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The Current: BY MICHAEL WILLIAMS

From this height, on dragonback

Aloft in a swift sirocco of wings

The river unfolds itself like a shy god

Intuited by sunlight

In a spindrift of reeds,

Flowing to one horizon

And one only, as the proverbs say.

And yet, in a slow descending

To the languor and stink of marshlands

The river complicates,

Its gray and linear flow

Becomes a tortuous current

Emerging, baffled by light

Into a branching country.

Fly lower still, the ruffle of wings

Disturbing the water now,

And see the river bristle

With strider and minnow and fly

All things teeming and tending downstream

Begetting and dying and always devouring

As the current descends toward nothing.

Floating down to die.

But there in the midst of the current

In the possible flow of waters,

The backflow, obstruction of towheads

Pools of hope behind rocks,

The great complexity is a promise

That what might be the meaning

The design we had always expected

Arises, then rides downstream.
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CHAPTER ONE

Tanis Half-Elven arrived at the Inn of the Last Home in the morning just before noon. He had flown on griffinback through a storm, and although he was wet and chilled, he looked about with pleasure. Autumn was his favorite time of year to visit Solace, when the vallenwood trees burned with golden flame. Even now, when dark clouds filled the sky and a steady rain seemed to try its best to quench the fire, the trees still brightened the dreary day.

Tanis had traveled from Palanthas, where he and his wife, Laurana, were trying to arrange a meeting of the Whitestone Council. Tanis was glad to be able to leave, get away from the talking and arguing, scheming and bargaining. The work he and Laurana were doing was good and would mean peace for Ansalon for many years. But the talks were tedious, frustrating, and slow-going.

The free people of Ansalon—humans, elves, and dwarves—were represented on the Whitestone Council: an alliance that was credited with winning the War of the Lance. When the war had ended, the council had disbanded. But now minor disputes among the races were threatening the peace. The dwarves of Thorbardin wanted new trading agreements with the humans and were threatening to close the mountain if they didn’t get them. The governments of Northern and Southern Ergoth were demanding tariffs on goods entering their countries. The Silvanesti complained of minotaur raiders from Mithas, while the Qualinesti were angered over humans encroaching on their lands.

To address these concerns, the Solamnic knights had proposed that the Whitestone Council be called back into session.

Laurana had been the leader of the Whitestone Forces during the war, and now she represented the elven nations in the negotiations. The Lord Mayor of Palanthas led the Solamnic delegation. The hill dwarves and the mountain dwarves both sent representatives, as did the gnomes and the Ergothians. The kender of Kendermore were represented by their energetic and intelligent young leader, Balif the Second, who claimed to be a descendant of the great kender military hero.

Tanis had no formal role in the proceedings, but all the parties respected him, and he was occasionally called upon to act as mediator if the discussions grew contentious. He was thankful he did not have a formal role, for this meant he could slip away from the meetings to pay a visit to his friends Tika and Caramon, to congratulate them on the birth of their second child.

He was soaked through and dispirited by the time he reached the inn, but the familiar surroundings lifted his spirits. The inn was warm and crowded and noisy. Tika greeted him with a smile and scolded him for traveling through the storm. She took his cloak to dry by the fire, then led him to his usual table, which was located near the bar so that Caramon could join in the conversation while he worked.

Tika and her husband, Caramon, were the inn’s proprietors, and she waited on customers while her husband reigned over the bar.

“Shouldn’t you be resting?” Tanis asked, seeing her carrying four plates of spiced potatoes, balancing two on her forearms and holding one in each hand. “You just gave birth!”

“I had a baby, not the plague,” said Tika. “Young Sturm’s down for his nap or I’d let you meet him.”

She moved among the tables, delivering the plates and mugs of ale, then came back to sit down beside Tanis.

“Any word from Tas?” Tanis asked.

“No,” said Tika, sighing. “I miss him. I’d give most of the spoons to have him back. I’m sick at heart with worry that something has happened to him. I never did trust that woman!”

“What woman?” Tanis asked, unable to follow the leap in Tika’s conversation.

“That Rosebush woman,” said Tika. “Wearing that horrid, ugly gem around her neck.”

“Destina Rosethorn,” Caramon called from behind the bar. “You sent us that letter telling us about how you met with Astinus and found out that Destina had gone back in time to the Third Dragon War and taken Raistlin and Sturm and Tas with her.”

“You’ve heard nothing of them since?” Tika asked.

“I haven’t,” said Tanis. “Truth to tell, I’ve been so busy, I hadn’t thought about it. I guess I assumed that since I hadn’t heard anything, all was well and everyone had come back safely.”

Tika shook her head. “We haven’t seen hide nor hair of Tas, and you know he would have come here to tell us his adventures.”

“True,” said Tanis, troubled.

“I’ll go see if your food’s ready,” Tika said, rising.

She returned with a full plate and set it down in front of him.

“Otik’s spiced potatoes—crispy, just the way you like them. Do you need anything else?” Tika asked.

“You were going to bring me a mug of ale …” Tanis reminded her.

“So I was!” said Tika, sighing. “I’m that worried, it slipped my mind. Maybe it’s the gloomy day, but I feel like trouble’s coming. Terrible trouble, and I don’t know what or why. I’ll fetch the ale.”

Caramon handed the mug to Tika, who carried it back to Tanis. She was starting to sit down when a customer spoke up from the back. “Tika, I ordered the chicken stew and you brought me potatoes—”

“And you’ll eat potatoes and like it, Hal Miller!” Tika shouted.

“Yes, Tika,” Miller said meekly and began shoveling potatoes into his mouth.

Caramon silently brought a plate of stew from the kitchen, set it down in front of Miller, and removed the potatoes. Carrying them back to the bar, he picked up his little son Tanin and began to eat the potatoes himself, sharing them with his son.

Tika sighed and looked out the stained glass windows. A group of kender were loitering about outside the inn, laughing and talking, heedless of the rain.

“They’re hoping to be able to sneak inside before I catch them,” said Tika. “Every time I look out, I expect to see Tas with them.”

“How are the negotiations for the new Whitestone Council coming, Tanis?” Caramon asked, changing the subject.

Tanis sighed and shook his head. “We were close to having everything settled, with the elves and knights sharing leadership, when an elf lord suggested adding a minor provision. One of the knights trotted out some obscure passage in the Measure that prohibited it. The hill dwarves sided with the knights, and the mountain dwarves with the elves, and they nearly came to blows. We have spent three days on the matter, and they were still arguing when I left.”

