying not to enphasize this
unknown peril. "It is not inmportant. Calinport will bring our cure." Then under
his breath but still |oud enough for the sailor to hear, he said, "If we get
there alive."

"' Ere now, what do ye nean?" the sail or demanded, noving back over to Regis.
The smile was gone.

Regi s squeaked and grabbed his forearm suddenly as if in pain. He grinaced
and pretended to battle against the agony, while deftly scratching the dried
patch of wax, and the scab beneath it, away. A small trickle of blood rolled out
fromunder his sleeve.

The sail or grabbed himon cue, pulling the sl eeve up over Regis's el bow. He
| ooked at the wound curiously. "Burn?"

"Do not touch it!" Regis cried in a harsh whisper. "That is how it spreads -
I think."

The sailor pulled his hand away in terror, noticing several other scars. "I
seen no fire! How d ye git a burn?"

Regi s shrugged hel pl essly. "They just happen. Fromthe inside.”" Now it was
the sailor's turn to pale. "But | will make it to Calinport," he stated
unconvincingly. "It takes a few nonths to eat you away. And nost of nmy wounds
are recent." Regis | ooked down, then presented his scarred arm "See?"

But when he | ooked back, the sailor was gone, rushing off toward the
captain's quarters.

"Take that, Artenis Entreri,'

Regi s whi sper ed.
3
Conyberry's Pride

"Those are the farns that Ml chor spoke of," Wil fgar said as he and Drizzt
came around a spur of trees on the great forest's border. In the distance to the
south, a dozen or so houses sat in a cluster on the eastern edge of the forest,
surrounded on the other three sides by wide, rolling fields.

Wil fgar started his horse forward, but Drizzt abruptly stopped him

"These are a sinple folk," the drow explained. "Farners living in the webs
of countless superstitions. They woul d not welcone a dark elf. Let us enter at
ni ght."

"Perhaps we can find the path without their aid," Wlfgar offered, not
wanting to waste the remmi nder of yet another day.

"More likely we would get lost in the wood," Drizzt replied, disnounting
"Rest, nmy friend. This night prom ses adventure."

"Her time, the night," Wil fgar remarked, renenbering Ml chor's words about
t he banshee.

Drizzt's smle widened across his face. "Not this night," he whispered.

Wil fgar saw the familiar gleamin the drow s | avender eyes and obediently
dropped fromhis saddle. Drizzt was already preparing hinself for the imminent
battle; already the drow s finely toned nuscles twitched with excitenent. But as
confident as Wil fgar was in his conpanion's prowess, he could not stop the
shudder running through his spine when he considered the undead nonster that |ay
before them

In the night.

* * *

They passed the day in peaceful slunber, enjoying the calls and dances of
the birds and squirrels, already preparing for winter, and the whol esone
at nosphere of the forest. But when dusk crept over the |and, Neverw nter Wod
took on a very different aura. doomsettled all too confortably under the
wood' s thi ck boughs, and a sudden hush descended on the trees, the uneasy qui et
of poi sed danger.
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Drizzt roused Wil fgar and led himoff to the south at once, not even pausing
for a short neal. A few nmnutes later, they wal ked their horses to the nearest
farmhouse. Luckily the night was noonless, and only a close inspection would
reveal Drizzt's dark heritage.

"State yer business or be gone!" denanded a threatening voice fromthe | ow
rooftops before they got close enough to knock on the house's door

Drizzt had expected as much. "We have cone to settle a score,”
wi t hout any hesitation.

"What enemies mght the |likes of yerselves have in Conyberry?" asked the
Voi ce.

"In your fair town?" Drizzt bal ked. "Nay, our fight is with a foe common to

he said

you.

Sone shuffling cane from above, and then two nen, bows in hand, appeared at
the corner of the farnhouse. Both Drizzt and Wil fgar knew that still nore sets
of eyes - and no doubt nore bows - were trained upon themfromthe roof, and
possibly fromtheir flanks. For sinple farners, these folk were apparently well
organi zed for defense

"A common foe?" one of the nen at the corner - the sane who had spoken
earlier fromthe roof - asked Drizzt. "Surely we've seen none of yer likes
before, elf, nor of yer giant friend!"

Wil f gar brought Aegis-fang down from his shoul der, draw ng sone uneasy
shuffling fromthe roof. "Never have we cone through your fair town," he replied
sternly, not thrilled with being called a giant.

Drizzt quickly interjected. "A friend of ours was slain near here, down a
dark path in the wood. W were told that you could guide us."

Suddenly the door of the farnhouse burst open and a winkled old wonan
popped her head out. "Hey, then, what do ye want with the ghost in the wood?"
she snapped angrily. "Not fer to both'ring those that |eaves her to peace!"

Drizzt and Wil fgar gl anced at each other, perplexed by the old wonan's
unexpected attitude. But the man at the corner apparently felt the sanme way.

"Yeah, |eave Agatha be," he said.

"Go away!" added an unseen nman fromthe roof.

Wil fgar, fearing that these people mght be under sone evil enchantnent,
gri pped his war hammer nore tightly, but Drizzt sensed sonething else in their
Voi ces.

"I had been told that the ghost, this Agatha, was an evil spirit," Drizzt
told themcalmy. "Mght | have heard wong? For goodly fol k defend her."

"Bah, evil! Wat be evil?" snapped the old wonan, thrusting her winkl ed
face and shell of a body closer to Wil fgar. The barbarian took a prudent step
back, though the wonman's bent frame barely reached his navel

"The ghost defends her home," added the man at the corner. "And woe to those
who go there!"

"Whe!" screaned the old worman, pushing closer still and poking a bony finger
into Wil fgar's huge chest.

Wil f gar had heard enough. "Back!" he roared mightily at the wonman. He
sl apped Aegi s-fang across his free hand, a sudden rush of blood swelling his
bul gi ng arms and shoul ders. The woman screaned and vani shed into the house,
slaming the door in terror

"Apity," Drizzt whispered, fully understanding what Wil fgar had set into
motion. The drow dove headlong to the side, turning into a roll, as an arrow
fromthe roof cracked into the ground where he had been standing.

Wil fgar, too, started into notion, expecting an arrow. Instead, he saw the
dark formof a man | eaping down at himfromthe rooftop. Wth a single hand the
m ghty barbari an caught the woul d-be assailant in nmidair and held him at bay,
his boots fully three feet off the ground.

At that same instant, Drizzt came out of his roll and into position in front
of the two men at the corner, a scinmtar poised at each of their throats. They
hadn't even had tine to draw their bowstrings back. To their further horror,
they now recogni zed Drizzt for what he was, but even if his skin had been as
pale as that of his surface cousins, the fire in his eyes would have taken their
strength fromthem
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A few |l ong seconds passed, the only novenent being the visible shaking of
the three trapped farners.

"An unfortunate m sunderstanding,” Drizzt said to the nen. He stepped back
and sheathed his scimtars. "Let himdown," he said to Wilfgar. "Gently!" the
dark el f added quickly.

Wil f gar eased the man to the ground, but the terrified farner fell to the
dirt anyway, |ooking up at the huge barbarian in awe and fear

Wil f gar kept the grimace on his face - just to keep the farnmer cowed.
The farnmhouse door sprang open again, and the little old woman appeared,
this tinme sheepishly. "Ye won't be killing poor Agatha, will ye?" she pl eaded.

