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            Dedication

         
         It is only fitting that I dedicate this book to Drizzt—and, by extension, to all the characters who have become my sounding
            boards for these last four decades.
         

         
         These are the guideposts of my trail. Writing is a journey. To look at it any other way is to shortchange the experience.
            Whether a journal, a piece of fiction, a term paper, a biography (auto- or not), a poem, a song, a tweet, a greeting card—for
            all of it, writing is, or can be, a journey.
         

         
         Writing is self-indulgent, in the best sense of the word.

         
         Writing is revelatory if you actually listen to your own words.

         
         Writing is epiphanious (I know—I make up words). Not the Saint, but in the root of the name, for there is nothing more conducive
            to epiphany than the process of converting that which is in your mind and heart to tangible structure.
         

         
         Writing is humbling, and not because of outside criticism, but because to go back and look at that which you have recorded
            is, in itself, revelatory, and a clear reminder to not be so damned sure of yourself, because you’ll probably disagree with
            yourself soon enough!
         

         
         When you read these books or this collection of Drizzt’s essays, you won’t know me. What you will see is my journey as I try
            to make sense of a world that rarely does.
         

         
         So yes, thank you, Drizzt Do’Urden and all the other sounding boards. You helped me question most of all myself, and so you
            helped me grow.
         

         
         —R. A. Salvatore
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            Introduction by Evan Winter, author of The Rage of Dragons

         
         Much of what I’ve learned and love about reading and writing, I took from the pages of books by R. A. Salvatore. For me, his
            were among the first stories I encountered that resisted being about little more than the conflict between “black and white”
            moralities.
         

         
         Indeed, it was while reading his work that I began to understand the complexity that inevitably arises in societies composed
            of thousands if not millions of individuals, who all have their own interests, hopes, and dreams. In his books, the curtain
            that is culture was pulled back far enough for me to see how much the things we are taught—both explicitly and implicitly—affect
            the scope of the choices we are likely to make.
         

         
         For a young man, it was heady stuff, and to have it woven inextricably with tales of action and adventure in places peopled
            by folk who felt as real to me as my friends and family was an extraordinary experience and feat. R. A. Salvatore gave me
            broad, bright, and deep worlds that helped me see my own more clearly, and I don’t know how one can properly express appreciation
            or admiration for a thing like that, but in my own way, I’d like to try.
         

         
         I’ve found that a common myth about literature and genre fiction is the belief that the former is more likely to treat the important concerns of the human condition. A value of literature, some might say, is that it reveals transformative significance that could have otherwise remained buried beneath the busy work of simple survival. However, and though I’m unlikely to read even one one-thousandth of the books that I’d want to, what I have read pushes me to resist that framing. 

         
         I say this because, more often than seems worthwhile, the findings from the exploration and explication of the human condition
            in lauded and proudly nongenre works is the subtle suggestion that a life best lived is one in which we mature enough to accept
            that we are too small to change our imperfect or even broken world. In too many of these stories, the protagonist’s triumph
            comes from learning to find happiness by taking hold of and appreciating the best of what is within easy reach. Success, then—victory
            even—is finding solace or satisfaction in one’s place and role in the world as it is, and from early on, we’re taught and
            told that such stories, along with the lessons they subtly teach, are serious works. After all, they shed the hopeful but
            senseless dreams of adolescence to see (and show us how to see) things as they actually are.
         

         
         But, is that really what they do? Are we being shown things as they actually are? Are the hopes we once held for lasting and
            positive change adolescent or are they revolutionary? Are they idle dreams or necessary ones?
         

         
         I’m no longer a young man, but I remain unconvinced that victory, triumph, or a life lived best can be found in surrender.
            I think, largely, it’s why I prefer genre fiction—particularly fantasy. In our books, resistance and revolution are almost
            always found. It’s in our books where people like Drizzt Do’Urden refuse to relinquish their dreams for a better world.
         

         
         Instead, our icons, though they may have been reared, cultured, and suffused by inequity, refuse to accept or thrive in it.
            And, journeying alongside them, we may begin to wonder how we could ever have been expected to do so either.
         

         
         Repurposing G. K. Chesterton’s well-known quote, let me say that, in our preferred books, there’s no realism or maturity in learning to live with cruel dragons. In the myths we make, we still hope to fight and defeat them. 

         
         So, as you travel with Drizzt through the following pages, hearing his thoughts and dreams, my wish for you is that his continual
            hope for better tomorrows helps you see our world in those terms too.
         

         
         And to R. A. Salvatore, thank you. Without ever meeting me, you helped me fall in love with reading; you made clear the power
            and value that stories about other worlds have for our own; and your writing always encouraged me to think more deeply about
            what it means to be a good person.
         

         
         Thank you. Thank you for it all.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            
            
            The Dark Elf Trilogy

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            
            
             
            Homeland

         
         Never does a star grace this land with a poet’s light of twinkling mysteries, nor does the sun send to here its rays of warmth
            and life. This is the Underdark, the secret world beneath the bustling surface of the Forgotten Realms, whose sky is a ceiling
            of heartless stone and whose walls show the gray blandness of death in the torchlight of the foolish surface-dwellers that
            stumble here. This is not their world, not the world of light. Most who come here uninvited do not return.
         

         
         Those who do escape to the safety of their surface homes return changed. Their eyes have seen the shadows and the gloom, the
            inevitable doom of the Underdark.
         

         
         Dark corridors meander throughout the dark realm in winding courses, connecting caverns great and small, with ceilings high
            and low. Mounds of stone as pointed as the teeth of a sleeping dragon leer down in silent threat or rise up to block the way
            of intruders.
         

         
         There is a silence here, profound and foreboding, the crouched hush of a predator at work. Too often the only sound, the only reminder to travelers in the Underdark that they have not lost their sense of hearing altogether, is a distant and echoing drip of water, beating like the heart of a beast, slipping through the silent stones to the deep Underdark pools of chilled water. What lies beneath the still onyx surface of these pools one can only guess. What secrets await the brave, what horrors await the foolish, only the imagination can reveal—until the stillness is disturbed. 

         
         This is the Underdark.

         
         There are pockets of life here, cities as great as many of those on the surface. Around any of the countless bends and turns
            in the gray stone a traveler might stumble suddenly into the perimeter of such a city, a stark contrast to the emptiness of
            the corridors. These places are not havens, though; only the foolish traveler would assume so. They are the homes of the most
            evil races in all the Realms, most notably the duergar, the kuo-toa, and the drow.
         