Hearing a baby crying, Tika jumped to her feet. “He’s awake from his nap. I’ll introduce you. You should eat those potatoes before they grow cold.”

Tanis enjoyed the potatoes as he gazed out the window. Solace was located at a crossroads in Abanasinia, and people from all over Ansalon stopped here. Despite the rain, travelers were still arriving at the inn, hastening to find shelter from the storm.

As he watched people hurrying down the road toward the inn, he remembered a time when he would have looked out that window to see the ground far below him. The first proprietor, Otik Sandeth, had built the inn among the branches of an enormous vallenwood tree. Most of the houses in Solace had been built in the treetops to keep them safe from marauders during the lawless years after the Cataclysm.

But the trees had not kept the people safe from the dragons that had attacked Solace during the War of the Lance. The dragons had burned the beautiful trees, but they had not destroyed the inn. It had been lowered to the ground and survived more or less intact. The trees had grown back to their full, magnificent height. Some said the god Paladine had performed this miracle, and there had been talk of hoisting the inn back into the trees, but Tika had refused to allow it. That time had passed, she said, and could never come again. Best to move on.

More customers entered, for today was bread pudding day at the Inn of the Last Home. Tika’s bread pudding in brandy sauce was almost as famous as Otik’s spiced potatoes.

Tika brought the baby to show Tanis, who smiled to see the fuzz of red hair that covered the baby’s head, a match to Tika’s own red curls.

“Meet our little Sturm,” she said. “We thought we would name him after our dear friend.”

“A fitting tribute,” said Tanis.

Tika cradled the baby in one arm and picked up Tanis’s plate. She was heading to the kitchen when she suddenly gasped and dropped the plate on the floor as a column of shimmering air, like waves of heat rising off a sunbaked road, materialized in the center of the inn.

Customers saw it and bounded to their feet in alarm. Some of them ran for the door. Others remained, either too hungry or too curious to depart.

Tanis jumped up from the table, his hand on the hilt of his sword. Caramon handed Tika their older son and stood in front of his family, prepared to defend them.

A door seemed to open in the middle of the shimmering column and an elven wizard wearing black robes stepped through it. Dalamar snapped his fingers and the column disappeared, then he turned to face the patrons.

“Get out! All of you!” he told them.

They gaped at him, but no one moved. Several elves seated around a table scowled in anger and looked defiant. An elven woman said something to him in their own language. Judging by her disparaging tone and the curl of her lip, it was not a friendly greeting.

Dalamar made a sweeping gesture. His black robes swirled about him. He held a sparkling, sizzling ball of blue fire in his hand.

“I said, get out!” he repeated.

Customers scrambled to obey. Some fled, while others grabbed their pudding or their ale to take with them. The elves left but took their time, giving Dalamar poisonous looks that he returned with equanimity. The inn emptied out rapidly, though the curious lingered outside, peering in through the windows, hoping to see what was going on.

Baby Sturm was screaming, and Tanin wailed. Tika’s best friend and cook, Dezra, had heard the commotion and came rushing from the kitchen. Tika handed Tanin to her, gave the baby to Caramon, and strode over to confront the wizard.

“What do you mean, Dalamar the Dark, sweeping in here like a whirlwind, threatening to set fire to my inn, driving away my customers, and frightening my children?” Tika shook her fist at him. Her red curls seemed to blaze with anger. “You’d better have a damn good reason! Wizard or no wizard, I’ll tie those black robes of yours into knots and stuff them down your throat!”

Dalamar paid no attention to her. Muttering a few words, he waved his hand. The shutters that covered the stained glass windows flew closed and latched. The door slammed shut of its own accord, and the bolt dropped across it.

Dalamar turned to Dezra. “The inn is closed. Take the children to your house and stay there.”

Dezra tossed her head and stood her ground. “I do not take orders from you.”

“Do as he says, Dez,” said Caramon. “Go home and take the children with you.”

“But first bring me my skillet!” Tika said furiously.

“Just take the children, Dez,” said Caramon, handing her the baby. “Leave by the back door.”

Dezra cast Dalamar a baleful glance, then carried Tanin and the baby away.

Caramon placed a calming hand on Tika’s shoulder, then turned to Dalamar. “I think you had better explain yourself.”

Dalamar snapped his fingers and the ball of sparkling blue fire disappeared. “The fireball was an illusion. There was no danger to the inn or your children or your customers. I need to speak to all of you—including you, Tanis—in private. For I bring dire news.”

“About Tas?” Tika asked, her voice trembling. She took hold of Caramon’s hand.

“About all our friends. I told you when I was here last that Destina Rosethorn and the Graygem went back in time with the Device of Time Journeying and took Sturm and Raistlin and Tasslehoff with her. The device was destroyed, leaving them stranded in the time of the Third Dragon War. An artificer created a new device and Brother Kairn, a monk of Astinus, went back to bring them home.

“But Chaos had other ideas,” Dalamar continued grimly. “And now history has been upended. To make a long and terrible story short, a traitor killed the silver dragon, Gwyneth, and assassinated Huma before they had a chance to fight Takhisis. The Dark Queen and her armies seized the High Clerist’s Tower, and Solamnia fell to her might. She soon conquered all the other nations of Ansalon and, after that, the world.”

Tika had listened with growing impatience and now she gave an incredulous snort.

“You expect us to believe such a kender tale? Not even Tas could make that up! I don’t know what game you’re playing at, Dalamar, but you can take yourself out of my inn! And next time enter through the front door like a normal person.”

Caramon squeezed her hand. “Let him finish.”

Tika stared at him. “You don’t believe this ridiculous story, do you?”

Caramon steadily regarded Dalamar. “I’m not sure what to believe.”

Tanis had remained silent and now Dalamar turned to him.

“I came to fetch you, Half-Elven, to take you to meet with Astinus. The possibility exists that we can undo what has been done, but we have only a short window of time to ‘fix’ history before the river rises and drowns us. We require your help.”

“I’ll go,” said Caramon, starting to take off his apron.

“You will not!” Tika cried, grabbing hold of him.

“You should not leave your family, Caramon,” said Dalamar. “If we fail, and the darkness closes over us, the people of Solace will need you—your strength and your courage.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” Tika faltered. “Oh, Caramon, I said I had a feeling something was terribly wrong.”

“I don’t understand—” Tanis began.

“And I don’t have time to explain,” Dalamar said impatiently. “You can ask your questions of Astinus.”

Tanis looked at Caramon. “What do you think?”