"Sure that she's no harm beyond her own door," added the man at the corner,
his voi ce quaking with each syll able.

Drizzt looked to Wil fgar. "Nay," the barbarian said. "W shall visit Agatha
and settle our business with her. But be assured that we'll not harm her.

"Tell us the way," Drizzt asked.

The two nmen at the corner |ooked at each other and hesitated.

"Now! " Wil fgar roared at the man on the ground.

"To the tangle of birch!" the nan replied immediately. "The path's right

there, running back to the east! Twists and turns, it does, but clear of brush!"

"Farewel | , Conyberry," Drizzt said politely, bowing low. "Wuld that we
could remain a while and di spel your fears of us, but we have nmuch to do and a
| ong road ahead." He and Wil fgar hopped into their saddl es and spun their nmounts
awnay.

"But wait!" the old wonan called after them Their nmounts reared as Drizzt
and Wil fgar | ooked back over their shoulders. "Tell us, ye fearless - or ye
stupidwarriors," she inplored them "who mght ye be?"

"Wil fgar, son of Beornegar!" the barbarian shouted back, trying to keep an
air of humlity, though his chest puffed out in pride. "And Drizzt Do' Urden!"

"Names | have heard!" one of the farmers cried out in sudden recognition

"And names you shall hear again!" Wl fgar prom sed. He paused a nonent as
Drizzt nmoved on, then turned to catch his friend.

Drizzt wasn't sure that it was wise to be proclaimng their identities, and
consequently revealing their location, with Artemis Entreri |ooking back for
them But when he saw the broad and proud smile on Wil fgar's face, he kept his
concerns to hinself and |l et Wil fgar have his fun

Soon after the lights of Conyberry had faded to dots behind them Wil fgar
turned nore serious. "They did not seemevil," he said to Drizzt, "yet they
protect the banshee, and have even naned the thing! W nmay have | eft a darkness
behi nd us."

"Not a darkness," Drizzt replied. "Conyberry is as it appears: a hunble
farm ng village of good and honest folk."

"But Agatha," Wil fgar protested

"A hundred simlar villages line this countryside," Drizzt explained. "Mny
unnaned, and all unnoticed by the lords of the land. Yet all of the villages,
and even the Lords of Waterdeep, | would guess, have heard of Conyberry and the
ghost of Neverw nter Wod."

"Agat ha brings them fane," Wil fgar concl uded.

"And a neasure of protection, no doubt," added Drizzt.

"For what bandit would lay out along the road to Conyberry with a ghost
haunting the [ and?" Wil fgar |aughed. "Still, it seems a strange marriage."

"But not our business," Drizzt said, stopping his horse. "The tangle the man
spoke of." He pointed to a copse of twisted birch trees. Behind it, Neverw nter
Wyod | ooned dark and nysterious.

Wil fgar's horse flattened its ears. "W are close," the barbarian said,
slipping fromthe saddle. They tethered their nounts and started into the
tangle, Drizzt as silent as a cat, but Wil fgar, too big for the tightness of the
trees, crunching with every step.

"Do you nmean to kill the thing?" he asked Drizzt.

"Only if we nust,” the drow replied. "We are here for the nask al one, and we
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have given our word to the people of Conyberry."

"l do not believe that Agatha will willingly hand us her treasures," Wl fgar
rem nded Drizzt. He broke through the last line of birch trees and stood beside
the drow at the dark entrance to the thick oaks of the forest.

"Be silent now," Drizzt whispered. He drew Twinkle and let its quiet blue
gleam |l ead theminto the gl oom

The trees seened to close in about them the dead hush of the wood only nade
them nore concerned with the resoundi ng noise of their own footfalls. Even
Drizzt, who had spent centuries in the deepest of caverns, felt the weight of
thi s darkest corner of Neverwinter on his shoulders. Evil brooded here, and if
either he or Wil fgar had any doubts about the | egend of the banshee, they knew
better now. Drizzt pulled a thin candle fromhis belt pouch and broke it in
hal f, handing a piece to Wil fgar

"Stuff your ears," he explained in a breathless whisper, reiterating
Mal chor's warning. "To hear her keen is to die."

The path was easy to follow, even in the deep darkness, for the aura of evi
roll ed down heavier on their shoulders with every step. A few hundred paces
brought the light of a fire into sight. Instinctively they both dropped to a
defensive crouch to survey the area

Before themlay a done of branches, a cave of trees that was the banshee's
lair. Its single entrance was a snall hole, barely |arge enough for a man to
crawl through. The thought of going into the lighted area within while on their
hands and knees did not thrill either of them Wil fgar held Aegis-fang before
hi m and i ndi cated that he woul d open a bigger door. Boldly he strode toward the
done.

Drizzt crept up beside him uncertain of the practicality of Wilfgar's idea.
Drizzt had the feeling that a creature who had survived so successfully for so
very |l ong woul d be protected agai nst such obvious tactics. But the drow didn't
have any better ideas at the nonent, so he dropped back a step as Wil fgar
hoi sted the war hamer above his head.

Wil f gar spread his feet wide for balance and took a steadying breath, then
sl ammed Aegi s-fang honme with all his strength. The done shuddered under the
bl ow; wood splintered and went flying, but the drow s concerns soon canme to
light. For as the wooden shell broke away, Wil fgar's hamer drove down into a
conceal ed nesh of netting. Before the barbarian could reverse the bl ow,

Aegi s-fang and his arns were fully entangl ed.

Drizzt saw a shadow nove across the firelight inside, and, recognizing his
conpanion's vulnerability, he didn't hesitate. He dove through Wil fgar's |egs
and into the lair, his scimtars nipping and jabbing wildly as he canme. Tw nkle
nicked into sonmething for just a split second, sonething | ess than tangi ble, and
Drizzt knew that he had hit the creature of the nether world. But dazed by the
sudden intensity of the light as he cane into the lair, Drizzt had trouble
finding his footing. He kept his head well enough to discern that the banshee
had scanpered into the shadows off to the other side. He rolled up to a wall,
put his back against it for support, and scranbled to his feet, deftly slicing
through Wil fgar's bonds with Tw nkl e.

Then came the wail .

It cut through the feeble protection of the candle wax w th bone-shivering
intensity, sapping into Drizzt's and Wil fgar's strength and dropping a dizzying
bl ackness over them Drizzt slunped heavily against the wall, and Wil fgar,
finally able to tug free of the stubborn netting, stunbled backward into the
bl ack night and toppled onto his back.

Drizzt, alone inside, knew that he was in deep trouble. He battled agai nst
the dizzying blur and the stinging pain in his head and tried to focus on the
firelight.

But he saw two dozen fires dancing before his eyes, lights he could not
shake away. He believed that he had cone out of the keen's effects, and it took
hima nonent to realize the truth of the place

A magi cal creature was Agatha, and mmgi cal protections, confusing illusions
of mirror imges, guarded her hone.
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Suddenly Drizzt was confronted on nore than twenty fronts by the tw sted
vi sage of a |ong-dead elven mai den, her skin withered and stretched al ong her
hol | owed face and her eyes bereft of color or any spark of life.