         
         In one such cavern, two miles wide and a thousand feet high, looms Menzoberranzan, a monument to the otherworldly and—ultimately—deadly
            grace that marks the race of drow elves. Menzoberranzan is not a large city by drow standards; only twenty thousand dark elves
            reside there. Where, in ages past, there had been an empty cavern of roughly shaped stalactites and stalagmites now stands
            artistry, row after row of carved castles thrumming in a quiet glow of magic. The city is perfection of form, where not a
            stone has been left to its natural shape. This sense of order and control, however, is but a cruel facade, a deception hiding
            the chaos and vileness that rule the dark elves’ hearts. Like their cities, they are a beautiful, slender, and delicate people,
            with features sharp and haunting.
         

         
         Yet the drow are the rulers of this unruled world, the deadliest of the deadly, and all other races take cautious note of
            their passing. Beauty itself pales at the end of a dark elf’s sword. The drow are the survivors, and this is the Underdark,
            the valley of death—the land of nameless nightmares.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Station: In all the world of the drow, there is no more important word. It is the calling of their—of our—religion, the incessant pulling of hungering heartstrings. Ambition overrides good sense and compassion is thrown away in its face, all in the name of Lolth, the Spider Queen. Ascension to power in drow society is a simple process of assassination. The Spider Queen is a deity of chaos, and she and her high priestesses, the true rulers of the drow world, do not look with ill favor upon ambitious individuals wielding poisoned daggers. Of course, there are rules of behavior; every society must boast of these. To openly commit murder or wage war invites the pretense of justice, and penalties exacted in the name of drow justice are merciless. To stick a dagger in the back of a rival during the chaos of a larger battle or in the quiet shadows of an alley, however, is quite acceptable—even applauded. Investigation is not the forte of drow justice. No one cares enough to bother. Station is the way of Lolth, the ambition she bestows to further the chaos, to keep her drow “children” along their appointed course of self-imprisonment. Children? Pawns, more likely, dancing dolls for the Spider Queen, puppets on the imperceptible but impervious strands of her web. All climb the Spider Queen’s ladders; all hunt for her pleasure; and all fall to the hunters of her pleasure. Station is the paradox of the world of my people, the limitation of our power within the hunger for power. It is gained through treachery and invites treachery against those who gain it. Those most powerful in Menzoberranzan spend their days watching over their shoulders, defending against the daggers that would find their backs. Their deaths usually come from the front. 

         
         *  *  *

         Empty hours, empty days. I find that I have few memories of that first period of my life, those first sixteen years when I labored as a servant. Minutes blended into hours, hours into days, and so on, until the whole of it seemed one long and barren moment. Several times I managed to sneak out onto the balcony of House Do’Urden and look out over the magical lights of Menzoberranzan. On all of those secret journeys, I found myself entranced by the growing, and dissipating, heatlight of Narbondel, the timeclock pillar. Looking back on that now, on those long hours watching the glow of the wizard’s fire slowly walk its way up and down the pillar, I am amazed at the emptiness of my early days. I clearly remember my excitement, tingling excitement, each time I got out of the house and set myself into position to observe the pillar. Such a simple thing it was, yet so fulfilling compared to the rest of my existence. Whenever I hear the crack of a whip, another memory—more a sensation than a memory actually—sends a shiver through my spine. The shocking jolt and the ensuing numbness from those snake-headed weapons is not something that any person would soon forget. They bite under your skin, sending waves of magical energy through your body, waves that make your muscles snap and pull beyond their limits. Yet I was luckier than most. My sister Vierna was near to becoming a high priestess when she was assigned the task of rearing me and was at a period of her life where she possessed far more energy than such a job required. Perhaps, then, there was more to those first ten years under her care than I now recall. Vierna never showed the intense wickedness of our mother—or, more particularly, of our oldest sister, Briza. Perhaps there were good times in the solitude of the house chapel; it is possible that Vierna allowed a more gentle side of herself to show through to her baby brother. Maybe not. Even though I count Vierna as the kindest of my sisters, her words drip in the venom of Lolth as surely as those of any cleric in Menzoberranzan. It seems unlikely that she would risk her aspirations toward high priestesshood for the sake of a mere child, a mere male child. Whether there were indeed joys in those years, obscured in the unrelenting assault of Menzoberranzan’s wickedness, or whether that earliest period of my life was even more painful than the years that followed—so painful that my mind hides the memories—I cannot be certain. For all my efforts, I cannot remember them. I have more insight into the next six years, but the most prominent recollection of the days I spent serving the court of Matron Malice—aside from the secret trips outside the house—is the image of my own feet. A page prince is never allowed to raise his gaze. 

         
         *  *  *

         The Academy. It is the propagation of the lies that bind drow society together, the ultimate perpetration of falsehoods repeated so many times that they ring true against any contrary evidence. The lessons young drow are taught of truth and justice are so blatantly refuted by everyday life in wicked Menzoberranzan that it is hard to understand how any could believe them. Still they do. Even now, decades removed, the thought of the place frightens me, not for any physical pain or the ever-present sense of possible death—I have trod down many roads equally dangerous in that way. The Academy of Menzoberranzan frightens me when I think of the survivors, the graduates, existing—reveling—within the evil fabrications that shape their world. They live with the belief that anything is acceptable if you can get away with it, that self-gratification is the most important aspect of existence, and that power comes only to she or he who is strong enough and cunning enough to snatch it from the failing hands of those who no longer deserve it. Compassion has no place in Menzoberranzan, and yet it is compassion, not fear, that brings harmony to most races. It is harmony, working toward shared goals, that precedes greatness. Lies engulf the drow in fear and mistrust, refute friendship at the tip of a Lolth-blessed sword. The hatred and ambition fostered by these amoral tenets are the doom of my people, a weakness that they perceive as strength. The result is a paralyzing, paranoid existence that the drow call the edge of readiness. I do not know how I survived the Academy, how I discovered the falsehoods early enough to use them in contrast, and thus strengthen, those ideals I most cherish. It was Zaknafein, I must believe, my teacher. Through the experiences of Zak’s long years, which embittered him and cost him so much, I came to hear the screams: the screams of protest against murderous treachery; the screams of rage from the leaders of drow society, the high priestesses of the Spider Queen, echoing down the paths of my mind, ever to hold a place within my mind. The screams of dying children. 

         
         *  *  *

         
            What eyes are these that see the pain I know in my innermost soul?

            What eyes are these that see the twisted strides of my kindred,

            Led on in the wake of toys unbridled: Arrow, bolt, and sword tip?

            Yours . . . aye, yours,

            Straight run and muscled spring,

            Soft on padded paws, sheathed claws,

            Weapons rested for their need,

            Stained not by frivolous blood or murderous deceit.

            Face-to-face, my mirror;

            Reflection in a still pool by light.

            Would that I might keep that image

            Upon this face mine own.

            Would that I might keep that heart within my breast untainted.

            Hold tight to the proud honor of your spirit,

            Mighty Guenhwyvar, and hold tight to my side,

            My dearest friend.