“I’ve known Dalamar a long time. He helped when Raistlin …” Caramon pressed his lips together, then said quietly, “He helped me when I needed help. I trust him.”

Tanis was still not convinced. He did not entirely trust Dalamar, but he did trust Astinus.

“I left my belongings on the griffin,” said Tanis. “I’ll go fetch them.”

“Be quick about it,” said Dalamar. “Time passes and the river rises higher every moment.”

Tanis had no idea what he meant about a rising river, but he doubted Dalamar would explain. Tanis put on his still-wet cloak and went to where he’d left the griffin. Most of the crowd in front of the inn had dispersed, although several kender were still loitering about in the rain, probably still hoping for more excitement or at least a free helping of bread pudding.

Tanis took his pack from the saddle and spoke to the griffin, ordering it to return to its stables without him. The wind made a mournful sound as it blew through the vallenwoods. The driving rain knocked the golden leaves from the trees, and the mud squelched beneath his boots. When he again entered the inn, he found Caramon and Tika standing together, their arms around each other. Dalamar was pacing back and forth.

“I’m ready,” said Tanis. At least traveling by magic, he reflected, the trip would be dry.

“Not a word of this to anyone,” Dalamar warned Caramon. “Live your lives as usual.”

Caramon gave a rueful smile. “Trust me, Dalamar. No one would believe us anyway.”

“Answer one question before you go, Dalamar,” said Tika, reaching out to him. “Did Tas do something back in the past to cause this calamity? Is this his fault? Because, if he did, you know he wouldn’t do it on purpose. He wouldn’t mean for this to happen …” She couldn’t continue, but broke down, sobbing.

“From what I understand, Tas did his best to save Huma and Gwyneth, as did Sturm and Raistlin and Lady Destina,” Dalamar answered gently. “But they were pitted against a foe they could not possibly fight—Chaos.”

Tanis shook hands with Caramon, and Tika gave him a fierce hug.

“Take care of yourself! And if you see Tas, tell him to come home right this instant. No more gallivanting about with Rosebush women and ugly gray gemstones.”

“I’ll tell him,” Tanis promised.

Dalamar drew a circle on the floor with a bit of charcoal from the fireplace and told Tanis to step into it.

“Nuitari, I ask your blessing,” said Dalamar and spoke the words of the spell. “Triga bulan ber satuan/Seluran asil/Tempat samahterus-menarus/Walktun jalanil!”

Magic swirled around them, and the next instant, Tanis found himself standing in the Great Library of Palanthas outside the master’s office. Bertrem was there to meet them.

“The master is expecting you,” he said, subdued.

Tanis found Astinus writing, as usual. The master did not look up from his work but motioned Tanis and Dalamar to chairs.

Tanis did not take a seat but walked straight up to the desk and put his hands on it. “Is it true what Dalamar told us, Master? That Takhisis is now ruler of the world?”

“Sit down, Half-Elven,” said Astinus. “I do not like to have to crane my neck to look up at people. All will be explained. We wait for one more.”

Tanis was tempted to snatch the pen from Astinus’s hand, but he contained himself, though he did remain standing. Within a few moments, Bertrem opened the door.

“Brother Kairn,” he announced.

Tanis had met the young monk before, but he almost didn’t recognize him. Kairn had changed out of his monk’s robes into traveling clothes: boots and breeches, a long-belted coat, vest, shirt, and hat. He was carrying his quarterstaff and rested it against the wall as he greeted Tanis.

Tanis glanced at Dalamar. “I thought you said Brother Kairn had gone back in time to rescue the others.”

“I did, sir,” said Kairn somberly. “I brought them to the year 351, to the Inn of the Last Home the night of your reunion. But I was the only one who arrived at the Inn. The others are in Solace somewhere. I just have no idea where.”

“In other words, he has lost Destina and the Graygem in Solace in 351 Chaos Time,” said Dalamar.

“Chaos Time. What does that mean?” Tanis asked.

“Our time is now Chaos Time. Takhisis is the ruler of the world,” said Dalamar.

Tanis was the only one still standing. He folded his arms over his chest. “Is this true, Astinus? Does Takhisis rule the world? This world in which we now stand?”

“She does,” said Astinus in his dispassionate voice.

Tanis was confounded. “But … how?”

“Sit down, Tanthalas, and all your questions will be answered,” said Astinus. He continued to write. “Or you may leave.”

Tanis sat down.
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CHAPTER TWO

 “Show him the passage in the book, Brother,” said Astinus.

Kairn lifted an enormous book from the master’s desk and opened it to a page that had been marked with a gray silk ribbon. He offered the book to Tanis.

“Please read this, sir,” Kairn said. “It is the record of the night of your reunion in the year 351.”

“I know what happened,” Tanis said tersely. “I was there!”

“Please read it, sir,” said Kairn.

Tanis shook his head in exasperation but began to read. He skimmed through it once, then read it again, more carefully. Finally, he slammed the book shut.

“This is nonsense! All of us attended the reunion that night in 351 except Kitiara. Yet according to this account, she was the only one who came!”

“Astinus wrote what he saw, Tanis,” said Dalamar. “I told you, time has changed. Those events happened in 351 in the Age of Chaos.”

“But if time has changed, as you say, then why don’t I remember it that way?” Tanis demanded. “I remember my friends, Raistlin and Sturm and Flint and Tas, and how we rescued Goldmoon and Riverwind and the blue crystal staff and took them out through the kitchen!”

“The floodwaters rise slowly, Half-Elven,” Astinus said.

“What flood?” Tanis almost shouted in his frustration.

“As a river floods, the rising waters flow downstream,” Astinus said. “In like manner, the rising floodwaters of the River of Time are moving toward us. The events of the past have yet to affect our present. When they do, Tanis Half-Elven, you will look into the sky and see Her Dark Majesty’s dragons.”

Astinus spoke calmly, but Tanis heard the sorrow in the master’s voice. He looked at Kairn and saw grim determination. He looked at Dalamar and saw grave concern. Tanis was shaken, unable to comprehend the awful enormity of the possibility that his world had been cast into darkness.

“Let us say I believe this, Master,” Tanis said after a moment. “Dalamar spoke about being able to ‘fix’ time. How?”

“I have the Device of Time Journeying. I proposed that Destina and I go back to the Third Dragon War again to try to prevent the assassination of Huma,” said Kairn. “Astinus has granted me permission.”

“If that is even possible,” said Tanis, “what has this to do with me?”