But those orbs could see - nore clearly than any other in this deceptive
maze. And Drizzt understood that Agatha knew exactly where he was. She waved her
arns in circular notions and smirked at her intended victim

Drizzt recogni zed the banshee's novenents as the begi nnings of a spell.

Still caught in the web of her illusions, the drow had only one chance. Calling
on the innate abilities of his dark race - and desperately hoping that he had
correctly guessed which was the real fire - he placed a gl obe of darkness over
the flames. The inside of the tree cave went pitch black, and Drizzt fell to his
bel l'y.

A blue bolt of lightning cut through the darkness, thundering just above the
lying drow and through the wall. The air sizzled around him his stark white
hair danced on its ends.

Bursting out into the dark forest, Agatha's ferocious bolt shook Wil fgar
fromhis stupor. "Drizzt," he groaned, forcing hinself to his feet. H s friend
was probably already dead, and beyond the entrance was a bl ackness too deep for
human eyes. But fearlessly, without a thought for his own safety, Wil fgar
stunbl ed back toward the done.

Drizzt crept around the black perineter, using the heat of the fire as his
gui de. He brought a scimitar to bear with every step, but caught nothing with
his cuts but air and the side of the tree cave.

Then, suddenly, his darkness was no nore, |eaving himexposed al ong the
m ddle of the wall to the left of the door. And the | eering i mage of Agatha was
all about him already beginning yet another spell. Drizzt glanced around for an
escape route, but realized that Agatha didn't seemto be | ooking at him

Across the room in what nust have been a real nirror, Drizzt caught sight
of another image: Wil fgar crawing in defenselessly through the | ow entrance.

Again Drizzt could not afford to hesitate. He was begi nning to understand
the layout of the illusion nmaze and could guess at the general direction of the
banshee. He dropped to one knee and scooped up a handful of dirt, splaying it in
a wide arc across the room

Al of the inmages reacted the sane way, giving Drizzt no clue as to which
was his foe. But the real Agatha, wherever she was, was spitting dirt; Drizzt
had di srupted her spell.

Wil f gar regained his feet and i nmedi ately smashed his hamer through the
wall to the right side of the door, then reversed his swing and heaved
Aegi s-fang at the inage across fromthe door, directly over the fire. Again
Aegi sfang crashed into the wall, knocking open a hole to the nighttine forest.

Drizzt, firing his dagger futilely at yet another inmage across the way,
caught a telltale flicker in the area where he had seen the reflection of
Wil fgar. As Aegis-fang magically returned to Wil fgar's hands, Drizzt sprinted
for the back of the chanber. "Lead ne!" he cried, hoping his voice was | oud
enough for Wil fgar to hear

Wil f gar understood. Bellow ng "Tenpus!" to warn the drow of his throw, he
| aunched Aegi s-fang agai n.

Drizzt dove into a roll, and the hammer whistled over his back, expl oding
into the mirror. Half of the inages in the room di sappeared, and Agatha screaned
in rage. But Drizzt didn't even slow. He sprang over the broken mrror stand and
the remai ni ng chunks of gl ass.

Ri ght into Agatha's treasure room

The banshee's scream becane a keen, and the killing waves of sound dropped
over Drizzt and Wil fgar once again. They had expected the blast this tineg,

t hough, and they pushed its force away nore easily. Drizzt scranbled to the
treasure hoard, scooping baubles and gold into a sack. Wil fgar, enraged, storned
about the donme in a destructive frenzy. Soon kindling lined the area where walls
had stood, and scratches dripping tiny streans of blood crisscrossed Wil fgar's
huge forearms. But the barbarian felt no pain, only the savage fury.

H s sack nearly full, Drizzt was about to turn and flee when one other item
caught his eye. He had been alnpst relieved that he hadn't found it, and a big
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part of himw shed that it wasn't here, that such an itemdid not exist. Yet
here it lay, an unremarkable mask of bland features, with a single cord to hold
it in place over a wearer's face. Drizzt knew that, as plain as it seened, it
nmust be the item Mal chor had spoken of, and if he had any thoughts of ignoring
it now, they were quickly gone. Regis needed him and to get to Regis quickly,
Drizzt needed the mask. Still, the drow could not belay his sigh when he lifted
it fromthe treasure hoard, sensing its tingling power. Wthout another thought,
he put it in his sack

Agat ha woul d not so easily surrender her treasures, and the specter that
confronted Drizzt when he hopped back over the broken mrror was all too real
Twi nkl e gl eanmed wi ckedly as Drizzt parried away Agatha's frantic bl ows.

Wil f gar suspected that Drizzt needed hi mnow, and he di sm ssed his savage
fury, realizing that a clear head was necessary in this predi canent. He scanned
the roomslowy, hoisting Aegis-fang for another throw. But the barbarian found
that he had not yet sorted out the pattern of the illusionary spells, and the
confusion of a dozen inmges, and the fear of hitting Drizzt, held himin check

Effortlessly Drizzt danced around the crazed banshee and backed her up
toward the treasure room He could have struck her several tines, but he had
given his word to the farners of Conyberry.

Then he had her in position. He thrust Twi nkle out before himand waded in
with two steps. Spitting and cursing, Agatha retreated, tripping over the broken
mrror stand and falling back into the gloom Drizzt spun toward the door

Watching the real Agatha, and the other inmges, disappear fromsight,

Wil fgar followed the sound of her grunt and finally sorted out the layout of the
donme. He readi ed Aegis-fang for the killing throw.

"Let it end!" Drizzt shouted at himas he passed, slapping Wilfgar on the
backside with the flat of Twinkle to remind himof their mission and their
promi se.

Wil fgar turned to look at him but the agile drow was already out into the
dark night. Wil fgar turned back to see Agatha, her teeth bared and hands
cl enched, rise up on her feet.

"Pardon our intrusion," he said politely, bowing | ow - |ow enough to foll ow
his friend outside to safety. He sprinted along the dark path to catch up to
Twi nkl e' s bl ue gl ow.

Then came the banshee's third keen, chasing them down the path. Drizzt was
beyond its painful range, but its sting caught up to Wil fgar and knocked hi m of f
bal ance. Blindly, with the snug smle suddenly w ped fromhis face, he stunbled
forward

Drizzt turned and tried to catch him but the huge man bow ed the drow over
and continued on.

Face first into a tree

Before Drizzt could get over to help, Wlfgar was up again and runni ng, too
scared and enbarrassed, to even groan

Behi nd them Agatha wail ed hel pl essly.

When the first of Agatha's keens wafted on the night winds the mle or so to
Conyberry, the villagers knew that Drizzt and Wil fgar had found her lair. Al of
them even the children, had gathered outside of their houses and |i stened
intently as two nore wails had rolled through the night air. And now, nost
per pl exi ng, canme the banshee's continual, nmournful cries.

"So nmuch fer them strangers,” chuckl ed one man.

"Nah, ye're wong," said the old wonman, recogni zing the subtle shift in
Agatha's tones. "Themis wails of |osing. They beat her! They did, and got away!"

The others sat quietly, studying Agatha's cries, and soon realized the truth
of the old woman's observations. They | ooked at each other incredul ously.