         

         *  *  *

         Zaknafein Do’Urden: mentor, teacher, friend. I, in the blind agony of my own frustrations, more than once came to recognize Zaknafein as none of these. Did I ask of him more than he could give? Did I expect perfection of a tormented soul; hold Zaknafein up to standards beyond his experiences, or standards impossible in the face of his experiences? I might have been him. I might have lived, trapped within the helpless rage, buried under the daily assault of the wickedness that is Menzoberranzan and the pervading evil that is my own family, never in life to find escape. It seems a logical assumption that we learn from the mistakes of our elders. This, I believe, was my salvation. Without the example of Zaknafein, I, too, would have found no escape—not in life. Is this course I have chosen a better way than the life Zaknafein knew? I think, yes, though I find despair often enough sometimes to long for that other way. It would have been easier. Truth, though, is nothing in the face of self-falsehood, and principles are of no value if the idealist cannot live up to his own standards. This, then, is a better way. I live with many laments, for my people, for myself, but mostly for that weapons master, lost to me now, who showed me how—and why—to use a blade. There is no pain greater than this; not the cut of a jagged-edged dagger nor the fire of a dragon’s breath. Nothing burns in your heart like the emptiness of losing something, someone, before you truly have learned of its value. Often now I lift my cup in a futile toast, an apology to ears that cannot hear: to Zak, the one who inspired my courage. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Exile

         
         I remember vividly the day I walked away from the city of my birth, the city of my people. All the Underdark lay before me, a life of adventure and excitement, with possibilities that lifted my heart. More than that, though, I left Menzoberranzan with the belief that I could now live my life in accordance with my principles. I had Guenhwyvar at my side and my scimitars belted on my hips. My future was my own to determine. But that drow, the young Drizzt Do’Urden who walked out of Menzoberranzan on that fated day, barely into my fourth decade of life, could not begin to understand the truth of time, of how its passage seemed to slow when the moments were not shared with others. In my youthful exuberance, I looked forward to several centuries of life. How do you measure centuries when a single hour seems a day and a single day seems a year? Beyond the cities of the Underdark, there is food for those who know how to find it and safety for those who know how to hide. More than anything else, though, beyond the teeming cities of the Underdark, there is solitude. As I became a creature of the empty tunnels, survival became easier and more difficult all at once. I gained in the physical skills and experience necessary to live on. I could defeat almost anything that wandered into my chosen domain, and those few monsters that I could not defeat, I could surely flee or hide from. It did not take me long, however, to discover one nemesis that I could neither defeat nor flee. It followed me wherever I went—indeed, the farther I ran, the more it closed in around me. My enemy was solitude, the interminable, incessant silence of hushed corridors. Looking back on it these many years later, I find myself amazed and appalled at the changes I endured under such an existence. The very identity of every reasoning being is defined by the language, the communication, between that being and others around it. Without that link, I was lost. When I left Menzoberranzan, I determined that my life would be based on principles, my strength adhering to unbending beliefs. Yet after only a few months alone in the Underdark, the only purpose for my survival was my survival. I had become a creature of instinct, calculating and cunning but not thinking, not using my mind for anything more than directing the newest kill. Guenhwyvar saved me, I believe. The same companion that had pulled me from certain death in the clutches of monsters unnumbered rescued me from a death of emptiness—less dramatic, perhaps, but no less fatal. I found myself living for those moments when the cat could walk by my side, when I had another living creature to hear my words, strained though they had become. In addition to every other value, Guenhwyvar became my timeclock, for I knew that the cat could come forth from the Astral Plane for a half day every other day. Only after my ordeal had ended did I realize how critical that one-quarter of my time actually was. Without Guenhwyvar, I would not have found the resolve to continue. I would never have maintained the strength to survive. Even when Guenhwyvar stood beside me, I found myself growing more and more ambivalent toward the fighting. I was secretly hoping that some denizen of the Underdark would prove stronger than I. Could the pain of tooth or talon be greater than the emptiness and the silence? I think not. 

         
         *  *  *

         Friendship: The word has come to mean many different things among the various races and cultures of both the Underdark and
            the surface of the Realms. In Menzoberranzan, friendship is generally born out of mutual profit. While both parties are better
            off for the union, it remains secure. But loyalty is not a tenet of drow life, and as soon as a friend believes that he will
            gain more without the other, the union—and likely the other’s life—will come to a swift end. I have had few friends in my
            life, and if I live a thousand years, I suspect that this will remain true. There is little to lament in this fact, though,
            for those who have called me friend have been persons of great character and have enriched my existence, given it worth. First
            there was Zaknafein, my father and mentor, who showed me that I was not alone and that I was not incorrect in holding to my
            beliefs. Zaknafein saved me, from both the blade and the chaotic, evil, fanatic religion that damns my people. Yet I was no
            less lost when a handless deep gnome came into my life, a svirfneblin that I had rescued from certain death, many years before,
            at my brother Dinin’s merciless blade. My deed was repaid in full, for when the svirfneblin and I again met, this time in
            the clutches of his people, I would have been killed—truly would have preferred death—were it not for Belwar Dissengulp. My
            time in Blingdenstone, the city of the deep gnomes, was such a short span in the measure of my years. I remember well Belwar’s
            city and his people, and I always shall. Theirs was the first society I came to know that was based on the strengths of community,
            not the paranoia of selfish individualism. Together the deep gnomes survive against the perils of the hostile Underdark, labor
            in their endless toils of mining the stone, and play games that are hardly distinguishable from every other aspect of their
            rich lives. Greater indeed are pleasures that are shared.
         

         
         *  *  *

         To live or to survive? Until my second time out in the wilds of the Underdark, after my stay in Blingdenstone, I never would have understood the significance of such a simple question. When first I left Menzoberranzan, I thought survival enough; I thought that I could fall within myself, within my principles, and be satisfied that I had followed the only course open to me. The alternative was the grim reality of Menzoberranzan and compliance with the wicked ways that guided my people. If that was life, I believed, simply surviving would be far preferable. And yet, that “simple survival” nearly killed me. Worse, it nearly stole everything that I held dear. The svirfneblin of Blingdenstone showed me a different way. Svirfneblin society, structured and nurtured on communal values and unity, proved to be everything that I had always hoped Menzoberranzan would be. The svirfneblin did much more than merely survive. They lived and laughed and worked, and the gains they made were shared by the whole, as was the pain of the losses they inevitably suffered in the hostile subsurface world. Joy multiplies when it is shared among friends, but grief diminishes with every division. That is life. And so, when I walked back out of Blingdenstone, back into the empty Underdark’s lonely chambers, I walked with hope. At my side went Belwar, my new friend, and in my pocket went the magical figurine that could summon Guenhwyvar, my proven friend. In my brief stay with the deep gnomes, I had witnessed life as I always had hoped it would be—I could not return to simply surviving. With my friends beside me, I dared to believe that I would not have to. 