“I first have to find Destina and the others. I know they are in Solace and you know Solace well ….” Kairn faltered, flushing in embarrassment.

“There is another reason,” said Dalamar. “One Brother Kairn is loath to mention. We need you as bait.”

“Bait?” Tanis stared at him.

“Takhisis is searching up and down the River of Time for the Graygem. As long as Chaos is in the world, she is not safe. She could lose everything she has won. The Dark Queen was present when Brother Kairn and the others fled to Solace, and she must know or suspect they arrived in the year 351 Chaos Time. In that year, Paladine and the gods rose against her. They fought what is known as the Lost War. As the name implies, they were vanquished. But Takhisis fears that this time, with the help of Chaos, they might succeed and defeat her.”

Dalamar handed Tanis a book. As he took it, he saw that the cover was stained with blood. “You can read Astinus’s account of the Lost War. And while you are reading, I must leave on an errand of my own. Brother Kairn, give me your rucksack.”

Kairn clutched it to him. “I cannot! The Device of Time Journeying is in here!”

“I am aware,” said Dalamar. “I plan to ensure that it remains there.”

He snapped his fingers and the rucksack flew to his arm. He spoke a word of magic and vanished.

“Be easy, Brother Kairn,” said Astinus. “He will return.”

Tanis looked down at the book in his hands. He could feel the darkness and despair and sorrow seeping out of the pages. And he had only to look at Astinus to see the same on his ageless face.

He began to read.
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CHAPTER THREE

Dalamar went directly to his library in the Tower of High Sorcery. He checked the wizard lock on the door to make certain it was still in place, then he took Brother Kairn’s rucksack over to the fireplace. Kairn had told him about an encounter with a draconian who had searched the rucksack. The draconian had found the Device of Time Journeying, but Kairn had passed it off as a child’s toy. But Dalamar couldn’t risk the Device falling into the hands of the forces of the Dark Queen, and he had devised a spell to protect the Device from being discovered.

He tossed the rucksack into the fire. Flames swirled about the bag and then vanished. Dalamar removed the bag from the grate. The flames had not harmed it. The rucksack was cool to the touch.

Dalamar summoned an apprentice and handed him the rucksack.

“Open it and tell me what you see inside.”

The apprentice rummaged through it. “A shirt, linen, stockings, dried meats and fruit.”

“Nothing else?” Dalamar asked.

“No, Master,” said the apprentice and returned the rucksack.

Dalamar looked inside and saw the Device of Time Journeying, its jewels sparkling in the firelight.

“I am bidden to tell you, Master, that the gods of magic have summoned you,” said the apprentice.

“I expected as much,” said Dalamar.

He climbed to the very top of the central spire and entered a room he had built himself after he had become master. He had named it the Chamber of the Three Moons, and he was the only person who had access to it.

The room was small, round, and windowless, with a domed ceiling. An altar made of black, red, and white striated marble stood in the center. The only objects on the altar were three pillar candles—one black, one red, and one white.

Dalamar would have lighted the candles to summon the gods, but the candles were already burning. The gods were here, waiting for him.

Three moons shone from the domed ceiling above him: one white, one red, and one black. Three robed figures stood before him. Solinari was dressed in white from head to toe with only his eyes visible. Lunitari wore red robes that matched her flaming red hair. Nuitari was a disembodied face, round as his moon.

The three gods of magic were cousins—the children of the gods. Solinari was the son of Paladine and Mishakal. Lunitari was Gilean’s daughter, and Nuitari was the son of the Dark Queen and her consort, Sargas. Unlike their parents, who were eternally at war with one another, the three cousins stood united in their dedication to the magic and to the mortals who wielded power in their names.

Dalamar bowed before them.

“You are aware of my meeting with Astinus.”

“We are aware you met,” said Solinari. “But not of what was said.”

“We presume you spoke of the Graygem,” said Lunitari. “And thus Astinus would keep the meeting secret.”

“I have read the account of the Lost War,” Dalamar said. “Is Astinus’s account accurate? Did Takhisis win the battle and vanquish the gods? It’s not that I doubt the master,” Dalamar hastened to add, glancing at Lunitari, Gilean’s daughter. “But there might be some mistake.”

“No mistake,” said Lunitari sorrowfully.

“The flames of the Cleansing Fire that ravaged Ansalon shone bright in our eyes,” said Solinari.

“And by its terrible light, we saw my mother’s dragon armies claim victory,” said Nuitari. “And now the River of Time is rising and a tidal wave of destruction is rushing toward us.”

“Then we must find a way to stop it,” said Dalamar. “Astinus has given Brother Kairn permission to go back to the Third Dragon War with Lady Destina Rosethorn and the Graygem to attempt to restore time.”

“The plan offers hope,” said Lunitari.

“A forlorn hope,” said Nuitari.

“The danger is very great,” Solinari added. “Takhisis knows that since Destina is still in possession of the Graygem, she might go back in time to try to undo what was done. The Dark Queen will be watching. If she discovers Destina—”

“We must make certain she does not,” said Dalamar. “And thus I propose we keep her attention focused elsewhere. Takhisis has no idea where to find the Graygem. For all she knows, it could be present during the time of the Lost War. If so, it could change the outcome of the battle. We need to play upon her fears. Tell me more about the final battle in Neraka. Astinus’s account led up to it, but he did not leave a record of the battle itself.”

“Because we were too busy losing,” said Nuitari with a bitter laugh.

“Silence, Cousin,” said Solinari, frowning.

“By giving you the key to altering time, we could make matters worse.”

“Takhisis is coming to enslave us all,” said Dalamar in scathing tones. “I do not see how matters can get much worse!”

The three exchanged troubled glances. Solinari’s eyes glittered silver. Lunitari’s eyes flamed. Nuitari’s empty eyes were unblinking.

“If you know something that might help us defeat Takhisis, you need to tell me,” Dalamar persisted.

“We cannot,” said Lunitari.

“The danger is too great,” said Solinari.

“We have seen the end,” said Nuitari.

Dalamar looked from one god to the other.

“You’re afraid!” he said, awed.

“We have reason to be,” said Solinari.

“After her victory in the Lost War, Takhisis banished us from the heavens,” said Nuitari.

“But that is all the more reason to fight to change the outcome!” Dalamar insisted.

“You do not understand, Dalamar the Dark,” said Nuitari with an unpleasant smile. “We fear we will change the outcome. Instead of banishing us, my mother could destroy us. We would cease to exist.”

“Listen to me—” Dalamar began, but he spoke to no one.