"What' d they call thensel ves?" asked one nman.

"Wil fgar," offered another. "And Drizzt Do' Urden. | heared o' them before."
4
The City of Splendors

They were back to the nmain road before dawn, thundering to the west, to the
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coast and the city of Waterdeep. Wth the visit to Malchor and the business with
Agat ha out of the way, Drizzt and Wil fgar once again focused their thoughts on
the road ahead, and they renmenbered the peril their halfling friend faced if
they failed in the rescue. Their nounts, aided by Ml chor's enchanted

hor seshoes, sped along at a trenendous clip. Al the | andscape seened only a
blur as it rolled by.

They did not break when dawn cane behind them nor did they stop for a neal
as the sun clinbed overhead.

"W will have all the rest we need when we board ship and sail to the
south,"” Drizzt told Wil fgar.

The barbarian, determ ned that Regis would be saved, needed no pronpting.

The dark of night came again, and the thunder of the hooves conti nued
unbr oken. Then, when the second norning found their backs, a salty breeze filled
the air and the high towers of Waterdeep, the Cty of Splendors, appeared on the
western horizon. The two riders stopped atop the high cliff that forned the
fabul ous settlenent's eastern border. If Wil fgar had been stunned earlier that
year when he had first | ooked upon Luskan, five hundred mles up the coast, he
now was stricken dunb. For \Waterdeep, the jewel of the North, the greatest port
inall the Realns, was fully ten tines the size of Luskan. Even within its high
wal |, it sprawled out lazily and endl essly down the coast, with towers and
spires reaching high into the sea mst to the edges of the conpani ons' vision.

"How many |ive here?" Wil fgar gasped at Drizzt.

"A hundred of your tribes could find shelter within the city," the drow
expl ai ned. He noted Wil fgar's anxiety with concern of his own. Cities were
beyond t he experiences of the young nan, and the tine Wil fgar had ventured into
Luskan had nearly ended in disaster. And now there was Waterdeep, with ten tines
the people, ten tines the intrigue - and ten tines the trouble.

Wil fgar settled back a bit, and Drizzt had no choice but to put his trust in
the young warrior. The drow had his own dilemm, a personal battle that he now
had to settle. Gngerly he took the magical nmask out of his belt pouch.

Wil f gar understood the determ nation guiding the drow s hesitant notions,
and he | ooked upon his friend with sincere pity. He did not know if he could be
so brave - even with Regis's life hanging on his actions.

Drizzt turned the plain mask over in his hands, wondering at the limts of
its magic. He could feel that this was no ordinary itenm its power tingled to
his sensitive touch. Whuld it sinply rob himof his appearance? O mght it
steal his very identity? He had heard of other, supposedly beneficial, magical
itens that could not be renpved once worn.

"Perhaps they will accept you as you are,” Wil fgar offered hopefully.

Drizzt sighed and smled, his decision nade. "No," he answered. "The
sol diers of Waterdeep would not admit a drow elf, nor would any boat captain
all ow ne passage to the south.” Wthout any nore del ays, he placed the mask over
hi s face.

For a nonent, nothing happened, and Drizzt began to wonder if all of his
concerns had been for naught, if the mask were really a fake. "Nothing," he
chuckl ed uneasily after a few nore seconds, tentative relief in his tone. "It
does not-" Drizzt stopped in mdsentence when he noticed Wil fgar's stunned
expr essi on.

Wil fgar funbled in his pack and produced a shiny netal cup. "Look," he bade
Drizzt and handed hi mthe makeshift mrror.

Drizzt took the cup in trenbling hands - hands that trenbled nore when
Drizzt realized they were no longer black - and raised it to his face. The
reflection was poor - even poorer in the norning light to the drow s night eyes
- but Drizzt could not mistake the inmage before him H's features had not
changed, but his black skin now held the golden hue of a surface elf. And his
flowing hair, once stark white, showed lustrous yellow, as shiny as if it had
caught the rays of the sun and held them fast.

Only Drizzt's eyes remmi ned as they had been, deep pools of brilliant
| avender. No magic could dimtheir gleam and Drizzt felt sone small neasure of
relief, at least, that his inner person had apparently remained untai nted.
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Yet he did not know how to react to this blatant alteration. Enbarrassed, he
| ooked to Wil fgar for approval

Wil fgar's visage had turned sour. "By all the neasures known to nme, you
appear as any other handsone elven warrior," he answered to Drizzt's inquiring
gaze. "And surely a nmaiden or two will blush and turn her eyes when you stride
by. "

Drizzt looked to the ground and tried to hide his uneasiness with the
assessnent.

"But | like it not," Wil fgar continued sincerely. "Not at all." Drizzt
| ooked back to hi munconfortably, alnost sheepishly.

"And | like the |look upon your face, the disconfort of your spirit, even
| ess," Wil fgar continued, now apparently a bit perturbed. "I ama warrior who

has faced gi ants and dragons without fear. But | would pale at the notion of
battling Drizzt Do' Urden. Remenber who you are, noble ranger."

A snile found its way onto Drizzt's face. "Thank you, ny friend," he said.
"COf all the challenges | have faced, this is perhaps the nost trying."

"I prefer you without the thing," said Wil fgar.

"As do |," canme another voice from behind them They turned to see a
m ddl e-aged man, well nuscled and tall, wal king toward them He seened casua
enough, wearing sinple clothes and sporting a neatly trinmmed bl ack beard. Hi s
hair, too, was bl ack, though speckles of silver edged it.

"Greetings, Wil fgar and Drizzt Do' Urden," he said with a graceful bow. "I am
Khel ben, an associ ate of Ml chor. That npbst nmagnificent Harpell bade nme to watch
for your arrival."

"A wi zard?" Wil fgar asked, not really meaning to speak his thoughts al oud.

Khel ben shrugged. "A forester," he replied, "with a | ove for painting,
though | daresay that | amnot very good at it."

Drizzt studied Khel ben, not believing either of his disclaimers. The man had
an aura of distinction about him a distingui shed manner and confi dence
befitting a lord. By Drizzt's measure, Khelben was nore |likely Ml chor's peer,
at least. And if the man truly loved to paint, Drizzt had no doubt that he had
perfected the art as well as any in the North. "A guide through Waterdeep?"
Drizzt asked.

"A guide to a guide," Khel ben answered. "I know of your quest and your
needs. Passage on a ship is not an easy thing to cone by this late in the year,
unl ess you know where to inquire. Come, now, to the south gate, where we mi ght
find one who knows." He found his nount a short distance away and led themto
the south at an easy trot.

They passed the sheer cliff that protected the city's eastern border, a
hundred feet high at its peak. And where the cliff sloped down to sea |evel,
they found another city wall. Khel ben veered away fromthe city at this point,
though the south gate was now in sight, and indicated a grassy knoll topped by a
single wllow

A small man junmped down fromthe tree as they breached the knoll, his dark
eyes darting nervously about. He was no pauper, by his dress, and his uneasi ness
when they approached only added to Drizzt's suspicions that Khel ben was nore
than he had presuned.

"Ah, Ol par, so good of you to cone," Khel ben said casually. Drizzt and
Wil f gar exchanged knowi ng sniles; the man had been given no choice in the
matter.