         
         *  *  *

         There have been many times in my life when I have felt helpless. It is perhaps the most acute pain a person can know, founded in frustration and ventless rage. The nick of a sword upon a battling soldier’s arm cannot compare to the anguish a prisoner feels at the crack of a whip. Even if the whip does not strike the helpless prisoner’s body, it surely cuts deeply at his soul. We all are prisoners at one time or another in our lives, prisoners to ourselves or to the expectations of those around us. It is a burden that all people endure, that all people despise, and that few people ever learn to escape. I consider myself fortunate in this respect, for my life has traveled along a fairly straight-running path of improvement. Beginning in Menzoberranzan, under the relentless scrutiny of the evil Spider Queen’s high priestesses, I suppose that my situation could only have improved. In my stubborn youth, I believed that I could stand alone, that I was strong enough to conquer my enemies with sword and with principles. Arrogance convinced me that by sheer determination, I could conquer helplessness itself. Stubborn and foolish youth, I must admit, for when I look back on those years now, I see quite clearly that rarely did I stand alone and rarely did I have to stand alone. Always there were friends, true and dear, lending me support even when I believed I did not want it, and even when I did not realize they were doing it. Zaknafein, Belwar, Clacker, Mooshie, Bruenor, Regis, Catti-brie, Wulfgar, and, of course, Guenhwyvar, dear Guenhwyvar. These were the companions who justified my principles, who gave me the strength to continue against any foe, real or imagined. These were the companions who fought the helplessness, the rage, and the frustration. These were the friends who gave me my life. 

         
         *  *  *

         Spirit. It cannot be broken and it cannot be stolen away. A victim in the throes of despair might feel otherwise, and certainly the victim’s “master” would like to believe it so. But in truth, the spirit remains, sometimes buried but never fully removed. That is the false assumption of Zin-carla and the danger of such sentient animation. The priestesses, I have come to learn, claim it as the highest gift of the Spider Queen deity who rules the drow. I think not. Better to call Zin-carla Lolth’s greatest lie. The physical powers of the body cannot be separated from the rationale of the mind and the emotions of the heart. They are one and the same, a compilation of a singular being. It is in the harmony of these three—body, mind, and heart—that we find spirit. How many tyrants have tried? How many rulers have sought to reduce their subjects to simple, unthinking instruments of profit and gain? They steal the loves, the religions, of their people; they seek to steal the spirit. Ultimately and inevitably, they fail. This I must believe. If the flame of the spirit’s candle is extinguished, there is only death, and the tyrant finds no gain in a kingdom littered with corpses. But it is a resilient thing, this flame of spirit, indomitable and ever-striving. In some, at least, it will survive, to the tyrant’s demise. Where, then, was Zaknafein, my father, when he set out purposefully to destroy me? Where was I in my years alone in the wilds, when this hunter that I had become blinded my heart and guided my sword hand often against my conscious wishes? We both were there all along, I came to know, buried but never stolen. Spirit. In every language in all the Realms, surface and Underdark, in every time and every place, the word has a ring of strength and determination. It is the hero’s strength, the mother’s resilience, and the poor man’s armor. It cannot be broken, and it cannot be taken away. This I must believe. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Sojourn

         
         It burned at my eyes and pained every part of my body. It destroyed my piwafwi and boots, stole the magic from my armor, and weakened my trusted scimitars. Still, every day, without fail, I was there, sitting upon my perch, my judgment seat, to await the arrival of the sunrise. It came to me each day in a paradoxical way. The sting could not be denied, but neither could I deny the beauty of the spectacle. The colors just before the sun’s appearance grabbed my soul in a way that no patterns of heat emanations in the Underdark ever could. At first, I thought my entrancement a result of the strangeness of the scene, but even now, many years later, I feel my heart leap at the subtle brightening that heralds the dawn. I know now that my time in the sun—my daily penance—was more than mere desire to adapt to the ways of the surface world. The sun became the symbol of the difference between the Underdark and my new home. The society that I had run away from, a world of secret dealings and treacherous conspiracies, could not exist in the open spaces under the light of day. This sun, for all the anguish it brought me physically, came to represent my denial of that other, darker world. Those rays of revealing light reinforced my principles as surely as they weakened the drow-made magical items. In the sunlight the piwafwi, the shielding cloak that defeated probing eyes, the garment of thieves and assassins, became no more than a worthless rag
            of tattered cloth.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Does anything in all the world force a heavier weight upon one’s shoulders than guilt? I have felt the burden often, have carried it over many steps, on long roads. Guilt resembles a sword with two edges. On the one hand it cuts for justice, imposing practical morality upon those who fear it. Guilt, the consequence of conscience, is what separates the goodly persons from the evil. Given a situation that promises gain, most drow can kill another, kin or otherwise, and walk away carrying no emotional burden at all. The drow assassin might fear retribution but will shed no tears for his victim. To humans—and to surface elves, and to all of the other goodly races—the suffering imposed by conscience will usually far outweigh any external threats. Some would conclude that guilt—conscience—is the primary difference between the varied races of the Realms. In this regard, guilt must be considered a positive force. But there is another side to that weighted emotion. Conscience does not always adhere to rational judgment. Guilt is always a self-imposed burden, but is not always rightly imposed. So it was for me along the road from Menzoberranzan to Icewind Dale. I carried out of Menzoberranzan guilt for Zaknafein, my father, sacrificed on my behalf. I carried into Blingdenstone guilt for Belwar Dissengulp, the svirfneblin my brother had maimed. Along the many roads there came many other burdens: Clacker, killed by the monster that hunted for me; the gnolls, slain by my own hand; and the farmers—most painfully—that simple farm family murdered by the barghest whelp. Rationally I knew that I was not to blame, that the actions were beyond my influence, or in some cases, as with the gnolls, that I had acted properly. But rationale is little defense against the weight of guilt. In time, bolstered by the confidence of trusted friends, I came to throw off many of those burdens. Others remain and always shall. I accept this as inevitable, and use the weight to guide my future steps. This, I believe, is the true purpose of conscience. 

         
         *  *  *

         To all the varied peoples of the world nothing is so out of reach, yet so deeply personal and controlling, as the concept
            of god. My experience in my homeland showed me little of these supernatural beings beyond the influences of the vile drow
            deity, the Spider Queen, Lolth. After witnessing the carnage of Lolth’s workings, I was not so quick to embrace the concept
            of any god, of any being, that could so dictate codes of behavior and precepts of an entire society. Is morality not an internal
            force, and if it is, are principles then to be dictated or felt?
         