The candles on the altar flickered, then a blast of wind swept through the room and doused the flames. Dalamar remained at the darkened altar for a long moment after the gods had gone. He was disappointed and troubled and wondering what to do, when he became aware of empty, unblinking eyes gazing at him from a round moon face.

“You have returned to help, after all!” said Dalamar gratefully.

“I have returned to tell you that you do not need my help,” said Nuitari. “You will find all you need to know in Astinus’s account of the Lost War. The answer is there. Or rather, the answer is not there.”

“I am tired of everyone speaking in riddles!” said Dalamar, frustrated. “Just tell me!”

“I have told you and I risk much telling you that,” said Nuitari. The unblinking eyes closed. The god disappeared.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Tanis closed the book containing the account of the Lost War. Or rather, he read about the beginning of the war the gods had launched to try to overthrow Takhisis. Astinus had not recorded the terrible end. The last words he had written were burned into Tanis’s mind.

I put down my pen to take up my sword.

He looked up to see that Dalamar had returned. Tanis had been so engrossed in his reading he had not noticed. Dalamar handed Kairn the rucksack. Kairn almost snatched it from his hands and opened it and peered inside. He sighed in relief.

“The Device is still there!”

“Along with your shirt and socks,” said Dalamar. “Which is all someone will see if they open it.”

Kairn appeared dubious, but he closed the rucksack and kept fast hold of it.

“You read about the battle?” Dalamar asked.

“I did,” said Tanis. “A battle that was lost years ago. I do not know how you expect me to change the outcome?”

“The Heroes of the Lance are in the right place but the wrong time,” Dalamar explained. “Takhisis remembers that you and the others defeated her in the War of the Lance. She will worry that you have the power to do so again. If you travel to the autumn of 351 Chaos Time, you will attract her attention. Her eyes will be fixed on you, Tanis. And if—the gods forbid—Brother Kairn and Lady Destina fail to change time, winning the Lost War is our last hope.”

“But how can we win if we lost?” Tanis asked, exasperated. “We cannot change what happened!”

“But we can,” said Dalamar. “The Graygem is in the world. It is in Solace in 351 Chaos Time, and the very fact that the Device took Raistlin and Sturm and Tas from our time to Chaos Time means that the Graygem has already changed the course of the river.”

“Let us say I go back with Brother Kairn,” said Tanis. “What happens to me if he and Lady Destina succeed? If Huma defeats the Dark Queen as history tells us he did?”

“The River of Time will once more flow in its proper course, and your life will be what it has always been,” said Astinus. “You and I will never hold this conversation.”

“But it is possible that Brother Kairn and Destina could fail, as Dalamar says.”

“It is, sir,” said Astinus, continuing to write. “If that happens, you will be stranded in the past, in the year 351, in the Age of Chaos.”

“Then find some other bait for your hook,” said Tanis firmly. He laid down the book on Astinus’s desk and stood up. “Dalamar, use your magic to take me back to the inn.”

“I will, if you insist. But first I want to ask you a question,” said Dalamar. “What do you think will happen to your wife under the Dark Queen’s rule, Half-Elven? Takhisis can see both streams of time. She sees the War of the Lance and—no matter what time she is in—she will never forget that Laurana, the Golden General, defeated her armies, brought down her empire, and banished her to the Abyss. You can read the account of what happens to Laurana in that book—though I warn you, it is not for the faint of heart.”

Dalamar indicated the bloodstained volume.

Tanis regarded him, his expression grim. “Before I decide, I need to discuss this with Laurana. She is staying with Lord Gunthar at his home on the Isle of Sancrist.”

“You would put them both in danger,” said Astinus. “Takhisis finds Laurana through you.”

“The Dark Queen draws closer with each passing breath,” Dalamar added. “So what is your decision?”

“Don’t rush me, Dalamar! I still have questions,” Tanis said brusquely. “If I go back into the past, will I find two of myself?”

“No,” said Brother Kairn. “According to Alice—”

“Who is Alice?” Tanis interrupted.

“Alice Ranniker, the artificer who made the new Device of Time Journeying,” Kairn explained. “Since you are present in 351 Chaos Time, you replace the Tanis that is there. This is a fail-safe measure that prevents you from traveling back in time and suddenly changing into the Tanis who would have no knowledge of the fact that he traveled through time and would thus be unable to return.

“You will retain your memories of this time, even as you step into the body of the Tanis already in Solace in the year 351 Age of Chaos. By the same token, if the Tanis of that time traveled to this time, he would step into your body. It is only when you go to a time in which you are not already present that you will be your original self.”

“I suppose that must make sense to someone,” said Tanis. “Which leads to my next question. How do you know that the Tanis of that time is even in Solace during this Age of Chaos?”

“According to Astinus’s records, when you and your friends were forced to flee Solace for your own safety, you swore an oath to meet in the Inn of the Last Home in five years’ time,” said Kairn. “Nothing would stop you from keeping that oath. Not even Takhisis. All your friends will be there. Tas and Sturm and Raistlin will be there from our time. Flint will be there, although he will be from Chaos Time. That means the Tanis he knows will be the Tanis from that time.”

“Flint and Sturm …” Tanis murmured.

These two had died years ago. Both had been dear to Tanis, and he still missed them. The thought that he might have the chance to walk with them again helped ease the burden of his decision.

“If this plan to restore time fails, how am I supposed to win this war we lost?” Tanis asked.

Astinus laid down his pen. His gray eyes fixed on Tanis.

“By being yourself, Tanthalas. By following your instincts. By choosing to do what you know to be right. That is how you will win the battle.”

“And, according to Nuitari, the answer is there, only it is not there. I think what he means is that we need to figure out what was present during the War of the Lance and is not present now,” said Dalamar.

“Why can’t gods ever give a straight answer?” Tanis demanded.

Astinus faintly smiled. He picked up his pen and resumed writing. “Because your mortal mind would never understand.”

Tanis went over everything he had heard in his mortal mind. The logical, reasoning side of him—probably his elven side—told him the very idea of an Age of Chaos was ridiculous. But then the illogical, emotional side of him—his human side—looked down at the bloodstained book. He knew what Takhisis would do to Laurana if she ever laid hands on her. If there was even an infinitesimal chance that his wife might be in terrible danger and he could save her, he would risk everything.

“Very well, I will go with you, Brother. What must I do?”

Kairn took hold of his quarterstaff and opened the rucksack. He took out a silver globe studded with jewels. “This is the Device of Time Journeying. Place your hand on the device. I will do what is needful to cast the spell.”