"Greetings," Olpar said quickly, wanting to finish the business as
expediently as possible. "The passage is secured. Have you the paynent?"

"When?" Khel ben asked.

"A week," replied Ol par. "The Coast Dancer puts out in a week."

Khel ben did not mss the worried | ooks that Drizzt and Wil fgar now
exchanged. "That is too long," he told Olpar. "Every sailor in port owes you a
favor. My friends cannot wait."

"These arrangenents take tine!" Ol par argued, his voice rising. But then,
as if he suddenly renmenbered who he was addressing, he shrank back and dropped
his eyes.

"Too | ong,

Khel ben reiterated calmy.
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Ol par stroked his face, searching for sone solution. "Deudernont," he said,
| ooki ng hopefully to Khel ben. "Captain Deudernont takes the Sea Sprite out this

very night. A fairer man you'll not find, but | do not know how far south he
will venture. And the price will be high."
"Ah," Khelben smled, "but fear not, ny little friend. | have wondrous

barter for you this day."

O | par | ooked at hi msuspiciously. "You said gold."

"Better than gold," Khel ben replied. "Three days from Longsaddl e ny friends
have conme, but their mounts have not broken even a sweat!"

"Hor ses?" bal ked Ol par.

"Nay, not the steeds," said Khel ben. "Their shoes. Mgical shoes that can
carry a horse like the wind itself!"

"My business is with sailors!" Ol par protested as vigorously as he dared.
"What use would | find with horseshoes?"

"Calm calm Olpar," Khelben said softly with a wink. "Renmenber your
brother's enbarrassnment? You will find sone way to turn magi cal horseshoes into
profit, | know "

Ol par took a deep breath to blow away his anger. Khel ben obviously had him
cornered. "Have these two at the Merrmaid's Arns," he said. "I will see what |
can do." Wth that, he turned and, trotted off down the hill toward the south
gate.

"You handled himwi th ease," Drizzt remarked.

"I held every advantage," Khelben replied. "Olpar's brother heads a noble
house in the city. At times, this proves a great benefit to Olpar. Yet, it is
al so a hindrance, for he nust take care not to bring public enbarrassnent to his
famly.

"But enough of that business," Khel ben continued. "You may | eave the horses
with me. Of with you, now, to the south gate. The guards there wi |l guide you
to Dock Street, and fromthere you will have little trouble finding the
Mermaid's Arns. "

"You are not to cone with us?" asked Wil fgar, slipping dowm from his saddle.

"l have ot her business," Khel ben explained. "It is better that you go al one.
You will be safe enough; Ol par would not cross ne, and Captain Deudernmont is
known to nme as an honest seaman. Strangers are common in Waterdeep, especially
down in the Dock Ward."

"But strangers wandering besi de Khel ben, the painter, night draw attention,"
Drizzt reasoned wth good- hunored sarcasm

Khel ben sniled but did not answer.

Drizzt dropped fromhis saddle. "The horses are to be returned to
Longsaddl e?"

"Of course."

"Qur thanks to you, Khelben," said Drizzt. "Surely you have ai ded our cause
greatly." Drizzt thought for a nonent, eyeing his horse. "You must know that the
enchant ment Mal chor put on the shoes will not remain. Olpar will not profit
fromthe deal he nade this day."

"Justice," chuckl ed Khel ben. "That one has turned many an unfair deal, |et
me assure you. Perhaps this experience will teach himhumlity and the error of
hi s ways."

"Perhaps," said Drizzt, and with a bow, he and Wil fgar started down the
hill.

"Keep your guard, but keep your calm" Khelben called after them "Ruffians
are not unknown on the docks, but the police are ever-present. Many a stranger
spends his first night in the city dungeons!" He watched the two of them descend
the knoll and renmenbered, as Ml chor had renenbered, those |ong-ago days when it
was he who foll owed the roads to di stant adventures.

"He had the nman cowed," Wil fgar remarked when he and Drizzt were out of
Khel ben's earshot. "A sinple painter?"

"More likely a wizard - a powerful wi zard," Drizzt replied. "And our thanks
again are owed to Mal chor, whose influence has eased our way. Mark my words,
"twas no sinple painter that tamed the |ikes of Olpar."
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Wil f gar | ooked back to the knoll, but Khelben and the horses were nowhere to
be seen. Even with his Iimted understanding of the black arts, Wil fgar realized
that only magi c could have noved Khel ben and the three horses fromthe area so
qui ckly. He smled and shook his head, and narvel ed again at the eccentric
characters the wide world kept showi ng him
* * *

Fol l owi ng the directions given to them by the guards at the south gate,
Drizzt and Wil fgar were soon strolling down Dock Street, a long |lane that ran
the I ength of Waterdeep Harbor on the south side of the city. Fish snells and
salty air filled their nostrils, gulls conpl ained overhead, and sail ors and
nmercenaries fromevery stretch of the Real ne wandered about, sonme busy at work,
but nost ashore for their |ast rest before the I ong journey to points south.

Dock Street was well outfitted for such nmerrymaki ng; every corner held a
tavern. But unlike the city of Luskan's dockside, which had been given over to
the rabble by the lords of the city long ago, Dock Street in Waterdeep was not
an evil place. Waterdeep was a city of |laws, and nenbers of the Watch,

Wat erdeep's famed city guard, seened always in sight.

Har dy adventurers abounded here, battle-hardened warriors that carried their
weapons with cool famliarity. Still, Drizzt and Wil fgar, found many eyes
focused upon them wth al nobst every head turning and watching as they passed.
Drizzt felt for his mask, at first worrying that it had sonehow slipped off and
reveal ed his heritage to the amazed onl ookers. A quick inspection dispelled his
fears, for his hands still showed the golden luster of a surface elf.

And Drizzt nearly |laughed al oud when he turned to ask Wil fgar for
confirmation that the nmask still disguised his facial features, for it was then
the dark elf realized that he was not the object of the gawks. He had been so
close to the young barbarian for the last few years that he was used to
Wil fgar's physical stature. Nearly seven feet tall, with corded nuscl es that
thi ckened every year, Wil fgar strode down Dock Street with the easy air of
sincere confidence, Aegis-fang bouncing casually on one shoul der. Even anobng the
greatest warriors in the Realnms, this young nman woul d standout.

"For once, it seens that | amnot the target of the stares," said Drizzt.

"Take off the nmask, drow," Wil fgar replied, his face reddening with a rush
of blood. "And take their eyes fromne!"

"I would, but for Regis," Drizzt answered with a w nk.

The Mermaid's Arms was no different that any other of the nultitude of
taverns that laced this section of Waterdeep. Shouts and cheers drifted out of
the place, on air heavily scented with cheap ale and wine. A group of rowdies,
pushi ng and shoving each other and throwing curses to the nmen they called
friends, had gathered in front of the door..

Drizzt | ooked at Wil fgar with concern. The only other tinme the young nman had
been in such a place - at the Cutlass in Luskan - Wil fgar had torn apart the
tavern, and nost of its patrons, in a braw. Cinging to ideals of honor and
courage, Wil fgar was out of place in the unprincipled world of city taverns.