         
         So follows the question of the gods themselves: Are these named entities, in truth, actual beings, or are they manifestations
            of shared beliefs? Are the dark elves evil because they follow the precepts of the Spider Queen, or is Lolth a culmination
            of the drow’s natural evil conduct? Likewise, when the barbarians of Icewind Dale charge across the tundra to war, shouting
            the name of Tempus, Lord of Battles, are they following the precepts of Tempus, or is Tempus merely the idealized name they
            give to their actions? This I cannot answer, nor, I have come to realize, can anyone else, no matter how loudly they—particularly
            priests of certain gods—might argue otherwise. In the end, to a preacher’s ultimate sorrow, the choice of a god is a personal
            one, and the alignment to a being is in accord with one’s internal code of principles. A missionary might coerce and trick
            would-be disciples, but no rational being can truly follow the determined orders of any god-figure if those orders run contrary
            to his own tenets.
         

         
         Neither I, Drizzt Do’Urden, nor my father, Zaknafein, could ever have become disciples of the Spider Queen. And Wulfgar of Icewind Dale, my friend of later years, though he still might yell out to the battle god, does not please this entity called Tempus except on those occasions when he puts his mighty war hammer to use. The gods of the Realms are many and varied—or they are the many and varied names and identities tagged onto the same being. I know not—and care not—which. 

         
         *  *  *

         I now view my long road as a search for truth—truth in my own heart, in the world around me, and in the larger questions of
            purpose and of existence. How does one define good and evil? I carried an internal code of morals with me on my trek, though
            whether I was born with it or it was imparted to me by Zaknafein—or whether it simply developed from my perceptions—I cannot
            ever know. This code forced me to leave Menzoberranzan, for though I was not certain of what those truths might have been,
            I knew beyond doubt that they would not be found in the domain of Lolth. After many years in the Underdark outside of Menzoberranzan
            and after my first awful experiences on the surface, I came to doubt the existence of any universal truth, came to wonder
            if there was, after all, any purpose to life. In the world of drow, ambition was the only purpose, the seeking of material
            gains that came with increased rank. Even then, that seemed a little thing to me, hardly a reason to exist. I thank you, Montolio
            DeBrouchee, for confirming my suspicions. I have learned that the ambition of those who follow selfish precepts is no more
            than a chaotic waste, a finite gain that must be followed by infinite loss. For there is indeed a harmony in the universe,
            a concordant singing of common weal. To join that song, one must find inner harmony, must find the notes that ring true. There
            is one other point to be made about that truth: evil creatures cannot sing.
         

         
         *  *  *

         How different the trail seemed as I departed Mooshie’s Grove from the road that had led me there. Again I was alone, except when Guenhwyvar came to my call. On this road, though, I was alone only in body. In my mind I carried a name, the embodiment of my valued principles. Mooshie had called Mielikki a goddess; to me she was a way of life. She walked beside me always along the many surface roads I traversed. She led me out to safety and fought off my despair when I was chased away and hunted by the dwarves of Citadel Adbar, a fortress northeast of Mooshie’s Grove. Mielikki, and my belief in my own value, gave me the courage to approach town after town throughout the northland. The receptions were always the same: shock and fear that quickly turned to anger. The more generous of those I encountered told me simply to go away; others chased me with weapons bared. On two occasions I was forced to fight, though I managed to escape without anyone being badly injured. The minor nicks and scratches were a small price to pay. Mooshie had bidden me not to live as he had, and the old ranger’s perceptions, as always, proved true. On my journeys throughout the northland I retained something—hope—that I never would have held if I had remained a hermit in the evergreen grove. As each new village showed on the horizon, a tingle of anticipation quickened my steps. One day, I was determined, I would find acceptance and find my home. It would happen suddenly, I imagined. I would approach a gate, speak a formal greeting, then reveal myself as a dark elf. Even my fantasy was tempered by reality, for the gate would not swing wide at my approach. Rather, I would be allowed guarded entry, a trial period much like the one I endured in Blingdenstone, the svirfneblin city. Suspicions would linger about me for many months, but in the end, principles would be seen and accepted for what they were; the character of the person would outweigh the color of his skin and the reputation of his heritage. I replayed that fantasy countless times over the years. Every word of every meeting in my imagined town became a litany against the continued rejections. It would not have been enough, but always there was Guenhwyvar, and now there was Mielikki. 

         
         *  *  *

         Of all the races in the known Realms, none is more confusing, or more confused, than humans. Mooshie convinced me that gods,
            rather than being outside entities, are personifications of what lies in our hearts. If this is true, then the many, varied
            gods of the human sects—deities of vastly different demeanors—reveal much about the race.
         

         
         If you approach a halfling, or an elf, or a dwarf, or any of the other races, good and bad, you have a fair idea of what to
            expect. There are exceptions, of course; I name myself as one most fervently! But a dwarf is likely to be gruff, though fair,
            and I have never met an elf, or even heard of one, who preferred a cave to the open sky. A human’s preference, though, is
            his own to know—if even he can sort it out.
         

         
         In terms of good and evil, then, the human race must be judged most carefully. I have battled vile human assassins, witnessed
            human wizards so caught up in their power that they mercilessly destroyed all other beings in their paths, and seen cities
            where groups of humans preyed upon the unfortunate of their own race, living in kingly palaces while other men and women,
            and even children, starved and died in the gutters of the muddy streets. But I have met other humans—Catti-brie, Mooshie,
            Wulfgar, Agorwal of Termalaine—whose honor could not be questioned and whose contributions to the good of the realms in their
            short life spans will outweigh that of most dwarves and elves who might live half a millennium and more.
         

         
         They are indeed a confusing race, and the fate of the world comes more and more into their ever-reaching hands. It may prove
            a delicate balance, but certainly not a dull one. Humans encompass the spectrum of character more fully than any other beings;
            they are the only “goodly” race that wages war upon itself—with alarming frequency.
         

         
         The surface elves hold out hope in the end. They who have lived the longest and seen the birth of many centuries take faith
            that the human race will mature to goodness, that the evil in it will crush itself to nothingness, leaving the world to those
            who remain.
         

         
         In the city of my birth I witnessed the limitations of evil, the self-destruction and inability to achieve higher goals, even goals based upon the acquisition of power. For this reason, I, too, will hold out hope for the humans, and for the Realms. As they are the most varied, so too are humans the most malleable, the most able to disagree with that within themselves that they learn to be false. 

         
         My very survival has been based upon my belief that there is a higher purpose to this life: that principles are a reward in
            and of themselves. I cannot, therefore, look forward in despair, but rather with higher hopes for all in mind and with the
            determination that I might help to reach those heights.
         

         
         This is my tale, then, told as completely as I can recall and as completely as I choose to divulge. Mine has been a long road
            filled with ruts and barriers, and only now that I have put so much so far behind me am I able to recount it honestly. I will
            never look back on those days and laugh; the toll was too great for humor to seep through. I do often remember Zaknafein,
            though, and Belwar and Mooshie, and all the other friends I have left behind.
         