Tanis made certain his sword was buckled securely to the belt at his waist and hefted his pack.

“Tell Laurana …” He couldn’t think what to say. His heart was too full.

“I will tell her,” said Astinus.

Kairn spoke the words to the spell. “‘And with a poem that almost rhymes, now I travel back in time.’”

Magic swirled around Tanis, caught him up, and swept him into the river.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Device of Time Journeying dropped Tanis onto a road he immediately recognized, though he had not walked it in many years: the road he had taken when he had arrived for the reunion years ago. The time of year was the same: autumn. The vallenwoods in the valley were ablaze in the season’s colors, brilliant reds and golds. He could see thin columns of smoke curling among the treetops now as he had seen them then. But the spreading haze should have carried with it the sweet aroma of home-fires burning. Instead, this smoke was thick and black. The smell was acrid and stuck in the throat, causing him to cough.

“The smoke is from the logging camps,” said Kairn as he placed the Device in the rucksack.

“What logging camps?” Tanis asked, startled.

“Verminaard’s armies are cutting down the vallenwoods and shipping the logs to Northern Ergoth, where he is building a new fortress. First the loggers set fire to the brush to clear the forest, and then ogres wielding enormous two-man crosscut saws bring down the trees.”

“Cutting the vallenwoods!” Tanis repeated, sickened. Smelling the noxious smoke, he began to actually believe he was in a world ruled by the Dark Queen.

“What do we do now?” he asked.

Kairn slung the rucksack over his shoulder. “I was thinking we should first go to the inn. Raistlin might be there with news. And while we walk, I will tell you what I have learned from Astinus’s writings about this period of time.”

Tanis was uneasy. The thick smoke obscured the sun, but he could tell it was still daylight, and they should have encountered other travelers. Yet the road was deserted, no one about.

“Dragon Highlord Verminaard rules Abanasinia and regions to the west,” Kairn was saying. “His headquarters are in Pax Tharkas, so he can supervise the mining operations there. He rarely visits Abanasinia, but has placed his underling, Highmaster Toede, in charge.”

“Toede.” Tanis grimaced. “I had forgotten about that slimy hobgoblin. How did he get elevated to Highmaster? He was only a Fewmaster when I knew him.”

“Verminaard required slaves to work in the mines and Toede supplied them. Verminaard rewarded him by making him Highmaster. Toede has grown wealthy and powerful in his position, for he has teamed up with Hederick, the High Theocrat, to run a criminal empire. Toede extorts people, demanding payment to keep them from being sent to the mines, while Hederick sells religious artifacts that have supposedly been blessed by the Dark Queen. Up until now, no one has dared challenge either one of them, for they have Verminaard’s backing. But now Kitiara’s arrival has thrown Toede into a panic, for he fears she is here to take his job.”

“Tell me about Kit,” said Tanis.

It seemed strange to speak her name again. He had not thought of her since her death during her ill-fated attack on the city of Palanthas. Tanis remembered her last moments, when the death knight Lord Soth came to claim her. He thought of her with regret. His regret was not for her, for she had chosen to walk a dark path and Tanis was fortunate she had not dragged him into the darkness with her. His regret was for lost youth, lost innocence. For he had loved her once. Or thought he had loved her.

He remembered his unhappiness when he had learned that Kitiara would not be coming to the reunion. She had sent a letter, saying she was serving a new lord. As it had turned out, that lord had been Queen Takhisis.

“The circle is broken,” Flint had said. “The oath denied. Bad luck.”

“Kitiara is Dragon Highlord of the northern part of Ansalon,” Kairn continued. “Her headquarters are in Solamnia. By traveling to Solace, she has encroached on Verminaard’s territory. Toede sees enemies lurking behind every bush and he fears she is here to supplant him and take Abanasinia. He has been sending frantic messages to Verminaard, pleading with him to come deal with her.”

“You said my friends and I had to flee for our own safety. What was I doing in Solace?”

“You were the leader of the resistance,” Kairn replied. “The people of Ansalon were not strong enough to challenge the Dark Queen’s armies openly, so they formed resistance groups to wage covert war on her forces. You and your friends formed the resistance movement in Solace, based out of the Inn of the Last Home.

“Five years ago, you and your companions were trying to free a group of slaves who were being transported in a caravan to the mines when a force of draconians ambushed you. You and the others barely escaped with your lives. You decided it would be safer for you and your friends to leave Solace for a time, hoping to find some sign that the gods of good had returned to challenge Takhisis.”

“In the other time, we left to seek the true gods for almost the same reason,” said Tanis, marveling.

“Dalamar says, ‘History is the same, only not the same,’” said Kairn.

“What happened to my friends during this period of time?” Tanis asked.

“Sturm went to Solamnia to find his father and to assist in the uprising known as the Second Rose Rebellion. Raistlin traveled to the Tower of High Sorcery in Wayreth to take the Test, and Caramon went with him. Flint sought refuge among the hill dwarves, and Tasslehoff set out for Kendermore to find out what had become of his people.”

“I notice you did not mention Kitiara,” said Tanis. “Was she a part of the resistance? Were she and I …”

He paused, not sure where that question was leading.

“You two were very close,” Kairn replied diplomatically. “Kitiara refused to be involved with the resistance, saying she had no intention of risking her life for a worthless cause. She left Solace when you did. She traveled to Neraka to join the dragonarmies, although none of you knew that at the time.”

“Where did I go?” Tanis asked with the odd feeling he was discussing a stranger.

“You went home to Qualinesti for a time, but you were angered by the elves’ refusal to fight the Dark Queen and you left. You grew a beard to hide your elven features, then spent the remaining years traveling Ansalon, helping where you could and searching for some sign of the return of the gods.”

“What happened when I came back to Solace for the reunion?” Tanis asked.

“You were eventually captured and killed,” said Kairn.

Tanis stopped walking. “You neglected to tell me that part of the story.”

“Because the Graygem is now involved, and the pages of the future are blank.” Kairn went on to explain, but Tanis was only half listening.

He had caught sight of a solitary figure seated on a moss-covered boulder. The wind rose, blowing away the haze, and he saw the fading light of the setting sun glint off a metal helm with a horsehair tail.

Tanis knew that helm and the dwarf who wore it, and he felt his heart constrict with both pleasure and pain. Flint refused to admit the mane was horsehair, for he always swore horses made him sneeze. He said that the tail was “the tail of a griffin,” and it was no use telling him that griffins did not have such tails. Flint refused to be convinced.