Ol par cane out of the Mermaid's Arnms then and sifted adeptly through the
rowdy crowd. "Deudernont is at the bar," he whispered out of the corner of his
mout h. He passed Drizzt and Wil fgar and appeared to take no notice of them
"Tall; blue jacket and yell ow beard,"” added Ol par

Wil fgar started to respond, but Drizzt kept himnoving forward,
understanding Ol par's preference for secrecy.

The crowd parted as Drizzt and Wil fgar strode through, all their stares
squarely on Wil fgar. "Bungo'll have 'im" one of them whispered when the two
conpani ons had noved into the bar

"Be worth the watchin', though,” chuckl ed anot her

The drow s keen ears caught the conversation, and he | ooked again at his
huge friend, noting how Wil fgar's size al ways seened to single the barbarian out
for such trouble.

The inside of the Mermaid's Arns offered no surprises. The air hung thick
with the smoke of exotic weeds and the stench of stale ale. A few drunken
sailors lay facedown on tables or sat propped against walls while others
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stunbl ed about, spilling their drinks - often on nore sober patrons, who
responded by shoving the offenders to the floor. Wl fgar wondered how nany of
these men had nissed the sailing of their ships. Wuld they stagger about in
here until their noney ran out, only then to be dropped into the street to face
the coming winter penniless and without shelter? "Twice | have seen the bowels
of a city," Wilfgar whispered to Drizzt. "And both tines | have been rem nded of
the pl easures of the open road!"

"The goblins and the dragons?" Drizzt retorted |lightheartedly, |eading
Wil fgar to an enpty table near the bar

"A far lot better than this," Wil fgar renarked.

A serving wench was upon them before they had even sat down. "What's yer
pl easure?" she asked absently, having |long ago | ost interest in the patrons she
served.

"Water," Wil fgar answered gruffly.

"And wine," Drizzt quickly added, handing over a gold piece to dispel the
woman' s sudden scow .

"That nust be Deudernont," Wil fgar said, deflecting any forthcom ng scol di ng
concerning his treatnment of the wench. He pointed to a tall man | eaning over the
bar rail

Drizzt rose at once, thinking it prudent to be done with their business and
out of the tavern as quickly as possible. "Hold the table," he told Wil fgar

Capt ai n Deudernmont was not the average patron of the Mermaid's Arns. Tal
and straight, he was a refined man accustoned to dining with |ords and | adi es.
But as with all of the ship captains who put into Waterdeep Harbor, especially
on the day of their departures, Deudernont spent npbst of his tinme ashore,
keeping a watchful eye on his valued crew and trying to prevent them from
wi nding up in Waterdeep's overfilled jails.

Drizzt squeezed in next to the captain, brushing away the inquiring | ook of
t he barkeep. "W have a common friend," Drizzt said softly to Deudernont.

"I would hardly nunber Ol par anong ny friends," the captain replied
casually. "But | see that he did not exaggerate about the size and strength of
your young friend."

Deuder nont was not the only one who had noticed Wil fgar. As did every other
tavern in this section of Waterdeep - and nobst bars across the Realns - the
Mermaid's Arms had a chanmpion. A bit farther down the bar rail, a nmassive,
hul ki ng sl ob naned Bungo had eyed Wil fgar fromthe nminute the young barbarian
had wal ked through the door. Bungo didn't like the |ooks of this one, not in the
| east. Even nore than the corded arms, Wil fgar's graceful stride and the easy
way he carried his huge war hamrer reveal ed a neasure of experience beyond his
age.

Bungo's supporters crowded around himin anticipation of thecom ng braw ,
their twi sted smiles and beer-reeking breath spurring their chanpion to action
Normal |y confident, Bungo had to work to keep his anxiety under control. He had
taken many hits in his seven-year reign at the tavern. H s frame was bent now,
and dozens of bones had been cracked and muscles torn. Looking at the awesone
spectacl e of Wil fgar, Bungo honestly wondered if he could have won this nmatch
even in his heal thier youth.

But the regulars of the Mermaid's Arns | ooked up to him This was their
domai n, and he their chanpion. They provided his free nmeals and drinks - Bungo
could not let them down.

He quaffed his full nug in a single gulp and pushed hinself off the rail.
Wth a final grow to reassure his supporters, and callously tossing aside
anyone in his way, Bungo nade his way toward Wil fgar.

Wil f gar had seen the group com ng before it had ever started noving. This
scene was all too faniliar to the young barbarian, and he fully expected that he
woul d once again, as had happened at the Cutlass in Luskan, be singled out
because of his size.

"What're ye fer?" Bungo said with a hiss as he towered, hands on hips, over
the seated man. The other ruffians spread out around the table, putting Wl fgar
squarely within their ring.

Wil fgar's instincts told himto stand and drop the pretentious sl ob where he
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stood. He had no fears about Bungo's eight friends. He considered them cowards
who needed their | eader to spur themon. If a single blow put Bungo down - and
Wil fgar knew it would - the others would hesitate before striking, a delay that
woul d cost them dearly against the |ikes of Wl fgar

But over the last few nonths, Wil fgar had | earned to tenper his anger, and
he had | earned a broader definition of honor. He shrugged, making no nove that
resenbled a threat. "A place to sit and a drink," he replied calmy. "And who
m ght you be?"

"Nanme's Bungo," said the slob, spittle spraying with every word. He thrust
his chest out proudly, as if his nane should nmean sonething to Wil fgar

Again Wil fgar, w ping Bungo's spray fromhis face, had to resist his
fighting instincts. He and Drizzt had nore inportant business, he rem nded
hi msel f.

"Who said ye could conme to ny bar?" Bungo grow ed, thinking hoping - that he
had put Wil fgar on the defensive. He | ooked around at his friends, who |eaned
cl oser over Wil fgar, heightening the intimdation

Surely Drizzt would understand the necessity to put this one down, Wil fgar
reasoned, his fists tightening at his sides. "One shot,"” he nuttered silently,
| ooki ng around at the wetched group a group that would | ook better spraw ed out
unconscious in the corners of the floor

Wil f gar sumoned an inmage of Regis to ward off his welling rage, but he
could not ignore the fact that his hands were now cl enched on the rimof the
table so tightly that his knuckles had whitened for |ack of bl ood.

"The arrangenents?" Drizzt asked.

"Secured," replied Deudernont. "I've roomon the Sea Sprite for you, and
wel cone the added hands - and bl ades - especially of such veteran adventurers.
But |'ve a suspicion that you mght be mssing our sailing." He grasped Drizzt's
shoulder to turn himtoward the trouble brewing at Wil fgar's table.

"Tavern chanpion and his cronies," Deudernont explained, "though ny bet
woul d be with your friend."

"Money well placed," Drizzt replied, "but we have no tine..."

Deuder nont guided Drizzt's gaze across to a shadowy corner of the tavern and
to four nen sitting calmy watching the growing tunmult with interest. "The
Wat ch, " Deudernont said. "A fight will cost your friend a night in the dungeons.
I cannot hold port."

Drizzt searched the tavern, |ooking for sone out. Al eyes seened to be
closing in on Wil fgar and the ruffians, eagerly anticipating the fight. The drow
realized that if he went to the table now, he would probably ignite the whole
t hi ng.