         
         I have often wondered, too, of the many enemies I have faced, of the many lives my blades have ended. Mine has been a violent
            life in a violent world, full of enemies to myself and to all that I hold dear. I have been praised for the perfect cut of
            my scimitars, for my abilities in battle, and I must admit that I have many times allowed myself to feel pride in those hard-earned
            skills.
         

         
         Whenever I remove myself from the excitement and consider the whole more fully, though, I lament that things could not have
            been different. It pains me to remember Masoj Hun’ett, the only drow I ever killed; it was he who initiated our battle and
            he certainly would have killed me if I had not proven the stronger. I can justify my actions on that fated day, but never
            will I be comfortable with their necessity. There should be a better way than the sword.
         

         
         In a world so filled with danger, where orcs and trolls loom, seemingly, around every bend in the road, he who can fight is most often hailed as the hero and given generous applause. There is more to the mantle of “hero,” I say, than strength of arm or prowess in battle. Mooshie was a hero, truly, because he overcame adversity, because he never blinked at unfavorable odds, and mostly because he acted within a code of clearly defined principles. Can less be said of Belwar Dissengulp, the handless deep gnome who befriended a renegade drow? Or of Clacker, who offered his own life rather than bring danger to his friends? 

         
         Similarly, I name Wulfgar of Icewind Dale a hero, who adhered to principle above battle lust. Wulfgar overcame the misperceptions
            of his savage boyhood, learned to see the world as a place of hope rather than a field of potential conquests. And Bruenor,
            the dwarf who taught Wulfgar that important difference, is as rightful a king as ever there was in all the realms. He embodies
            those tenets that his people hold most dear, and they will gladly defend Bruenor with their very lives, singing a song to
            him even with their dying breaths.
         

         
         In the end, when he found the strength to deny Matron Malice, my father, too, was a hero. Zaknafein, who had lost his battle for principles and identity throughout most of his life, won in the end. None of these warriors, though, outshines a young girl I came to know when I first traveled across Ten Towns. Of all the people I have ever met, none has held themselves to higher standards of honor and decency than Catti-brie. She has seen many battles, yet her eyes sparkle clearly with innocence and her smile shines untainted. Sad will be the day, and let all the world lament, when a discordant tone of cynicism spoils the harmony of her melodic voice. Often those who call me a hero speak solely of my battle prowess and know nothing of the principles that guide my blades. I accept their mantle for what it is worth, for their satisfaction and not my own. When Catti-brie names me so, then will I allow my heart to swell with the satisfaction of knowing that I have been judged for my heart and not my sword arm; then will I dare to believe that the mantle is justified. And so my tale ends—do I dare to say? I sit now in comfort beside my friend, the rightful king of Mithral Hall, and all is quiet and peaceful and prosperous. Indeed this drow has found his home and his place. But I am young, I must remind myself. I may have ten times the years remaining as those that have already passed. And for all my present contentment, the world remains a dangerous place, where a ranger must hold to his principles, but also to his weapons. Do I dare to believe that my story is fully told? I think not. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Icewind Dale Trilogy

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            
            
            The Crystal Shard

         
         
            Come gather ’round

            Hardy men of the steppes

            And listen to my tale

            Of heroes bold and friendships fast

            And the Tyrant of Icewind Dale

            Of a band of friends

            By trick or by deed

            Bred legends for the bard

            The baneful pride of one poor wretch

            And the horror of the Crystal Shard

         

         *  *  *

         If I could choose what life would be mine, it would be this life that I now have, at this time. I am at peace, and yet, the world around me swirls with turmoil, with the ever-present threat of barbarian raids and goblin wars, with tundra yetis and gigantic polar worms. The reality of existence here in Icewind Dale is harsh indeed, an environment unforgiving, where one mistake will cost you your life. That is the joy of the place, the very edge of disaster, and not because of treachery, as I knew in my home of Menzoberranzan. I can accept the risks of Icewind Dale; I can revel in them and use them to keep my warrior instincts finely honed. I can use them to remind me every day of the glory and joy of life. There is no complacency here, in this place where safety cannot be taken for granted, where a turn of the wind can pile snow over your head, where a single misstep on a boat can put you into water that will steal your breath away and render muscles useless in mere seconds, or a simple lapse on the tundra can put you in the belly of a fierce yeti. When you live with death so close, you come to appreciate life all the more. And when you share that life with friends like those whom I have come to know these last years, then you know paradise. Never could I have imagined in my years in Menzoberranzan, or in the wilds of the Underdark, or even when I first came to the surface world, that I would ever surround myself with such friends as these. They are of different races, all three, and all three different from my own, and yet, they are more like what is in my heart than anyone I have ever known, save, perhaps, my father Zaknafein and the ranger, Montolio, who trained me in the ways of Mielikki. I have met many folk up here in Ten Towns, in the savage land of Icewind Dale, who accept me despite my dark elf heritage, and yet, these three, above all others, have become as family to me. Why them? Why Bruenor, Regis, and Catti-brie above all others, three friends whom I treasure as much as Guenhwyvar, my companion for all these years? Everyone knows Bruenor as blunt—that is the trademark of many dwarves, but in Bruenor, the trait runs pure. Or so he wants all to believe. I know better. I know the other side of Bruenor, the hidden side, that soft and warm place. Yes, he has a heart, though he tries hard to bury it! He is blunt, yes, particularly with criticism. He speaks of errors without apology and without judgment, simply telling the honest truth and leaving it up to the offender to correct, or not correct, the situation. Bruenor never allows tact or empathy to get in the way of his telling the world how it can be better! But that is only half of the tale concerning the dwarf; on the other side of the coin, he is far from blunt. Concerning compliments, Bruenor is not dishonest, just quiet. Perhaps that is why I love him. I see in him Icewind Dale itself, cold and harsh and unforgiving, but ultimately honest. He keeps me at my best, all the time, and in doing that, he helps me to survive in this place. There is only one Icewind Dale, and only one Bruenor Battlehammer, and if ever I met a creature and a land created for each other . . . Conversely, Regis stands (or more appropriately, reclines) as a reminder to me of the goals and rewards of a job well done—not that Regis is ever the one who does that job. Regis reminds me, and Bruenor, I would guess, that there is more to life than responsibility, that there are times for personal relaxation and enjoyment of the rewards brought about by good work and vigilance. He is too soft for the tundra, too round in the belly and too slow on his feet. His fighting skills are lacking and he could not track a herd of caribou on fresh snow. Yet he survives, even thrives, up here with wit and attitude, with an understanding, better than Bruenor’s surely, and even better than my own, of how to appease and please those around him, of how to anticipate, rather than just react to the moves of others. Regis knows more than just what people do, he knows why they do it, and that ability to understand motivation allowed him to see past the color of my skin and the reputation of my people. If Bruenor is honest in expressing his observations, then Regis is honest in following the course of his heart. And finally there is Catti-brie, wonderful and so full of life. Catti-brie is the opposite side of the same coin to me, a different reasoning to reach the same conclusions. We are soul mates who see and judge different things in the world to arrive at the same place. Perhaps we thus validate each other. Perhaps seeing Catti-brie arriving at the same place as myself, and knowing that she arrived there along a different road, tells me that I followed my heart truly. Is that it? Do I trust her more than I trust myself? That question is neither indictment of my feelings, nor any self-incrimination. We share beliefs about the way of the world and the way the world should be. She is akin to my heart as is Mielikki, and if I found my goddess by looking honestly into my own heart, then so I have found my dearest friend and ally. They are with me, all three, and Guenhwyvar, dear Guenhwyvar, as well. I am living in a land of stark beauty and stark reality, a place where you have to be wary and alert and at your very best at all times. I call this paradise. 