The dwarf was seated on the boulder, carving a piece of wood as he was wont to do, for he had worked all his life and scorned to sit idle. Engrossed in his carving, he had not yet noticed them. Tanis was glad, for he needed a moment to overcome his emotion upon seeing his longtime friend—his dearest friend. Tanis was grateful for the beard that hid his elven features. It also hid his tears. They slid into his beard and vanished.

Kairn noticed his attentive gaze and looked down the road.

“Is that Flint Fireforge?” he asked.

Tanis nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

“One of the Heroes of the Lance. I will be honored to meet him,” said Kairn.

Flint was as Tanis remembered him. The dwarf’s beard and hair were both white. His long hair flowed down his back as his beard flowed over his chest. He was wearing a coat of mail—iron rings attached to leather—that he had undoubtedly forged himself. His coat was belted and extended to his thighs. He wore tall leather boots and a leather harness for holding his axe. Flint was built along the lines of the boulder on which he was sitting—stout, sturdy, and solid.

The dwarf heard them approach and swiftly rose to his feet. He tucked his knife into his belt, then drew his axe and stood, prepared for trouble. He watched them warily, his brow furrowed.

Tanis grinned at him. “Flint Fireforge! After all these years, are you going to behead me?”

“Tanis?” Flint stared at him. “Is that you?”

“The same,” said Tanis. Coming up, he clapped Flint on the shoulder. “I would embrace you, old dwarf, but not while you’re holding that axe.”

“Embrace me! We’ve no time for such foolishness.” Flint gave a derisive snort, although Tanis could tell he was pleased. “Who’s your friend?”

Tanis performed introductions, remembering at the last moment to refer to the monk only as Kairn, not Brother Kairn.

Flint eyed the young man and edged near Tanis to ask in a low voice, “Can he be trusted?”

“He can,” Tanis replied, smiling.

Flint lowered the axe and held out a rough and calloused hand. “If Tanis vouches for you, that’s good enough for me.”

Kairn shook hands warmly. “I have heard a lot about you, sir.”

“I’m not ‘sir,’ young man,” said Flint gruffly. “Just plain Flint is good enough.”

“I am glad to see you, old friend,” said Tanis.

“I wish I could say the same,” Flint said, scowling at him. “It’s too dangerous for you around here. Oath or no oath, you shouldn’t have come back.”

“You came back yourself,” Tanis pointed out.

“Because I knew you would be fool enough to come back, and someone’s got to look out for you!” Flint stated triumphantly. “Good thing you grew that ugly beard.”

“Why is that?” Tanis asked, laughing.

“Kitiara’s in town,” said Flint dourly. “She arrived with a troop of draconians, and Tika says she’s been asking about you. Kit won’t recognize you with that beard.”

Tanis was thoughtful and didn’t immediately answer.

“You’re not still carrying a torch for her, are you?” Flint asked, regarding him with concern.

“I doused that flame many years ago,” said Tanis.

Flint grunted. “Good! Because Tika told me it was Kit who betrayed us to Verminaard and damn near got us killed. Did you know?”

“I did not. But I could have guessed,” said Tanis. “Don’t worry about me, old friend. I’ve grown up a lot since those days.”

“About time,” Flint muttered, but he looked relieved.

“What else is going on in Solace?” Tanis asked.

“You remember that hobgoblin, Toede? When he heard Kit ask about you, he flew into a rage. Seems Highlord Verminaard blamed Toede for the havoc we caused around here—freeing slaves, raiding supply wagons, harassing his troops. The hobgoblin would like nothing better than to send Verminaard your head in a sack, and he’ll be doing his best to try to find you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Tanis. “Are Caramon and Raistlin here?”

Flint grimaced. “They came with Kit. They work for her now. Raistlin is her pet wizard and Caramon is her bodyguard. Raistlin took that Test, seemingly, and is now wearing the black robes. Not surprising. You know I never trusted him.”

“What about Sturm?”

Flint shook his head. “No one’s heard from him in a long while, Tanis. My guess is that he was killed when Kit and her armies crushed the Solamnic uprising. I heard the knights fought valiantly, but they were no match for the legions of blue dragons.”

Tanis would have asked more, but he noticed Flint peering nervously up and down the road.

“Speaking of Toede, we should leave the main highway. Goblin patrols are everywhere these days and it’s going to be dark soon.”

He had no sooner spoken, however, than they heard hoofbeats, and a horse and rider came into view. The rider was a hobgoblin, large and flabby, sporting red armor in imitation of Dragon Highlord Verminaard. The hobgoblin’s big belly protruded from beneath the armor and jounced as he rode. He was wearing a leather helm and carried a sword at his side.

“Toede! Of all the cursed luck!” Flint scowled and hefted his axe.

“He’s seen us. Put the axe down. We don’t want trouble,” Tanis cautioned.

“Maybe you don’t!” Flint growled, but he lowered the axe.

“And get rid of your staff, Brother!” Tanis warned softly.

Kairn looked at him, puzzled, but then understood. He let his staff fall to the ground, shuffled some fallen leaves over it, and then stood on top of it.

Toede caught sight of them and kicked his horse in the flanks, spurring it toward them, shouting orders to a small force of sullen-looking goblins that were trailing after him.

Toede came riding at Tanis and the others at full gallop, and Tanis guessed he was hoping to see them flinch. Tanis rested his hand on the hilt of his sword and calmly waited. Flint planted his feet solidly and scowled. Kairn stood his ground next to Tanis.

Toede checked his horse just before barreling into them, kicking up a cloud of dust and almost upsetting his beast. He glared at the three of them and, seeing that Tanis and Flint carried weapons, turned his head to bellow at the goblins.

“You’re supposed to be my bodyguards! Keep up with me, you slugs, or I’ll take my lash to you!”

The goblins took note of Tanis’s sword and Flint’s axe and slowed to a crawl. Toede fumed but decided to ignore them and turned back to Tanis.

“Who are you?” Toede demanded. His small eyes almost disappeared into the folds of his face. “Where are you going?”

“My friends and I are bound for Solace, Highmaster,” Tanis replied respectfully. “We are looking for work. Why have you stopped us?”

Toede puffed himself with importance. “I have orders directly from Dragon Highlord Verminaard himself to search for a blue crystal staff. It is dangerous contraband.”

“As you can plainly see, none of us are carrying a staff of any sort,” said Tanis mildly. “Certainly not one made of blue crystal. Wouldn’t such a staff would be impractical, likely to break? Why does the Dragon Highlord want it?”