Bungo thrust his belly forward, inches fromWlfgar's face, to display a
wi de belt notched in a hundred places. "Fer every nman | beat," he boasted. "G ve
me sonmethin' to do on ny night in jail." He pointed at a large cut to the side
of the buckle. "Killed that one there. Squashed 'is head real good. Cost ne five
ni ghts. "

Wil f gar eased his grip, not inpressed, but wary now of the potentia
consequences of his actions. He had a ship to catch

"Perhaps it was Bungo | cane to see," he said, crossing his arns and | eani ng
back in his chair.

"Get 'im then!" growl ed one of the ruffians.

Bungo eyed Wil fgar w ckedly. "Come |ookin' fer a fight?"

"Nay, | think not," Wilfgar retorted. "A fight? Nay, | ambut a boy out to
see the wide world."

Bungo could not hide his confusion. He | ooked around to his friends, who
could only shrug in response.

"Sit," Wil fgar offered. Bungo nmade no nove

The ruffian behind Wil fgar poked himhard in the shoul der and grow ed,

"What 're ye fer?"
Wil f gar had to consciously catch his own hand before it shot across and
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squashed the ruffian's filthy fingers together. But he had control now. He
| eaned closer to the huge leader. "Not to fight; to watch,"” he said quietly.
"One day, perhaps, | might deemnyself worthy to challenge the |ikes of Bungo,

and on that day | will return, for | have no doubt that you will still be the
chanpion of this tavern. But that day is many years away, | fear. | have so much
to learn."

"Then why've ye cone?" Bungo demanded, his confidence brinm ng over. He
| eaned over Wil fgar, threateningly close.

"I have conme to learn," Wil fgar replied. "To | earn by watching the toughest
fighter in Waterdeep. To see how Bungo presents hinself and goes about his
affairs.”

Bungo straightened and | ooked around at his anxious friends, who were
| eaning nearly to the point of falling over the table. Bungo flashed his
toothless grin, customary before he clobbered a challenger, and the ruffians
tensed. But then their champion surprised them slapping Wilfgar hard on the
shoul der - the clap of a friend.

Audi bl e groans issued throughout the tavern as Bungo pulled up a chair to
share a drink with the inpressive stranger.

"Get ye gone!" the slob roared at his conpanions. Their faces twisted in
di sappoi nt ment and confusion, but they did not dare di sobey. The one behi nd
Wil f gar poked hi m again for good neasure, then followed the others back to the
bar .

"A wise nove," Deudernont remarked to Drizzt.

"For both of them" the drow replied, relaxing against the rail.

"You have other business in the city?" the captain asked.

Drizzt shook his head. "No. Get us to the ship," he said. "I fear that
Wat er deep can bring only trouble."

A mllion stars filled the sky that cloudless night. They reached down from
the velvety canopy to join with the distant |ights of Waterdeep, setting the
northern horizon aglow. Wil fgar found Drizzt above decks, sitting quietly in the
rolling serenity offered by the sea.

"I should like to return," Wil fgar said, following his friend' s gaze to the
now di stant city.

"To settle a score with a drunken ruffian and his wetched friends," Drizzt
concl uded.

Wil f gar | aughed but stopped abruptly when Drizzt wheeled on him

"To what end?" Drizzt asked. "Wuld you then replace himas the chanpion of
the Mermaid' s Arnms?"

"That is alife | do not envy,
this time unconfortably.

"Then | eave it to Bungo," Drizzt said, turning back to the glow of the city.

Wil fgar replied, chuckling again, though

Again Wil fgar's smle faded

Seconds, m nutes perhaps, slipped by, the only sound the slapping of the
waves agai nst the prow of the Sea Sprite. On an inpulse, Drizzt slid Tw nkle
fromits sheath. The crafted scimitar cane to life in his hand, the bl ade
glowing in the starlight that had given Twinkle its name and its enchant nent.

"The weapon fits you well," Wil fgar remarked.

"A fine companion,"” Drizzt acknow edged, exam ning the intricate designs
etched al ong the curving bl ade. He renenbered another magi cal scinmitar he had
once possessed, a blade he had found in the lair of a dragon that he and Wil f gar
had sl ain. That bl ade, too, had been a fine conpani on. Wought of ice nagic, the
scimtar was forged as a bane to creatures of fire, inpervious, along with its

wi el der, to their flanes. It had served Drizzt well, even saving himfromthe
certain and painful death of a demon's fire
Drizzt cast his gaze back to Wilfgar. "I was thinking of our first dragon,"”

he expl ained to the barbarian's questioning |ook. "You and | alone in the ice
cave against the likes of Icingdeath, an able foe."

"He woul d have had us," Wil fgar added, "had it not been for the luck of that
huge icicle hangi ng above the dragon's back."
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"Luck?" Drizzt replied. "Perhaps. But nore often, | dare to say, luck is
sinmply the advantage a true warrior gains in executing the correct course of
action."

Wil fgar took the conplinment in stride; he had been the one to dislodge the
pointed icicle, killing the dragon.

"A pity | do not have the scimitar | plundered fromlcingdeath's lair to
serve as a conpanion for Twinkle," Drizzt remarked.

"True enough," replied Wilfgar, sniling as he renenbered his early
adventures beside the drow "But, alas, that one went over Garumm's Gorge with
Bruenor. "

Drizzt paused and blinked as if cold water had been thrown in his face. A
sudden i mage fl ooded through his nmind, its inplications both hopeful and
frightening. The image of Bruenor Battlehamer drifting slowy down into the
dept hs of the gorge on the back of a burning dragon

A burni ng dragon!

It was the first time Wil fgar had ever noted a trenble in the voice of his
normal |y conposed friend, when Drizzt rasped out, "Bruenor had ny bl ade?"

5
Ashes

The room was enpty, the fire burning low. The figure knew that there were
gray dwarves, duergar, in the side chanber, through the partly opened door, but
he had to chance it. This section of the conplex was too full of the scumfor
himto continue along the tunnels w thout his disguise.

He slipped in fromthe nmain corridor and tiptoed past the side door to get
to the hearth. He knelt before it and laid his fine mithril axe at his side. The
gl ow of the enbers made himflinch instinctively, though he felt no pain as he
di pped his finger into the ash.

He heard the side door swing open a few seconds |ater and rubbed a fina
handful of the ash over his face, hoping that he had properly covered his
telltale red beard and the pale flesh of his long nose all the length to its
tip.

"What ye be doin'?" cane a croak behind him

The ash-covered dwarf blew into the enbers, and a small flame canme to life.
"Bit o' chill," he answered. "Be needin' rest." He rose and turned, lifting the
mthril axe beside him

Two gray dwarves wal ked across the roomto stand before him their weapons
securely sheathed. "Who ye be?" one asked. "Not o' dan MUduck, an' not
bel ongin' in these tunnels!"

"Tooktook o' Clan Trilk," the dwarf lied, using the nane of a gray dwarf he
had chopped down just the norning before. "Been patrollin', and been lost! d ad
| be to find a roomwith a hearth!"