         
         *  *  *

         Tradition.

         
         The very sound of the word invokes a sense of gravity and solemnity. Tradition. “Suuz’chok” in the drow language, and there,
            too, as in every language that I have heard, the word rolls off of one’s tongue with tremendous weight and power. Tradition.
            It is the root of who we are, the link to our heritage, the reminder that we as a people, if not individually, will span the
            ages. To many people and many societies, tradition is the source of structure and of law, the abiding fact of identity that
            denies the contrary claims of the outlaw or the misbehavior of the rogue. It is that echoing sound deep in our hearts and
            our minds and our souls that reminds us of who we are by reinforcing who we were. To many it is even more than the law; it
            is the religion, guiding faith as it guides morality and society. To many, tradition is a god itself, the ancient rituals
            and holy texts, scribbled on unreadable parchments yellowed with age or chiseled into eternal rocks. To many, tradition is
            all. Personally, I view it as a double-edged sword, and one that can cut even more deeply in the way of error.
         

         
         I saw the workings of tradition in Menzoberranzan, the ritualistic sacrifice of the third male child (which was almost my own fate), the workings of the three drow schools. Tradition justified my sister’s advances toward me in the graduation of Melee-Magthere, and denied me any claims against that wretched ceremony. Tradition holds the matrons in power, limiting the ascent of any males. Even the vicious wars of Menzoberranzan, house against house, are rooted in tradition, are justified because that is the way it has always been. Such failings are not exclusive to the drow. Often I sit on the northern face of Kelvin’s Cairn looking out over the empty tundra and the twinkling lights of the campfires in the vast barbarian encampments. There, too, is a people wholly consumed by tradition, a people clinging to ancient codes and ways that once allowed them to survive as a society in an inhospitable land but that now hinder them as much as, or more than, help them. The barbarians of Icewind Dale follow the caribou herd from one end of the dale to the other. In days long past that was the only way they could have survived up here, but how much easier might their existence be now if they only traded with the folk of Ten Towns, offering pelts and good meat in exchange for stronger materials brought up from the south so they might construct more permanent homes for themselves? In days long past, before any real civilization crept this far to the north, the barbarians refused to speak with, or even to accept, anyone else within Icewind Dale, the various tribes often joining for the sole purpose of driving out any intruders. In those past times, any newcomers would inevitably become rivals for the meager food and other scarce supplies, and so such xenophobia was necessary for basic survival. The folk of Ten Towns, with their advanced fishing techniques, and their rich trade with Luskan, are not rivals of the barbarians—most have never even eaten venison, I would guess. And yet, tradition demands of the barbarians that they do not make friends with those folk, and indeed, often war upon them. Tradition. What gravity indeed does that word impart! What power it wields! As it roots us and grounds us and gives us hope for who we are because of who we were, so it also wreaks destruction and denies change. I would never pretend to understand another people well enough to demand that they change their traditions, yet how foolish it seems to me to hold fast and unyieldingly to those mores and ways without regard for any changes that have taken place in the world about us. For that world is a changing place, moved by advancements in technology and magic, by the rise and fall of populations, even by the blending of races, as in the half-elf communities. The world is not static, and if the roots of our perceptions, traditions, hold static, then we are doomed, I say, into destructive dogma. Then we fall upon the darker blade of that double-edged sword. 

         
         *  *  *

         What does Wulfgar see when he looks out over the tundra—when his crystal blue eyes stare across the dark plain to the points of light that mark the fires of his people’s encampment? Does he view the past, perhaps, with a longing to return to that place and those ways? Does he view the present, comparing that which he has learned with me and Bruenor with those harsh lessons of life among his nomadic tribesmen? Or does Wulfgar see the future, the potential for change, for bringing new and better ways to his people? A bit of all three, I would guess. That is the turmoil within Wulfgar, I suspect, the simmering fire behind those blue eyes. He fights with such passion! Some of that comes from his upbringing among the fierce tribesmen, the war games of the barbarian boys, often bloody, sometimes even fatal. Part of that passion for battle stems from Wulfgar’s inner turmoil, the frustration he must feel when he contrasts his lessons at my hands and at Bruenor’s hands with those gained in his years among his own people. Wulfgar’s people invaded Ten Towns, entered with merciless rage ready to slaughter anyone who stood in their path without regard. How does Wulfgar reconcile that truth with the fact that Bruenor Battlehammer did not let him die on the field, that the dwarf saved him, though he tried to kill Bruenor in battle (though the foolish young lad made the mistake of swatting Bruenor on the head!)? How does Wulfgar reconcile the love Bruenor has shown him against his previous notions of dwarves as hateful, merciless enemies? For that is how the barbarians of Icewind Dale surely view dwarves, a lie that they perpetuate among themselves so they may justify their murderous raiding ways. It is not so different than the lies that the drow tell themselves to justify their hatred of anyone who is not drow. But now Wulfgar has been faced with the truth of Bruenor and the dwarves. Irrevocably. He must weigh that personal revelation against every “truth” he spent his years of childhood learning. He must come to accept that what his parents and all the elders of the tribe told him were lies. I know from personal experience that this is no easy thing to reconcile. For to do so is to admit that a great part of your own life was no more than a lie, that a great part of that which makes you who you are is wrong. I recognized the ills of Menzoberranzan early on, because its teachings went against logic and went against that which was in my heart. Yet even though those wrongs were painfully obvious, those first steps that carried me out of my homeland were not easy ones. The errors of the barbarians of Icewind Dale pale compared to those of the drow, and so the steps that Wulfgar must take emotionally away from his people will be even more difficult, I fear. There is far more truth in the ways of the barbarians, more justification for their actions, warlike though they may be, yet it falls upon Wulfgar’s strong, but painfully young, shoulders to differentiate between the ways of his people and those of his new friends, to accept compassion and acceptance above the solid walls of prejudice that have so encapsulated his entire youth. I do not envy him the task before him, the confusion, the frustration. It is good that he fights every day—I only pray that in a blind fit while playing out that frustration, my sparring companion does not tear the head from my shoulders. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Streams of Silver