“Supposedly it has healing powers,” Toede said dismissively. “His Most Exalted Lordship received information that some toothless old hag of a goddess called Mishakal thinks she can challenge Her Dark Majesty by bringing healing back into the world. Takhisis will soon make her pay for her mistake.”

“No doubt,” said Tanis gravely. “Are we free to go now?”

“After I’ve searched your packs,” said Toede.

Flint glowered. “I’ll see you in the Abyss—”

Toede’s pudgy face creased in a scowl, and he reached for his sword.

“We should do as the Highmaster says,” Tanis advised, stepping on Flint’s foot. He tossed his pack onto the ground.

Kairn, looking uneasy, did the same with his rucksack. Flint grumbled, but he took his pack from his back and dropped it. Toede’s goblin escort had caught up by now, and Toede ordered them to search the packs.

The goblins eagerly picked them up, undoubtedly hoping to loot them.

“Your pack isn’t booby-trapped this time, is it, friend?” Flint asked Tanis. “Likely to explode? I’ll never forget what happened to those poor fellows that last time. Spread over half of Ansalon.”

The goblins looked alarmed and flung the packs as far away as they could and then backed off. Kairn stifled a laugh and Tanis was glad his beard hid his smile.

“What do you think you’re doing, you louts?” Toede yelled at them from the safety of his horse’s saddle. “I gave you an order! Bring me that pack!”

One of the goblins gingerly picked up Tanis’s pack and held it up for Toede to inspect, then did the same with the other two. Toede rummaged through each of them, removing anything he thought might be useful or valuable. He tried to pull one of Tanis’s shirts over his head. Finding it didn’t fit, he tossed the shirt into the dirt. He removed a flask from Flint’s pack and tucked it into his belt. He picked up Kairn’s rucksack, rifled through it, ate the fruit, then dumped it onto the ground.

“Are we free to go now?” Tanis asked.

“After you’ve paid the toll for the use of the highway,” said Toede. “You each owe a steel coin.”

He leaned down over the saddle and held out a large, hairy hand.

Tanis saw Flint eyeing Toede’s hand and fingering his axe.

Kairn hurriedly intervened, drawing out his purse and giving the hobgoblin three coins. “Allow me to pay the toll for all of us, Highmaster.”

Toede studied the money and rounded on Kairn. “These are counterfeit! I’ve never seen such coins in my life.”

“They are silver, minted in Solamnia,” said Kairn. “They are quite real, I assure you, Highmaster. Worth more than steel.”

Toede put a coin in his mouth, licked it, then clamped his sharp teeth down on it. The coins must have passed his test, for he closed his fist over them and stuffed them into a money pouch.

“I’ll be keeping an eye on you lot,” he said, then galloped off, yelling for his goblin escort to accompany him. The goblins traipsed disconsolately along behind him.

Flint thrust his axe back into its harness. “The wretch kept my flask of dwarf spirits! I should have chopped off his swelled head.”

He eyed Kairn, who was picking up his staff out of the leaves.

“And how did you know he’d be searching for a staff?” Flint asked.

“I heard rumors about a blue crystal staff,” said Tanis. “I figured Toede might be willing to take any staff, and we didn’t want trouble.”

“At least he didn’t recognize you,” said Flint. “Are you still planning to go into Solace? Even knowing Kit’s there?”

“We took an oath to meet there in five years,” Tanis reminded him. “Besides, I am curious about this blue crystal staff. If it is blessed by the goddess Mishakal and has healing powers, it could be the sign we were looking for—that the true gods have returned to fight Takhisis.”

“Bah! There’s been no healing in the world for centuries,” said Flint. “As for the old gods, I doubt they’re even still around. Let’s get off the road in case that hob comes back.”

Flint led them along a narrow path through the woods. Tanis noticed that his old friend moved stealthily and kept his hand on the hilt of his knife, darting sharp glances into the shadows that were starting to gather as the sun sank down behind the vallenwood trees, lighting the sky with streaks of pink and orange.

“Where have you been all these years?” Flint asked, glancing over his shoulder at Tanis. “Did you go back to Qualinesti?”

“For a time,” said Tanis.

“Is Solostaran still the Speaker?” Flint asked. “Will he support our cause?”

Solostaran had been the Speaker of the Sun, the leader of the Qualinesti people, in the original timeline. Tanis had no idea if he was now and looked at Kairn for the answer.

“Solostaran is still Speaker. I have heard that the elven nations of Qualinesti and Silvanesti both pay tribute every year to the Dark Queen to leave them in peace,” Kairn replied. “Thus far, she has honored the agreement.”

“That won’t last long,” Flint predicted. “Sooner or later, she’ll turn on them. You must have explained this to Solostaran. I take it, then, that he wouldn’t listen to you.

“He and I never did get along,” said Tanis. “What did you find when you returned to your people?”

“The hill dwarves were packing up to leave,” said Flint. “They’re moving into the mountain kingdom of Thorbardin.”

Tanis stared at him in astonishment. The mountain dwarves and hill dwarves had been feuding since the days of the Cataclysm, which had sundered the continent, bringing death and destruction. Evil creatures had roamed the land and driven the hill dwarves from their ancestral homes. Starving and besieged by deadly foes, the hill dwarves had sought refuge inside the dwarven kingdom of Thorbardin. But the mountain dwarves had also suffered in the Cataclysm and the king had to conserve what few resources he had left. The king had shut the gates, refusing to let his fellow dwarves inside.

Flint was a hill dwarf and had always hated the mountain dwarves. He had nursed his grudge against them for years. Tanis was amazed to hear him speak in almost grudging admiration of his longtime foes.

Flint saw Tanis’s questioning look. “It seems I may have misjudged them. When King Hornfel saw the hill dwarves being threatened by the Dark Queen’s armies, he opened the mountain fastness and urged them to seek refuge.

“Not only that, Hornfel told our elders that when the time was right, our people will emerge from the mountain and Reorx himself will lead us to war against Takhisis. Until then, they would keep safe and build up their strength. The hill dwarves rallied around him and, once they were safely inside the mountain, Hornfel sealed the entrances. The Dark Queen herself, with all her dragons, won’t be able to get in.”

“You could have gone with them,” said Tanis. “Why didn’t you?”

“Me? Hide under a rock?” Flint gave an indignant snort. “I’d pull my beard out by the roots first!”

“The mountain kingdom of Thorbardin
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