The two gray dwarves | ooked at each other, and then back to the stranger
suspi ciously. They had heard the reports over the |last few weeks - since
Shi mer gl oom the shadow dragon that had been their god-figure, had fallen -
tal es of slaughtered duergar, often beheaded, found in the outer tunnels. And
why was this one al one? Were was the rest of his patrol? Surely Can Trilk knew
enough to keep out of the tunnels of O an MUduck

And, why, one of themnoticed, was there a patch of red on this one's beard?

The dwarf realized their suspicion i mediately and knew t hat he coul d not
keep this charade going for long. "Lost two o' me kin," he said. "To a drow." He
sm | ed when he saw the duergar's eyes go wide. The nere nention of a drow elf
al ways sent gray dwarves rocking back on their heels - and bought the dwarf a
few extra seconds. "But worth it, it were!" he proclainmed, holding the mthri
axe up beside his head. "Found me a wi cked bl ade! See?"

Even as one of the duergar |eaned forward, awed by the shining weapon, the
red- bearded dwarf gave hima closer ook, putting the cruel blade deep into his
face. The other duergar just nanaged to get a hand to his sword hilt when he got
hit with a backhand bl ow that drove the butt of the axe handle into his eye. He
stunbl ed back, reeling, but knew through the blur of pain that he was finished a
full second before the mithril axe sliced the side of his neck
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Two nore duergar burst in fromthe anteroom their weapons drawn. "Get
hel p!'" one of them screamed, leaping into the fight. The other bolted for the
door.

Again, luck was with the red-bearded dwarf. He kicked hard at an object on
the floor, launching it toward the fleeing duergar, while parrying the first
bl ow of his newest opponent with his golden shield.

The fleeing duergar was only a couple of strides fromthe corridor when
sonmet hing roll ed between his feet, tripping himup and sending himsprawling to
the floor. He got back to his knees quickly but hesitated, fighting back a gush
of bile, when he saw what he had stunbl ed over

The head of his kin.

The red-bearded dwarf danced away from another strike, rushing across the
roomto shield-slamthe now kneeling duergar, smashing the unfortunate creature
into the stone wall

But the dwarf, overbalanced in the fury of his rush, was down on one knee
when the renai ni ng duergar caught up to him The intruder swung his shield back
above himto block a downward thrust of the duergar's sword, and countered with
a |l ow sweep of his axe, aimng for the knees.

The duergar sprang back just in tine, taking a nick on one |leg, and before
he could fully recover and come back with a counter, the red-bearded dwarf was
up and at the ready.

"Yer bones are for carrion-eaters!" the dwarf grow ed.

"Who ye be?" the duergar denanded. "Not o' ne kin, fer sure!"

A white smle spread across the dwarf's ash-covered face. "Battl ehammer's ne
nane," he grow ed, displaying the standard enbl azoned upon his shield - the
foanmi ng mug enblem of C an Battl ehammer. "Bruenor Battl ehamrer, rightful king of
Mthril Hall!"

Bruenor chuckl ed softly to see the gray dwarf's face blanch to white. The
duergar stumbl ed back toward the door of the anteroom understandi ng now that he
was no match for this mghty foe. In desperation, he spun and fled, trying to
sl am t he door shut behind him

But Bruenor guessed what the duergar had in mnd, and he got his heavy boot
through the door before it could close. The mighty dwarf slamed his shoul der
into the hard wood, sending the duergar flying back into the snall room and
knocki ng aside a table and chair.

Bruenor strode in confidently, never fearing even odds.

Wth no escape, the gray dwarf rushed back at himw ldly, his shield |Ieading
and his sword above his head. Bruenor easily bl ocked the downward thrust, then
smashed his axe into the duergar's shield. It, too, was of nmithril, and the axe
could not cut into it. But so great was Bruenor's blow that the |eather
strappi ngs snapped apart and the duergar's armwent nunb and drooped hel pl essly.
The duergar screaned in terror and brought his short sword across his chest to
protect his opened fl ank.

Bruenor followed the duergar's sword armwi th a shield-rush, shoving into
hi s opponent's el bow and causi ng the duergar to overbalance. In a |lightning
conbi nation with his axe, Bruenor slipped the deadly bl ade over the duergar's
di pped shoul der.

A second head dropped free to the fl oor

Bruenor grunted at the job well done and noved back into the |arger room
The duergar besi de the door was just regaining consci ousness when Bruenor cane
up to himand shiel d-slammed hi mback into the wall. "Twenty-two," he nunbled to
hi nsel f, keeping count of the number of gray dwarves he had cut down during
these | ast few weeks.

Bruenor peeked out into the dark corridor. Al was clear. He cl osed the door
softly and went back to the hearth to touch up his disguise.

Following the wild descent to the bottomof Garumm's Gorge on the back of a
flam ng dragon, Bruenor had | ost consciousness. Truly he was amazed when he
managed to open his eyes. He knew the dragon to be dead as soon as he | ooked
around, but he couldn't understand why he, still lying atop the snoldering form
had not been burned.

The gorge had been quiet and dark around him he could not begin to guess
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how | ong he had renmai ned unconsci ous. He knew, though, that his friends, if they
had escaped, woul d probably have made their way out through the back door, to
the safety of the surface.

And Drizzt was alive! The inmage of the drow s | avender eyes staring at him
fromthe wall of the gorge as the dragon had glided past in its descent renained
firmy etched in Bruenor's mnd. Even now, weeks later as far as he could
figure, he used that image of the indonmtable Drizzt Do' Urden as a litany
agai nst the hopel essness of his own situation. For Bruenor could not clinb from
the bottom of the gorge, where the walls rose straight and sheer. H's only
option had been to slip into the sole tunnel running off the chasnis base and
make his way though the | ower mnes.

And through an army of gray dwarves - duergar even nore alert, for the
dragon Bruenor had killed, Shinmergloom had been their | eader

He had cone far, and each step he took brought hima little closer to the
freedom of the surface. But each step al so brought himcloser to the main host
of the duergar. Even now he could hear the thrumm ng of the furnaces of the
great undercity, no doubt teeming with the gray scum Bruenor knew that he had
to pass through there to get to the tunnels connecting the higher |evels.

But even here, in the darkness of the mines, his disguise could not hold out
to close scrutiny. How would he fare in the glow of the undercity, with a
thousand gray dwarves mlling all about hinf

Bruenor shook away the thought and rubbed nore ash onto his face. No need to
worry now, he'd find his way through. He gathered up his axe and shield and
headed for the door.

He shook his head and smled as he approached, for the stubborn duergar
besi de the door was awake again - barely - and struggling to find his feet.

Bruenor slamred himinto the wall a third tine and casually dropped t he axe
bl ade onto his head as he slunped, this tinme never to awaken. "Twenty-two," the
m ghty dwarf reiterated grimy as he stepped into the corridor.

The sound of the closing door echoed through the darkness, and when it died
away, Bruenor heard again the thrumm ng of the furnaces.

The undercity, his only chance.

He steadied hinself with a deep breath, then slapped his axe determ nedly
agai nst his shield and started stonping along the corridor toward the beckoning
sound.

It was tinme to get things done.

The corridor twisted and turned, finally ending in a | ow archway that opened
into a brightly lit cavern.

For the first time in nearly two hundred years, Bruenor Battlehamer | ooked
down upon the great undercity of Mthril Hall. Set in a huge chasm wth wal