         
         I pray that the world never runs out of dragons. I say that in all sincerity, though I have played a part in the death of
            one great wyrm. For the dragon is the quintessential enemy, the greatest foe, the unconquerable epitome of devastation. The
            dragon, above all other creatures, even the demons and the devils, evokes images of dark grandeur, of the greatest beast curled
            asleep on the greatest treasure hoard. They are the ultimate test of the hero and the ultimate fright of the child. They are
            older than the elves and more akin to the earth than the dwarves. The great dragons are the preternatural beast, the basic
            element of the beast, that darkest part of our imagination. The wizards cannot tell you of their origin, though they believe
            that a great wizard, a god of wizards, must have played some role in the first spawning of the beast. The elves, with their
            long fables explaining the creation of every aspect of the world, have many ancient tales concerning the origin of the dragons,
            but they admit, privately, that they really have no idea of how the dragons came to be.
         

         
         My own belief is more simple, and yet more complicated, by far. I believe that dragons appeared in the world immediately after the spawning of the first reasoning race. I do not credit any god of wizards with their creation, but rather, the most basic imagination, wrought of unseen fears, of those first reasoning mortals. We make the dragons as we make the gods, because we need them, because, somewhere deep in our hearts, we recognize that a world without them is a world not worth living in. There are so many people in the land who want an answer, a definitive answer, for everything in life, and even for everything after life. They study and they test, and because those few find the answers for some simple questions, they assume that there are answers to be had for every question. What was the world like before there were people? Was there nothing but darkness before the sun and the stars? Was there anything at all? What were we, each of us, before we were born? And what, most importantly of all, shall we be after we die? Out of compassion, I hope that those questioners never find that which they seek. One self-proclaimed prophet came through Ten Towns denying the possibility of an afterlife, claiming that those people who had died and were raised by priests, had, in fact, never died, and that their claims of experiences beyond the grave were an elaborate trick played on them by their own hearts, a ruse to ease the path to nothingness. For that is all there was, he said, an emptiness, a nothingness. Never in my life have I ever heard one begging so desperately for someone to prove him wrong. For what are we left with if there remains no mystery? What hope might we find if we know all of the answers? What is it within us, then, that so desperately wants to deny magic and to unravel mystery? 

         
         Fear, I presume, based on the many uncertainties of life and the greatest uncertainty of death. Put those fears aside, I say, and live free of them, for if we just step back and watch the truth of the world, we will find that there is indeed magic all about us, unexplainable by numbers and formulas. What is the passion evoked by the stirring speech of the commander before the desperate battle, if not magic? What is the peace that an infant might know in its mother’s arms, if not magic? What is love, if not magic? No, I would not want to live in a world without dragons, as I would not want to live in a world without magic, for that is a world without mystery, and that is a world without faith. And that, I fear, for any reasoning, conscious being, would be the cruelest trick of all. 

         
         *  *  *

         He wants to go home. He wants to find a world he once knew. I know not if it is the promise of riches or of simplicity that
            now drives Bruenor. He wants to go and find Mithral Hall, to clear it of whatever monsters might now inhabit the place, to
            reclaim it for Clan Battlehammer. On the surface that desire seems a reasonable, even noble, thing. We all quest for adventure,
            and for those whose families have lived in noble tradition, the desire to avenge a wrong and restore family name and position
            cannot be underestimated.
         

         
         Our road to Mithral Hall will not likely be an easy one. Many dangerous, uncivilized lands lay between Icewind Dale and the
            region far to the east of Luskan, and certainly that road promises to become even darker if we do find the entrance to those
            lost dwarven mines. But I am surrounded by capable and powerful friends, and so I fear no monsters—none that we can fight
            with sword, at least. No, my one fear concerning this journey we undertake is a fear for Bruenor Battlehammer. He wants to
            go home, and there are many good reasons why he should. There remains one good reason why he should not, and if that reason,
            nostalgia, is the source of his desire, then I fear he will be bitterly disappointed. Nostalgia is possibly the greatest of
            the lies that we all tell ourselves. It is the glossing of the past to fit the sensibilities of the present. For some, it
            brings a measure of comfort, a sense of self and of source, but others, I fear, take these altered memories too far, and because
            of that, paralyze themselves to the realities about them.
         

         
         How many people long for that “past, simpler, and better world,” I wonder, without ever recognizing the truth that perhaps it was they who were simpler and better, and not the world about them? As a drow elf, I expect to live several centuries, but those first few decades of life for a drow, and for a surface elf, are not so different in terms of emotional development from those of a human, or a halfling or a dwarf. I, too, remember that idealism and energy of my more youthful days, when the world seemed an uncomplicated place, when right and wrong were plainly written on the path before my every stride. Perhaps, in a strange sort of way, because of the fact that my early years were so full of terrible experiences, were so full of an environment and an experience that I simply could not tolerate, I am better off now. For unlike so many of those I have met on the surface, my existence has steadily improved. Has that contributed to my optimism, for my own existence and for all the world around me? So many people, particularly humans who have passed the middle of their expected lives, continue to look back for their paradise, continue to claim that the world was a far better place when they were young. I cannot believe that. There may be specific instances where that is true—a tyrant king replaces a compassionate ruler, a plague engulfs the land after an era of health—but I believe, I must believe, that the people of the world are an improving lot, that the natural evolution of civilizations, though not necessarily a straight-line progression, moves toward the betterment of the world. For every time a better way is found, the people will naturally gravitate in that direction while failed experiments will be abandoned. I have listened to Wulfgar’s renderings of the history of his people, the barbarian tribes of Icewind Dale, for example, and I am amazed and horrified by the brutality of their past, the constant fighting of tribe against tribe, the wholesale rape of captured women and the torture of captured men. The tribesmen of Icewind Dale are still a brutal lot, no doubt, but not, if the oral traditions are to be believed, on a par with their predecessors. And that makes perfect sense to me, and thus, I have hopes that the trend will continue. Perhaps one day, a great barbarian leader will emerge who truly finds love with a woman, who finds a wife who forces from him a measure of respect practically unknown among the barbarians. Will that leader somewhat elevate the status of women among the tribes? If that happens, the barbarian tribes of Icewind Dale will find a strength that they simply do not understand within half of their population. If that happens, if the barbarian women find an elevation of status, then the tribesmen will never, ever, force them back into their current roles that can only be described as slavery. And all of them, man and woman, will be better for the change. Because for change to be lasting among reasoning creatures, that change must be
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